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PREFACE


Visitors to Washington are taken with its quiet grandeur. Just like they saw in the postcards, they witness the beauty of the Mall stretching from one horizon to the other. They see the Capitol itself up there on its hill, pay respects to the beloved Lincoln sitting high in his memorial, and gaze like children at the tall, clean obelisk honoring the city’s namesake.


The truth is, no loud commerce or clanking industry disturbs the peace; no smokestacks darken the skies even in the distance. Tourists, generally speaking, are respectful rather than boisterous. Even the bureaucracy, busy along its daytime corridors, fails to shatter the stillness. Yet for all the statues and monuments loyally attesting to what’s gone before, Washington is very much a living city.


And what makes it so is its jamboree of human voices engaged in discourse, debates, discussion, argument, compromise, leaks, gossip, criticism, and commentary, not to mention speechmaking. Undeniably the city’s signature output, it’s been this way since General Washington and Pierre L’Enfant together on horseback envisioned our new nation’s capital in the late eighteenth century. It’s a place where talking matters, and even more important, who’s talking to whom.


Since the moment of its creation the city has been marked in every era by voices. Year in and year out, the questions they hurl into the air lie at the center of the American conversation, and this ritual of the voices is what animates our government.


And always there come the responding questions from the country: Shall the people hold sway? Will the winning faction deliver on its promises? Will the losing faction give way? Will a divided electorate see a spirit of compromise? These are the recurring quandaries that separate action from stalemate, a working democracy from one seized by dysfunction.


The framers of the American Constitution, who also made Washington the capital, established two great offices. One is the president of the United States; the other, the Speaker of the House of Representatives. The role of the first is to lead the country; the province of the Speaker, through custom and his prerogative to set the House agenda, is to control the government’s purse strings. Not a dollar can be allocated that the Congress hasn’t guaranteed by law or specifically appropriated.


This historic arrangement makes simple human bargaining a central task for the two leaders. The check-and-balance relationship between president and Speaker can either propel the government forward or not. Put plainly, they either talk, or they don’t. When they join in alliance, the government rumbles ahead. When their interests collide, something’s got to give. Either one side prevails, or a compromise is struck. Otherwise, the republic stalls.


This means that, for the Constitution to work, the two must be open to the larger picture, to resist base obstructionism, to accommodate differences for the common good. Historically, this coupling of president and Speaker has been a tricky one that encourages a choreography both quick-footed and wary.


I was witness, with eye and heart, to one of the most celebrated of these pairings. The time was the 1980s, the president was Ronald Reagan, and the Speaker was Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr. Both were Irish-Americans. Both men were larger than life. The former was a California conservative Republican, elected in a landslide. He arrived in Washington to his very first job there, walking into the White House on Inauguration Day 1981. The latter was a New England liberal Democrat, a hardened, blooded Washington veteran who’d entered the House of Representatives in 1953 and had spent the twenty-eight years since finessing and cajoling his way to the top of the Hill.


The outsider and the insider: these two moved together in a remarkable, if sometimes rough, tandem. They argued mightily, each man belting out his separate, deeply cherished political philosophy—but then they would, both together, bow to the country’s judgment. Decisions were made, action taken, outcomes achieved. They honored the voters, respected the other’s role. Each liked to beat the other guy, not sabotage him.


During this period, government met its deadlines. Members of Congress listened and acted. Debates led to solutions. Shutdowns were averted. What needed to proceed did, and America’s citizens were the beneficiaries.


Ronald Reagan and Tip O’Neill were definite political rivals. Just not always.


People in politics, like everyone else, like to talk about how different things were in the old days. They point to the relationship between President Reagan and Tip O’Neill—old-school guys, only two years apart in age, who were so different yet not, on some level, that different—whose commitment to comity came out of their shared integrity. They disagreed on the role of government, knew it, admitted it face-to-face. But they put concentrated effort into trying to get along even as they challenged each other. Why, we wonder, can’t it be that way again?


Why won’t our leaders work to accommodate each other, employing civility as they cooperate to accomplish goals in the country’s best interests? Why must we continue to suffer their relentless gumming up of the works? What in our national character, in the ways we choose to deal with one another and respect different viewpoints, has changed so since the days of Reagan and O’Neill? How can we win back the faith that our republic is working?


Today we have government by tantrum. Rather than true debate, we get the daily threat of filibuster. Shutdowns are engineered as standard procedure. In place of hard-earned statecraft we witness new tricks of the trade. Presidents make “recess” appointments to end-run Senate consent. Tea Partyers in the House of Representatives act as if voting “Nay” constitutes twenty-first-century governance. Democrats in the Senate, for a while, refused to approve the annual budget—withholding consent to skip the embarrassment of admitting dire fiscal reality. Brinkmanship grabs today’s headlines even as public faith dies a little with each disappointing eleventh-hour deal.


What’s to be done? I truly believe it doesn’t have to be this way. And the story I’m about to tell of these two extraordinary figures will show you why. My goal is to bring you the true account of what took place. Our country is less in need of a myth than a real-life account of one imperfect leader dealing with another. It serves no purpose in this time of habitual conflict to spin a tale of happy harmony; far better to illustrate how two very different figures managed to make politics work.


Ronald Reagan was dismissed by his enemies as a Hollywood lightweight, Tip O’Neill as a Tammany-style ward heeler. I refuse to add a third cartoon to those two. The credit for their civility goes not to their off-duty socializing and shared Irish stories: it was their joint loyalty to American self-government. Tip’s oldest son, an elected politician himself, put it best in a 2012 New York Times column: “What both men deplored more than each other’s political philosophy was stalemate, and a country that was so polarized by ideology and party politics that it could not move forward. There were tough words and important disagreements . . . yet a stronger commitment to getting things done.” They respected elections, accepted who had won, knew that duty came with office. It’s all true.


I was there.
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“Jody’s a soldier.”

Chief speechwriter Rick Hertzberg’s final salute to Jimmy Carter’s finest warrior. When all was lost, we still had to face the dawn.






CHAPTER ONE


DEATH OF A PRESIDENCY


“Governor . . . there ain’t no tonight tonight.”


    —JODY POWELL, PRESIDENT CARTER’S PRESS SECRETARY, ELECTION EVE 1980


When we switched from Air Force One to the presidential helicopter that election morning, I couldn’t help thinking about the vanquished candidate sitting right there ahead of me in Marine One. He looked so rigid as to be frozen, or even, as it gruesomely occurred to me at the time, to be in the early stages of rigor mortis. Yet at that moment, he was still the president of the United States and so, despite everything, was being briefed by staff on matters unrelated to the situation he was now having to face. Couldn’t such a business-as-usual exercise have at least been put off, if nothing else, for decency’s sake? As I’ve often told people over the years, that helicopter ride into Plains was like being inside a giant bird, one that was dying.


As we headed low over the swirling grass, the reality of small-town Georgia suddenly came into view. Then a scratchy voice sounded over Secret Service chief Jerry Parr’s walkie-talkie: “Dancer’s on the ground.” Mrs. Carter was there, waiting. Plains was where they were from, and it was where they would soon be headed back. On the ground, I walked past the train depot where, four years before, Carter had appeared on the platform to be applauded and cheered after winning the presidency. Passing the little station building, through the window I glimpsed two people alone in the room—Jimmy and Rosalynn. He’d asked to tell her himself. Just the two of them were now standing there. The long journey he’d convinced her to take with him was ending in defeat.


• • •


There were those in the Carter White House who believed that Ronald Reagan—a popular governor of California who’d made his name and fame originally in the movies, and later on TV—was the “best” Republican candidate our man could face in his reelection campaign. To them, Reagan seemed a handsome, likable lightweight, reliant on feel-good rhetoric and upbeat platitudes. However, by the fall of 1980, with the race in full swing, the Carter staffers saw the exorbitant price of this mistake.


For my part, I was about to experience from a punishing vantage point just how hard it was to beat Ronald Reagan.


It’s not that there hadn’t been warnings from those who’d previously made the mistake of underestimating him. Former California governor Pat Brown, denied a third State House term in 1966 by a Reagan landslide, had dropped in at the White House back in the spring specifically to pass on those lessons he’d learned the hard way. “You’re going to say he’s an actor and it won’t work,” Brown explained to Carter communications director Gerald Rafshoon. “That he’s not really that smart and it won’t work; that he’s lazy and it won’t work.”


What he was describing with earned exasperation was the difficulty of getting any contempt, scorn, insult, or even past position to stick to Reagan. Under attack, the man was a master. However, having seen him lose the Republican nomination to Gerald Ford only four years earlier, we knew Ronald Reagan wasn’t invincible. The trouble in the fall of 1980 was, he could well be something far worse: inevitable. The main asset any Republican candidate brought to this race for 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue was that he wasn’t Jimmy Carter.


Reagan had already proved to be more than that. Beaten by George H. W. Bush in the Iowa Republican caucus in late January 1980, he rocketed back five weeks later with a decisive win in New Hampshire. There he not only disarmed the local voters but captivated the entire country when he sharply rebuked the moderator of the candidates’ debate who’d asked to have Reagan’s microphone switched off during a dispute. “I am paying for this microphone, Mr. Green,” he reminded the fellow. Which was quite true—even if the man’s name was Breen, not Green—since the Reagan campaign treasury was indeed footing the bill for the event.


It was the perfect moment for a man who’d picked and long perfectly played the role of a lifetime: the heroic citizen-politician. Yet his nifty retort up in New Hampshire also made for an homage to Reagan’s own Hollywood past, appropriating brilliantly a line from Frank Capra’s 1948 political drama, State of the Union. At the end of the movie, Spencer Tracy’s character, vying for the Republican presidential nomination, must also fight for his right to speak. “Don’t you shut me off, I’m paying for this broadcast,” he threatens.


Still, despite such warnings as Pat Brown’s, Carter staffers continued to pin their hopes on Reagan securing his party’s nod. With his right-wing foreign policy, his old notions about making Social Security contributions “voluntary,” and his early crusading against Medicare, Ronald Reagan appeared a more obviously vulnerable target than a serious contender like Bush or Gerald Ford (had he jumped into the fray). Looking back, I’d have to say certain Carter people were in a state of denial as we watched this guy keep on coming.


Reagan’s superbly delivered quip, however, wasn’t the only legacy of his New Hampshire victory. On the eve of that triumph he made the decision to reshape himself politically. Choosing a new campaign manager, conservative Irish-Catholic William J. Casey, who headed the OSS—the predecessor to the CIA—in Europe during World War II, he moved his base of operation off the West Coast. The man who spent his free time with the newly wealthy of Southern California was going gritty, forging a connection with the kinds of voters he’d not previously courted. Whatever roles Reagan had chosen to play in recent years, on and off the screen, he was now pushing further back into his life’s repertoire.


It had been in 1940 that Reagan, then twenty-nine years old and only three years into his movie career, had been cast as George “the Gipper” Gipp in the film Knute Rockne—All American. It was the part of the stricken Notre Dame football hero whose famed deathbed words, “Win just one for the Gipper,” would years later rally Notre Dame to a comeback victory. It now offered the presidential hopeful an evocative nickname. It would be one that spelled votes.


Forty years later, the surviving “Gipper” began aiming his campaign directly at those disaffected Democrats—the Irish and Italians and Polish-Americans, and other hardworking, proud, but frustrated citizens who just didn’t “get” Jimmy Carter, who were furious at the humiliation of the Iranian hostage crisis, enraged at our flags being burned and trampled on by bearded militants from a place we didn’t want to hear about—who were more than ready to hear his message.


Reinventing himself, Reagan was no longer the Hollywood guy, the hunk in swim trunks or jodhpurs. Instead, he’d morphed into if not quite an Irishman’s Irishman then certainly a recognizable fellow ethnic. He was entitled, of course, being descended on his father’s side from immigrants who’d left County Tipperary behind in the mid-nineteenth century. But it also amounted to more than that. Like the cowboy stars who became their characters—John Wayne, Roy Rogers, Gene Autry—Reagan would smoothly sand over where reality began and scripts left off. Now he wore the aura of a Notre Dame hero, though one who’d never actually attended Notre Dame, and became a beacon to its “subway alumni” across the country. They, plus millions of other folks just like them, soon would be known by quite a different name: “Reagan Democrats.”


Along with the other Carter speechwriters, I watched Reagan dominate the Republican convention that summer. You couldn’t help admiring a guy who would come up that summer with such a neatly confounding bait-and-switch as this: “The president lately has been saying that I am irresponsible. And you know, I’ll admit to that if he’ll confess he’s responsible.” What’s the answer to that? You only dig yourself in deeper with every attempt.


And not only was Reagan, once anointed his party’s choice, putting the blame for the country’s seemingly sorry state on the man in the White House—which is standard operating procedure for any opposition candidate—but there was something about his reach that struck me as truly audacious. What he seemed to be implying was that everything wrong in the world was now the fault of Jimmy Carter. His taking such an approach forced his rival, for his part, to defend absolutely everything voters didn’t like—absolutely everything—beginning, not ending, with the humiliation of having our flag trampled on every night by scruffy, hateful Iranians.


Reagan had a mischievous way of sticking Carter with this burden of all things bad. “Can anyone look at the record of this administration and say, ‘Well done’? Can anyone compare the state of our economy when the Carter administration took office with where we are today and say, ‘Keep up the good work’? Can anyone look at our reduced standing in the world today and say, ‘Let’s have four more years of this’?” He was forcing voters to imagine themselves as cheerleaders for a gridiron squad that again and again kept fumbling the pigskin.


Throughout the summer, the polls remained too close to draw any conclusions. Then, on Labor Day, came the first sign of real trouble. My wife, Kathleen—we’d gotten married that June—and I were spending that holiday Monday enjoying Georgetown. Toward evening we stopped by a Wisconsin Avenue college bar to check the news. I’d written Carter’s big campaign kickoff speech, which he’d given earlier that day at a picnic he was attending down in Alabama. After he’d read my draft, he told me right there in the office—talk about an unusual occurrence!—how much he liked it, making me eager to see how it played on the networks. Suddenly on the TV screen above the bar appeared a tanned Ronald Reagan looking happy and relaxed, in his shirtsleeves. Standing, attractively windswept by the harbor breezes, the Statue of Liberty to his back, he spoke about our country and the hopes it stood for. His punch line was that the Democrats had betrayed those hopes.


“I’m here because it is the home of Democrats,” he said in explaining his presence in Liberty State Park. “In this country,” he went on confidently, “there are millions of Democrats who are just as unhappy with the way things are as all the rest of us.” He was celebrating those millions of immigrants that New York’s harbor has welcomed over so many decades. “They didn’t ask what this country could do for them, but what they could do to make this refuge the greatest home of freedom in history. . . . Today a president of the United States would have us believe that dream is over, or at least in need of change.”


Ronald Reagan grasped the deep-running need shared by Americans to feel positive about their country and themselves. He himself believed completely in the brighter, shinier world of which he spoke, and his conviction was infectious. Jimmy Carter, a decent and honest man, had notoriously gone on national television the year before, offering a somber speech that faced the present and the future squarely but was barren of the blue skies Reagan now reminded Americans they had coming as their birthright.


Carter was never to live down the fallout from that speech, and with a reelection campaign looming on the horizon such a downbeat address had been far from strategic. Carter certainly had ample cause to share his concerns—about energy consumption, and each citizen’s personal role in energy conservation—with his constituents. Yet he broached these subjects without suspecting how unpopular they would eventually make him, convinced that telling difficult truths would itself rouse the country to its time and its historic tasks. During that broadcast, now known as the “malaise speech,” Jimmy Carter hadn’t actually even used the word malaise, yet in speaking to the press, his pollster-advisor Patrick Caddell had framed the speech’s themes that way, thus tarring Carter with its doleful stoicism.


Jimmy Carter was, it turns out, too much the smartest guy in a small town, a governor whose great virtue back in 1976 had been that he wasn’t incumbent Gerald Ford and that he was untainted by proximity to Nixon, Watergate, or Washington. His current rival, also originally a small-town boy, and a two-term governor, appeared to be a figure out of a different solar system, and not only because he’d been a Hollywood star. The much-anticipated, long-awaited debate between the two, when it finally came, took place in the political eleventh hour, just a week before Election Day. It happened in Cleveland, and was a game-changer, though not to the incumbent’s advantage.


By the next afternoon after that debate, traveling with the president I could assess the very visible lack of excitement at upstate New York Democratic rallies. It amounted to negative reinforcement, telling me what I didn’t want to know about the results. Next to Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter hadn’t, with all his sincerity and earnestness, been able to seize a single advantage during the debate. There, at the Cleveland Convention Center, it had been Ronnie’s evening from beginning to end. He’d been calm, confident, and even a bit condescending.


This time, the line of his that passed into history was the humorously reproachful “There you go again.” Triggered by prim Carter statements characterizing Reagan’s sometime stands on Social Security, Medicare, and the possibility of universal national health insurance, it said nothing and everything at the same time. Just four words, and it was all he needed to convey his message when it came to Carter’s own problems. The challenger was putting the incumbent in his place, and the effect was devastating.


For Jimmy Carter, Iran had become a political wild card. When, at daybreak a year earlier, the American Embassy in Tehran had been stormed by militant students, with more than fifty diplomats and staff taken hostage, his calm handling of the crisis had initially brought strong public support. The effect, in this early period after the standoff began, was to make him invulnerable to the challenge to his renomination posed early on from the left by Senator Edward Kennedy. But as the months began turning into an entire year and the hostages remained in the control of their captors, the stagnant situation and the American powerlessness it came to symbolize became a reflection on Carter himself.


It was hard to argue otherwise. The fact is, the Iranian government had given its support to an act of war committed against the United States. According to the State Department, “any attack on an embassy is considered an attack on the country it represents.” What could be clearer? For most Americans, the situation in Tehran was just one more example—along with rising OPEC oil prices and the then increasing domination of the American auto market by Japanese competition—of how our country was getting kicked around. But if there was an alternative to Carter’s course it wasn’t visible then and hasn’t revealed itself since.


The final hope came in the early hours of Sunday morning, before the 1980 election. We had spent all Saturday campaigning in Texas, ending for the night in Chicago after a brief stopover in Milwaukee. Near midnight a local congressman had even convinced the president to make an appearance at a large Italian-American event, featuring sports heroes like Joe DiMaggio.


It was a short night. Around 2 a.m. I was awakened by a noise in the hall. Recognizing the clipped, military inflection of the Secret Service, I knew something was up. I heard someone say “Deacon,” the president’s code name. I called the Situation Room on my white “signal” phone. The woman who answered connected me quickly to the National Security Council staff. Then the good news: what I heard sounded like the hostages in Tehran were close to release. As I listened, it struck me the Ayatollah Khomeini’s latest conditions were no more exacting than those we’d already said we could meet.


Once again, the same menacing wild card was back at the top of the deck. And, again, Jimmy Carter had no choice but to draw it. If he could manage to get the hostages out, he might still win reelection. If not, he probably couldn’t. And everyone in the country understood that this was so.


Tragically for Carter, when later that Sunday the terms being demanded by Tehran became clear, the conditions that could determine his political fate, the news wasn’t good. All along, the squabbling mullahs had thrown stumbling blocks in the way and now they were at it again. The hostages would not be getting out before Election Day. When President Carter went on television that night to release the news, I watched and heard victory escaping, literally, through the airwaves. What I wished at the time was that he’d have talked tougher, showing himself to be righteously furious at the Iranians for daring to mess with an American election. But I was only a speechwriter, not the man at the head of the country. His instincts of caution—pure Jimmy Carter, when you came right down to it—were clearly defensible for a president with the lives of captured citizens at risk. Yet I dreaded what the impact would be on Tuesday.


We awoke Monday, the final day before the election, to a speechwriters’ crisis. The index cards containing Carter’s election eve talking points—dictated to us by pollster Caddell and delivered, we thought, to the hallway outside press secretary Jody Powell’s office, had not gotten to him. Hendrik “Rick” Hertzberg, the chief speechwriter, had to transcribe them from the backup copies on Air Force One after takeoff.


I could see the tension, exhaustion, and looming despair on the faces around me. The major polls—Gallup and the New York Times/CBS—were too close to call. The one countervailing red flag—and it was bright crimson—was the fact that Lou Harris, who’d made his name polling presidential elections since he’d worked for Jack Kennedy’s campaign back in 1960, had staked his reputation on Ronald Reagan as the winner.


At the first stop—in Akron, Ohio—Carter got out there and ramped up his attack on Reagan. First, he hit him for daring to quote Franklin Roosevelt; next, he belted him for saying “the New Deal was based on fascism.” Then he bashed him for a whole laundry list, from opposing the minimum wage to failing to back “every single nuclear arms limitation agreement since the Second World War.” After that, he swung at him for labeling Medicare “socialism and communism.”


And once he’d gone this far, why not go all the way? So he did. He pronounced the campaign’s “overriding issue” to be “peace and the control of nuclear weapons and preventing the spread of nuclear weapons to terrorist countries.” The question facing the voter—he clearly implied—was peace or war. He was on one side, Carter made clear, while Ronald Reagan, his opponent, was on the other. The choice, for right-thinking voters, he implied, was an obvious one.


This was precisely what Caddell had advised against. The goal for Carter’s last day of campaigning was to ignore Reagan and come across as “calm and presidential” in light of the latest news from Iran. Here was Carter making the explosive charge that his opponent’s election would mean “war.”


At this point I was listening to the president while standing in the shadow of Air Force One. Standing nearby was Steve Weisman, a New York Times reporter and a friend, who saw the pain cross my face. He wanted to know what was bothering me. Rick Hertzberg, alert to the possibility of a story developing in which a White House speechwriter is revealed as depressed by his boss’s performance, pulled me aside. “Don’t show your feelings like that,” he cautioned.


Once the president returned to Air Force One, Jody Powell, his close aide of many years, gently pointed out that he might be overdoing it. “Some people seem to think you might have gone too heavy on Reagan,” he pointed out. “I think they like it,” Carter replied mildly. “It turns them on.”


From Akron we flew to Granite City, then to East St. Louis and Springfield, Missouri. After this we doubled back to Detroit. It had become clear that the only places where Carter was drawing an emotional reaction were African-American communities. I’ll in fact never forget a previous appearance at a black church in northern New Jersey and the singing of “Amazing Grace.” But now, at each stop, Carter simply did what every candidate before him had done when facing Reagan: he attacked him for being too far right, too in over his head for the big time, too extreme to be trusted with nuclear weapons. What else was there to do, even though we had been warned by Reagan’s last electoral victim that these particular charges wouldn’t work?


To our dismay, at least one network news program, CBS’s, led that night with the one-year anniversary of the hostage-taking, not the next day’s crucial election. Carter, receiving an update on the campaign coverage when he returned to the plane from the Detroit stop, was chiefly concerned not with the network accounts Rick replayed to him but with a piece of news his pollster had just given him. Out there in America, many voters were not even aware, despite all the drama of the weekend, that the hostages might soon be freed.


As we flew from Detroit to Portland, across those vast stretches of seemingly unending plains and then abruptly over the Rockies, someone asked why we weren’t stopping to campaign. “Because there’s not a single state we’re flying over that we have a chance of carrying,” said domestic policy advisor David Rubenstein, voicing the awful truth.


When we got to Seattle, our last stop, Carter delivered his best speech of the campaign by far. I think it helped that we were in an airport hangar, which echoed his every word. With ten thousand people screaming, their voices resounding through the rafters, he was on fire. He had the rhythm; he had the audience. “How many of you believe we’re going to whip the Republicans tomorrow?” Huge applause. “You don’t know what it does to a man who’s been campaigning since early this morning—I got up at five o’clock Washington time. When I asked Jody Powell, ‘Where do we spend the night?’ he said, ‘Governor, this evening there ain’t no tonight tonight.’ ”


Back on Air Force One, Carter joined us for drinks, a rare occurrence. He even invited the press up from the back of the cabin to join in. I couldn’t help noticing that the back of his hand showed a mass of cuts made by the many rings and watches of the men and women in all those receiving lines. But it was all about to end. The next stop was to be Plains, Georgia, where Jimmy Carter would cast his own vote.


Then the news—dire and definite—came. While I sat with the press, worried that a few reporters were busily taking notes under the table during what was supposed to be an off-the-record chat with Carter, Jody and Rick went up to the front of the plane, to the president’s cabin. The time was now 4 a.m. back in Washington. Three of his top advisors—Caddell, Chief of Staff Hamilton Jordan, and Jerry Rafshoon—were at the White House and had just minutes before received the latest poll results.


President Carter, Caddell told Jody, was going down by a landslide. All the neck-and-neck status, so recently reported, had been undone by the obstructionism of the factions in Tehran. After teasing us with the possibility of a settlement, the Iranians’ demands seemed unchanged to the voters. We’d been taken for a ride again, one more time.


Carter was about to get the news. Returning to his cabin, he grinned when he first saw Jody and Rick. Still in an exuberant mood, still high from his thunderous Seattle reception, he had no way of suspecting the devastating news he was about to hear. “Is that Pat? Let me talk to him,” he said. Then, with the phone at his ear, his face collapsed. I’ve often wondered if he knew in those closing days and hours that this was coming. Now it had.


Jody, seeing his boss of so many years in pain, now moved quickly and surely. He understood exactly what needed to be done and instructed Rick accordingly. “The presidency is gone,” he told him somberly. “We want to try to keep from losing too much of the Senate and House.” The mission now entrusted to Rick and me was to write a speech for Carter to use in Plains that would cool the country down, ease the hate, and attempt to limit Democratic losses. “Jody’s a soldier,” Rick said of the young Georgian who’d been with Carter from the start and now was guarding him to the end.


The memory of what transpired over the next several hours, as the plane headed southeast to Georgia, is indelible for me. There we were, a small band of defeated warriors huddled together in a snug, small room high above the American landscape, working resolutely to produce the words and phrases that would help make the best of a terrible situation.


• • •


Late that morning, back in Washington finally, I went out to cast my own vote. As I got to my polling station I remember there was a guy racing angrily into it. In my mind, whether it was true or not—maybe he was just having a bad morning—I saw him as one of the millions of irate citizens piling on, joining the massacre. His image burned itself into my mind’s eye and became a sort of collector’s item, a bit of unwanted memorabilia, from those last weeks of the campaign. Here was a voter, it seemed to me, so mad at Carter he intended to vote straight Republican with the intention of flushing the thirty-ninth president out of politics and out of his life once and for all.


That evening, I watched Carter show up ahead of time, well before he was expected, at the Sheraton Washington ballroom to concede defeat. It was the earliest concession speech by any American presidential candidate since 1904 and it would wind up costing several West Coast Democrats their seats. Stories would grow of people leaving the voting lines on word that the president had given up the fight. Nevertheless, I always assumed his hurry wasn’t so much selfish on Carter’s part as it was self-protective. He was exhausted. If he’d gotten any more exhausted, he wouldn’t have been able to control his emotions, his very self.


The next morning, Kathleen and I woke up, had breakfast, got into our car, and began driving north toward Pennsylvania, with no particular destination in mind. What I didn’t know then, as we hit the highway just to get away, was that the fierce battle I’d just witnessed, played out across the entire American landscape, was just a prelude.
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Those two years with the Peace Corps in Swaziland changed my life. They got me off the academic track and into politics.





CHAPTER TWO

STARTING OUT

“Any schoolboy could see that man as a force must be measured by motion from a fixed point.”

—HENRY ADAMS, THE EDUCATION OF HENRY ADAMS

When you visit Capitol Hill as a tourist, the men and women working in the offices appear to have always belonged there. They make you think of soldiers manning a citadel: they’re friendly but continually on guard. You’re the outsider; they’re the presiding officialdom; and the dividing line is clear. That’s certainly how it struck me on long-ago high school trips to Washington.

It’s different, though, once you become an insider. When you’ve passed through the gate and find yourself admitted to the inner sanctums, as I was in my mid-twenties, you never again refer to it as “the government.” You realize all too quickly the distinct separateness of each congressional office, the jealousy with which each and every Senate staffer guards his or her position. You learn the same is true at the numerous executive agencies. You grasp this fast or you don’t survive long.

I know, too, from experience that once you’re inside Washington politics, in the thick of things, you have a far different sense of what goes on. You’ve discovered how the engine works because you’re one of its parts. For the decade after returning home in 1971 from the Peace Corps in Africa, I was deeply involved with the day-to-day reality of the actual enterprise of governance. I worked as a staffer for a president and, before that, for a pair of senators—and was proud of the fact. Call that period of my life my apprenticeship. Those jobs taught and broadened me. The pace of the work was unrelenting; it absorbed me entirely.

My grandest political job—the inspiration for this book—was in every way a dream one. Even now I still have trouble believing how incredibly lucky I was. It was in 1981 that I was hired to be administrative assistant to the Speaker of the House, Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr.—better known as Tip—and soon found myself seated behind an imposing desk, suddenly more an insider in those marble hallways than I ever had fantasized.

Here’s the story of how I got there.

In the late winter of 1971, I found myself returning to the United States after living and working for two years as a Peace Corps volunteer in the Kingdom of Swaziland. Turning down posts elsewhere, I’d been seized by the allure of Africa, jumping at the chance to engage actively there in economic development. It was the Vietnam era and I saw volunteering for the Peace Corps as a positive role I could take on for my country in the world. I’d majored in economics at Holy Cross, had gotten a full-ride scholarship to the University of North Carolina for graduate school, where I had spent the winter of 1967–68 as a devout supporter of antiwar presidential candidate Eugene McCarthy.

The notion of the Peace Corps appealed not only to my romantic idealism but my readiness to face a rite of passage. Who knows how these things are truly connected. My hunch is that the wild confidence I would now show—knocking on the doors of Capitol Hill offices where I knew no one—originated in that exhilarating period when I zipped around the back roads of southern Africa on a Suzuki 120, speaking my limited Zulu and trying to teach modern business methods to Swazi villagers at remote trading posts.

During a break from my job in Swaziland, I made my way, often hitchhiking, up through East Africa, with assorted adventures along the way. It was during a trip on the overnight Rhodesian Railways train from Lourenço Marques (now Maputo) in old Mozambique to Bulawayo that I stayed up enthralled by Ted Sorensen’s memoir, Kennedy. I learned that he, at twenty-four, had been appointed, pretty much out of the blue in 1953, to be legislative assistant to the newly elected senator John F. Kennedy. Before this, the two hadn’t really known each other, but JFK’s hiring instincts proved impeccable. Sorensen, both as speechwriter and advisor, quickly revealed himself to be an indispensable player in his boss’s skyrocketing career.

It was heady stuff, reading such a thrilling firsthand account of faraway Washington and a young man’s rise. On the other side of the world, I couldn’t help wondering how I could manage to follow in his footsteps.

Along those lines I was greeted by a stroke of luck. A guy who had graduated before me from Holy Cross sent a letter describing his work for a United States senator in Washington. He told of being a “legislative assistant,” the same title Sorensen held with Jack Kennedy. He included a giant detail that would give me confidence—he lacked a law degree. Suddenly a bar had been removed.

When I finished my Peace Corps tour and flew back to the United States there was snow on the ground. After a brief stop to see old friends down in Chapel Hill, I headed to Washington, D.C. There I began my quest for work in the Senate and House office buildings, and I had a ready answer for anyone asking what I wanted to be: “legislative assistant.” It was the challenge I was daring myself to undertake. Yet, as I’ve said, I had no connections. All I possessed in the way of strategy was the notion of working my strengths. But what were they?

Since I’d just spent two years in Jack Kennedy’s Peace Corps and, before that, had graduated from Holy Cross, the grand old Jesuit college in Worcester, Massachusetts, my first—I thought rather clever—idea was to make the rounds of the offices of every Irish-Catholic Democrat from the Northeast. Setting off earnestly, I spent a few weeks at this, focusing especially on members of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. For a brief moment, I even had what looked to be the break of the century. A Foreign Affairs Committee member, an Irish-Catholic charmer, offered me a job at our first encounter. I was in! But then, a week later, to my disappointment, word from him reached me that “he couldn’t work it out.”

At first this was simply puzzling. But eventually I would learn that the FBI had been even more interested in him than I was, looking to get from him answers about reputed underworld connections. One concern was the body of a loan shark discovered in his basement. Call me a softy, but I thought then, and I think now, that he had wanted to spare me his emerging troubles.

With no other breaks coming my way, I can’t say I wasn’t getting discouraged, but I also wasn’t giving up. Having worked my way through the Northeast Irish-Catholic congressional roster and finding no takers, I now showed up one afternoon in the offices of Senator Frank Moss, a Democrat from Utah. His administrative assistant—who would be called a “chief of staff” in today’s Capitol Hill—made clear he liked me personally, as well as my Peace Corps experience, and not to mention my economics background. A former top aide to Senator Edward Kennedy and a devoted campaign lieutenant in Bobby Kennedy’s 1968 presidential campaign, this fellow seemed to like my being Irish-Catholic as well as a Holy Cross grad from the Kennedys’ home turf.

After setting me a task that served as a test, which I passed—it involved my explaining aspects of a murky tax law to an influential constituent—he came up with an offer of employment. My luck, it seemed, had turned. But the deal he came up with was far from what I’d envisioned. He explained that the only job he had available was that of a Capitol policeman. My face must have dropped. “It’ll pay for the groceries,” Moss’s assistant assured me, recognizing my disappointment.

He was being practical, I realized, and it was, after all, a way in. So I said yes. The deal was, I’d spend the morning and early afternoon in the senator’s office answering letters, frequently important ones. I was also given assignments to write brief speeches to be entered in the Congressional Record. Come mid-afternoon, I’d race over to the Capitol Building. After donning my uniform and buckling on my holster—I carried a Smith & Wesson .38 Police Special—I’d report for duty. My shift finished at eleven. After three or four months doing this, I asked—insisted, really—to be made a full-time legislative assistant.

“It was Africa, wasn’t it?” my County Antrim–born grandmom would later shrewdly observe, as she watched me adapt and begin my rise in the nation’s capital. She knew, and, as I said, so did I.

I’d made the right decision. That brief period I spent working on the Capitol police force proved invaluable, giving me a perspective I’d not otherwise have known. I think that more so today, looking back. Most memorably, there were moments of absolute stillness, especially late in the evening, when the history of that extraordinary building was all mine. There were also encounters with colleagues I’ll never forget. A fellow cop, a West Virginian named Leroy Taylor, one night posed me a question: “Chris,” he said, “can you tell me why the little man loves his country?” As I wondered at the question itself, and why he was offering it, he explained it all with his answer. “Because it’s all he’s got,” he said softly.

In truth, I wasn’t alone having this gig early on my resume. Like Senate majority leader Harry Reid and the great Boston columnist Mike Barnicle, I’m proud to say I got my start as a Capitol cop. There were numerous duties: the ordinary ones like helping tourists find their way and standing guard on the West Front, but also the extraordinary ones like standing watch, as I did one day, outside the office containing the Pentagon Papers.

When, two years later, I left Senator Moss’s employ, he had sound advice to offer, and I listened to what he said without truly absorbing it at the time. “Maybe you should dip a little deeper into these political waters.” It was the surest kind of encouragement because it indicated the hopes he had for me. Later that year I was hired by Ralph Nader as one of four reporters covering Congress for the nonprofit Capitol Hill News Service, which he’d recently launched. It was my first time working as a journalist and one of the lessons I learned was that I liked investigating politicians a whole lot less than I honored their guts in running for office in the first place.

And, against the odds, running for office is just what I did myself after this. Here’s how it came about: I’d just read a column by Hugh Sidey in Time magazine describing a young fellow, someone not so different from me who was running for Congress in the Philadelphia suburbs. It seemed to me that if this Republican in his twenties could confront the GOP machine out on his turf, there was no real reason I couldn’t try to do the same against the old Democratic order on mine. Sure, it was a crazy long shot—Mr. Matthews Goes to Washington—but what you need to remember is that it was Watergate season back then and everywhere the political landscape was on the cusp of change. Maybe, just maybe, the voters in my home Philly district, where I’d grown up but where I knew nobody of political consequence, were ready for a dreamer like me.

In the end—and it wasn’t a total shock—the incumbent Democrat won the primary. But my decision to run had risen out of a powerful impulse, and its effect on my life echoed powerfully for years to come. I received a rather respectable number of votes—23 percent, and this showing was, I think, a decent performance given the circumstances: the fact that I was an unknown, knew no one myself of any influence, and had no money to spend. My campaign had been propelled almost entirely by the enthusiasm and energy of close to four hundred teenaged volunteers I’d personally recruited. The theme I ran on, “the high price of political corruption,” was one to which they eagerly responded.

All these great kids simply signed on after hearing me give impassioned speeches in high schools around the district. (I still have the red, white, and blue spiral notebook I used to record their names and Election Day assignments.) Defeated, but proud of what I’d accomplished, I returned to Washington to find I was considered a veteran of the political wars.

Once back in D.C., I put in a brief stint working again for Frank Moss, who asked me now to write speeches for him. This was fine, as far as I was concerned—it was a lucky break. Next, Senator Moss took it upon himself to make an unexpected and even more generous gesture. Unbidden, he got on the phone to his old pal Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine, who’d just been named chairman of the new Senate Budget Committee, and convinced him to name me a key staffer.

Then, three years later, in 1977, came my biggest jump to date: from Capitol Hill to the White House. Richard Pettigrew, a former Speaker of the Florida House, had just been picked by Jimmy Carter to promote his plan to streamline the federal government. He now signed me on as a deputy. Carter had overseen a model reorganization when he was governor of Georgia, and it became a selling point in his presidential campaign that he would repeat the effort in Washington. My role at the President’s Reorganization Project was similar to the one I’d had on the Senate Budget Committee, which meant I spent my creative energies helping to convince the American public to buy into what we were doing. The idea was to make government, if not smaller, then more efficient. Its crowning achievement was its successful reform of the federal civil service. It was considered at the time—and ever since—to be one of the administration’s domestic triumphs.

After two years working hard in this job for the Carter administration, I’d made friends throughout the Old Executive Office Building. One of them, Rick Hertzberg, Carter’s chief speechwriter, would one day in 1979 take me on his team. Though I was “no Ted Sorensen,” Rick argued, I wrote fast and knew my politics. What made the case for me was a unique opportunity in the presidential speaking schedule. Jimmy Carter was set to address the National Conference of Catholic Charities. My draft won me the job.

So there I was, writing speeches for a president. It had actually taken only eight years, but much had happened and it seemed like a lot longer. The thought of doing this had once seized my imagination—and I’ve never forgotten the way it felt, traveling through the African night in that lonely train picturing my unknown future that lay so very far away.
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President Reagan is about to make his historic declaration: “Government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.”





CHAPTER THREE

STARRING RONALD REAGAN

“If you live in the river, you should make friends with the crocodiles.”

—INDIAN PROVERB

On November 4, 1980, Ronald Reagan was elected president by a forty-four-state landslide. With the excitement behind him and the transition now under way, his focus narrowed. Like any newly elected president he now had to concentrate on his defining purposes. Above all, he needed to win passage of the sweeping economic plan that had anchored his platform. Among its bullet points: a 30 percent cut in individual income tax rates accompanied by aggressive slashes in domestic spending, this last to be offset by new defense appropriations. While concerned about the deficit, Reagan was emphatic: he would be driven even more forcefully by his vision of the military buildup on which he’d set his Cold Warrior’s heart. To achieve such goals, he understood that he’d have to be able to count, and dependably so, on Democratic votes in the House of Representatives, the deliberative body in control of all budgetary decisions.

One thing was for certain, the mistakes of his predecessor provided a helpful blueprint—of what not to do. Jimmy Carter, a loner by temperament, had come to Washington detesting the city’s cozy ways, resisting the dinners and other lures of its established hostesses, angering the old leadership by his aloofness. Ronald and Nancy Reagan, by contrast, had every intention of enjoying their new city even as he made it his mission to “deliver Washington” from its reigning ideology. His plan was to charm rivals and potential allies alike.

One powerful force at work in Reagan’s favor would now be the survival instincts of those in the other party. Every election has twin results. First, the victor is decided. Next, a directional signal for going forward is sent. Not only had the Republicans captured the U.S. Senate, at the same time picking up thirty-three seats in the House, they’d also clearly intimated what was coming next. “Get out of the way of this guy!” was the unspoken message that now taunted Democrats who’d held on to their seats; otherwise you might find yourself the next victim.

The plain facts backed up the implied threat, and so the sitting Democrats understood the wisdom of embracing caution when dealing with the White House. Top members of the House, after all, had gone down in defeat that November, including stalwarts like Ways and Means chairman Al Ullman of Oregon and John Brademas of Indiana, the majority whip. If such high-profile Democratic members, with substantial reelection coffers, could be beaten, who, then, was safe? Wasn’t the shrewd move to ignore the leadership in Washington and look out for yourself back home? Wasn’t it Tip himself who lived by that rule of survival?

Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, leader of the Democratic majority in the House was, by right and by duty, the responsible political officer. For half a century he’d forged a reputation for personal affability and partisan toughness. Yet the lesson learned in his first and only losing campaign—running for Cambridge City Council while still a Boston College senior—had never left him. On the eve of that defeat and while he was still smarting, a neighbor reproached him. Her complaint: he’d failed to “ask” her for her vote. It became axiomatic with him: don’t take anyone for granted and pay the strictest attention to your own backyard.

From that moment on Tip O’Neill understood the extent to which voters’ individual feelings matter, to be neglected only at a candidate’s peril. In 1936, at the age of twenty-four, he was elected to the Massachusetts legislature, historically a Republican stronghold. For twelve years he endured the humiliations of minority status, but he’d finally had enough and set about putting together a statewide Democratic power network. Operating on the lesson he’d learned long ago from his father about the primacy of neighborhood concerns and personalities—“all politics is local”—he made it his watchword as he crisscrossed the commonwealth, recruiting candidates.

So it was in 1949, joined now by a majority of newly elected legislators, that the Tip-built coalition took control of the Massachusetts House. Still in his thirties, he became the state’s first-ever Democratic Speaker. Four years later, when John F. Kennedy ran successfully for the Senate, Tip sought his seat in the U.S. House and won. Now it was 1980, nearly thirty years later, and his was the name to be reckoned with in Massachusetts political life. But, to his chagrin, he was forced to watch his home state—a Democratic bastion defended by his strong will, acquired savvy, and regular delivery of New Deal–grade pork barrel—go for Ronald Reagan.

But just days after Inauguration Day 1981, O’Neill had offered his hometown newspaper a benevolent view of the president-elect. “We find him very charismatic . . . and he’s got a good political sense and he’s got a lot of experience,” he told the Boston Globe. “. . . Don’t undersell him. He’s a sharp fellow.” He was also lucky, Tip pointed out—an attribute that counts for a lot everywhere, and most certainly in electoral politics.

Ever pragmatic, the Democrats’ leader recognized the challenge now facing him. He also understood the stakes. At this moment the problem wasn’t simply Reagan in the White House but the hard, inescapable fact of Republican control of the U.S. Senate. With another election just two years away, the Republicans might soon control both branches of Congress. The prospect of a grand realignment, Tip clearly understood, was exactly what the GOP was now relishing.

Having owned Capitol Hill with only two short breaks since the New Deal, the Democrats, with the advent of Ronald Reagan and those riding his coattails, had, as I’ve said, every reason to be uneasy. At a post-election press conference, Tip opted for a tone of preemptive diplomacy, referring to Reagan as “the admiral of the ship.” The new president, he hoped, would be steering “the proper course” in “smooth” waters. The Speaker depicted his own party as having been hit by a “tidal wave.” Still he rejected obstructionism. “We will cooperate in every way.”

Reagan’s opening move was to recruit a top-flight team of White House aides, a savvy group that included pragmatists and moderates. Illinois’s Robert Michel, the Republican leader in the House, despite his seat on the other side of the aisle, had long been one of the Speaker’s buddies. What Michel saw now was that the Speaker would regard favorably the efforts the new administration was making to assemble experienced players, however he might feel about their ultimate aims. “Tip is a very practical politician,” was Michel’s assessment as he took stock of the brand-new Washington landscape. He knew only too well the low regard in which Tip had held the previous president’s people, having heard his frustrated private complaints about the tactics and attitudes of Carter’s Georgia homeboys, above all political aide Hamilton Jordan—whom O’Neill had contemptuously rechristened “Hannibal Jerkin.”

But while Tip’s practicality was important, so was the fact that he counted himself, above all, a professional. He gave no sign of bearing any grudge at the incoming Republicans for the nastily personal TV ad they’d run against him. Chiefly financed by the National Republican Congressional Committee, it featured a Tip look-alike stranded in a black limo that had just run out of gas. Even worse than its poking fun at what O’Neill would himself refer to as his rough looks, the commercial portrayed him as arrogant and clueless. The on-screen “Tip” was a catered-to and spoiled Washington insider unable to recognize his tank was empty. When asked how he felt about this lampooning, the real Tip shrugged. “Water off a . . . ,” he’d reply dismissively. He understood it was politics, where the opposition’s duty was to hit hard enough so you could hear the smack.

Besides, this was not the time to look back. The election was a done deal. The present—and future—were all that counted. “I don’t intend to allow my party to go down the drain,” he vowed. He also made the prediction that the Democrats would bounce back in the first midterm election, still two years off. “We’re going to gain seats,” he insisted with gallant defiance, knowing full well the national political wind was gusting hard in the other direction.

At the other end of Pennsylvania Avenue, there was no need for such bravura. The Reagan production was rapidly getting under way. The president-elect was unusual in knowing his own weaknesses as well as being very aware of his strengths. Back in Hollywood, he’d had the benefit of a team: producer, director, screenwriter, costumer, etc., each of whom well understood his or her assignment. It was a familiar routine to him, having an expert on the set tell him where to stand and which camera to respect. He was accustomed to being told the plotline.

The first absolutely vital move he made, the significance of which can’t be overestimated, was to hire James Addison Baker III, a Houston attorney and seasoned political advisor, as his chief of staff. Reagan cared more about getting it right than holding grudges. The fact that the much-admired Baker had in the past strategized against him—working for Gerald Ford in the 1976 primaries and for George H. W. Bush in 1980—was no lasting offense. He could find his way to accept a pro whom he saw as a fellow conservative. “I always throw my golf club in the direction I’m going,” he’d say. Most important, Nancy Reagan, whose opinion counted for a great deal, agreed with her husband when it came to this crucial hire.

Though conservative in his beliefs, Jim Baker was comfortable in government and effective in politics. He now set to work with his boss’s full confidence, having been given the authority to assemble a White House team. Choosing the aides who’d be dealing with Congress—half of which, remember, remained in Democratic hands—was an important part of this responsibility. Like David Gergen, appointed Reagan’s communications director, the Princeton-educated Texan was evidence that the more centrist political lieutenants can be the most fearsome in battle; they’re often cagier.

In Hollywood terms, you could call Baker the producer, the one taking larger-scale responsibility, the overall honcho. Michael Deaver, a close California friend of the Reagans and longtime GOP political operative named now as the White House deputy chief of staff, assumed the role of stage director. He was entrusted with choreographing Reagan’s indelible turns, as he had done with that dazzling Labor Day appearance at the Statue of Liberty. The third key inside guy was Edwin Meese, a lawyer like Baker and, like Deaver, a Californian. He and Mike Deaver had worked closely together in the California State House during Reagan’s two terms there. Arriving in Washington, Meese was given the title Counselor to the President for Policy, which allowed him to make sure the Reagan programs stayed on message.

This arrangement allowed the new president to concentrate on his essential dual roles: Ronald Reagan, keeper of the conservative faith, and Ronald Reagan, the performer. Relying on his aides to organize his presidential schedule and nail down the details, he would serve as the production’s chief mastermind. He would also be the administration’s leading man. He would be Ronald Reagan. He would play Ronald Reagan.

How perfectly Jim Baker understood the man and the operation he was running. He saw that an unwritten part of his job entailed keeping his boss focused on why he’d wanted to be president in the first place. Every cabdriver in D.C. would soon know what President Reagan stood for: to reduce taxes and government at home, and to defeat the Soviet Union abroad.

Reagan had been nursing grievances against the federal income tax ever since he’d been penalized back in the 1940s by what was then the high-end marginal rate of 90 percent. To avoid hitting that bracket, Reagan refused to make more than two movies annually. To Jim Baker he’d later explain, “Why should I have done a third picture—even if it was Gone with the Wind? What good would it have done me?” The star had never forgotten his outrage. As president, he was eager to start swinging the ax.

An across-the-board cut in marginal income tax rates was now President-elect Reagan’s holy grail. To succeed in winning it would require a mix of ideological allegiance and political seduction. It was time for Ronald Reagan the political leader to cede the stage to Ronald Reagan the leading man. What he needed and wanted to do now was to start wooing Washington on its own terms. Unlike Jimmy Carter, here was a man who liked being liked and knew well how to work a room. Both had big grins—but one was infectious while the other merely provided a too-easy target for editorial cartoonists. Carter, thoughtful and earnest, forever seemed the Sunday school teacher he actually was. Reagan, whom millions of Americans remembered nostalgically from his days hosting the popular General Electric Theater—and later, briefly, Death Valley Days—came off as a familiar, genial personality. He barely had to introduce himself to the country, since his face and voice were already in its mass consciousness.

He and Nancy first needed to introduce themselves to a much smaller group, social Washington. After all, as Nancy wisely saw, this was where they were going to live. As president and first lady, they soon were in demand and immediately began accepting invitations, seeking open channels into the local power culture. Not differentiating, really, between mandarin Republicans and mandarin Democrats, they early on attended a dinner given by publisher Katharine Graham, whose newspaper, the Washington Post, had overseen the ruthless cashiering of fellow Californian Richard Nixon. In the coming years, Kay Graham, the first lady of Washington society, and Nancy, the country’s first lady, finding they liked each other, would lunch secretly. Used to having a circle of chums back in Los Angeles, the new first lady also formed other Washington friendships.

This was not Tip O’Neill’s world, where the Reagans were beginning to circulate. His wife, Millie, whom he would salute for having “never changed,” sought no part in the Washington whirl. She had stayed home in North Cambridge for much of his congressional career. Jim Baker, however, saw O’Neill as the highest-value target of the charm offensive. He was determined that the Reagan White House treat the Democratic Speaker with the respect he’d never received from the Carter gang. Baker believed that it was vital to keep communication lines open between the White House and the opposition as represented by the Speaker’s office. For example, he thought it basic political wisdom to let Tip know what was coming, policywise, and to treat him properly, with the courtesy and respect he deserved—even when they disagreed. Baker knew that an important aspect of his job was to function as the White House’s chief legislative strategist, and that meant he’d have to keep calibrating how to move these two heavyweights—Reagan and O’Neill—together.

Here’s Baker’s own version of how he saw it: “Like Jimmy Carter in 1976, Ronald Reagan had run as an outsider who criticized the Washington status quo. Unlike Carter, however, we made plans to extend an immediate olive branch to Congress.” He later added, “I knew that President Reagan would have his hands full with a Democratic-controlled House that he had campaigned against vigorously. So it was even more essential to keep the lines of communications open and civil with Capitol Hill.”

Like the man he served, Baker subscribed to the same goals, but it was his responsibility to do the careful planning. He knew what invitations to the White House were worth, whether the event was a breakfast for the GOP leadership or invitations extended to lucky members of Congress—Democrats included—to watch the Super Bowl with the president on the big screen in the White House family theater.

Baker, acting on Reagan’s behalf, was right to fix Tip O’Neill squarely in his sights when it came to bestowing careful treatment. For one thing, you couldn’t be trying to play the game of politics and fail to acknowledge the Speaker’s essential Boston-Irish toughness, a part of Washington lore. “I’ve known every speaker since World War II, including Sam Rayburn, one of the great ones,” Nixon had recalled. “I would say that Tip O’Neill is certainly one of the ablest, but without question, he is the most ruthless and the most partisan speaker we have had in my lifetime. The only time he’s bipartisan is when it will serve his partisan interest. He plays hardball. He doesn’t know what softball is. So, under the circumstances, when I heard that he was taking over shaping the Democrats, I knew that we were in trouble.” The veteran Bay State representative had, in fact, been the Democrat backrooming Nixon’s impeachment.

Baker also knew about “Hannibal Jerkin.” But it’s likely he respected Tip for never criticizing Jimmy Carter himself personally, even as he wisecracked about Jordan. “We were particularly aware,” he remembers, “of the imperative as a Republican administration dealing with a Democratic House, of finding a way to establish a relationship so we could deal. When we came in we had a 100-day plan. And that plan was to reduce the tax rates—the marginal tax rates—and get some spending cuts. We were going to focus with laser-like efficiency and intensity on getting that done. We knew from the time we first got there that none of this could happen if the Democratic House could not somehow be co-opted, be persuaded to vote for it.”

For his part, Reagan, too, was well briefed on how shortsightedly Carter’s aides had dealt with O’Neill and the Speaker’s office. “He’d been aware of all that,” Max Friedersdorf, Reagan’s chief of congressional relations, told me, shaking his head. “They’d offended the Speaker from day one.”

Exactly two weeks after Election Day, Ronald Reagan made a trip to the Hill, where he visited the Speaker in his office. According to Tip—in his memoir, Man of the House—they bonded in ways both expected and unexpected. “When President-elect Reagan came to my office in November of 1980, we two Irish-American pols got right down to business by swapping stories about the Notre Dame football team. I told Reagan how much I had enjoyed his Knute Rockne movie, and he graciously pointed out that his friend Pat O’Brien was the real star of that film.”

In response, Reagan was able to share with his host their common New Deal roots. “He told me how, back in 1948, he and O’Brien had been part of Harry Truman’s campaign train. O’Brien used to warm up the audiences, and Reagan would introduce the president. He took great delight in that story. . . . Before [he] left my office that day, I let him know that although we came from different parties, I looked forward to working with him. I reminded him that I had always been on good terms with the Republican leadership, and that despite our various disagreements in the House, we were always friends after six o’clock and on weekends.

“The president-elect seemed to like that formulation, and over the next six years he would often begin our telephone discussions by saying, ‘Hello, Tip, is it after six o’clock?’

“ ‘Absolutely, Mr. President,’ I would respond. Our watches must have been in sync, because even with our many intense political battles, we managed to maintain a pretty good friendship.”

That first Reagan-O’Neill meeting contained only one discordant note. It came when Reagan reported to Tip how well he’d gotten along with the legislature as California governor. As O’Neill recalled it years later: “Reagan was proud that he, a Republican, had worked harmoniously with the Democratic state assembly. ‘That was the minor leagues,’ I said. ‘You’re in the big leagues now.’

“He seemed genuinely surprised to hear that. Maybe he thought that Washington was just an extension of Sacramento.” When the two walked out of the room together to confront the press, Tip promised not to turn up the heat for six months, adding that “we will work to turn America around and make the economy work.”

“I echo what he said,” Reagan was quick to agree. “We know, of course, that we’re not going to accomplish anything without the cooperation of the House and the Senate. In other words, we’re not going to just throw surprises up here at the Hill.”

Obviously, the absence of actual issues—they talked neither policy nor politics—played a big part in the warmth of this first encounter. Push had not yet come to shove. It was simply about two pols of a shared generation finding themselves well able to like each other as people. This is despite the grand canyon of difference in their life experiences. “My father didn’t get the world of Hollywood,” Tom O’Neill told me decades later. “It was far different from the streets of North Cambridge.”

Tip O’Neill and Ronald Reagan had yet to draw their weapons. Both were still looking for a way, if such a way still survived in the brutal arena of national politics, to fight without becoming enemies.

• • •

The day of Ronald Reagan’s inauguration, January 20, 1981, was the warmest oath-taking day on record. Tip O’Neill, along with Senator Mark Hatfield of Oregon, was invited to join the president-elect and the outgoing Jimmy Carter on the ride up to Capitol Hill. Affable as always, Reagan attempted to break the ice with anecdotes from his Hollywood past. Carter, who had been up all night hoping for the hostages’ return, smiled tightly but couldn’t really follow the point of the stories. Later he’d ask his longtime media advisor Gerald Rafshoon, a man well acquainted with the movie biz, “Who’s Jack Warner?”

Reagan’s inauguration was the first set on the Capitol’s West Front, overlooking the Mall, and the moment of his swearing-in was the signal, in Tehran, for the release of the hostages after 444 days. Timing is, indeed, everything. Another “long national nightmare” was over.

At a congressional lunch following the ceremony, in his toast President Reagan spoke of “the adversary relationships” that often are part of the constitutional territory that assures “checks and balances.” But, he said, he hoped there’d be more cooperation than conflict. “I look forward to working with you on behalf of the people and that this partnership will continue.” He and O’Neill both understood the delicate balance of power between them, one that would grow even more uncertain in the months to come. Though the Democrats controlled the House, dozens of their members were southern conservatives open to Reagan’s embrace. Would their loyalties swing left or right?

But the headline-grabbing drama that had determined the election—the fate of the hostages in Tehran—was still playing out, right up until this very moment. After hearing for certain that the plane carrying the Americans was finally winging its way home, President Reagan announced to his congressional hosts: “With thanks to Almighty God, I have been given a tag line, the get-off line, that everyone wants for the end of a toast or a speech, or anything else. Some thirty minutes ago, the planes bearing our prisoners left Iranian airspace, and are now free of Iran. So we can all drink to this one: to all of us, together, doing what we all know we can do to make this country what it should be, what it can be, what it always has been.”

Before leaving the Capitol, Reagan graciously obliged the Speaker’s request that he put his now-presidential signature on a stack of commemorative stamped envelopes. As he did so, Reagan joked that he was counting a Democratic vote for each sheet he signed—which could have been a way of reminding the Speaker that his very ambitious plans for changing Washington and the country would mean poaching directly on Tip’s terrain. The declaration he’d just made on the West Front—“Government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem”—could not have been a starker rebuke. In hearing Reagan’s words, how could O’Neill not have heard a denunciation of himself?
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The new president meets the veteran Speaker: two Irishmen of a different sort trying to figure each other out.





CHAPTER FOUR

NEW KID ON THE BLOCK

“Civility is not a sign of weakness.”

—JOHN F. KENNEDY INAUGURAL ADDRESS

It was clear that Ronald Reagan respected Tip O’Neill both for his long career and for the high position he’d reached. O’Neill’s failure to respond with equal regard—that crack about Sacramento being in the “minor leagues”—showed a genuine lapse of awareness. It’s the wise gladiator, after all, who arrives at the arena prepared to face his rival’s strengths. Ronald Reagan possessed numerous gifts, but one of the very greatest was the way, by simply being “Ronald Reagan,” he continually induced foes to underestimate him. He would later tell biographer Lou Cannon how glad he’d been to see O’Neill fall into the old, familiar trap. But arriving back at the White House after his first trip to the Hill, Reagan couldn’t help feeling galled. Even after he’d decisively trounced an incumbent American president, he had to hear his eight-year success in California being dismissed as Triple-A ball.

While Tip’s quip welcoming him to the “big leagues” would continue to irritate the White House, it didn’t bother the Speaker a bit. Meeting with journalists right after Reagan’s visit to the Capitol, he made sure his sly put-down got into public circulation. After saying his guest had been taken aback by what he’d said, he added for good measure, “It won’t be the last time he’s surprised.”

At the White House, Tip’s chest-thumping didn’t go down well. Even though the Speaker was the acknowledged Washington veteran of the two, he’d overstepped, the Reagan people felt, by rushing to emphasize his senior status in the pecking order.

Yet the Democrat’s needling didn’t mean the end to Reagan’s campaign to win him over. Reagan was shrewder and more cunning than that. Soon after the inauguration, the O’Neills received an invitation to have dinner at the White House with the Reagans two weeks later. “Boy, am I in trouble,” Tip laughed. “How am I going to fight with this guy?”

By January’s end, the Reagan team was presented with a fifty-five-page plan of action. Prepared by pollster Richard Wirthlin and David Gergen, it came to be known simply as “The Black Book.” It was intended as the administration’s road map for the first hundred days, addressing the national mood as well as outlining action: “The first fundamental economic objective of the Reagan presidency must be to restore a sense of stability and confidence, to demonstrate that there is a steady hand at the helm.” With this mission statement in hand, the president’s staff understood exactly where they needed to position their man—not just as the anti-Carter but also as a serious leader fully ready to guide the ship of state. “The second fundamental economic objective of the Reagan presidency must be to convey a sense of hope, that there is a light at the end of the tunnel.” As Jim Baker had already decided, the number-one priority was to be the economy: cutting taxes, cutting social programs. The implications for such proposals were serious and far-reaching.

It would fall to Tip O’Neill to play Horatius at the bridge.

For his part, Tip refused to believe in the reality of what others accepted as a populist-driven Reagan mandate; to him, the Democratic wipeout in November had been a repudiation of Carter pure and simple. In his opinion the GOP campaign promises were “so clearly preposterous” that any thinking person must reject them. Their inadequacy boiled down to a simple equation: “Surely everybody could see that you couldn’t balance the budget, cut taxes, and increase defense spending all at the same time.” But whether Tip’s idea of the math’s logic worked or not, Reagan was indeed planning a radical assault on the old liberal order.

In early February, the new president went on TV. No longer the candidate packed with promises, he was now the tough steward, explaining to the country the price of achieving the goals he had set. Like every president before him he was making the inevitable pivot from critic to manager.

I’m speaking to you tonight to give you a report on the state of the nation’s economy. I regret to say that we’re in the worst economic mess since the Great Depression.

Now, we’ve just had two years of back-to-back double-digit inflation—13.3 percent in 1979, 12.4 percent in 1980. The last time this happened was in World War I.

In 1960 mortgage interest rates averaged around six percent. They’re two-and-a-half times as high now, 15.4 percent.

Let me try to put this in personal terms. Here is a dollar such as you earned, spent or saved in 1960. And here is a quarter, a dime and a penny—thirty-six cents. That’s what this 1960 dollar is worth today.

To the Congress of the United States, I extend my hand in cooperation, and I believe we can go forward in a bipartisan manner. I’ve found a real willingness to cooperate on the part of Democrats and members of my own party.

We can leave our children with an un-repayable massive debt and a shattered economy, or we can leave them liberty in a land where every individual has the opportunity to be whatever God intended us to be. All it takes is a little common sense and recognition of our own ability. Together we can forge a new beginning for America.

So far, so good. In the Washington Post the next day, Lou Cannon, a career-long Reagan-watcher, reported: “Last night, he was carefully conciliatory toward the opposition party, which still controls the U.S. House, as he has been most of the time since taking office.” When it came to the opposition party’s own response, Tip for the moment was as smooth as any diplomat. Asked by the New York Times his opinion of Reagan’s maiden effort, Tip gave a thumbs-up. “He comes across beautifully,” he said. “He’s running high right now.”

The day after this televised speech was Reagan’s seventieth birthday. Included in a White House celebration to which a small group had been invited, Tip took a thoughtful gift, the flag that had flown from the Capitol on Inauguration Day.

Not long after this brief drop-in at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Tip enjoyed another, to him unaccustomed, one. The occasion was that dinner party to which he’d been invited and was to bring Millie, his wife of forty years. Among the others on hand that evening in the White House private living quarters were Jim and Susan Baker, and also chief Hill liaison Max Friedersdorf and his wife. As soon as both the host and his guest of honor had put in their requests for “strong drinks”—this was Friedersdorf’s observation—the two political leaders began swapping Irish stories. “Maybe Tip & I told too many,” Reagan admitted later in his diary.

Parts of Tip’s history fascinated his host. Like just about every other politician he’d met, the new president wanted the inside story on James Michael Curley, the legendary Boston mayor immortalized in the bestseller The Last Hurrah. Reagan, a fan of the 1958 movie version starring his pal Spencer Tracy, craved all the juicy details. Once Tip began launching into his colorful tales of the old days, listeners would be spellbound. “There are times when real life throws up characters who are more fantastic than any that are found in books,” he liked to say. “When the good Lord made James Michael Curley, He broke the mold.”

That night, however, it was a two-way street. For Ronald Reagan cast an equal spell over the Massachusetts congressman, as Tip would freely admit. The Irish anecdotes and jokes—Reagan was always well stocked with new ones—enhanced the sense of camaraderie as he kept the group well entertained. “He’s a terrific storyteller, he’s witty, and he’s got an excellent sense of humor,” pronounced the Speaker afterward. It had, according to Friedersdorf, been the president’s own decision to invite the O’Neills to be his and Nancy’s first White House guests. That fact was of no little significance given the battle lines now being drawn.

The next morning Tip let the press know what an “enjoyable evening” he’d spent with the Reagans. “We didn’t discuss politics.” Nonetheless, it was obvious he didn’t want anyone to think that one pleasant get-together might ever affect his principles. “We are not just going to let them tear asunder the government programs we have created,” he said. “In the last thirty years middle America has been built up. When I was young there was rich and poor, and that was all. . . . My priority is to see that some people don’t suffer for the good of others.”

That afternoon the Speaker’s schedule called for his return to the White House to attend a meeting about U.S.-Soviet trade policy. It was apparent both men still were feeling the goodwill of the previous evening. The topic now under discussion was the grain embargo put in place by Jimmy Carter the year before in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. But getting tough with the Soviets wound up punishing farmers here at home more than it harmed the Soviet Union, which simply went wheat-shopping elsewhere. Responding to the anger of the suffering midwestern agricultural states, Reagan had promised during his campaign to end the embargo.

At this point occurred one of those paradoxes of political life: Tip O’Neill and Ronald Reagan each held what would have normally been the other’s position. The liberal Speaker, champion of relief for the little man, urged the hard-line anticommunist to beware of deciding the issue merely on the complaints from the farm states. Before making a concession, Reagan should demand a quid pro quo. “What are the Soviets giving us in return?”

“Tip had last word & it was a good one,” Reagan jotted in his diary that night. “He told me I was Pres. and had to think of all the states. The gist was—was lifting the embargo good for the U.S. and our security vis a vis the Soviets?”

Here was a moment when Tip seemed as much advisor as adversary. And he’d been right when he’d told the Times that Reagan was riding high. Now the Washington Post reported that “by 77 to 17 percent, an overwhelming majority gives him positive marks on inspiring confidence in the White House.” In other words, three-quarters of the American people—including a great many Democrats—were rooting for him.

O’Neill was perceptive enough to understand the country had a new leader that it wanted to believe in. After the tragedy of Dallas, after the quicksand of Vietnam, the scandal of Watergate, and the “malaise” of Jimmy Carter, it needed one. He realized how wrong it would be, even dangerous, to diminish such faith. Anyway, the most important job Tip had right now involved defense, not attack—at least for the moment.

He now needed to man his battle station on the Hill. From the bully pulpit of his regular daily press briefing, he stoutly warned that the Democratic House wasn’t going to “rubber-stamp” whatever Reagan proposed. “I have been up here long enough,” he stated, “to know that legislation in haste makes for a lot of waste.” He was starting to signal the way he was going to deal with President Ronald Reagan.

Although not quite ready to take on Reagan mano a mano, Tip was slowly getting used to the new American political arena. “With a Republican in the White House and the House still controlled by the Democrats, I now assumed a new role—leader of the opposition,” he’d later explain. “And with Jimmy Carter back in Georgia and Ted Kennedy now stuck in a Republican-controlled Senate, I also became the chief spokesman for the Democrats.”

Two nights after the O’Neills had dined at the White House, Reagan presented his economic program to both houses of Congress. As custom dictated, the Speaker of the House introduced him. After Tip had performed these honors, the president fired his opening salvo. The size of the national debt, he said, was a looming danger.

“A few weeks ago, I called such a figure, a trillion dollars, incomprehensible, and I’ve been trying ever since to think of a way to illustrate how big a trillion really is. And the best I could come up with is that if you had a stack of thousand-dollar bills in your hand only four inches high, you’d be a millionaire. A trillion dollars would be a stack of thousand dollar bills sixty-seven miles high.”

From there he moved on to the meat of his address, which dealt with why he had come to Washington, and called for a list of spending cuts that would come to include education, the arts, food stamps, and college loans, sparing only the military; now he threw down the gauntlet. “I would direct a question,” he proposed, “to those who have indicated already an unwillingness to accept such a plan: have they an alternative which offers a greater chance of balancing the budget, reducing and eliminating inflation, stimulating the creation of jobs, and reducing the tax burden? And, if they haven’t, are they suggesting we can continue on the present course without coming to a day of reckoning?”

It was a one-two punch: one, we have a big challenge here, and two, you Democrats don’t have an answer to it, do you?

Watching the president deliver the address, as he sat behind him in the Speaker’s chair, O’Neill could spot the difference between the enormous confidence Reagan had with a prepared script and his performance in meetings. For an old Washington hand like Tip, proficiency at the latter counted for much more. In the White House meetings they would now have regularly, he would watch Reagan and be fascinated by what seemed the president’s near-total reliance on “3×5 cards” when discussing policy. Moreover, O’Neill said he had never sat down with a chief executive who so relied on cabinet officers to set out administration positions. What Tip had trouble understanding was how anyone so complete as a public personality could be so lacking in the substantive details of his chosen career.

What the Speaker failed to see was how complete a self-creation Reagan really was, how anchored he was by a short list of basic beliefs, those concepts that both inspired and animated him. Not everything, it turns out, was contained in those index cards. It was a lesson Jim Baker had learned for himself soon after coming on board; he was astute enough to recognize early on how sharp Reagan could be when it came to matters both large and small as long as they linked to his core philosophy. “You want to talk to him about taxes or spending or the big stuff, the macro stuff. He can talk to you all day with no cards, no nothing.”

As a committed Cold Warrior, Ronald Reagan would always be fully engaged when it came to the long struggle with the Soviet Union. Richard Allen, his newly named national security advisor, had once asked him to set forth his general view of U.S. policy with regard to Russia. Reagan’s answer, given long before he would run for and win the presidency, could not have been more trenchant. “How about this? We win. They lose.”

It’s easy to see, if you know what you’re looking for, that the differences between Tip O’Neill and Ronald Reagan were not personal but political. Their initial meetings show they would have gotten along smoothly had the moment in history been different. With all their differences in background, looks, and life experience, the fact is, they liked each other and would freely say so. But for all their Irish fellowship and bonhomie, something vitally important set the two apart, something too important ever to be ignored. Each was an idealist, yet each had settled on beliefs that stood fiercely opposed to the other’s.

Now, on a very public stage, with enormous consequences that each understood differently, they were about to have it out.
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Tip’s guys.


Gary Hymel (middle) was the Speaker’s AA, his key guy with both members and the press. Kirk O’Donnell (right), the Speaker’s chief counsel, had the best day-to-day political mind I’ve come across. You wanted him in your corner. Thank God I had him in mine.








CHAPTER FIVE


JOINING THE FIGHT


“I’ve learned that people only pay attention to what they discover for themselves.”


—PRETTY POISON, 1968


As a politician Tip O’Neill beautifully fit the classic mold. He’d come of age and learned the rules in a legislative world where his man-to-man skills paid off. In all the time-honored ways, he kept his constituents back home satisfied while gaining friendship and respect among his peers down in Washington. In both worlds, he’d learned how to take care of himself. He knew how to wheel and deal, trade favors, and use his anger when necessary. Most of all he understood the advantages of having a trick or two up his sleeve.


In the first month after Reagan’s inauguration, the president and Congress faced the nasty but predictable chore of having to raise the federal debt ceiling. It’s a ritual requiring members to put their names not to new government spending but to the settling of old accounts. In other words, it mandates that a majority of the national legislators behave the way individual citizens must: you agree to pay your bills. While every recent president has had to regularly sign off on a hike in the debt ceiling, it had become over the years a regular occasion for partisan blame-pointing. In the previous year, 1980, not a single GOP House member had cast a vote agreeing to a raise in the ceiling, a partisan tactic well understood by O’Neill. It left the Democrats solely responsible for the higher national debt, and gave Republican candidates free rein to finger their Democratic rivals as out-of-control Washington spenders.


Now the situation was different: a Republican was in the White House. But no matter the reigning ideology, the buck stopped where it always had. Therefore, just like his much-mocked predecessor, Jimmy Carter, it was now Ronald Reagan’s job to raise the debt ceiling. He couldn’t do it without the Democrats, the majority party in the House of Representatives. Bottom line: there was no way for the new administration to accomplish the job without asking the Speaker to help round up the needed votes.


When Reagan’s top lobbyist asked his support in getting the debt ceiling raised, the Massachusetts Democrat made a simple request. He wanted Max Friedersdorf to relay back to his boss precisely what the deal would be, which was that he, Tip O’Neill, wanted a personal note from the president to each and every Democratic member of the House asking for his or her support in the matter of raising the debt ceiling. Friedersdorf agreed on the spot and carried the message back to Reagan. The asked-for letters arrived the next day—all 243 of them.


It was a small, telling episode. Here was the Democratic congressional leader proposing a wholly pragmatic cease-fire. The debt-ceiling vote had offered each side a chance to discredit the other. O’Neill proposed avoiding harm to either party. Rather than have the House Democrats all vote “Nay,” as he might have allowed, throwing a monkey wrench into Reagan’s first-month agenda, the Speaker agreed to let as many as were necessary vote “Aye.”


The sole condition he’d made stemmed from his desire to help protect the sitting members from their opponents’ likely attacks come the next election. To accomplish this, he needed Ronald Reagan’s cooperation. Looking to the future, if a Republican challenger were to slam one of O’Neill’s Democrats for big spending, pointing to his vote to raise the debt ceiling as evidence, the note from Reagan would give him adequate cover. As an effective solution, it was an arrangement that worked, for both sides—and the republic moved on.


Dealing in such a way was Tip O’Neill’s style, but change was not, and those who knew him understood this. He’d come to the House of Representatives in 1953 with a predecessor, the rich and handsome young war vet, John F. Kennedy, clearly a hard act to follow. From his many dealings with JFK over the subsequent years, Tip knew charisma firsthand. Certainly, too, his great hero Franklin Roosevelt had possessed an overabundance. These experiences, however, had not prepared him for what he now faced.


Tip now saw the response Reagan drew on February 18 at his first joint session of Congress. It was like nothing he’d ever witnessed. As tough and proud as he was, Tip must have glimpsed the shape of his future as he looked out into the historic chamber at all those familiar faces, many of whom he’d worked alongside, or in opposition to, for decades. Watching Reagan’s effect on them, he could see both the appeal and, for him and his fellow Democrats, the menace.


When asked later about the seemingly mesmerized response to Reagan’s appearance that night, O’Neill was candid. With the professionalism that anchored his political self, he told the press that the public reaction to the president’s performance was “tremendously strong.” He didn’t stop there: “I don’t know how many telegrams we’ve received. . . . The honeymoon is still on, no question about it.”


As the weeks passed, O’Neill continued to feel the glare of Reagan’s star power even if he chose not to admit it. Asked in early March if the new president’s honeymoon was “wearing thin,” he didn’t take the bait. “We are not ready to play hardball yet,” he said. Yet it was clear that the seeming ease with which the administration was getting out its message—with neither press nor public ready to break the spell—bothered him. “What I am curious of is the honeymoon with the press. I don’t recall any president and a press having a honeymoon as this one.” Soon, by the time only another week had passed, he was starting to acknowledge the challenge being put to him. What he admitted, cautiously, was that the Democrats themselves, under his leadership, might bear some responsibility. “We haven’t communicated well with the press,” he said.


But still, it was a problem he understood how to address, at least on one level. The reporters covering the Hill were a known quantity. Faithfully, every day the Speaker would appear fifteen minutes before each House session in H210, his ceremonial office, and take their questions. He and they all understood the rules. There were no TV cameras present. For Tip, it was facing the world beyond H210 that threw him from his comfort zone.


“He was very persuasive with people individually or even in small groups but as a public speaker, it wasn’t his strength,” his daughter Susan told me. “And he knew that about himself, which is why he didn’t like going on camera initially.” Tip never minded admitting to his uneasy relationship with television; it was old news to him. “As you know,” he’d joked to a group of journalists the year before, “I haven’t won many campaigns based on my looks.”


The career he’d made for himself, starting in Massachusetts, had been constructed in the age before television. Like Reagan, he’d grown up listening to the radio. But, unlike Reagan, his career hadn’t begun in front of a microphone. Instead, he’d cut his teeth in person-to-person politics. Becoming over time a Capitol Hill insider, he’d ascended to the Speaker’s chair through the potent mix of backroom popularity and cajolery. That was the way you did it, and he’d proved himself an adept maneuverer. The skill sets of the U.S. Congress were ones he’d observed throughout his career, matching and bettering them as needed.


The problem was, a different game was now afoot, and new talents were about to be asked of him. He’d be going up against a master of a medium, television. A few of the people around Tip recognized the problem and were in the market for a solution. One thing was for certain: he couldn’t continue to hold back.


Early in 1981, I’d received a call from Martin Franks, whom I knew from the Democratic National Committee. He had an idea he wanted to discuss, one that would involve me. I was ready to listen. Back in the fall, I’d often counted on Marty to help with party background info on campaign speeches I was writing for Jimmy Carter. Now he’d moved on to a bigger job—executive director of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC)—and was thinking about the task before him in large terms. The Democrats had lost the White House and the Senate; the House now was their last redoubt. As the majority party there, they needed to be heard from; they needed to make noise, make it frequently, and make it matter.


After explaining this to me as background, all of which I well understood, Marty proceeded to get to exactly what was on his mind. The Speaker had been holding daily press conferences, regularly attended by those reporters whose congressional beats made them his captive audience. But the takeaway he tended to offer them was weak gruel: mostly just humdrum updates on the legislative schedule. It was a terrible sin of omission, Marty argued. Here was a stage Tip had all to himself every single working day, when Congress was in session, and yet it was an ongoing series of missed opportunities. Sure, he’d been doing it in exactly the same way ever since he’d first become Speaker four years earlier, and so had every Speaker before him. But why not think outside the box? Why not use those press conferences to get out the party’s message, to fight back, to make news?


My role in this scheme, if Franks managed to talk me into it, was to sign on as communications director for the DCCC. There my chief mission would be to help Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill in his new role as party spokesman. What Marty was asking of me now was to meet with Congressman Tony Coelho, the young Californian who’d been elected to chair the campaign committee. He would be the House Democrat most responsible for getting Democrats to hold and strengthen the House majority in the 1982 elections.


I was skeptical. It’s not that I doubted the potential of Marty and his boss Tony’s Big Idea—but I wasn’t sure I could manage to make it work. It seemed to me a man like Tip O’Neill would have a well-established operation that wouldn’t readily admit strangers. Quite honestly, I also couldn’t imagine him willingly taking assistance, let alone direction from someone not belonging to his handpicked inner circle. I’d grown up in Philadelphia and knew big-city pols; I knew they liked hiring people with deep-rooted connections and never wanted outsiders getting into their business. I’d assumed that Tip O’Neill was a proud captain who ran his ship the way he wanted to and wasn’t willing to have an outsider, picked by Tony Coelho or anyone else, serving in his crew.


But what a challenge! It’s always the challenge that gets me. And, of course, I saw the problem: it was Tip’s image, clearly. He was the fellow—the symbol, really—whom the Reagan people had chosen to attack for the very reason that he didn’t represent the new breed of post-Watergate Democrat. There was no confusing him with the party’s Young Turks, those chosen in the elections of 1974 and 1976 who wanted to cut back on deficit spending, who wanted to skim down the size and bureaucracy of government, who wanted to modernize. In other words, he was hardly someone of my political generation. Nor was I of his.


Tip O’Neill was an old-school, street-corner figure, and a big spender to boot. How would I fit in with him? How would he fit with someone like me who hadn’t inherited a New Deal attitude about government? Having grown up in a Republican family, I’d been drawn to the Democratic side by Eugene McCarthy and his anti–Vietnam War crusade in 1968. Then, as a Peace Corps trainee down in Louisiana, I’d cast my first presidential vote for Hubert Humphrey because of his civil rights leadership and, equally, because I liked his running mate, Edmund Muskie. The senator from Maine reminded me of McCarthy, and I saw him as a true reformer. This belief had been reinforced when, working on the Senate Budget Committee, I’d watched him working steadfastly to control the federal budget, controlling and bringing reason to government spending.


Yet even feeling strongly those concerns, I agreed to meet with Coelho. After the Californian and I had talked—I can’t pinpoint the exact moment—I decided to go for it.


One thing I figured was that I’d be in for a dose of culture shock. I’d spent four years back in the 1960s at Holy Cross, and so had experienced New Englanders up close. But now it was 1981 and I’d just finished four years working alongside the Georgians who’d come up north with Jimmy Carter.


Once I’d signed on with Marty and Tony, my plan of action was to get myself well briefed by a couple of savvy guys about both the Speaker and his men. I needed to have a good idea beforehand of what sort of operation I was heading into. What was especially important was to get a snapshot of who my new colleagues were, how they fit into the pecking order of the O’Neill office, and how each interacted with Tip and with one other. It was critical to know what to expect before I took my place alongside the Speaker’s team—which, like Reagan’s, was a small, tight group.


What I learned is how much Tip relied on his closest aides when it came to the business of keeping Congress functioning. It was because these men had the Speaker’s ear that other House members treated them with such respect and attention.


Here are the most important members of Tip’s trusted associates, the ones I got the skinny on before meeting them. First, there was Kirk O’Donnell, chief counsel to the Speaker, who’d been, before he came to work for Tip, a highly effective top aide to Boston mayor Kevin White. It was Tip’s son Christopher (known as “Kip”) who’d encouraged his father to bring O’Donnell on board, looking to add to the staff the kind of political street smarts Kirk had in full. Kip also had wanted a skilled player who’d be able to see both the big and little picture. Most vitally, the son was looking for a person who’d protect his dad. Kirk had turned out to be a brilliant hire, going on to win the Speaker’s highest accolade. He’s “hard as a rock,” Tip O’Neill would say of him approvingly. What impressed me, once I got to know him, was how fearless Kirk was, so absolutely sure of his position. Tip had to beg him to take the job. And Kirk was always willing to take on anyone who dared to confront him. That said, though, his reputation was always that of “a good guy” to have a beer with.


O’Donnell, I soon learned, was working in cahoots with Congressman Coelho when it came to bringing me in. Both believed the Speaker was poised to become a national figure far larger than any previous Capitol Hill leader. I should add that Kirk, older than his own years, was steeped in the ways of the bygone political world of Boston. Over the time we spent together he worked carefully to educate me with regard to the lore he held so dear, above all those political rules and maxims that had guided the previous generations. Most important, he made it very clear that there are rules and that they exist for good reason.


Gary Hymel, the Speaker’s administrative assistant, was the most visible of O’Neill’s top aides. His large desk, in the room right off the House chamber, adjoined the Speaker’s ceremonial office, making him the front gatekeeper. A former newspaperman from New Orleans, he’d been a top aide for House majority leader Hale Boggs of Louisiana. Then, when the twin-engine plane carrying Boggs was tragically lost over Alaska in 1972, Gary, with the agreement of the Boggs family, helped Tip, who’d been majority whip, to win election to become majority leader. In addition to handling the press, Gary was the Speaker’s key liaison with southern members. Observing him in action, I could tell he was an extremely popular guy around the House.


Leo Diehl, who held the same highest-ranking title as Hymel, “Administrative Assistant,” was another quintessential political operator. Elected to the Massachusetts legislature from an adjoining district in 1936, the same year as O’Neill, the two quickly became friends for life. Leo, who’d been crippled by polio as a boy, relied on crutches, refusing ever to resort to a wheelchair. He and Tip would, without the slightest embarrassment, sing old neighborhood songs—“Paddy McGinty’s Goat” and “Nobody Knows What Happened to McCarty”—on their way down those great corridors at night. Leo’s desk was in the little anteroom to Tip’s working office, hidden along the Capitol’s East Front. From this well-placed spot he was entrusted by Tip to decide which lobbyists to let through the door, whom to hit up at fund-raising time, and what scores warranted settling. Leo and Millie O’Neill were the only ones who called the Speaker “Tom.”


Ari Weiss, Tip’s legislative whiz kid, came from a different generation and had a different set of skills. He somehow had the knack of knowing what was happening in the House each morning within minutes of arriving at his desk. It was uncanny. Because of this, the Speaker relied on him completely, always wanting Ari in the room and at his side whenever legislation was being discussed. Yet there was another, important fact to know about Ari, over and beyond his legislative radar, which was that he and Tip were rooted in a mutual past, despite the four-decade difference in their ages. “I knew his father and his mother,” the Speaker liked to say, and this shared history was, for Tip, the coin of the realm.


The moment had now arrived for my first meeting with the man himself. It took place in his office on the East Front of the Capitol, secreted far away from visiting tourists. He was behind his desk and leaning toward me, his short-sleeved shirt showing off his huge forearms as I took my chair. He seemed to me at home in this world, organic to the place.


He was curious about me, and the feeling was obviously mutual. It’s possible my notions before meeting him owed a lot to those caricatures I’d been recruited to help combat. With so many years intervening since then, it’s hard to remember now at what moment my imagined Tip O’Neill suddenly merged with the real one. The one thing I will never forget is the “animal” aspect to him, something that dominated the space around him. If power is measured in physical presence, he projected it in strength. What sat before me was a bear of a man.


One thing that was clear from the start was that this national figure whose reputation I’d long known about regarded me as a professional. I’d arrived on his doorstep with advance billing that told him I could help fix his problem. If I’d been a golf pro—or a plumber, for that matter—he’d have treated me the same. Beyond that, what linked us right off the bat was the way his need matched up with my readiness to get to work. There were also the stakes that brought me there in the first place. What he and I both knew—and neither of us wanted to say, certainly not at this meeting, at least—was that if he didn’t win this fight there wouldn’t be another.


Given all this, I was relieved he felt no need for coyness. Looking me straight in the eye, he said, “Tell me what I’m doing wrong and what I’m doing right. Let’s have a little conversation.” After listening to what I had to say, he made an unforgettable declaration. “You know an old dog can learn new tricks,” he pronounced. And, when I heard him say that, my sense of anticipation about what lay ahead, and what we might do together, kicked in. And guess what else? I saw how it would be a way to tap again into the fighting energy I’d felt back on Air Force One, writing speeches for President Carter.


It wasn’t long before I was reporting for work. The pattern of my days now weirdly echoed that of a decade earlier when I’d split my time between Senator Moss’s office by day and guarding the Capitol, armed and ready, by night. In the current era I would spend my mornings checking the national news and looking for ammo that Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr., the battling national Democrat, could fire at Ronald Reagan. I knew that O’Neill needed to get larger, to grab some top billing by injecting himself into the fast-moving news cycle.


Each day, too, I’d drop into Kirk O’Donnell’s office to discuss with him the current agenda, specifically the topics to be covered at that morning’s session in front of reporters. I soon began to produce short statements for Tip to use. They were designed to be what beat journalists call “news helper,” colorful copy to liven up what they’d go back to their desks and file. My hope was that those covering Tip would be more likely to quote him if he delivered such lively zingers. That was the idea. But for a good many weeks, I’m sorry to admit, the Speaker decided to ignore any of the offerings I’d knocked out with such excitement.


After catching the Speaker’s press conference each Tuesday through Thursday, which was usually over by noon, I’d walk over to the headquarters of the DCCC on nearby North Capitol Street to tackle whatever was waiting for me there. If on the Speaker’s team I was playing defense, here I was on offense.


At the DCCC one of the ideas I came up with was the creation of the Congressional News Service, a made-for-the-occasion periodical whose only purpose was to stir up trouble for incumbent GOP House members. The contents of any “edition” consisted solely of customized news items featuring Republican members of Congress that would then be mailed to their local newspapers and TV and radio stations. It was modeled after Nader’s Capitol Hill News Service, where I’d once worked, but the content we now assembled was specifically focused on Republicans. It consisted of embarrassing items that normally went unmentioned in official constituent newsletters, for example, how much this member or that had enthusiastically enjoyed that year’s Paris Air Show. To keep it legit, each edition, with its official-looking banner, included a credit line at the bottom of the page clearly reading “Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.” That said, I’ll be the first to admit the size of the typeface required not just excellent eyesight but a weary editor’s alertness.


I remember one punchy Congressional News Service headline I particularly enjoyed. It read, COYNE CAN’T COUNT! The member in this case was James K. Coyne III—a freshman Republican from Bucks County, Pennsylvania, who may not even have remembered the legislation involved until the Congressional News Service reminded him. The best I can recall, it derided the Republican doctrine that cutting taxes and raising defense spending would somehow avoid higher deficits. But any sins the opposition committed, however obscure, were rightly fair game, as far as I was concerned, and so I’d write up the stories I liked and send them out. Later, after a newspaper in Congressman Coyne’s district had used our item, I received a clipping of it attached to an appreciative note from the Democrat whom Coyne had beaten the year before. Keep up the good work was the message.


What I was doing was partisan politics at its most basic, nothing on a very high level but definitely a lot of fun. The goal was to hit back effectively at the same dozens of House Republicans, for the purposes of 1982, who’d managed to KO House Democrats in 1980. We were targeting not only the usual swing districts but also some historically Democratic ones that had been carried by Reagan.


Yet our fear remained that Ronald Reagan would do such a bang-up job as president that he’d sweep those same Republicans right back in a second time. Not only would he protect them, he’d entrench them.


In early March, Tip O’Neill made a fateful decision. Believing as he did that the American people make only one national decision politically, whom to elect president of the United States, it was an inevitable one. He decided, in his words, to “give Reagan his schedule.” He was going to allow the White House’s fiscal agenda—all the spending and tax cuts—to be debated and voted upon in the House by August 1. There would be no procedural games, no foot-dragging. The voters wanted Ronald Reagan, so now they would get him, and in sufficient time to judge the results by the 1982 congressional elections.


This decision, which won for Tip a personal thank-you call from the president, was actually a strategic withdrawal. “I was convinced that if the Democrats were perceived as stalling in the midst of a national economic crisis, there would be hell to pay in the midterm elections,” he said. If Reagan got his program and it failed to produce positive results, the Democrats would be rewarded at the polls.


Tip knew that he had little leeway. The situation facing him in the House was far worse even than it appeared on paper. Over the past decades, with only the brief exceptions of the early New Deal and the Great Society, the Congress had been ruled by a conservative alliance of Republicans and southern Democrats, two factions sharing common ground when it came to increased national defense spending or opposition to social legislation. Meeting with the Democratic Conservative Forum, a group composed of southern Democrats, Reagan now found himself surprised but delighted to hear that their own list of proposed spending cuts topped his by $10 billion. “You’ve made my day,” he told them, thrilled.


As they were assembling their forces and their ammunition, it was critical that Reagan and his shotgun guard, Jim Baker, avoid any missteps. When Senate Republicans surprised the White House with their plan to “freeze” Social Security benefits, denying retirees their expected cost-of-living adjustments, the Reagan team quickly stomped it to death. They knew better than to touch what Kirk O’Donnell had christened the “third rail” of American politics.


The Reagan team, in fact, was smart enough to steer clear of anything at all that might stall its momentum. It knew that the spring and summer of its inaugural year was the once-in-a-presidency moment to launch the administration’s program on its way. The Senate Budget Committee, where I’d worked under Edmund Muskie, was now in Republican control and moving fast, to the chagrin of liberal Democrats, on Reagan’s cuts. As the last days of March drew on, the committee was swinging into action on the White House plan. “We have undone thirty years of social legislation in three days,” New York’s senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan remarked blackly.


The Democrats, looking around, believed that the country’s affections for Ronald Reagan could not possibly grow deeper. The sole consolation they could offer themselves was that all honeymoons, especially the political sort, come to an end.
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President Reagan in range of John Hinckley. Fortunately for us all, the Secret Service’s Jerry Paar was closest when the bullets flew. He had Reagan crouched and covered in a speeding car within seconds, and at George Washington University Hospital in just under three minutes.








CHAPTER SIX


THE LORD IS MY SHEPHERD


“I do not know that in our time we have seen such a display. It makes us proud of our president.”


—SENATOR DANIEL PATRICK MOYNIHAN


As a White House speechwriter, I’d known Jerry Parr up close: he’d been the head Secret Service agent responsible for protecting the president. Parr had come to the White House during Carter’s presidency, having earlier served both at home and abroad. On that sad November morning when Carter had flown south to cast his vote in Plains, Jerry was there with us on Marine One. On the inaugural platform he’d been the fellow positioned, first, in back of Carter, and, once the torch was passed, behind Carter’s successor, Ronald Reagan, sworn in as the fortieth president of the United States.


The young Jerry Parr had set his heart on becoming a Secret Service agent from an early age. When he was nine he’d talked his dad into taking him to the movie Code of the Secret Service, whose hero, Lieutenant Brass Bancroft, a dashing agent and ace pilot, was played by a busy young actor, Ronald Reagan. This was Reagan’s fourteenth movie after only two years in Hollywood, and he would appear as Brass Bancroft four times altogether. According to the buildup, Brass and his fellow agents were required to be “dauntless in the face of danger” and “fearless in the face of death.” Hoping to keep audiences hooked on the series, publicists at Warner Bros. came up with the idea of starting a Brass Bancroft fan club, which they called the “Junior Secret Service Club.” Anyone joining it would receive a membership card signed by Ronald Reagan. The nine-year-old Jerry Parr had been so enthusiastic about Code of the Secret Service he went back to see it again and again.


In 1962, at the age of thirty-two, after stints with the air force and a public utility company in Florida and then earning a previously deferred college degree, Parr fulfilled his boyhood dream of becoming a Secret Service agent. After being accepted into the program, he found himself to be the oldest trainee in his class. Over the following years, Parr served diligently, rose through the ranks, and finally was put in charge of presidential protection—as head of the Secret Service White House detail—in 1979.


Inspired so many years before by Ronald Reagan, in ways that wound up giving shape to his life, Jerry Parr, a little over four decades later, now was about to return the favor.


History often produces strange parallels. In March 1981, another moviegoer, twenty-five-year-old John Hinckley, would also reveal himself to have been greatly influenced by a film, and to be equally motivated to act out what he’d seen on the big screen. A depressed college dropout, whose wealthy family was in the oil business, Hinckley seemed to fail at everything he tried. Repeatedly viewing Martin Scorsese’s grimly violent Taxi Driver—released originally in 1976—he became obsessed with one of its stars, Jodie Foster. She’d memorably played a preteen prostitute in the movie, but by the time of Ronald Reagan’s election she’d entered college and was a freshman at Yale. Determined to make Foster notice him, Hinckley first moved to New Haven, writing and phoning her repeatedly. But when his attentions proved entirely unwanted, he began to envision impressing her by the magnitude of an extreme act he would plan and commit.


Since a central plotline of Taxi Driver had been the determination of a loner—Travis Bickle, played by Robert De Niro—to assassinate a politician, this was the course Hinckley decided upon in his quest to prove to Foster his devotion. After leaving New Haven, Hinckley first fixed on the idea of shooting Jimmy Carter and, following him to Nashville, back in early October, wound up arrested instead on a concealed weapons charge. After paying a fine of $62.50, he was released.


• • •


On March 30, 1981, at two thirty in the afternoon, a lunch being given by the National Conference of the Building and Construction Trades Department of the AFL-CIO in the International Ballroom of the Washington Hilton was just ending. The event’s speaker had been Ronald Reagan, who’d launched into his speech at 2:03 p.m. Among the topics were the deficit, his tax-cutting agenda, his determination to reduce federal regulations, and the intensive military buildup he planned. He also told the audience, “I hope you’ll forgive me if I point with some pride to the fact that I’m the first President of the United States to hold a lifetime membership in an AFL-CIO union”—which in his case was the Screen Actors Guild.


As soon as he’d finished speaking, Reagan left the building by the side exit on T Street to approach the waiting presidential motorcade—where, nearby, John Hinckley was lying in wait. Raising a .22-caliber revolver, he fired six shots. One hit James Brady, the president’s press secretary. Another wounded D.C. police officer Thomas Delahanty. A third struck Secret Service agent Timothy McCarthy. Although Hinckley missed hitting President Reagan directly, one of the bullets ricocheted off the presidential limousine and entered President Reagan’s lung, lodging approximately an inch from his heart.


Following the Secret Service rule of “cover and evacuate,” Jerry Parr, who’d been standing right behind Reagan, grabbed him and shoved him onto the backseat of the waiting limo, then jumped on top of him. “Let’s get out of here,” he yelled to the driver. “Haul ass!”


Here’s Reagan’s account from his journal of those harrowing moments:


My day to address the Bldg. & Const. Trades Nat. Conf. A.F.L.-C.I.O. at the Hilton Ballroom—2 P.M. Speech not riotously received—still it was successful. Left the hotel at the usual side entrance and headed for the car—suddenly there was a burst of gun fire from the left. SS Agent pushed me onto the floor of the car & jumped on top. I felt a blow in my upper back that was unbelievably painful. I was sure he’d broken my rib. The car took off. I sat up on the edge of the seat almost paralyzed by pain. Then I began coughing up blood which made both of us think—yes I had broken a rib & it had punctured a lung. He switched orders from W.H. to Geo. Wash. U. Hosp.


Here’s White House detail chief Parr’s statement to the FBI:


We were, I suppose, three or four feet from the limousine when I heard what sounded like firecrackers or a small caliber weapon. I heard one shot. There was a short interval then three or four other shots. My reaction was instantly to shove the President forward into the limousine.


. . . at Dupont Circle he started spitting up this blood—profuse amounts of red, bright red, frothy blood. And I thought, “Well, what would cause that? Maybe landing on top of him cracked a rib. Maybe I punctured a rib.”


We really were moving quite rapidly at that time. The president said, “I’m having trouble breathing and I think I cut the inside of my mouth.”


Suddenly Agent Parr noticed an alarming change in the injured man’s condition: Reagan’s lips were turning blue. From his training, Parr knew this indicated bleeding in the lung. Recognizing the perilous situation, he knew it would waste precious time continuing on to the White House. “I think we should go to the hospital,” Parr told the president.


“Okay,” Reagan agreed. Though he’d recoiled at hearing the gunshots at the Hilton, he hadn’t even realized at first he’d been hit, and was obviously in shock, though alert. And so Parr directed the driver now to change course and turn west, making for George Washington University Hospital.


Barely three minutes after leaving the Hilton, the speeding motorcade screeched to a halt in front of the emergency room doors. “This is the president!” yelled Parr. It was a magnificent execution of duty. There’s almost no question that Jerry Parr’s quick thinking was what saved his wounded companion’s life.


The rest of the performance upon their arrival was pure Reagan. Despite the high stakes and the very clear danger, it took a veteran showman to understand so beautifully the role he now needed to play, knowing that the front-row audience would be his country. He was determined to walk through the doors of the hospital under his own strength. More remarkably, even now he stopped to chat with people standing outside the building. But Reagan’s determination could carry him only through the hospital doors. Twenty feet inside, Paar saw his eyes suddenly roll back in his head and he collapsed. He and another agent caught him before he reached the floor. Despite the brio he exhibited, the president had lost 50 percent of his blood supply through internal bleeding and now would require a surgeon’s skills to extract the unexploded slug resting precariously near his heart.


“Honey, I forgot to duck,” he confessed sheepishly upon spying his distraught wife, Nancy, who’d been rushed to his side. No one minded that he’d taken this one from Jack Dempsey, who’d said the same thing after losing the 1926 heavyweight title to Gene Tunney. He then topped it with his quip to the medical team about to operate on him. “I hope you’re all Republicans,” he said before succumbing to the anesthesia.


• • •


Within a week of the attempt on his life, President Ronald Reagan seemed to be going about the business of running the country, issuing new proposals on such issues as air quality and auto safety regulations. That at least is the story the public was getting. The truth was far scarier. The country’s leader was in far worse condition—a reality Jim Baker and the others around him decided should be kept from the American people and the world.


This alone became a challenge. Baker learned that Senator Strom Thurmond, the aging Dixiecrat-turned-Republican, had talked his way past hospital officials into Reagan’s presence. This had infuriated Nancy Reagan, which prompted Baker to assign Max Friedersdorf to take charge 24/7 of keeping the president from being disturbed.


“Jim called me with the story,” Friedersdorf reported. “Told me to get over to the hospital and stay in the president’s room and make sure no one, despite any credentials or rank, got into the sickroom.”


Jim Baker, ever strategic, had ruled that the first representative of official Washington to visit the convalescing president would be the leader of the opposition. Eventually, after several days, once Reagan was able to start receiving approved company, the first person to be admitted to his bedside was Tip O’Neill.


“I was in the room on my chair where Baker had posted me,” is how Friedersdorf remembers it. When the Speaker came in, “he nodded my way and walked over to the bed and grasped both the president’s hands, and said ‘God bless you, Mr. President.’


“The president still seemed groggy . . . with lots of tubes and needles running in and out of his body. But when he saw Tip, he lit up and gave the Speaker a big smile, and said ‘Thanks for coming, Tip.’ Then, still holding one of the president’s hands, the Speaker got down on his knees and said he would like to offer a prayer for the president, choosing the Twenty-third Psalm. ‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures . . . ’ ” It seemed clear to Friedersdorf, witnessing the encounter, that Reagan, though weak, was paying attention. “He recited part of the prayer with the Speaker in almost a whisper.”


Once they’d finished, the Speaker let go of the president’s hand, stood up, and bent to kiss him on the forehead. “ ‘I’d better be going,’ he told the patient. ‘I don’t want to tire you out.’ ” During this privileged visit to GW Hospital, Tip saw firsthand the reality of Reagan’s condition. Like the rest of the country, he’d been led to believe the president was experiencing a robust recovery. Instead he found himself kneeling within inches of a seventy-year-old man lying there in great pain.


The Speaker had been asked by the White House not to comment on the president’s condition. “I suspect that in the first day or two after the shooting he was probably closer to death than most of us realized,” he later said. “If he hadn’t been so strong and hardy, it could have been all over.”


The week before the shooting Reagan and Nancy had spent the evening at Ford’s Theatre. The benefit was for a cause important to Millie O’Neill, its chairwoman. The two couples sat together in the first row. Captured on videotape taken that night, the president and the Speaker can be seen laughing and enjoying themselves while a juggler-comedian performs with antic precision on the stage, his long knives whirling barely an arm’s length away in front of them. I can remember Tip talking in the office about his uneasiness at those knives flying so close.


Yet Reagan had glimpsed a shadow there in Ford’s Theatre. “I looked up at the presidential box above the stage where Abe Lincoln had been sitting the night he was shot and felt a curious sensation. . . . I thought that even with all the Secret Service protection we now had, it was probably still possible for someone who had enough determination to get close enough to a president to shoot him.” Tip O’Neill, who’d greeted Reagan at the street door that night, would say later that he, too, actually had had the same thought, undoubtedly inspired by the historic surroundings and suddenly realizing how vulnerable Reagan—as president—was.


Ronald Reagan had dodged death, but only narrowly. He would return to the White House the same but different, changed by this close brush with his own mortality. The causes that had mattered so deeply to him in the past now became his life’s abiding purpose.
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“A lot of the people you have under contract don’t know a football from a cantaloupe,” actor Pat O’Brien told producer Jack Warner. “This guy does.”








CHAPTER SEVEN


RONALD REAGAN’S JOURNEY


“Go West, young man.”


—HORACE GREELEY


Tip O’Neill viewed Ronald Reagan as a man who’d gotten ahead in life by virtue of the enviable gifts—good looks, athleticism, a voice made for the broadcast booth or the cowboy movie—bestowed on him at birth. What bugged the Speaker so much about the former California governor and movie star was the belief that handsome guys like his new rival had to have had it easy, and being handsome and having it easy was an affront to those who weren’t and didn’t.


Yet in life, just as in the movies, the illusion is everything. When you’re seeing the finished, glossy production, as Tip was, you’re not rooting around for the discarded scenes. As any student of Ronald Wilson Reagan’s origins knows, the script for the future president’s story threw plenty of obstacles in his way early on.


He’d come into the world in Tampico, Illinois, a hamlet around one hundred miles west of Chicago. Over the next seven years the Reagans moved five times in Illinois, including a stint in Chicago itself, but eventually returned to Tampico, where they lived above the local variety store until young Ron—nicknamed “Dutch” (“he looks like a fat Little Dutchman,” his father said of the newborn)—was nine. Now they moved again, to the much larger town of Dixon. His father, Jack, a salesman, proved a not so able provider, and keeping two growing boys fed was often a struggle for Nelle, his mother. Neil Reagan, Reagan’s older brother and only sibling, remembered being sent out for a ten-cent soup bone; it would have to stretch through an entire week of dinners. In ways like this Nelle Reagan continually put her natural optimism to work for her, a trait she’d pass on to her second son.


The family situation wasn’t helped by the fact that Jack Reagan drank too much, suffering—and forcing his wife and children to suffer—from what his younger son would term “the Irish curse.” Reagan would write, painfully, of having returned home one afternoon to the sight of his father sprawled out on the front porch, a spectacle for the neighbors to see, judge, and share. And yet the difficulties of his home life didn’t prevent Dutch Reagan from playing varsity football his last two years—though passionately determined, he’d been too small until then—and being popular enough to be elected Dixon High student body president when he was a senior. He was also president of the Dramatic Club.


As he entered his late teens, Reagan looked past his family and its difficulties to begin taking charge of the future he wanted for himself, a path that would test both his ambition and his ingenuity. Setting out to convince Eureka College to help with the costs of his education—it was 1928, the year before the Great Depression began—he did the job so well they wound up offering a scholarship fully covering his tuition as well as half his board. To pay for the difference he worked as a “hasher,” serving meals, first for a fraternity, later at a girls’ dorm.


When he first headed west after graduating from college—his majors had been economics and sociology—he made it only as far as another midwestern hub, Davenport, Iowa, just across the Illinois border. There he landed a slot as a sportscaster in a budding medium open to newcomers: radio. After Davenport, once he’d gained experience behind the microphone, he struck out and headed due west again, making it this time just a bit farther into Iowa, to a station in Des Moines.


Then, finally, he was ready for the biggest western leap of all: California. In 1937, five years after saying good-bye to Illinois, it was now “goodbye sports . . . hello Hollywood!” for the twenty-six-year-old Reagan. It made perfect sense.


Nancy Reagan, who knew her husband better than anyone, later succinctly explained to me: he couldn’t get stuck out there in middle America. She understood her future husband’s youthful yearnings to escape because she’d once experienced them herself. A native New Yorker, she’d moved to Chicago at the age of eight when her divorced mother remarried. Returning after her four years at Smith College, she, too, managed to escape and never come back. They were two of a kind—the kind that didn’t stay put until they got where they were meant to be.


It was a moment of manifest destiny: Ronald Reagan proceeding all the way west for the first time. He’d gone as a radio sportscaster, sent to Los Angeles to report on spring training. But the chance to take a Warner Bros. screen test trumped his original purpose, to keep an eye on the Chicago Cubs, warming up for the season on Catalina Island.


As they say in politics, you make your breaks. In Los Angeles, he spotted a poster advertising the evening’s entertainment in the Biltmore Hotel’s ballroom. One performer was a singer he knew from Des Moines. He sent a note inviting her to dinner between shows. This led to her offering to introduce him to her agent, who in turn proved able to arrange a screen test for the young radio announcer. It was a break that led to a two-hundred-dollar-a-week, seven-year Warner Bros. contract that Reagan quickly signed, agreeing with the stipulation that he be billed as Ronald, not “Dutch,” Reagan, the name he’d been going by. He was on his way.


Reagan’s first film saw him playing a radio reporter, the very job he’d just left behind. Love Is on the Air was a B picture shot and released quickly as the second half of a double feature. The reviews in the trades were approving, “likeable” being the basic verdict—and, of course, they weren’t wrong. It would prove to be his lifelong signature quality. Over the next few years, Ronald Reagan, working regularly, turned up—more than once, as I’ve said—as Brass Bancroft the Secret Service agent. He appeared as a military cadet in the 1938 comedy Brother Rat with Jane Wyman, whom he’d soon make his first wife, and as an army private in Sergeant Murphy (1938), the title character of which was a horse. In a change of pace, he was a pleasure-loving playboy in the Bette Davis picture Dark Victory (1939). His big break arrived in 1940, the year Knute Rockne—All American was released.


On the Warner lot, Reagan had become pals with Pat O’Brien, one of the most prolific stars of the era and the leader of Hollywood’s “Irish mafia,” a group that included James Cagney, Spencer Tracy, and others. Each day at lunch in the Warner Bros. commissary O’Brien would hold court, surrounded by his buddies, and before long he invited Reagan to join the gang.


When O’Brien won the part of famed Notre Dame coach Knute Rockne in a highly anticipated upcoming biopic, he soon learned from Reagan how eager he was to be in it, and that he’d grown up worshipping both Rockne and George Gipp, the young football player who’d died in 1920 just days after leading his team to victory. The young Reagan had been so taken with the Gipp story that he’d once even started writing a screenplay of his own. To press his case at Warner Bros., he brought in his college yearbook, which showed him on the playing field. In an effort to help, O’Brien made sure the studio bosses knew the young contract actor was the real deal. “This is a helluva important role. A lot of the people you have under contract don’t know a football from a cantaloupe. This guy does,” O’Brien told Jack Warner.


In a further effort to help, O’Brien interceded with producer Hal Wallis on behalf of his younger friend. Finding Wallis initially reluctant, he then extended himself in an even larger gesture, offering to read Rockne’s lines for the screen test Reagan needed to ace in order to win the part. It all helped. When Knute Rockne—All American premiered in South Bend, Indiana, home of the University of Notre Dame, a quarter million fans greeted the cast. The Gipper role would prove a turning point in Ronald Reagan’s career.


Reagan’s next career peak—the role he himself considered his best—was Kings Row, in which he played, as he often did in those years, the hero’s best friend. Opening in early 1942, just months after Pearl Harbor, Kings Row established its claim on filmic immortality by virtue of a simple five-word question: “Where’s the rest of me?” It’s what Reagan’s character, Drake McHugh, demands to know after waking from surgery to discover both his legs amputated by a sadistic doctor. Reagan would go on to make the famous line the title of his 1965 autobiography.


Measured by box office, though, the most important movie for the future president was a film released in 1942, Desperate Journey. It reteamed him with Errol Flynn. Two years earlier they’d appeared together in Santa Fe Trail, in a thrilling wartime tale directed by Michael Curtiz, best known today for Casablanca. Desperate Journey follows the perilous path through Nazi Germany of an RAF bomber crew shot down and trying, against enormous odds, to escape. It was the number-two-grossing film of the year, second only to the enormously loved Mrs. Miniver.


Yet by the time Kings Row and Desperate Journey opened, they were showing to a country that was not the same as when the movies were filmed. On December 8, 1941, the day after Pearl Harbor was attacked, Franklin D. Roosevelt went before Congress to ask it to declare the United States officially at war. If America was at war, so was Hollywood. The movie industry, an important one for national morale, became a critical part of the war effort.


The month before he’d moved to Los Angeles from Des Moines, Reagan had joined the Army Enlisted Reserve. Arriving in Hollywood, he was appointed second lieutenant in the cavalry. With the United States now in the war, he was ordered to active duty—it was April 1942, two months after Kings Row had opened in theaters. His eyesight—he suffered from astigmatism—kept him from assignment to a combat unit.


Transferring from the cavalry to the Army Air Corps, the actor was sent first to a public relations unit and then to the just-created First Motion Picture Unit. Never before had a military unit been made up completely of movie professionals dedicated to putting all their skills, talent, and imagination into training and propaganda films. It was this unit, based in Culver City in the former Hal Roach Studios (once home to Laurel and Hardy, among other comedy greats, and now dubbed Fort Roach), to which Ronald Reagan would be attached for most of the rest of the war. In 1943, a twenty-two-minute film he’d narrated, Beyond the Line of Duty, won the Oscar for “Best Short Subject.” Though he both appeared in and voiced-over numerous movies, he was also the unit’s personnel officer, and at the end of his active duty in 1945, when he returned to civilian life, he held the rank of captain.


Wars leave no one they’ve touched the same. Though he’d spent the years of World War II far from the front, making films in Culver City and Burbank, Ronald Reagan had served honorably. He’d contributed exactly as the U.S. government had called upon him to do. Yet not only did the postwar landscape he confronted now look and seem different; so did he.


One of those who apparently saw him in a new—and unflattering—light was his wife of eight years, Jane Wyman. They’d married in 1940, two years after shooting Brother Rat together. She’d become a Warner contract player in 1936 at nineteen, having appeared, though often as an uncredited chorus girl, in thirty or so pictures by the time they started dating. A native Missourian, she, too, had gotten her showbiz start in radio, as a singer. She’d also been twice married by the time she walked down the aisle with Reagan.


But by 1948, when they divorced, she was the bigger star of the two. She’d been nominated for the Academy Award for Best Actress in 1946, for The Yearling, and in 1948 won it for Johnny Belinda. Given the couple’s high profile, the Hollywood gossip mills went to town avidly recycling all the cruel remarks she’d allegedly made about her spouse and the father of her two children. For his part, Reagan seemed to be in denial and still deeply devoted to his marriage.


Wyman was said to have confided in a friend one night at a cocktail party: “Don’t ask Ronnie what time it is because he will tell you how a watch is made.” As far as she was concerned, her soon-to-be ex-husband number three was “America’s number one goody two shoes.” She on the other hand had recently taken a lover—Lew Ayres, her Johnny Belinda costar. Her cruelest line may well have been delivered to Reagan face-to-face when he returned home one day from work: “You bore me,” she said. “Leave!”


• • •


Long before his divorce from Wyman, and even their marriage itself, Reagan had developed an obsessive passion of his own: politics. By his own account, it had begun back in 1928, the year he entered Eureka College. There, he and his fellow students, angered by the administration’s decision to eliminate a number of courses—which also meant laying off the professors who taught them—decided to call a strike. Such a protest would shut down the campus. But the stand was worth making, the student leaders felt, and, despite his freshman status, Dutch Reagan was the one picked, at the meeting of the entire student body, to make the motion to strike.


Here’s how he recalled the impact the speech had on the audience, but most of all on him: “When I came to actually presenting the motion . . . they came to their feet with a roar—even the faculty members present voted by acclamation. It was heady wine. Hell, with two more lines, I could have had them riding through ‘every Middlesex village and farm’—without horses yet.”


When it came to Hollywood actors, the truth was there was something about Ronald Reagan that set him apart. Soon after he’d arrived on the Warner lot a decade earlier, colleagues noticed he paid as much attention to actual news headlines as the ones in Daily Variety. Robert Cummings, his Kings Row costar, recalled Reagan holding forth frequently on the set. “All the cast used to sit around waiting for the cameramen to light the scene—sometimes it was long, tedious hours, because almost all of the entire outdoor scenes were shot indoors. So we’d listen to Ronnie talk about foreign affairs and the economy and things like that. . . . Whether he knew what he was doing at the time or not, I don’t know—it wasn’t a lecture—but he took the center of the stage.”


Ron Reagan, the president’s son—by his second wife, Nancy, whom Ronald married in 1952—later would describe his father as having had two selves. One, he wrote, was the “public” Reagan who “wanted and needed acclaim and recognition” but would “disavow ambition.” Alongside this visible Reagan, he believed, existed another “private” one, within whom the drive to get ahead “burned with a cold but steady flame.” According to the younger Reagan, the Ronald Reagan whom the world assumed it knew “could not have existed without the Ronald Reagan he rarely let anyone see.” In the years following World War II, as Reagan faced setbacks, that hidden, private self seems to have been the main engine of the changes and choices he faced and made. It was also the part of Ronald Reagan that was deeply driven by his political thinking.


In the late 1940s, he realized he wasn’t being considered for parts that would have been offered to him after Kings Row and Desperate Journey— that is, if he hadn’t spent those World War II years in uniform. The world had moved on, other handsome newcomers were arriving, and audience tastes were changing.


It’s not that he had no work in front of the cameras during this period. He shot a few B pictures every year, including the much-remembered Bedtime for Bonzo (1951). It’s that the gleam of Ronald Reagan, movie star, had lost much of its previous luster. The charmed existence that Tip O’Neill imagined was his rival’s lifelong birthright was nowhere to be seen. Though Reagan had gotten out of Illinois just as he’d always meant to, had gone on to appear on movie posters and had his name lit brightly on marquees, his career now looked to be headed downward. What remained to him were the grit and resilience—an integral part of his secret self—that adversaries would continue to underestimate at their peril.


Offscreen, Reagan’s marriage in 1952 to Nancy Davis—a young actress ten years his junior—was the best evidence that fortune could still favor him. Their union was the stuff of fan magazines: she’d dated Clark Gable, and William Holden was best man at their wedding. But it was Nancy’s rock-solid devotion to her husband and belief in him that made her exactly the soul mate he needed. “My life really began when I married my husband,” she often said. The same, most certainly, could be said for Ronald Reagan.


Politically, Reagan was evolving. While Nancy’s own loyalties were influenced by her stepfather Loyal Davis’s staunch Republicanism, his new son-in-law—who’d voted for FDR, supported the New Deal, campaigned for Harry Truman, and, more than that, had backed Helen Gahagan Douglas in her California Senate race against Richard Nixon—would remain a registered Democrat for another decade.


In 1937 Reagan had joined the Screen Actors Guild shortly after arriving in Hollywood. He’d gone onto its board as an alternate in 1941. Then, after the war, he resumed his involvement (serving at one point as an alternate for Boris Karloff). In 1946 he became vice president, and the next year, the guild’s president. SAG was then involved in a bitter dispute with a craft union coalition, the Conference of Studio Unions (CSU), whose hard-left leadership wanted its support. Ugly violence had broken out at the Warner Bros. gates between strikers and those wanting to cross the CSU picket lines. In the weeks that followed, Reagan became a persuasive SAG voice against continuing to honor those picket lines, and many fellow union members began falling in step behind him. Threatened by anonymous phone calls, he began carrying a .32 pistol. His rousing speech to the SAG membership now produced a stunning return-to-work vote: 2,748 to 509. The studio bosses also applauded his position. “Ronnie Reagan has turned out to be a tower of strength,” declared Jack Warner, “not only for the actors but for the whole industry.”


Reagan would go on to serve as SAG president for a total of seven terms. Despite his long-held ambition to act and to be thought well of as an actor, he was proving a natural at this real-life role he liked to call the “citizen-politician.” Those who want to dismiss Ronald Reagan merely as a good-looking guy inspired to enter politics as his screen career started fading should take a moment to consider the heartfelt eloquence of testimony he gave in the fall of 1947, seven months after being elected president of the Screen Actors Guild. His audience: the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC). The issue: communist influence in the movie industry.


Like many other Hollywood liberals of his era, Reagan walked a middle line between the arch anticommunists and those more tolerantly inclined. While acknowledging that the Communist Party undoubtedly wished to exploit Hollywood as a propaganda tool in any way it could, he vehemently objected to the idea that they were getting away with it. When asked by Robert Stripling, HUAC’s chief investigator, “What steps should be taken to rid the motion picture industry of any communist influences?” here was Reagan’s reply:


• • •


Well, sir, ninety-nine percent of us are pretty well aware of what is going on, and I think, within the bounds of our democratic rights and never once stepping over the rights given us by democracy, we have done a pretty good job in our business of keeping those people’s activities curtailed. After all, we must recognize them at present as a political party. On that basis we have exposed their lies when we came across them, we have opposed their propaganda, and I can certainly testify that in the case of the Screen Actors Guild we have been eminently successful in preventing them from, with their usual tactics, trying to run a majority of an organization with a well-organized minority.


In opposing those people, the best thing to do is make democracy work. In the Screen Actors Guild we make it work by insuring everyone a vote and by keeping everyone informed. I believe that, as Thomas Jefferson put it, if all the American people know all of the facts they will never make a mistake. Whether or not the Party should be outlawed, that is a matter for the government to decide. As a citizen, I would hesitate to see any political party outlawed on the basis of its political ideology. We have spent a hundred and seventy years in this country on the basis that democracy is strong enough to stand up and fight against the inroads of any ideology. However, if it is proven that an organization is an agent of a foreign power, or in any way not a legitimate political party—and I think the government is capable of proving that—then that is another matter. I happen to be very proud of the industry in which I work. I happen to be very proud of the way in which we conducted the fight. I do not believe the Communists have ever at any time been able to use the motion picture screen as a sounding board for their philosophy or ideology.


It’s a statement that, delivered with respectful courtesy and a genial forthrightness, neatly claims its own ground. Ronald Reagan was taking a stand proclaiming full faith in democracy—and, along with it, his belief in the American people’s good judgment. It comes off without even a lurking shadow of partisanship or of politics as we normally think of them. Here was a man who’d been student body president in high school, who went on to deliver what he considered his maiden crowd-stirring political speech when just a college freshman. Sitting up there on Capitol Hill in 1947, responding to the House committee’s questions, he was no amateur. Acting had been the detour, as would become increasingly clear.


By 1954, that detour was offering precarious turns in the road. His agent, Lew Wasserman, had gotten him a two-week stand as emcee of a Las Vegas revue act. It had him cracking Irish jokes and playing straight man to the other performers. “It’s a long way down for Reagan from his box-office glory of 11 years ago,” ran a cruel item in the trade press.


Now came Wasserman to the rescue. Within weeks Reagan began his eight-year tenure presenting General Electric Theater; he was the half-hour anthology broadcast’s first and only continuing host. It would prove a huge career opportunity for him. Airing on Sundays at 9 p.m., EST, the GE-sponsored program featured a wide range of stars: James Dean, Jack Benny, Natalie Wood, Lee Marvin, Sammy Davis, Jr. Over the eight years it ran, the weekly guests represented a virtual Who’s Who of mid-twentieth-century show business. GE Theater was the way Americans growing up in the 1950s—Bill Clinton and me, to name just two—got to know and like Ronald Reagan.


And not only did he welcome us to GE every Sunday; Reagan also went to the road on its behalf. Traveling to hundreds of cities and towns by train, he became the company’s representative both to the outside world and to itself. A typical day might include a local press conference, a Chamber of Commerce lunch, and a civic association evening banquet, with a high school or college campus appearance in between, as well as sessions with General Electric employees in their offices and on their factory floors. “I am seen by more people in one week than I am in a full year in movie theaters,” is how Reagan chose to frame his remarkable new visibility. As of 1958 he was one of the most recognized figures in the country—not as an actor in a role but as Ronald Reagan himself.


Despite having been the public face of General Electric to millions of Americans—personally greeting and meeting, it’s estimated, at least a quarter of a million of them as he continuously toured—the relationship ended abruptly in 1962. What they had once seen as positive about Reagan’s rhetoric—his call to arms against big government at home and communism abroad—may have been viewed by corporate execs as impolitic. The larger factor was ratings. GE Theater, at one time the third highest rated show on all of television, was now fighting a long battle with Bonanza for its time slot.


In 1964 Ronald Reagan emerged fully into the open as a leader of the new conservative wing of the Republican Party. What brought him this increased prominence was a stirring stump speech he was tirelessly giving out on the Republican circuit in support of Senator Barry Goldwater, the Arizonan who was then the GOP presidential candidate. Called “A Time for Choosing,” the Goldwater campaign paid to have it nationally televised the week before Election Day.


Social Security, he said, “is not insurance but is a welfare program and Social Security dues are a tax for the general use of the government.” Proclaiming that the country had “a rendezvous with destiny,” Reagan preached his beliefs with a fervor that had slowly but steadily been building deep inside him. “We’ll preserve for our children this, the last best hope of man on earth, or we’ll sentence them to take the last step into a thousand years of darkness.” It was a speech he’d been polishing for years, and he meant it all, every single word and thought.


When Reagan ran for governor of California two years later and won a monumental victory, beating incumbent governor Edmund G. “Pat” Brown by a million votes, he had turned himself into a singular political force to be reckoned with. Yet Democrats across the country, especially in Washington, would continue to question his legitimacy as a rising star—one with a bigger future than he’d ever had as a Warner contract player. They saw him more as a strictly California phenomenon, a West Coast punch line who’d never play beyond Sacramento.


Ignoring the million votes, they preferred to believe Ronald Reagan to be simply a good-looking, good-natured fellow who’d gotten his career from a screen test. Yet the signs indicating a different scenario had been there early on, as they are for most politicians—for anyone looking to see. Those who end up running for office can rarely hide the ambition in their youth.


His critics were ignoring a more basic fact. To denigrate Reagan’s profession—dismissing him as a fellow who’d played against a chimp or shilled for lightbulbs—was to miss a very big and obvious truth: people like actors and are fascinated by them. Pat Brown, a man whom voters had failed ever to be fascinated by, actually appeared in a televised campaign ad in which he’s seen warning a group of schoolchildren against the dangerous world represented by his opponent, the movie star. “I’m running against an actor . . . and you know who shot Lincoln, don’tcha?” It’s even more peculiar an attack if you consider the number of California voters connected to the movie business.


In reality, the political Ronald Reagan was playing a role he’d created himself: the outsider as representative of all the decent, honest people fed up with standard-issue politicians. “As a politician, he would always have you believe that he was a reluctant candidate—he became a governor, then president, only because people insisted they needed him,” his son Ron Reagan observed.


When accused of being poorly equipped by professional background to run the huge state of California, Reagan had blown off his detractors with one of those pronouncements he specialized in. “The man who has the job,” he countered, “has more experience than anybody. That’s why I’m running.”


The way Reagan came to perfect the role of citizen-politician can be seen at the climax of the speech he gave accepting the 1980 Republican presidential nomination. Just as he was about to leave the convention podium that July night in 1980, he appeared to go through a slight moment of indecision. “I have thought of something,” he said, briefly pausing, “that is not part of my speech and I’m worried over whether I should do it.” It was a brilliant moment of stagecraft. His listeners waited, curious. Now they were actively in the scene along with him, the audience that could not see the script on the card in front of him.


“Can we doubt,” he then asked, his voice ringing with purpose, “that only a Divine Providence placed this land, this island of freedom, here as a refuge for all those people in the world who yearn to breathe freely: Jews and Christians enduring persecution behind the Iron Curtain, the boat people of Southeast Asia, of Cuba and Haiti, the victims of drought and famine in Africa, the freedom fighters of Afghanistan, and our own countrymen held in savage captivity.


“I’ll confess,” he went on, “that I’ve been a little afraid to suggest what I’m going to suggest—I’m more afraid not to—that we begin our crusade joined together in a moment of silent prayer.”


It was a moment, too, of transformation for Reagan. No longer the actor and foregoing the role of politician, he was now one of the people daring to speak against “them,” those who would challenge the right to pray at such a moment.


Ronald Reagan, not yet elected president, had gotten to precisely where he wanted to be in life.


His concluding words: “God bless America.”
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Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, Jr., won fifty electoral contests in his long career. In 1952 he took John F. Kennedy’s seat in the U.S. House.








CHAPTER EIGHT


THE RISE OF TIP O’NEILL


“All politics is local.”


—THOMAS P. O’NEILL, SR.


Unlike Ronald Reagan, Tip O’Neill never faced poverty. When he was tapped for the annual “Horatio Alger Award,” the Speaker turned down the honor. “I’m not eligible,” the proud Irish-American told me to tell the association presenting it. “I wasn’t born poor.”


His father, Thomas Philip O’Neill, Sr., was the superintendent of sewers in the city of Cambridge, Massachusetts, responsible for 150 miles of municipal sewer lines. Powerful enough to be nicknamed “the Governor” in the neighborhoods, he commanded an army of employees, which meant a ready supply of patronage always at his disposal. If you did your chores for the local Democratic Party, that entitled you to a “snow button.” If you showed up wearing it the next time snow fell, you could be assured of a paying job clearing the streets. If you didn’t have the button, you were out in the cold.


Thomas Jr., his second son, though never without the comforts of a home, quickly learned how unfair life can be—and in profound ways. He was only nine months old when his mother died of tuberculosis. Without a wife to care for his three children—the O’Neill brood included an older brother and sister, William and Mary Rose—the father often needed to fob off the baby, especially, on relatives. Young O’Neill remembered being “passed from aunt to aunt,” and, as he was to recall, “it wasn’t a happy time.” The sadness didn’t end there. When his father married again, his home life failed to brighten. While he never voiced complaints about his stepmother, for young Tip her entry into the family quite clearly made for disappointed hopes.


But unlike Reagan, who, though popular and a joiner, was always alone in a crowd, O’Neill found warmth in his friends, and they in him. Unlike his future rival, Tip, when young, ran with a gang. In the company of his usual crowd of North Cambridge boys, he hung out daily at a storefront known as Barry’s Corner. Among the O’Neill pals of that era were “Red” Fitzgerald, “Frogsy” Broussard, “Moose” O’Connell, and others known by similarly colorful nicknames.


Tip’s own lifelong moniker derived from a nineteenth-century left fielder who’d played for the old St. Louis Browns, James Edward “Tip” O’Neill. The original “Tip” had nearly a .500 batting average, inflated by the rule back then of counting walks as hits. O’Neill would earn those many walks by tipping off one pitch after another until the pitcher couldn’t avoid missing the plate or throwing an easy one to hit. Obviously, among his gifts was simple, brute patience, a quality that comes in handy, especially in politics, where waiting your turn is more often than not the safest route to the top.


The kids at Barry’s Corner were townies and early in life instinctively understood the truth of what that meant. A little more than two miles down Massachusetts Avenue stood Harvard University, a citadel of privilege and prestige that could not have been further away had it been on the moon. Accepting the hard divide between town and gown, Tip O’Neill and his gang recognized their place in the scheme of things. That didn’t mean they liked it.


Many decades later the future Speaker would still be smarting from the humiliation he’d felt the summer he was a chubby fourteen-year-old with a job cutting grass and trimming hedges in Harvard Yard. “Up off your ass, O’Neill,” he recalled his crabby boss frequently yelling at him. “Off your ass!” He was warning the local kid he wasn’t going to get away with performing his job sitting down. He was supposed to be clipping away on his knees. The fellow seemed intent on putting the North Cambridge boy down, making sure he knew his place—and, not surprisingly, Tip took it personally. Would such an employer have talked to a Harvard student that way? Then again, would a Harvard student have been out there with his shears in the sweltering sun?


The fact that Tip realized the divide separating his world from the other didn’t mean the sharp reality of it didn’t rankle. As F. Scott Fitzgerald well knew—The Great Gatsby had been published just two years earlier—the most powerful aspirations arise from rejection, fueling the dreams of those born on the wrong side looking in. Here’s Tip’s own version of the classic outsider tale, a very specific memory of that summer when he was fourteen and working in a part of his hometown where he didn’t belong:


On a beautiful June day, as I was going about my daily grind, the class of 1927 gathered in a huge canvas tent to celebrate commencement. Inside, I could see hundreds of young men standing around in their white linen suits, laughing and talking. They were also drinking champagne, which was illegal in 1927 because of Prohibition. I remember that scene like it was yesterday, and I can still feel the anger I felt then, almost sixty years ago, as I write these words. It was the illegal champagne that really annoyed me. Who the hell do these people think they are, I said to myself, that the law means nothing to them? On that commencement day at Harvard, as I watched those privileged, confident Ivy League Yankees who had everything handed to them in life, I made a resolution. Someday, I vowed, I would work to make sure my own people could go to places like Harvard, where they could avail themselves of the same opportunities that these young college men took for granted.


If Ronald Reagan’s political course had been set, when he was a middle-aged man, in late 1940s Hollywood, by his distaste for the hard-left labor factions’ tactics as they struck the Hollywood studios, and also by his righteous indignation at the hefty bite the federal income tax took from his film earnings, Tip O’Neill’s epiphany had come when much younger. And it had lodged in him in a way that would create a different path. Taking a clear-eyed look at the landscape close to home, the teenaged Tip had viewed political power through a very different prism. His goal, he decided early in life, would be to stand against those who defended social and economic injustice.


A year later the still-adolescent Tip was engaged in politics as a volunteer, knocking on doors and handing out campaign literature for New York Democratic governor Al Smith. The first Catholic to be nominated to run for president, Smith was a man of the people, one whose working-class origins always informed his outlook. As a representative in the New York State Assembly, Smith had drawn national attention early in his career when he spoke out forcefully for workplace safety after the infamous 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire. Thus, when he led fellow Democrats in the fight against Herbert Hoover to gain the White House in 1928, Tip was a natural foot soldier for the cause. Though it turned out to be a lost one, it gave the eager young man a taste of the valiant, idealistic battles he hoped one day to wage.


Unlike his brother William, who’d left the environs of Boston for Holy Cross in central Massachusetts, Tip attended Boston College as a day student. It was one of those moments in life when a fortunate break more resembles a disadvantage, but for Tip O’Neill staying close to home made a lasting, enriching difference. By not following Bill to Worcester, he remained a neighborhood guy, never losing touch with his childhood buddies, the crew at Barry’s Corner. As a “day hop,” coming and going from classes across the Charles River, he was able to maintain his local identity and popularity. By staying regular in his habits, surroundings, and friends, he was able to sink his roots even deeper into the community where his paternal grandfather, Patrick O’Neill, had first settled seventy years earlier.


We’ve seen how the young Ronald Reagan chafed under what seemed to him the petty tyrannies and claustrophobic scale of small-town Illinois life. Tip O’Neill, on the other hand, was a man at home, and at one, with his native environment. Cambridge was where he’d been born, where he’d grown up, and where he intended to make his mark. He couldn’t wait to get into politics on his own behalf.


While he was still a senior at BC, Tip ran unsuccessfully for the Cambridge City Council. What this meant in the short term was severe disappointment when he failed to win the seat. But for the long haul that first struggle Tip waged in the public eye left him indisputably wiser. Two maxims he heard at this time were to remain lifelong souvenirs of his maiden, losing race. The first was a signal—and, eventually for Tip, a signature—piece of advice imparted to him by his dad. According to Thomas Sr., his boy had stumbled for a simple reason: he’d failed to focus sufficiently on his own North Cambridge turf. “All politics is local,” the father pronounced firmly. It was less a reproach than a fact of life, a truth he’d expected his son instinctively to understand.


According to him, what Tip should have done, rather than spreading himself thin canvassing the entire district, trying to convince strangers of his worth, was first to lock in decisively the loyalty of supporters closer to home. Then, after that was accomplished, he could be free to head farther afield. “Local” meant his own natural constituency, comprising those citizens nearest in both geography and affinity, already well disposed to him and to his family, not needing to be sold on his value. The ideas, and ideals, embodied in the word local were to form his core philosophy when it came to political behavior.


The second lesson Tip absorbed was the result of a scolding he received the day before the election from a certain Mrs. Elizabeth O’Brien, who lived across the street from the O’Neills and was far from satisfied with the way the “Governor’s boy” had comported himself during the campaign. She explained she was going to vote for him even though he’d never personally come to her seeking support. “Tom, let me tell you something: people like to be asked,” she informed him, surprised, as his father had been, at his ignorance. Happily, Tip was a quick learner and didn’t need to hear either of these adages a second time.


In 1934 Tip was given a thrilling opportunity, one offered for purely local reasons. Marguerite “Missy” LeHand, who’d grown up not far from the O’Neill family and knew them, had been private secretary to Franklin Roosevelt since 1920. A year after she’d gone to work for the then—and ultimately unsuccessful—vice presidential candidate, FDR suffered the polio attack that left him paralyzed, unable to walk.


Despite this enormous handicap, he achieved what can only be called an extraordinary political comeback over the next decade, even though his enemies and rivals had regarded him as definitively sidelined. In 1932 Roosevelt ran for the presidency and won. Now Tip, thanks to Miss LeHand, who knew of the young man’s political interests and ambitions, and that he’d campaigned for FDR as he had for Al Smith, found himself invited to Washington to meet her boss. When he got to the White House and was ushered into his hero’s presence, he was stunned to see him seated in a wheelchair. “I was so shocked that my chin just about hit my chest,” he later wrote.


Tip felt honor-bound to keep the president’s secret. It was an early political confidence, of the highest order, but Tip perceived it also as a matter of personal respect on his part. The meeting, along with the trust the president had placed in him, left an indelible impression and contributed significantly to the formation of his ongoing political loyalties.


In 1936, having absorbed the earlier lessons of defeat, Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, Jr., was elected to the Massachusetts state legislature. He was twenty-three and, already at that early age, in exactly the place he was meant to be. That he entered politics and would make his life there certainly came as no surprise to one of the nuns who’d once taught him. She later told an interviewer: “Tom was never much of a student. But he was always popular and a leader even then. He led the boys’ debating team and always won. Tom could talk you deaf, dumb and blind.”


From the beginning, Tip based his political service on the primary needs of the citizens around him, whose lives he understood. Better still, he understood the dignity of those lives, and believed in that dignity. As a result, jobs, for him, were an all-important factor of the human equation, and, as such, the responsibility of an elected public servant. There was never any question in his mind that government could—and should—put people to work. He’d seen the connection between the two clearly ever since he’d spotted his first snow button. Winter created the jobs: government made sure the right people got them.


Starting in the 1920s and 1930s, New England was increasingly losing ground when it came to holding on to large-scale employers. The once widespread and prosperous regional textile industry had moved to cheaper territory below the Mason-Dixon Line, followed there by the shoe factories. A campaign slogan of “work and wages” was incentive enough to compel worried voters to back any Democratic candidate promising them. Yet Tip O’Neill, the freshman state representative from Cambridge, as concerned about jobs as he possibly could be, was also now revealing a concern for issues beyond the parochial ones that had guided him there in the first place.


One of these new concerns he now weighed in on was the importance of fighting any encroachment against our civil liberties. In his first months at the State House, young O’Neill made his name—for better or worse, you’d have to say—by siding with those casting votes to repeal a law mandating a loyalty oath for teachers. A politician taking this side of the argument would be seen in some precincts merely as an alert civil libertarian, while in others such a suspect position would not only elicit scorn but also likely draw the all-purpose epithet communist. Confident of the rightness of his position, however, Tip was willing to suffer the townie contempt at the same time as he earned the approval of his old nemeses, the Harvard Square types. At the next election, he won by an even larger margin.


In 1941, Tip married Mildred Ann Miller, a Somerville girl and high school classmate whose father was a streetcar operator, and whisked his bride off to New York for their honeymoon. He’d timed the wedding to occur on a particular weekday, one he considered special but for reasons having nothing to do with connubial love and everything to do with what was happening in New York the very next night. Tip would take his new wife of just twenty-four hours to the Polo Grounds to see Billy Conn fight Joe Louis in front of a crowd of fifty-four thousand people, a contest that’s now the stuff of legend. In the thirteenth round, “The Pittsburgh Kid” had the champion on points, but then foolishly went for a knockout. It was he who got kayoed, instead. Afterward Conn famously quipped to a reporter, “What’s the use of being Irish if you can’t be thick?” Resuming their honeymoon, Tip and Millie headed the next day for Atlantic City.


Over the next five years Tip worked earnestly at his job, making his way up the Democratic ladder in the state legislature, storing up credit in the party as he did so. The universe in which he labored each day was an orderly one, with set rules, based on a code of behavior understood and agreed upon by all: you served your time in lower offices, worked your way “through the chairs” to head up a committee, knowing that you could, if fortune looked favorably, rise beyond the normal ranks to a privileged position such as a seat in the U.S. Congress. Still, everyone realized that such rewards could never come your way until you’d “worked your way up through the vineyards.”


Then, in 1946, the year after World War II had ended, a wild card suddenly appeared on the horizon, changing the political game not just for Cambridge but eventually for Massachusetts as well. And, later, the country, too. This newcomer knew little of how Tip O’Neill’s world was supposed to work and certainly had never heard of—nor was in need of—a snow button. What he possessed was a dazzlingly heroic war record and a father, one of the richest men in the country, anxious to sell it to the voters. If he didn’t fit in politically, well, that was a truth he was aware of from the get-go. Jack Kennedy understood better than anyone to what extent he came on the scene as a carpetbagger. “I had never lived very much in the district,” he dictated into a tape recorder fifteen years later, in what appears to have been the beginnings of a memoir, “. . . and on top of that I had gone to Harvard, not a particularly popular institution at that time in the 11th Congressional District.”


In the way such matters normally were taken care of, Tip had the seat earmarked for a pal of his, another Cambridge street-corner guy, Mike Neville. He, like Tip, was a wait-your-turn good soldier—and, now, his time seemingly had come. Neville looked to be a shoo-in, especially once the experienced pols had taken a good look at the new kid on the block. “By the time I met Jack Kennedy, I couldn’t believe this skinny, pasty-looking kid was a candidate for anything,” Tip remembered thinking, and so had simply dismissed the Kennedy scion’s chances.


By this time a skilled veteran of the Massachusetts political wars, with a good sense of what would play on his home turf and what wouldn’t, he simply didn’t, or couldn’t, see the obvious: that is, the pure magic of John F. Kennedy. Instead, he put his belief in the system he knew, ignoring the evidence of change squarely facing him. In fact, the opinion of other observers, then and now, has held that the handsome, charming young Kennedy could have beaten Mike Neville even without all the money his father spent to ensure his triumph.


The sweeping Kennedy victory, however, did nothing to interfere with O’Neill’s own ambitions. In 1948, Tip saw the potential for a Massachusetts-wide canvass to recruit young war heroes and other attractive veterans to run for the state legislature and, recognizing this, he organized the effort, which was successful. It made for an historic coup, with the Democrats achieving a majority of seats and Tip himself elected, at the age of thirty-seven, as the first Democratic and first Roman Catholic Speaker in the history of the commonwealth.


Four years later, in 1952, with Kennedy claiming his right to move up to the U.S. Senate—he would defeat the Republican incumbent, the effortlessly upper-class Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr.—Tip O’Neill himself had ambitions for the House seat vacated by Jack, which he won after a tough primary fight. For decades afterward he would publicly pay glowing tribute to the man he’d succeeded, even though, privately, he was slow to admire the younger man’s political skills. The truth was, he had little choice, given the Kennedy family’s influence in both Boston and the state, and so could only bridle at the role he found himself forced to play, not being entirely his own man and having to do their bidding as needed. He would spend decades regretting the slighting words the Kennedys had given him to say about the much-respected Lodge in an election-eve radio broadcast. And to add insult to that indignity, even after he’d done their dirty work, he heard from trustworthy sources that Bobby Kennedy, one of the two younger brothers, was considering a run against him, looking at Jack’s onetime seat as family property. Furious, Tip promised Jack that if his kid brother decided to pursue such a challenge it would be “the dirtiest campaign you ever saw.”


Jack Kennedy did do one favor for Tip. It came as a piece of cagey advice. In early 1953, just as the country was getting used to calling General Dwight D. Eisenhower “President,” and he himself was moving across Capitol Hill to his Senate office, Kennedy told O’Neill, now a member of the House freshman class, to “be nice to John McCormack.” McCormack had been second only to Sam Rayburn in the Democratic leadership since before the war. Clear to him were Tip’s institutional ambitions. Jack figured that once Tip found his footing and acclimated himself to the House, ingratiating himself with McCormack, who’d been elected from Massachusetts to the House of Representatives in 1928, was the surest route for O’Neill to reach leadership himself.


Tip soon became a dedicated member of what was known on Capitol Hill as the “Tuesday to Thursday club.” Though it was a tiring commute, it was the option he, along with a group of colleagues from Massachusetts, chose. They’d carpool down to the capital on Mondays, returning on Thursday evenings. Only rarely would he ever spend four entire weekdays in Washington, preferring instead to enjoy as much time at home with his family as could be managed. To make up for his regular absences, Tip would make breakfast and school lunches for the kids—he and Millie had five children: two daughters and three sons—on Friday and Monday so that Millie could sleep later.


During his Capitol Hill working days O’Neill led a bachelor’s existence, rooming with another freshman member of the Massachusetts delegation, Edward Boland from Springfield. They were a definite odd couple: the short, quiet Boland, the large, ebullient O’Neill. The only things the two men kept in their apartment refrigerator were orange juice—which Boland would hand-squeeze—diet soda, beer, and cigars. For Tip, the evening ritual was dinner out, usually followed by late-night card games. On one evening he’d meet his pals at the University Club, on another at the Army-Navy.


All this time, O’Neill was counting the cards, and not just there on the table. He never stopped making friends—in both parties—recognizing the importance of keeping track of who was where and knowing how to connect the dots. That way, he’d have the high cards and the flushes when he needed them. “Incidentally, I’m absolutely convinced,” he would say, “that one of the secrets behind my eventual rise to power is that I ate in restaurants every night with my friends and colleagues from the House.” Hanging out in just the way he so skillfully—and genuinely—did over the years forged many a friendship, including across-the-aisle loyalties. These last came in particularly handy whenever a fellow member found himself in a situation where his ethics were being called into question. “I don’t want to see any man go to jail,” Tip would say.


The practical results of his tireless networking, and also the lasting bonds he forged, formed the plus side of the lifestyle adopted by Tip in Washington. But there was a negative aspect, too: the pastimes he favored meant that his regular intake of rich food, alcohol, and cigar smoke, plus the late nights, continually offered a very real threat to Tip’s weight and overall health. It wasn’t hard to see. Yet, as he would point out, there were just three ways to spend those Tuesday-to-Thursdays: either drinking, chasing women, or playing cards. “Some fellas like women. Some fellas like booze. Other fellas like cards. Cards keep you out of trouble.” He’d made his choice and stuck with it, and it gave him a bon vivant’s view of the city. “Many a morning I’ve seen that flag flying up there at dawn,” he once told me as we drove up Independence Avenue with the Capitol in full view.


One fellow with whom Tip had occasionally played cards was Vice President Richard Nixon. “Not a bad guy,” he’d say to me years later. In his 1987 memoir, Man of the House, he described Nixon as “bright and gregarious.” The only problem with him, according to Tip, was that Nixon talked too much during the poker games. Still, they were amicable enough that Nixon felt able to ask the Democrat for help during the 1960 presidential race. One week he passed on word to Tip that he hoped he might meet him at the game early so they could talk. When O’Neill obliged, Nixon made his pitch. Jack Kennedy, he said, wasn’t going to make it through the primaries; Lyndon Johnson was sure to be the Democratic candidate. Therefore, he felt it was all right if he asked O’Neill for the name of a young gung ho campaign operative. O’Neill, agreeing that this was fair, came up with one recommendation, who happened to be Senator Leverett Saltonstall’s administrative assistant. His name: Charles Colson, later a key figure in the Watergate scandal.


Besides running for and winning reelection every two years, thus amassing seniority as the 1950s turned into the 1960s, O’Neill was able to use that institutional advantage for the folks back home. From his position on the Rules Committee, and later in the House leadership, along with his close friendship with Eddie Boland and Silvio Conte, also from Massachusetts, on the Appropriations Committee, O’Neill played a central role in Boston’s latter-day economic development. He won federal money for Boston College and other universities, for medical research for the Massachusetts General Hospital, for new transit systems like the Silver Line in the Seaport district, and, finally, for the greatest public works project of them all, the Central Artery, best known as the “Big Dig.”


Tip’s political tactics, seasoned by years of effectiveness, were frequently of the hardball sort. When he needed to be tough, he never hesitated to hit, and hit where it hurt. His formidability showed itself most memorably in late 1963, just after Jack Kennedy’s funeral, when President Lyndon Johnson announced he was closing the Boston Navy Yard, not only one of the region’s most significant employers but also a symbolic one. The larger-than-life Texan in the White House, himself no political sissy and a man whose wrath (and revenge) was always to be feared, then went even further, adding insult to the injury. At the behest of top aide Joe Califano, an alumnus, he agreed to give the commencement address that year at Holy Cross rather than at Tip’s alma mater, Boston College—completely ignoring the Speaker’s invitation several months earlier—and this was, for certain, a swipe too many. Only when O’Neill used his position on the Rules Committee to keep the vital Johnson bills from reaching the House floor did the angry president, boxed in and not liking it one bit, finally relent. The Navy Yard remained open.


However, with his stance on the increasingly polarizing issue of the Vietnam War O’Neill offered his boldest challenge to the Johnson White House. Tip’s children, especially Susan—all of them of the generation opposing continued U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia—had helped turn him around. It was because he listened to his kids that he was able to listen to the war’s critics, and not just the Pentagon. While it won him admirers among the Harvard crowd—in much the same way his rejection of teacher loyalty oaths had two decades earlier—his position on Vietnam brought a very different reaction at home in North Cambridge. In a neighborhood where enlisting in the U.S. Marines or other armed forces was the patriotic alternative to going to college, Tip’s position was a betrayal. There were those, even, who took it personally and despised him for it. With young townies dying each day in that far-off, unknown place on the other side of the world, he had broken faith with the faithful, even as he kept it with himself.


Though his opposition to the Vietnam War caused pain at home, the same moment was, in Washington, a juncture in Tip’s career when the possibility of the Speakership first started to be tangible. There were several political incidents—you could even call them “accidents”—that contributed to this. The first occurred at the raucous, unforgettable Democratic National Convention of 1968. With antiwar demonstrators massed in the Chicago streets and turmoil in the convention hall itself, President Johnson, watching on television at his Texas ranch and getting angrier by the minute, managed to reach Chicago congressman and fellow Democrat Dan Rostenkowski by phone on the convention platform. With all the force of his considerable personality, not to mention his presidential authority, Johnson ordered him sternly to get things under control, pronto. “Take the gavel. Get some order in the hall,” he demanded.


Rosty, as he was known, went to work. Grabbing the microphone from the convention chairman, House majority leader Carl Albert, he managed to restore order. Unfortunately for Rosty, the diminutive Albert never forgot what the burly Chicagoan had done to him. Especially once he got wind that Rostenkowski was dining out on the story of how he’d physically wrested control from him, making sure that anyone who’d somehow missed it knew of this affront to Carl Albert’s dignity in full view of millions of people.


At this time, Representative Rostenkowski had imagined himself the likely next Speaker, especially since he already held the elective post of chairman of the Democratic caucus. However, by having acted the bully at LBJ’s bidding and then unwisely replaying his big moment for all it was worth, he was going to have to pay the price. Quite soon, he realized he’d gone as far as he was ever to get in the House leadership. When Albert himself became Speaker in 1971 and Louisiana’s Hale Boggs took the post of majority leader, this left open the party’s number-three leadership position of majority whip. Albert rejected Rostenkowski outright. To punish him further, and, obviously, to leave not the slightest doubt as to his vengeful purpose, he then recruited another congressman to run against Rosty for caucus chair, thus taking that job away from him as well.


At this point the choice of a new Democratic whip came down to a decision involving two men: O’Neill and Hugh Carey of New York. Unfortunately for Carey, a pair of fellow Irish-Americans from the New York delegation failed to support him as they might have been expected to. Putting down the future New York governor by labeling him too “high hat” and too “lace curtain,” these two colleagues’ blackballing of Carey helped Carl Albert decide in favor of Tip O’Neill, awarding him the coveted position of majority whip in 1971.


Then, in the autumn of 1972, a tragic stroke of fate changed everything. A plane carrying Hale Boggs and three others was lost over Alaska, crashing in the wilderness, the bodies never recovered. With the help of Boggs’s aide Gary Hymel and the endorsement of his presumed widow, Lindy, Tip O’Neill pulled ahead of the other candidates jockeying for the job to replace Boggs as majority leader. “You haven’t got an enemy in the place,” Florida congressman Sam Gibbons, the last to leave the field, told him.


Now, having paid his dues for two decades, Tip soon revealed he had little interest in laurel-resting. At this point, the only person standing between him and assumption of ultimate power in the Democratic caucus was Speaker Carl Albert. Within a year, O’Neill, the new majority leader, showed his nominal leader who was boss.


It’s a fascinating side story that probably not many people ever paid any attention to. It had all begun when, in August 1973, Vice President Spiro Agnew found himself facing imminent indictment for extortion, tax fraud, and bribe-taking, among other counts, some of which had occurred back when he’d been a county executive and later the governor of Maryland. In an eleventh-hour gambit to try to save himself from the federal courts, he arrived at the Capitol with the intention of convincing the U.S. House of Representatives to assume jurisdiction, the same way they would for a president, hoping that he would avoid impeachment by the House and certainly removal from office by the Senate. Speaker Albert was ready to grant Agnew’s request and even had begun to set the judicial process in motion when Tip O’Neill, his second in command in the House, refused outright to consider going along. Quickly, Tip managed to shut down Albert’s efforts, thus killing Agnew’s last hope to avoid prosecution in the criminal courts.


The majority leader would soon prove himself even tougher on Agnew’s boss. Once the Watergate burglary scandal and the subsequent revelations about Richard Nixon’s White House had spun out of control, Tip O’Neill became the chief engineer of the impeachment proceedings. Above the smoke of battle, Nixon himself would credit O’Neill as the man calling the shots that doomed his presidency.


On August 8, 1974, the night before Nixon’s forced resignation, Tip’s old friend Jerry Ford—the Michigan congressman who’d been appointed vice president after Spiro Agnew had been forced to resign rather than serve a prison sentence—called him with critically important news: Nixon himself intended to resign the next day. At that moment he, Gerald Ford, would become the thirty-eighth president of the United States.


The two longtime pals chatted, seemingly hating to end the conversation and savoring the extraordinary moment between them. “Jerry, isn’t this a wonderful country? Here we can talk like this and be friends, when eighteen months from now I’ll be going around the country kicking your ass in.” Once Ford granted a pardon to the impeached Nixon, Tip publicly denounced the decision, though, in private, he understood the judgment call and empathized with both men, each of whom he’d known for many years. “Although I thought the pardon was wrong, I didn’t want to send Nixon to jail either.” As he’d always said, he didn’t like seeing a fellow pol “go to the can.”


Two years later, O’Neill took his final step to the Speakership. Having exerted pressure on Albert to give up the office, he won the departing Speaker’s go-ahead. With that in hand, he immediately began locking in his political base, asking friends, right to their faces, if they’d endorse him. Tom Foley, whom O’Neill would name majority whip, was in the Capitol room when O’Neill forged the phalanx of fifty or so members that would form his critical mass of support.


I was in the room when Tip conducted the grand inquisition. He had this staged. The fire was low and there was some kind of music in the background. He would say to whomever it was, ‘I’m going to be a candidate for speaker. Do I have your support?’ You had one millisecond to answer that question. I mean millisecond. There couldn’t be any of ‘Well, let me see . . . ’ You either had the loyalty as an orgasm of support or you didn’t. The guy would say, ‘Absolutely, Mr. Speaker.’ The second test: ‘I don’t know who I’m going to have nominate me, probably Eddie Boland. But if I don’t ask Eddie, can I ask you to nominate me?’ ‘Absolutely, I’m honored.’ Tip was asking everybody whether they’d support him. He had about five standards. ‘Can I count on your vote?’ ‘Can I count on you nominating me if Eddie Boland can’t do it? I’m not asking yet. I just want to know if I can count on you to do it.’ ‘I want to have about fifty people supporting me for speaker. Can I count on you to sign on that line?’ ‘What about speeches? They have seconding speeches in the caucus for whoever’s supporting whomever for the speakership. Can I count on you to be one of these?’ ‘Oh, absolutely!’ And then out would come the hand, and the other guy had no choice but to take the hand and shake it. And Tip would say, ‘Well, that’s done,’ or something like that. And over in the corner behind the speaker, somebody was taking notes back there.


He was carrying out the ritual of power he had been taught while still a senior at Boston College. He was doing what his father instructed him to do whenever seeking election. He was locking up his base. He was asking for his friends’ votes, face-to-face. And now he had the winning cards right there in his hands.
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The president and first lady back on the national stage. The country never knew how close it came to losing its elected leader. Seeing him now, healthy and on his feet, rallied America’s spirit: Ronald Reagan had once again given us a Hollywood ending.








CHAPTER NINE


HERO


“The happy ending is our national belief.”


—MARY MCCARTHY


The remarkable way Ronald Reagan responded to John Hinckley’s attempt on his life just as his administration was getting under way marked a political turning point. Because of the courage and stoicism he demonstrated in the immediate aftermath—along with the wry quips he delivered so gamely in extremis—suddenly he was more than just a president. Now he appeared in the eyes of his fellow citizens as a full-blown hero.


It was an unprecedented situation. But with the savvy that characterized its operations, the Reagan White House had no trouble recognizing the opportunity handed them. It had taken a would-be assassin’s bullet—an enormous price to pay, with the president’s recovery less speedy than the public was led to believe—yet at this moment, owing to his grace, literally, under fire, their man was all but unassailable politically.


As a result, all obstacles to the agenda Reagan had been preparing to launch seemed puny, more like bad manners than Washington business as usual. His newly broad popularity appeared to guarantee Americans’ ready willingness to accept his leadership as he steered the country in the direction he believed it must go. They were rooting for him as if he were an injured quarterback valiantly running for that touchdown: they felt he deserved the victory, and so were willing to hand it to him. For the opposing team, the Democrats—with Tip O’Neill their point man—it was nothing if not disheartening.


Up until this game-changing historic moment, my relations with the Speaker—for whom I’d now been working two months—had been tangential. Gary Hymel remained the out-front guy dealing with the press, Kirk O’Donnell led on political strategy and foreign policy, Ari Weiss on domestic policy and relations with the committee chairmen, and Leo Diehl was the ever-alert sentinel, managing the flow of corporate lobbyists and defense contractors always seeking the Speaker’s ear.


My responsibility, a job special to that moment in history, was to check the morning papers for Reagan targets of opportunity. Zeroing in, I’d confect a quotable line or two. But being outside Tip’s close circle meant I couldn’t really barrel in to force my ideas on him. Rather, I needed at this stage always to be patient, strategizing my best shot at introducing a new thought—or attitude—into the Speaker’s repertoire. As I gradually made my way into his political huddle, I sensed his growing alertness to my ideas, my gung-ho-ness, my eagerness to win. Like the kid who stands hopefully courtside as the bigger kids play basketball, I was running and catching the ball when it went out of bounds, earning my way into the game, waiting for someone to leave.


A week after the assassination attempt, O’Neill explained in his daily press briefing that the Democrats in Congress were writing a budget to help the “struggling class” of Americans, those men and women stuck in the middle who’d be hit hardest by the 16 percent inflation rate reported by the Labor Department. It was a phrase I’d developed back in my days working for Edmund Muskie on the Senate Budget Committee. The problem of the right public tone to take in the coming battle against the Republican onslaught was already an obvious, and awkward, issue for Tip.


“Well I expect that smiling radiance to be back at the White House for Easter,” he told the assembled reporters the next day at his morning briefing. “He’s a beautiful man, but I’m sorry he doesn’t agree with my political philosophy.” Knocking Reagan directly was understandably ill-advised; after all, the president had yet to be discharged from the hospital. Opting for a well-wishing approach befitting his status as Speaker, Tip was willing to add only the tiniest of digs—and a bland one at that. It made better sense to focus—for the moment, anyway—on the harm that was already being felt as a result of Reagan’s cuts. For example, young people back in his district—so the Speaker recounted somberly—had made clear to him how fearful they were that cuts in the student loan program would kill their chances of staying in college.


The feelings Tip had for both the worried students and the recuperating Reagan were authentic, but, given his position, any concern for the president conflicted with his partisan role. He had a job to do, and despite what was happening now, he was well aware that a protracted fight lay ahead.


What’s important to know about Tip O’Neill is that, after all his years serving there, he took a deep pride in being able to “read the House.” The problem now was that its members were hardly exempt from the powerful emotional spell cast by Reagan’s miraculous survival. For Tip’s troops, just as it was for the rest of the country, it wasn’t only President Reagan’s survival but also the jaunty fortitude he’d exhibited. His spirit had moved an entire nation, the world, really. In an atmosphere of such widespread admiration for President Reagan, how could the House of Representatives not be representational? The chamber over which Tip held sway was, in every way, the “People’s House,” and recognizing exactly what was happening, he realized, sensing the mood around him, that there was nothing to be gained by trying to deny their sentiments.


Unfortunately, there were other instances where he was less well able to read a given situation. Since I worked with the O’Neill office, not truly within it, I didn’t initially realize what was afoot when Kirk O’Donnell asked me to set up a weeklong schedule of media events for the Speaker just before Easter. I obliged—only to learn what was really going on when a savvy reporter decided to ask an uncomfortable question.


Wasn’t it possible, the Boston Globe’s David Rogers challenged Kirk—with me in hearing range—that this carefully orchestrated effort to showcase Tip’s on-the-job dedication was intended, in fact, to distract attention from the Speaker’s upcoming two-week trip to Australia?


The lightbulb suddenly came on, and I realized, hearing Rogers, that what he was suggesting had been precisely the idea. I’d been made complicit in the business of spotlighting a heavy O’Neill presence in Washington, a pol’s trick that would allow him then to skip town. He’d engaged in the preemptive attention-getting as a way of not having his absence loom large when he flew off around the world. With Reagan about to be released from the hospital and the first House vote on his economic program due in May, there was every reason to expect the Speaker to be working round the clock.


The plain fact was this: Tip had this trip planned for quite a while and was looking forward to getting a glimpse of life Down Under. No way would he forfeit a chance to visit the land of “The Wild Colonial Boy,” where so many Irishmen had journeyed—freely or not—before. He prized these annual springtime junkets, taken each year by him and a close-knit group of congressional buddies, usually to a faraway, alluring destination. He, Dan Rostenkowski, and what amounted to a regular band of fifteen congressmen and their wives—including Republicans such as Pennsylvania’s Joe McDade and Ohio’s Ralph Regula—planned them to carefully but not overly feature the necessary obligations along the way. They’d meet with foreign leaders and pose for ceremonial pictures, leaving time for eighteen holes in the afternoon, and they certainly saw no harm in it.


Now, in early April 1981, they weren’t about to give up the perk, especially with what looked like a long and difficult battle ahead once they were back home again.


Viewed against the old rules, O’Neill’s steadfast fealty to his fellow junketeers made solid sense. Those annual trips overseas were, in a way, like camp, where you saw the same friends every year and anticipated the experience. You ate and played together, were often confined to the close quarters of an airplane cabin, and otherwise hung out morning, noon, and night. Such circumstances tightly bonded the travelers. The inevitable golf days and onboard poker games cemented the men’s relationships, while the wives shopped, visited tourist attractions, and connected with each other in a way they couldn’t back in their ordinary lives.


But, above all, what such trips—so often, and sometimes rightly, I admit, bashed in the press—can accomplish is the sort of outcome a journalist’s investigative report is unable to measure or assess. They create the wide back channels and spaces where the necessary horse-trading can take place, both always useful in the complex game of politics. But, in the end, the greatest advantage of these excursions is that they offer to these travelers recognition of the shared humanity of a precarious career.


Appearance, though, is always what matters, especially when anyone’s looking. Political junkets, even in the best of moments, carry with them an air of the illicit, of at least a minor crime being gotten away with; still, most take place and no one’s the wiser. This time, too many people were watching, however, and Tip paid the price for being loyally—and stubbornly—unable to relinquish it.


“We were back in Washington working,” dryly commented Billy Pitts, floor man for Republican leader Bob Michel, “and Tip was in Pago Pago.” The public relations fallout was disastrous. A network news broadcast showed the plane carrying the traveling members of Congress on the tarmac at Hickam Air Force Base in Honolulu. What viewers saw on their TV screens was the aircraft just sitting there on the landing field, its passengers refusing to leave the plane, apparently too embarrassed. Alas for Tip and his companions, the Republicans could have confected no better portrait of the Congress, and its top leader, adhering to the old rules. It was as if the Democratic Speaker had reenacted the Republican ad showing him in the car that had run out of gas—only this time it was a government airplane.


Meanwhile, over at the White House, Reagan and his own men were moving steadily ahead with their planned onslaught on House members, regardless of where the Speaker was and what he was up to. Democratic congressman Tom Bevill from Alabama was in New Zealand with Tip when the call came from the White House, where the president was now back at work.


“This is President Reagan. What time is it, and where are you?”


“It’s three o’clock in the morning and I’m in New Zealand,” Bevill replied, still uncertain what it could be about.


“Have a good trip and when you get back to Washington, I want you to come in and see me. I want to sit and talk to you about the budget.”


Reagan later told Ken Duberstein, one of his top congressional lobbyists, that when he learned it was 3 a.m. in New Zealand, he was tempted to announce, “This is Jimmy Carter,” and hang up.


The next day, the president placed a second call, presumably at a more acceptable time of day, to the traveling House members. This time it was to O’Neill. “I’m having more luck with Demos. than Repubs.,” Reagan jotted in his diary that night. “Asked Tip O’Neill if I could address a joint session next week. He agreed.” He didn’t bother noting he’d caught his rival far from the political playing field.


Democratic congressman Eugene Atkinson received his call from the president when he was on-air, doing a local Pennsylvania radio call-in show. It was the first time anyone in the country at large had heard the president’s voice since the assassination attempt. Atkinson, who would switch parties and declare himself a Republican six months later, agreed on the spot to support the president on the coming vote.


But despite such a dogged methodology, with its relentless tracking down of congressional votes in every state, Reagan’s primary target of opportunity remained the South. If he could convince and count on those Democrats in Dixie who were willing to listen, he’d be assured of winning House passage of his overall spending and tax plan. When Tip returned from Australia and found himself facing the results of all those calls made from 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue across so many time zones, even to the South Pacific, he freely admitted the “tremendous impact” the president’s intensive effort was having. In truth, he had no choice, since the clear evidence was all around him. Yet at that moment he was unwilling to take any blame for the situation, chalking up the surge instead to “the president’s popularity.”


The White House push for votes was being overseen by Baker and Reagan’s full-time lobbyists Friedersdorf and Duberstein; already in high gear, they had a great deal to be pleased about. Now they and their fellow Republicans were about to be made even happier: Ronald Reagan, who’d been performing behind the scenes, was at last ready to step back in front of the audience eagerly awaiting him. The Speaker, in his daily meeting with reporters on April 28, the morning of Reagan’s televised speech, saw clearly what his reemergence would mean—to him, Tip O’Neill, to the Democratic Party, to the system and its ideals that he so long had valued. Americans, he knew, would rally to the healed and shining hero, simply because in their adulation they couldn’t understand what was coming and how it would affect them. The crowd, in short, would be responding to the highly satisfying sentiment of the moment, just as they did when singing the national anthem at a ballpark. How do you fight that?


That day Tip chose to offer, in his press briefing, simply a confirmation of the plain reality: “Because of the attempted assassination, the president has become a hero in the eyes of the public,” he said bluntly. “Is that effective?” was the question he then asked, and answered himself: “I would have to presume it is. We can’t argue with a man as popular as he is.” He was facing the facts, at the same time as conscious of what was at stake as he’d ever been aware of anything in his life.


That same night, Ronald Reagan took his place at the podium before a joint session of Congress. The packed-to-the-rafters audience sitting there in high anticipation offered him an ovation as he walked in, even before he’d said a word. It soon swelled into a tumult he would later describe as “unbelievable.” Only once it finally subsided did he begin to talk; his tone was humble, grateful, and affirmative. Speaking on behalf of himself and Nancy, he first told the crowd, “The warmth of your words, the expression of friendship and, yes, love, meant more to us than you can ever know. You have given us a memory that we’ll treasure forever. And you’ve provided an answer to those few voices that were raised saying that what happened is evidence that ours is a sick society.”


He went on to describe how Americans of all ages had sent letters expressing their good wishes and concern over his progress. One, from a small boy in New York, Peter Sweeney, had especially pleased him and he read it aloud. Wrote the worried second-grader, “I hope you get well quick or you might have to make a speech in your pajamas.” Then, Reagan, ever the showman, paused before he finished with the child’s charming postscript, an ideal punch line: “P.S. If you have to make a speech in your pajamas, I warned you.”


As they watched, the White House operatives had every reason to be thrilled. Their man had come to Capitol Hill—where not everyone was a friend—and been interrupted fourteen times, three of which were standing ovations, by swelling waves of applause as he spoke. But of all those approving outbursts, it was the third standing ovation that most moved Ronald Reagan himself. It was at that moment that forty Democrats rose to join the Republicans in endorsing his call for an historic shift in U.S. fiscal policy.


“The old and comfortable way is to shave a little here and add a little there. Well, that’s not acceptable anymore,” Reagan declared. “I think this great and historic Congress knows that way is no longer acceptable.” He’d been taking a direct shot at the Democratic opposition’s attempt to propose an alternative to Reagan’s program, one that asked for far more modest cuts in spending and taxes. Not only was he dismissive of it, but when that sizable clutch of approving Democrats got to their feet to applaud, he took it as their renegade seal of approval. “It took a lot of courage for them to do that,” he wrote in his diary that night, “and it sent a shiver down my spine.”


Tip O’Neill, his shock of bright white hair a beacon marking his presence on the podium behind the president, similarly registered what had just occurred. “Here’s your forty votes,” he whispered to Vice President George H. W. Bush, seated beside him. He knew only too well those conservative Democrats sitting up there in “Redneck Row”—their chosen seats high in the back of the House chamber—and what they were up to. He recognized that voting with the administration and not with their own party was the only way many of them would stand a chance of reelection in 1982 in their basically conservative districts. (Among them were Democrats whose ayes were always in question, and now a few would even change them for good.) Yet there were no surprises: Tip had already identified them on the scoreboard he’d been keeping. “This is only the first skirmish in the war. The war is the election of 1982 and we will win the war,” he was soon to declare, accepting the fact that the current battle was over. “You know a horse that runs fast doesn’t always run long.”


Publicly, however, O’Neill’s response was gracious to the point of excess, as when he made his first comments to the press directly after the speech. “I was overjoyed to see the president looking so well,” he said. “Like all Americans, I am deeply and humbly grateful that so many prayers have been answered.” Calling Reagan “inspirational,” he pronounced the speech he’d just heard “even poetic at points,” saluting his performance as in every sense of the word presidential through his ordeal.


But he also showed his mettle. He presented a sizable list of factual errors that the address had contained. Yet, even so, he was careful not to blame Reagan himself for the mistakes, instead pointing the finger at White House staffers. “It is unfortunate in the extreme that some of those who provided statistical information for this data did President Reagan a grave disservice,” he noted.


While the language he used was careful, it was obvious to those who knew him that his frustration came from the heart. Even if he’d been expecting the worst from the Reagan economic recovery program, that didn’t make it any easier to witness so much that he’d cared deeply about and fought for so stoutly just tossed aside. More important, for Tip-watchers, the signs were there: he was becoming angry, even if he didn’t himself yet fully realize it.


The next morning, weighing in once more, he was again first making sure to praise Caesar. “I have been saying all along that he is a great human being,” the Speaker reminded the press corps, “but I don’t think he appreciates what is in there. The vaccine program would be eliminated, colleges will close and a half million people will be denied the opportunity to go to school, many children won’t receive hot lunches.” And then he reiterated, “I don’t think he realizes that those are the things in the package.” It was a delicate balancing act—acknowledging Reagan’s off-the-charts popularity, and at the same time spotlighting the extent of the potential, and terrible, damage he saw being planned in his name.


Then he managed to get off a nice shot: “All in all, I would like to remind you that Ronald Reagan was a Democrat himself not too long ago. I think he would have been at least as good last night reading our script rather than the Republican one.”


The Republican effort to secure Democratic votes, as we’ve seen, was a marvel of efficiency and tireless effort. And, of course, their secret weapon was the president himself, his strength now recovered, and even more fired up than ever. Well accustomed to the discipline of many takes, stepping into his marks for each one, he played the role expected of him like the consummate professional he was. “We stroked and we stroked and we stroked and we stroked and we stroked and we traded,” James Baker said, “and the president was very good at that, and willing to do it all day and all night.” One of his gotten prey was that same Tom Bevill whom he’d reached on the phone in New Zealand. Outside the South, he was able to woo Jerry Patterson of California, Donald Albosta of Michigan, Andrew Jacobs of Indiana, Tony Hall of Ohio, and Gus Yatron of Pennsylvania.


Not surprisingly, there was a person standing firm who wasn’t being won over, and that was Tip O’Neill. What conservative Democrats, as well as other wavering ones, regarded as tolerable cuts, the Speaker viewed as assaults on people desperately in need. Hedrick Smith, then chief Washington correspondent for the New York Times, recalls getting an urgent call from Godfrey Sperling of the Christian Science Monitor. At that time the weekly breakfasts Sperling hosted at the National Press Club, featuring prominent newsmakers, were a Washington institution and with Tip O’Neill as the upcoming guest, he wanted to be sure the influential Smith planned to come.


When the morning arrived, Tip didn’t let his audience down. He arrived loaded for bear, defiant in his refusal to abandon—or see abandoned—the many critical programs he’d fought for. What most struck Smith at the time—what he remembered best from that breakfast session—was Tip O’Neill’s visibly simmering rage as he drew for his listeners a vivid picture of those programs and services scheduled to be closed down. With his decades of experience as a people’s advocate, he could see that the citizens most harmed by the Reagan agenda would be those least able to protect themselves, and it was in order to be their protector that he, Tip O’Neill, had gone into politics in the first place.


Unlike Tip, Ronald Reagan had been propelled into the position he now occupied by a different set of concerns, and had entered the political arena through a route that little resembled the Speaker’s. The president’s son Ron—a perceptive observer of his dad—later would identify certain habits of mind that greatly frustrated Tip in his dealings with the elder Reagan at this time, as he repeatedly came up against them. Explained Ron Reagan: “Tenderhearted and sentimental in his personal dealings, he could nevertheless have difficulty extending his sympathies to abstract classes of people.”


In Washington terms, in the late spring of 1981, this meant that whenever Tip would try to illustrate for the president the harmful effects of this or that imminent cut by citing an individual case—for example, a young woman forced to leave college because Social Security survivors’ benefits had been eliminated—Reagan would quickly exhibit warm sympathy. What can we do to help this poor girl? Wanting to help out, he’d summon Ed Meese or another staffer to instruct them to go find the tuition money.


The problem, Tip saw—and found impossible, really, to understand—was that while Reagan could be made to take interest in, and even genuinely seem to care about a particular situation, he remained unmoved if the same hardship story was multiplied into a million similar ones. According to Ron Reagan, the impression left by this failure of his father—whether through inability or willed disregard—to make the leap from the micro to the macro came off as “an obliviousness that was, understandably, taken for callousness.”


Which is exactly how Tip O’Neill took it. Increasing his sense of frustration was the fact that he and the Democrats could be seen moving inexorably toward a loss. “Am I getting commitments? The answer is no, to be truthful. Have I got disappointments? The answer is yes,” he told reporters, speaking honestly. But when one asked if perhaps he’d turned into a metaphor for old-time, big-spending liberalism, he wrathfully put the questioner in his place: “The Speaker of the House is not a goddamned metaphor. God willing, I never shall be.”


More and more, Reagan’s own personal lobbying was continuing—and it continued to pay off. “More meetings with Cong. These Demos. are with us on the budget and it’s interesting to hear some who’ve been here 10 years or more say it is their 1st time to ever be in the Oval Office. We really seem to be putting a coalition together.”


The dilemma for Tip and the Democrats was immediate and ongoing. They were on a beach, an enormous tide was rushing toward them, and there was nowhere to look for safety. If they simply stood still, they’d be overwhelmed, and yet if they ran for it, they’d never attain the high ground again. “Support the president! That’s the concern out there, and Congress can read that,” he wearily told the press. “I’ve been in politics a long time, and I know when to fight and when not to fight.”


Given the immense pressures of the situation, Tip began to find it hard to stay respectful. His every instinct now was to tweak Reagan, to try to find a way to land a punch. A week before the vote on the new White House–orchestrated budget he couldn’t resist a cutting remark, one that came off, unfortunately, as all too predictable. Taking aim at Reagan’s intellectual grasp of his own policies, he made a point of noting that the president had summoned Vice President Bush into a meeting with the congressional leadership to discuss the budget in order “to have someone explain it for him.” The crack accomplished nothing, but it undoubtedly made Tip feel better. He knew he was losing and he didn’t like it.


On the morning of the budget vote, O’Neill, seeing defeat ahead, took the only stand he reasonably could and still maintain his dignity. It was also the only way he could prepare to move ahead as he would need to. “When the results are over and the headlines are proclaimed, we will have written the record for the American people. . . . If Reagan is able to win tonight the monkey will be off the Democrats’ back. The cuts . . . are the Reagan cuts.”


On that day, May 7, the vote for the Reagan budget was 253 to 176. The president had won all 190 Republicans in the House plus 63 Democrats, a number far beyond those 40 southern conservatives who’d risen to their feet. Reagan was exuberant. “This was the big day . . . We never anticipated such a landslide. We felt we were going to win due to the conservative bloc of Demos but expected R. defectors so we might win by 1 or 2 votes. It’s been a long time since Repubs. have had a victory like this.”


For O’Neill the defeat was painful. And he took it personally now. “An old dog can learn new tricks if he wants to learn new tricks. This old dog wants to learn,” he told members of the House, using a phrase I’d heard him say in the office. But his most forceful—and colorful—response came the next day, when, back at home and paying a visit to the Boston Globe, he found himself asked by one of the pressman, a North Cambridge fellow like himself, how things were going in Washington. His salty reply was perfect for the moment. “I’m getting the shit whaled out of me,” he informed the man.


Otherwise, his public position and his fallback political strategy were one and the same for the time being. The idea was a simple one: don’t blame him or his party once the going starts to get rough. “From now on, it’s Reagan’s budget. From now on, it’s Reagan’s unemployment rate. From now on, it’s Reagan’s inflation rate. You can’t criticize the Democrats. It’s Reagan’s ball game.”


Five days after its big victory, the Reagan team committed an unforced error, which had the effect of invigorating Tip. Richard Schweiker, the secretary of health and human services, released a proposal for radical cuts in early Social Security retirement benefits. For those who chose retirement at age sixty-two, instead of receiving 80 percent of the sum due them had they chosen to wait ’til age sixty-five, they would—if the Reagan administration had its way—now collect only 55 percent.


O’Neill’s initial reaction was to follow the regular procedure for dealing with such a proposal, which meant allowing the House Ways and Means subcommittee to study it first. Then he thought again—and he got angry. Why roll over? What was being proposed was a travesty and he needed to speak out. Both his history and his conscience demanded it. “I’m not talking about politics,” he told reporters. “I’m talking about decency. It is a rotten thing to do.” The Democratic Party, he said, will “fight this thing every inch of the way.” It was “nothing but a sneak attack on Social Security.”


At this point, when I heard about the Reagan Social Security plan, I could think only of my own dad and so I did what I could to encourage the Speaker’s anger. My sixty-one-year-old father, I knew, was planning on retiring early from his position as dean of the Philadelphia court reporters the following year. I knew he’d already announced his plans at work and would be unable to reverse them. I understood how vital their Social Security check would be to him and my mom, since they’d married young and worked hard raising five sons, sending them all to college. Inevitably there had been sacrifices all along the way, and they were looking forward now to taking it easier.


At this moment, I was behind the scenes in Tip’s office, and, as I’ve said, not exactly working for him. But, because of my parents, I’m proud to take credit for the simple but heartfelt statement I wrote for the Speaker at the time.


“A lot of people approaching that age [sixty-two] have either already retired on pensions or have made irreversible plans to retire very soon. These people have been promised substantial Social Security benefits at age sixty-two. I consider it a breach of faith to renege on that promise. For the first time since 1935 people would suffer because they trusted in the Social Security system.”


At the White House, Jim Baker suddenly realized too late the horror of what was unfolding. “Whoever called Social Security the third rail of American politics got it exactly right,” he said, as he made sure the administration extricated itself from the mess it had just landed in. It had never been so clear before this moment that a war was about to be waged, and words would be the ammunition.


On the same day, May 12, 1981, House Speaker Thomas P. O’Neill announced that Gary Hymel, who’d been his administrative assistant during his years as majority leader and now Speaker, was leaving. In the statement announcing his departure, Tip said it wouldn’t “be easy to find someone to replace Gary . . . his shoes will be hard to fill.”


I don’t recall exactly the moment when I started to get my hopes up the Speaker would pick me for the job. But it was what I wanted.
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Conservative vs. liberal.
The two men would argue philosophy even with no other audience than each other.








CHAPTER TEN


FIGHTING SEASON


“Courage for some sudden act, maybe in the heat of battle, we all respect; but there is that still rarer courage which can sustain repeated disappointment, unexpected failure, and shattering defeat.”


—ANTHONY EDEN ON WINSTON CHURCHILL


Once I’d begun working closely with Tip O’Neill, I found myself struck by the enduring commitment he felt. A complicated man, his political strength lay in the belief system he’d long adhered to, which was a simple one. In Tip’s mind, government was there to make better lives for those governed. And the fact that he stuck to this conviction, willing to be on the “wrong” side when the country was tilting in the other direction, was, I believe, a particularly fine moment in American heroism. There is more than one sort of heroic behavior, and they don’t all look the same.


In his daily life as a working politician who’d risen to a pinnacle of power, Tip O’Neill knew all the moves, could wheel and deal shrewdly, apply pressure as needed, put a word in the right ear. He understood most keenly the ways of those making the laws. In his world, seniority, procedure, and tradition were honored, while rewards and punishment needed to be fairly rendered. Always underpinning his visible actions was his less visible passion, making him a traditionalist ripe for leading a righteous rebellion.


The following Time magazine analysis gives a sense of the criticism that began to be leveled at O’Neill once he’d lost the budget battle. “At that moment, it was clear that the nation’s most powerful Democrat had been badly, perhaps even fatally, wounded,” Robert Ajemian wrote in mid-May. “It was obvious that he still had an emotional hold on the House. But the hold is loosening now, and it looks very much as if the job Tip O’Neill has worked a lifetime for is offering challenges he cannot meet.”


Further adding to the unhappiness that Time piece created around the office was the feeling that Ajemian, a reporter considered a pal by Kirk O’Donnell, had betrayed a trust. Granting access is always risky—the power of the press ultimately belongs to he who holds the pen—and we all knew it, but that didn’t make it any better. Or Tip any less angry. The truth is, he was already coping with enough.


An observer could see that the table had been turned. Suddenly Tip O’Neill, the veteran liberal, found himself in a position like that of Ronald Reagan back in the 1960s when his own party had little interest in hearing what he had to say. Through his early politician years, Ronald Reagan’s name had been associated with his party’s out-of-the-mainstream right, the hard-line admirers of Barry Goldwater—both conservative and libertarian—who marched to their own ideology.


During the Nixon years and after, out of step with Gerald Ford and other centrist Republicans, Reagan remained a Goldwaterite. Never taken quite seriously, he managed to find his national popularity only when conditions—the high inflation and interest rates of the late 1970s, the taking of the hostages in Tehran, the seeming weaknesses of Jimmy Carter—aligned the stars for him. Watching Tip in the late spring of 1981, he may even have been reminded of his own time in the wilderness. Ronald Reagan knew only too well what it felt like to be in ideological disrepute.


Fresh from his stunning victory in the Congress, Reagan was now about to look backward, though not to his days as a GOP outsider. Instead, he was headed to Notre Dame as president of the United States. He arrived on campus to deliver the class of 1981’s commencement address as the Gipper, the embodiment of an ideal he’d portrayed on-screen in a role that had come to define him. It was life imitating art imitating life, and to make this even clearer, Pat O’Brien, Reagan’s old pal and the top-billed star of Knute Rockne—All American, was also to get an honorary degree that day. And so a Hollywood reunion also took place in South Bend on that Indiana afternoon.


Fifteen thousand spectators had turned out, all aware of the historic nature of the event. Reagan was the fifth president to present a speech to Notre Dame graduates, yet the first who’d ever portrayed one of their own. “I’ve always suspected that there might have been many actors in Hollywood who could have played the part better,” Reagan told his enthralled listeners, “but no one could have wanted to play it more than I did.”


Recognizing not just Ronald Reagan’s symbolic worth to Notre Dame, but also the value of that connection to him, the school now awarded the man standing there on the dais two distinct honorary memberships in its Monogram Club for athletic achievement: one for himself as president and another as a stand-in for the late George Gipp. Having once so movingly acted the part of Gipp, Reagan acknowledged that the nickname had been passed on to him. “Now, today I hear very often, ‘Win one for the Gipper,’ spoken in a humorous vein,” he told the crowd. “Lately I’ve been hearing it by congressmen who are supportive of the programs that I’ve introduced.” Then, after waiting for the laughter to die down, he got serious. “For too long government has been fixing things that aren’t broken and inventing miracle cures for unknown diseases,” he explained. It was his well-wrought theme, now perfected after decades of experience. “Indeed,” he went on reassuringly, “a start has already been made. There’s a task force under the leadership of the vice president—George Bush—that is to look at those regulations I’ve spoken of. They have already identified hundreds of them that can be wiped out with no harm to the quality of life. And the cancellation of just those regulations will leave billions and billions of dollars in the hands of the people for productive enterprise and research and development and the creation of jobs.”


Back in Washington, Tip was gearing up to fight these very convictions. Though over the years he’d only infrequently, and with reluctance, agreed to appear on the networks’ weekend interview programs, a new era now called for new tactics. As a guest on ABC’s Issues and Answers on June 7, he denounced the Reagan tax cuts as a “windfall for the rich.” Yet, with that, he was only warming up.


“I’m opposed to the Reagan tax bill,” he further explained, “. . . because it’s geared for the wealthy of the nation instead of being spread out among the working class of America and the poor people. The president truly in my opinion doesn’t understand the working class of middle America, what it’s all about, what they go through, because of the fact that he doesn’t associate himself with those types of people. He has no concern, no regard, no care for the little man of America.”


What Tip was doing, in fact, was proclaiming himself to America, stepping out of the background to declare who he was and why it mattered. He was careful to say he understood, of course, where President Reagan was coming from, and that he knew what made him tick, recognized his habits and his natural habitat. But, owing to “his lifestyle,” Tip said, the president actually never met those people to whom he’d just been referring. “Consequently, he doesn’t understand their problems. He’s only been able to meet the wealthy. I think he’d do much better if he had brought in some people close to him who are from the working force of America, who have suffered along the line, not those who have made it along the line and forgotten from where they’ve come.” Not that he was calling Ronald Reagan himself “callous”—he made that clear—but, he bluntly suggested, there must be “very, very selfish people around him.”


Steven V. Roberts of the New York Times saw the Speaker’s Sunday appearance as a political turnaround. “Mr. O’Neill, a hulking bear of a man with a large nose and a fondness for big cigars, does not fit the modern image of smooth-faced, blow-dried TV-age politician. Where he comes from, you win votes with handshakes, not makeup; by doing favors, not by being famous.”


The Times reporter said it was significant to see O’Neill so aroused:


As a neighborhood politician who loves the intricacies of legislative maneuvering, the Massachusetts Democrat is not particularly comfortable with television. And as a 68-year-old grandfather who has spent most of his life in politics, he hates to give up weekends with his family to appear on television. . . .


But now Mr. O’Neill feels that the battle over the direction of the nation has been joined with President Reagan and his Republican troops, and the Democratic leader is under considerable pressure from younger colleagues to step out front and lead the counterattack.


Tip’s shot at Reagan struck like flint on steel. All it needed was the right person to blow on the spark. At a White House press conference a few days later, ABC’s chief White House correspondent, Sam Donaldson, fanned the flame. “Tip O’Neill says you don’t understand about the working people!” he shouted just as Reagan was concluding a televised press conference. “That you have just a bunch of wealthy and selfish advisors!”


Returning to the microphone, Reagan took the bait. “Tip O’Neill has said that I don’t know anything about the workingman,” he began. His indignant tone was perfectly pitched. “I’m trying to find out about his boyhood,” he went on, “because we didn’t live on the wrong side of the railroad tracks, but we lived so close to them we could hear the whistle real loud.”


It was a great line, but he wasn’t finished—and he begged to differ. “And I know very much about the working group,” Reagan asserted. “I grew up in poverty and got what education I got all by myself, and I think it is sheer demagoguery to pretend that this economic program . . . is not aimed at helping the great cross-section of people in this country that has been burdened for too long by big government and high taxes.”


Sheer demagoguery. Intended as a mere rebuttal, Reagan had gone too far when he uttered those two words. Caught off guard by Sam Donaldson, he’d defended himself by attacking in return, and, in the process, badly misjudged the term he picked to denounce the Democrat’s disagreement with his policies. To Tip, who’d been calling the truth exactly as he saw it, Reagan’s phrase was nothing less than a shocking insult. The Speaker of the House stands second, after the vice president, in the line of presidential succession, and, to him, Reagan’s slur was an attack not only on him, Tip O’Neill, but on the historic dignity of the office he now held.


The news wires lit up with the story. At Washington’s highest level, it looked like the gloves finally might be coming off! As the TV evening news programs prepared their stories, Reagan’s target stood in his office, trying to make up his mind how to handle the situation. There were staffers who wanted him to allow the president’s inflammatory comment to pass, while others were urging a swift, decisive counterpunch.


“Let it go, Tom.” This was his longtime friend and senior aide Leo Diehl. He was of the old school, just like Tip, and believed politics belonged, for maximum effectiveness, in back rooms like this. There were a half dozen of us sitting in the antechamber to the Speaker’s office where such sessions normally took place. He’d stopped there to get a sense of what his people thought he should do. It proved to be a heated moment. Leo, like Eleanor Kelley, Tip’s executive secretary, was of the view that all TV camera crews must be stopped before they even get a toe inside, just the way you keep pesky door-to-door salesmen at bay.


As I watched, it was clear to me this man was no longer going to be comfortable in retreat—not now, not anymore. Ever since the election back in the fall, he’d been slowly having to accept the notion that, in Ronald Reagan’s Washington, being Speaker of the House meant more than that basic job description up until now implied. Suddenly, here was a veteran politician who’d become, symbolically, the country’s last standing Democrat. Expected to keep aloft the banner for his fellow liberals—who, to greater or lesser degrees, now cowered behind him—Tip O’Neill was in front of the curtain all by himself.


As the reality of all this—and the imperatives for change in the ways he’d always operated—started to sink in, it seemed to him both overwhelming and a galvanizing personal challenge. He’d had his political heroes, FDR the greatest of them, obviously, and channeling his indomitable spirit would be part of going forward. Yet Tip’s own convictions and courage until this moment had, for the whole of his career, asked different things of him. Most crucially, he would now be faced with the seemingly impossible task of defending his party’s principles on that national, televised stage where the highly telegenic Ronald Reagan had long been professionally at home. There were reasons why Tip’s old pals and senior staffers worried about him and any intrusion by camera crews.


But, helping support Tip, not just sharpening his message but also getting him out front, even if it meant standing alone, was the reason I was in that room to begin with. So, sitting there on that historic afternoon, I expressed my opinion—perhaps a bit tremulously, I confess, but I knew what I believed—that retreat was not the answer. “You’ve got to fight this,” I said, weighing in. My position was that we were already at war with the White House, and so the only question, really, was the right moment to abandon the political pacifism he’d been practicing, a stance arising both out of traditional courtesy to a newly inaugurated president and also in response to Reagan’s nearly having lost his life to an assassin’s bullet.


If Tip didn’t punch back now, I felt, he’d be missing out not only on a necessary partisan shot, but on something much bigger—the chance to reshape himself as a leader willing and able to go head to head with his adversary. Were Reagan allowed to get away with accusing Tip of “demagoguery,” it could stand for the foreseeable future as an accepted truth. Plus, it amounted to weakness to let the other guy have the last word, even if—especially if—he’s the president.


For me it was the moment of truth. I said he had to fight, that anything else would signal Reagan’s domination—and not just of the moment.


I wasn’t the only one there in that meeting who hoped to see him offer a hard retort to Reagan, but I was the sole person who’d been hired to blow the bugle. I represented the opposite of business-as-usual, which is the direction he’d been slowly heading in and needed to now reverse.


“I’m going up to the gallery,” Tip now said. At this, some of us looked at one another with deep awareness. He had decided to fight. First, he headed back to the door of his private bathroom. At six foot three and close to three hundred pounds, Tip’s already imposing self was topped with a head of hair that remained defiantly thick for his age and always sent dandruff flaking onto his giant shoulders. When he emerged, I got a whiff of the richly old-fashioned scent I’d soon come to associate with his making himself camera-ready. Was it cologne? Or, possibly, hair spray? I wasn’t sure and never asked. But it was included in his ritual and I respected it, knowing it was a part of his armor.


He then began the—extraordinary for him—ascent to the House’s radio and television press gallery, well aware that all the correspondents, notified of his imminent arrival, had raced there ahead of him. As he took his position in front of the waiting cameras, Tip O’Neill looked straight into them and began speaking.


“I would never accuse a president, whoever he was, of being a demagogue,” he said with dignity. “I have too much respect for the president, for the institution . . . and I assume in the future he would have the same respect for the Speakership.”


He was responding to the assault that had so offended him in his own way—and I believe he did it perfectly, focusing neither on himself nor on his role as leader of the opposition, but rather on the significance of his constitutional post, as Speaker of the House. Reagan’s accusation revealed, as Tip saw it, a basic ignorance of the civic protocol of his new home, an ignorance resulting in a regrettable show of political bad manners. Traditionally, presidents had understood and acknowledged the relationship that linked them, and respect for a Speaker was what was expected.


Tip had more on his mind at that moment than rebuking Reagan for his unseemly incivility. He wasn’t forgetting what he was even angrier about, the elephant in the living room he couldn’t ignore and that he’d come there to the press gallery to denounce—the White House economic program. It was clear to everyone who heard him that afternoon that the Speaker was really on the boil, and once he’d finished—his contempt informing every word—the question instantly asked was inevitable. “Well, I’d have to say the honeymoon is over,” Tip informed the reporter who’d wanted to know.


Word of Tip’s wrath quickly reached the Oval Office, where it definitely wasn’t the message from the Hill its inhabitant was expecting to hear. Ronald Reagan preferred to avoid conflict whenever possible, and Tip’s defiant planting of the banner spoiled the president’s vision of their shared political landscape. Arising the next morning, he was eager to regain their previous footing. Reagan phoned the Speaker to apologize for the attack that had launched Tip on the warpath. Though he listened courteously, his adversary was uninterested in what he believed the president to be offering him, which was a truce.


“Old buddy,” the Speaker replied, certain of his ground now, “that’s politics. After six o’clock we can be friends; but before six, it’s politics.” It was Tip’s town, and if he couldn’t call every one of the shots, he was still his own man.


The day Tip went to the press gallery was when the lines got drawn. Nothing was the same afterward, not for Ronald Reagan, not for Tip O’Neill, not for the country, and not for me. The Speaker had stepped into his role as a late-twentieth-century media politician, accepting that it was both his duty and his fate. No matter what he’d thought of his abilities in the past, in the present he was happy with the decision to fight. So was I, of course; it’s what I was there for. I now understood that he’d wanted Kirk and me to cheer him on, even as Leo and others worried about him urged caution.


Kirk O’Donnell, who’d quietly been supporting me all along in my quest to be named Gary Hymel’s successor, now offered the latest update: “Your stock is sky-high!” he told me, pleased. We both recognized that Tip—who enjoyed the predictable routines and rituals of his life and whose own political instincts didn’t urge an ongoing slugfest with an immensely popular president—had come around to our way of thinking. We all knew, too, that there were dissatisfied Democratic House members who felt the Speaker had been too obliging so far in his dealings with Reagan. A few had even been grumbling off the record to reporters, expressing their criticisms. Yes, even as each flinched clear of harm’s way himself.


In retrospect, I think it’s fair to say that the Republicans themselves actually set the stage for the rise of Tip O’Neill back in the fall when they’d run those ads with the look-alike actor. By casting him as the true face of the Democratic scourge they were running against, they’d put him in the spotlight and rendered him unable to hide. Once the GOP identified the idea of “Tip O’Neill” as a target, the real one’s choices were clear: he could either be a sitting duck or else shoot back.


The next time Tip and Reagan publicly tussled, from their opposite corners of Washington, was two days later, June 18. The issue: who decides how taxpayer monies are spent. Since Reagan’s budget framework had been overwhelmingly approved in the House of Representatives, he didn’t see why those same politicians should decide how it was put in effect. As far as he could tell, the numbers were brazenly being manipulated so there’d be no real spending cuts. David Stockman, his White House budget director, disgustedly accused the House committee chairmen of playing games. The “Politburo of the Welfare State,” he dubbed them, tarring them with a couple of brushes. Stockman would lampoon O’Neill as the “Hogarthian embodiment of the superstate he had labored for so long to maintain.”


The president, out of patience with the tactics up on the Hill and wanting to put an end to it, now made a personal plea to Speaker O’Neill, requesting that all of the proposed Reagan cuts be considered in a single vote on the House floor. And if that weren’t enough, Reagan made clear to Tip that he wanted the White House itself to craft this bill, deciding to the penny what programs should be cut and by how much. The answer he got in reply was short and to the point. “Did you ever hear of the separation of powers? The Congress of the United States will be responsible for spending,” Tip parried. “You’re not supposed to be writing legislation.”


Then, when Tip characterized Reagan’s proposed one-for-all bill as a power play, the president was ready. “I was a Democrat myself, longer than I’ve been a Republican, and the Democrats have been known to make a few power plays.” That reference to his former party affiliation—and his later sincere congratulations on Tip and Millie’s fortieth anniversary—signaled that he wasn’t yet waging all-out war. The Speaker suddenly relented and agreed to take a look at what his Democratic House chairmen had been up to.


That night, in his diary Reagan offered a thoughtful take on the conversation that fully reveals his political street smarts.


Called Tip O’Neill—there is no question but that games are being played. The Dem. dominated Committees have put together their plans for implementing . . . [the Reagan budget]. Some did alright but a number of them claimed savings by putting in unrealistic figures they knew would not hold up. For example one of them called for eliminating 1/3 of the P.O.’s [post offices] in the U.S. Now they know we’d have to ask for replacement of those which means their claimed savings doesn’t exist.


Tip was blustery on the phone & accused me of not understanding the const.—separation of powers etc. I was asking only that he allow an amendment to be presented on the floor for correction of the phony comm. recommendations. He wont allow that of course. He is blocking our move to consolidate categorical grants into Block grants. Claims Cong. would be abdicating its responsibility. In truth Wash. has no business trying to dictate how States & local govts. will operate these programs. Tip is a solid New Dealer and still believes in reducing the states to admin. districts of the Fed. govt. He’s trying to gut our program because he believes in big spending.


With the Reagan spending cuts set for a vote in the House a week later, on June 25, Tip persisted with his plan to have them handled separately, standing against the president’s determined push for a single yes-or-no. “Tip O’Neill is getting rough,” Reagan wrote in his diary two nights before the vote. “Saw him on T.V. telling the United Steel workers U. I am going to destroy the nation.”


In the end, it didn’t matter. Tip’s dire prophecies weren’t enough to ward off a crushing defeat. In an extraordinary step, the House of Representatives voted to rebuff the Speaker and permit an up-or-down vote on the entire package of Reagan cuts. It was an unheard-of act of rebellion, stripping the Speaker of the House of his historic power to decide what the House votes on. While the vote was close—just seven votes—it would demonstrate for all to see that Ronald Reagan was calling the shots, even under Tip O’Neill’s own roof.


But Reagan’s big victory wound up coming at a cost. With a strategy that insisted that his spending cuts all be included in a single bill, the White House encouraged a slapdash drafting process. Even in the final form in which it passed the House, the giant document continued to be an unedited catchall, one including such nongermane material as one Congressional Budget Office staffer’s phone number. However, far worse a calamity was the inclusion in there of a measure eliminating the Social Security minimum benefit. It meant that three million seniors, many of them in their eighties, would be stripped of their $122 monthly benefits. This would cause panic among the Democrats—and also among many Republicans, who voted for the Reagan bill—once they’d realized what they’d done. They understood only too well what a weapon their opponents the following year, in the 1982 elections, could make of this blunder.


• • •


On July 7, 1981, President Ronald Reagan made history by nominating Arizonan Sandra Day O’Connor, a moderate Republican Court of Appeals judge and the first woman ever to be tapped, to the Supreme Court. Speaker of the House Thomas P. O’Neill wholeheartedly approved, calling it “the best thing he’d done since he was inaugurated . . . the first time he’s turned the clock ahead during his administration.”


And then Tip turned around and made an appointment of his own.
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The Speaker entrusted me with the job of helping him take on Ronald Reagan. It was a thrilling challenge.








CHAPTER ELEVEN


BATTLEFIELD PROMOTION


“I still believe that the mildest and most obscure of Americans can be rescued from oblivion by good luck, sudden changes in fortune, sudden encounters with heroes. I believe it because I lived it.”


—TED SORENSEN, COUNSELOR


I’d sensed it was coming. As I continued to hear encouraging reports from Kirk O’Donnell, I also saw how each morning the Speaker was regularly using the statements I wrote to open his press conferences. And that, of course, had been the idea from the start. What caused the delay naming his new administrative assistant was explained easily enough in Tip terms and made sense to anyone who knew him. As his son Christopher “Kip” O’Neill told me at the time, his father had to have a person in that critical job whom “he felt comfortable with.” I’d now met that test.


I’d been waiting nervously outside his office when Tip called me in. It was late in the afternoon and he’d asked me to come by. Naturally, I was on tenterhooks. “I want you to have Gary’s press job,” he announced almost the moment I sat down. “I like the way you carry yourself,” he added warmly, by way of explanation. Even though I appreciated the compliment, I couldn’t help but be disappointed. That’s because what he just said had the same effect on me as back when I’d been offered the Capitol Police moonlighting job.


In this case, I immediately assumed he was slotting me into a second-rung position, one where I’d be reporting to Kirk. Then, after a pause, he went on: “It’s a statutory position. It carries the rank and salary of administrative assistant.” In fact, this was it! The big one!


As I got up to leave—feeling happy, fired up, and relieved all at the same time—I was already forgetting just about everything else my new boss had said, except that he’d promised we were “going to have fun.” The fact that he said that made me feel great, and I believed him. As far as I was concerned, we were going to enjoy ourselves just the way David did when he took on Goliath. Helping load the slingshot was going to be my job!


Here’s what ran in the Washington Post.


TIP TOP AIDE


By Cass Peterson, Washington, July 9, 1981


House Speaker Thomas P. (Tip) O’Neill, Jr. (D-Mass) has hired Christopher J. Matthews, a former Carter speechwriter and onetime aide to Senator Frank Moss (D-Utah), as his administrative assistant, replacing longtime aide Gary Hymel. Hymel was a key political aide as well as O’Neill press man, keeper of the gates, appointments secretary and King Solomon of space allocation.


Be careful what you wish for, they say. Well, I’d gotten what I’d wanted: all I had to do now was deliver.


From that afternoon on, I committed myself totally to the challenge I’d been recruited for. Standing at Tip O’Neill’s side as he endeavored to level the Reagan White House’s off-balance economic agenda was an honor, a responsibility, and a huge kick all at once. It was up to him not to let them get away with it—and each one of us on the Speaker’s staff understood the necessity for this, as did an equally committed band of other House members.


Every morning when I pulled into my assigned parking spot by the East Front of the Capitol—where Jack Kennedy, among other presidents, had taken the presidential oath—and then sat down behind that big desk in the high-ceilinged room just across from the House chamber, it was a genuine high. At the same time, it was impossible not to remember my stint as a cop there in that building. Though it had been barely a decade earlier, it felt like a few lifetimes. Even fresher in my mind, though, were those two years I’d put in at the Old Executive Office Building, next door to the White House. It had been an incredible experience writing speeches for a president, and then spending those last days and nights heading to Election Day crisscrossing the country on the campaign trail.


That job, however, had come to an abrupt end on Inauguration Day, which meant I also had a personal issue with Reagan. Those of us on the Carter team had given the effort to defeat him everything we had—and then some—but we failed. Now it seemed as if I was being offered a second chance, and I intended to get it right this time around.


One thing for sure: I didn’t want to miss out on anything that was happening, virtually minute to minute, in the Speaker’s office. Being there, keeping watch over the action and helping Tip to respond quickly when the circumstances demanded, soon turned into an obsession, or maybe even an addiction—from morning to night, right through the weekend and back to Monday again.


The pattern was familiar. First, I’d been a junior legislative assistant in the morning, Capitol policeman in the afternoon. More recently I’d been an outsourced Speaker’s advisor in the morning, a Democratic campaign operative in the afternoon. Now I was corner man for Tip O’Neill in the morning, and later in the day his roving envoy on the House floor.


Mornings were most important. From the minute I awoke until Tip’s daily press conference at quarter to twelve, one thing and one thing only was on my mind: making sure that when the Speaker walked down the hall to begin taking questions he was perfectly prepared for whatever might be thrown at him. In politics, nothing good ever comes out of the unexpected. It helped that Tip started each day as a vacuum cleaner for information. “Whaddaya hear?” was his invariable greeting to Kirk O’Donnell, Ari Weiss, and me as we sat there in his office.


“Anything special out there?” He continued probing, looking around at us expectantly. “Anything I ought to know?” We understood we needed to be sharpest when it came to this last query, that it required us being his eyes and ears. If any tidbit of information happened to be floating around Greater Washington, the existence of which might affect him and his stewardship of the House, he counted on one of us to make him aware of it. We knew we had to come through with no excuses and that he was expecting us to deliver the goods.


Not wanting to be caught off guard or unprepared in the day’s press conference was one part of the equation, but the other was that Tip also never wished to be surprised in his role as Speaker, as the leader of the United States House of Representatives. Though he trusted us and others on his staff, it was the rest of the world—that is to say, his world, of Capitol Hill and its environs—that could and did harbor trouble. He relied on us to distill the essence of every Sunday’s public affairs talk shows for him and to reduce the hot air spouted to the essential nitty-gritty he craved. Statements made on-air often required expert decoding—no pol ever went on Meet the Press or Face the Nation without packing an agenda—and those analyses we supplied as well. Then, too, if a Democratic colleague had been speaking against Tip or his leadership in the cloakroom, of course the Speaker had to know that. Somebody would always drop the dime, and thus one of us would hear through our networks who’d been dabbling in disloyalty or insurrection. Secrets were hard to keep even in so mammoth a building. “The walls have ears,” the Speaker would remind us ominously.


Priding himself on his skills at reading the House, as I’ve said, he relied on us to help ensure his ability to do so. It was also imperative that each and every day he was on top of where all the legislative issues stood—which ones were headed to the floor, which were still in committee, which ones weren’t going anywhere. “Where’re we at on that, Ari?” he’d ask Weiss, who, though still in his twenties, appeared to have been born to this job. He was a prodigy who possessed the astounding gift, as I’ve said, of knowing the answer to any legislative question within minutes of arriving daily at his desk, right next to mine.


Basically, there was a division of labor, and here’s how Tip described it in an interview with Hedrick Smith: “Ari Weiss was absolutely brilliant. Legislativewise, he was the fellow I followed. International and politics was Kirk O’Donnell. Local was Leo Diehl. The writer was Chris Matthews. I had four extremely able and talented people.”


Before long we’d arrive at the question of what that day’s targeted statement—focusing on a topic of current interest—was to be. These “scripted” comments were always the centerpiece of his press briefing. I’d have suggestions ready to present, as to where we might go and what I thought would work, and then I’d pitch them to him. His reactions, when he approved, would vary from a sober approval to an appreciative chuckle. It was easy to know when he liked an idea. However, if he didn’t go along or wanted tweaks, he made it clear. “That’s not me!” he’d exclaim. Or else he’d instruct, “Drop that last line.” His was a self-protective, or maybe I should say self-defining, editing process: he knew who he was and he was simply sharing that knowledge.


Once the brainstorming session was over, anyone watching would have seen me race down the corridor to my desk next to the Speaker’s ceremonial office. Once there, I’d knock out the daily statement we’d decided on as if a stopwatch were ticking off the seconds. What a kick it was to each day prove myself fast enough to knock out the Speaker’s statement so that it would be sitting there, neatly ready for him to pick up and read to open his meeting with the press.


Once the Speaker had gone in at noon to “open the House,” the afternoons were mine to wander the floor. Such access to “the floor” of the House of Representatives was a grand perk, and before long I was familiar with its landmarks and its people.


Just off the back row was a door leading to the Democratic cloakroom. There are four cloakrooms in the Capitol—one for each party off both the House and Senate chambers. Legendary multipurpose rooms, they’re where the serving pols go to snack, answer phone calls, or relax. In a corner was a fellow named Raymond, selling boiled hot dogs, tuna sandwiches, chips, soda, and coffee, allowing members to dash in and grab a bite. In those days before cell phones, “Chez Raymond,” as we liked to call it in a mock French accent, stood off from the double row of old-fashioned telephone booths that were another of the room’s classic features.


Entering from the House floor, the first person you encountered was the “Master of Phones.” The presider in the cloakroom, his job was facilitating communications between the leadership and the rank and file. It’s always his business to know as much as anyone ever could, especially with regard to what time the House was going to adjourn each week. He also somehow managed to keep track of the departure schedules for those Democratic members who left town on the weekends to head home to their families and districts. The Master of Phones looked out for them, ensuring they’d make whatever train or plane they were expecting to catch.


Also there in the cloakroom were a few tables and a cluster of worn-in leather chairs, a pair of overstuffed couches, and a television. In the old days, some of the senior members would settle in comfortably to enjoy the classic black-and-white movies that came on at 4 p.m., eventually falling asleep for all to see. For his part, Tip O’Neill liked to claim one of those trusty armchairs and, cigar in hand, wait for members to come up and tell him what was on their minds. By making sure to stay tuned in like this, he was better able to “read” the House. The Speaker loved being there and available to listen.


I was fascinated by the floor and its human geography, and soon familiarized myself with the different members, where they sat and with whom—and what these choices meant. It was easy to spot the cliques. Up in the back and hugging the center aisle, and therefore closest to the Republicans, was “Redneck Row.” That was home to the southern Democrats, the members who were the Speaker’s biggest worry; they were the conservatives who were now voting heavily for the Reagan program. Tip understood what their reasons were—backing of stronger defense and opposition to “big government”—but he was playing a waiting game, hoping they’d see the light and come home to the Democrats, to him.


Down on the far left side of the chamber, looking toward the Speaker’s chair, was the “Pennsylvania Corner.” Party stalwarts one and all, the guys sitting there represented the blue-collar citizens of Pittsburgh, Johnstown, Scranton, Wilkes-Barre, and the machine Democrats from Philadelphia. Their leader was Jack Murtha, a combat veteran from Vietnam who’d run a car wash before getting elected. Jack was a pal of the Speaker’s and soon turned into my great booster, the friend most openly appreciative of all my contributions to Tip’s public standing and approval ratings. He was strong on defense, and his vote could always be counted on when there were military issues at hand. Jack was also well versed enough when it came to House rules to know when and how to slip a congressional pay raise through, despite the watchful eyes of a fellow Pennsylvanian, Bob Walker, a Republican from Lancaster. Murtha’s skill in this regard would have made him an extremely popular guy even had he not been one already.


Still, it wasn’t so easy to identify the loyalties of every Democrat by his location on the floor. While the conservative southern members were easy to peg, there was another faction in the caucus who were harder to locate and label. These “Watergate babies”—so called because they’d been elected in 1974 and 1976, following the Nixon White House scandals—often came from politically moderate suburbia, taking seats held previously by Republicans. They’d won as a result of deep-seated voter reaction to crimes uncovered in Washington—abuses of power reaching all the way to the top and shocking the country. These members tended to be much more independent than the Democrats from big-city party organizations; they were also more reform-minded. Arriving on Capitol Hill from all over America and aggressively wielding new brooms, they were intent on limiting the clout claimed by senior House members while simultaneously strengthening their own.


The Speaker held a mixed view of these Young Turks. While recognizing the excellence of their educational backgrounds, their overall sophistication, and the undeniable commitment they brought to the job, he was less able to accept how so many strangers had appeared suddenly on the landscape and secured congressional seats for themselves. Their arrival on the scene, as he saw it, showed no understanding of or respect for the old ways. What Tip and his cohorts had done was “rise through the chairs,” progressing from seats in the state legislatures to seats in the U.S. House, in a time-honored fashion. The post-Watergate representatives were making a point of doing it differently.


“The interesting factor was that people were elected to Congress who under normal circumstances never would have been elected,” he said. Because of this, Tip believed, the new members were able to have a sense of independence from traditional Democratic Party allegiances. Their justifications for this, he saw, were several. “They didn’t help me,” the new legislators would say—“they” being the Democratic establishment. Or: “They didn’t finance my campaign.” Or else: “They didn’t help me along the line.” Finally, you’d hear this one: “I won despite the Democratic Party.”


One group of younger members was actually bipartisan. This was the “Gym Caucus.” Late in the afternoon, they’d arrive on the floor, their hair wet from playing basketball over in the Rayburn House Office Building subbasement. There, behind unmarked steel doors, was where you’d find the House gym. Claiming medical necessity for the fierce contests they waged on the court, the Gym Caucus liked to refer to their pickup games as “heart attack prevention.” Since it first opened in 1965, the facility has always been restricted to House members, and this exclusivity has only added to its mystique. Former members have lifetime privileges, with the sole nonmembers permitted to use it being the House officers—doorkeeper, clerk, sergeant-at-arms—who were nominated by the Democratic leadership and elected finally to their positions by the members.


The Speaker, certainly no jock at his age, had his own habits when it came to gym-going. Whenever I’d hear him say to his secretary, Eleanor Kelley, “I’m going over for a rub, Ella-nah,” I knew he’d be clutching a handful of cigars he planned to share on arrival. The steam room camaraderie provided him with yet another opportunity to keep his ears to the ground, yet another way to read the House.


• • •


The annual Gym Dinner is one of Congress’s great rituals. I was eligible to attend, and despite the unexciting setting—the staff cafeteria in the Longworth House Office Building—and the basic American comfort food—New York steaks, baked potatoes, corn on the cob, apple pie á la mode—knew it to be a coveted ticket. Turning down events and sending regrets are regular features of Washington life, especially for a busy legislator, but the Gym Dinner is an occasion none of them ever wants to miss.


There was no program, no entertainment, no toasts or speeches, nothing except the meal, which was served buffet-style, with members—past and present, from both parties—joining each other at long tables. Each guest waited in line, helped himself to his meal and a bottle of beer, and then surveyed the room to grab whatever seat was open. No one stayed long, only hung around for just enough time to feel joined to a greater whole, this venerable political body that had seen so much history and yet would always be the sum of its diverse parts.


My own first Gym Dinner took place a mere two weeks after I’d been named administrative assistant to the Speaker. It turned out I wasn’t the only newcomer that evening: Ronald Reagan was another. Vice President George Bush, a Texas congressman in the late 1960s—back when the Rayburn Office Building was just completed and the gym newly open—had brought along the president for what seemed to me a very clear reason, the indisputable potential for goodwill. As I saw the lines of Democratic members, as well as Republicans, patiently waiting their chance to pose for a picture with Reagan, affable as always and sporty in his glen plaid suit, it didn’t surprise me. Anyone who’s ever spent more than a couple of hours on Capitol Hill knows only too well that the working politician loves photos of himself with the powerful. Not only are these mementoes the standard decoration of every office but they also serve as highly effective eye-catchers in constituent newsletters. Seeing the Democrats’ eagerness, still, was sobering, simply because at the same time it was business-as-usual, it was also a perfect symbol of the party’s current dilemma.


The Gym Dinner, purely an insider evening, is off-limits to the media. At that particular one the other attendees were, in fact, flattered that the president would take the time to join them on their own turf. It presented no photo ops beneficial to him—except, as I said before, in the individual goodwill sense. If it had been George Bush’s idea to bring Reagan, it was a shrewd one, and Reagan knew it. His diary entry that night read: “Six-thirty a drop by at the annual ‘Gym Dinner’ of the House—Carter never went.” A week later the House was to vote on the third section of the White House program—the 25 percent cut in the federal income tax.


When it came time for this third jousting match over the Reagan economic program, the Democrats were a bit more prepared. This time, not just Tip O’Neill but Ways and Means chairman Dan Rostenkowski went on national television to respond to Reagan’s latest prime-time appeal.


In a maneuver to hold the middle class, the Speaker declared the vote on the Reagan tax bill a question of whom you support. If you’re looking out for the better-off, you vote for the Reagan program; if not, you vote the Democratic tax cut proposal. Our analysts isolated the pivot point at $50,000. If you made more, you benefited from the Reagan plan; if less, you’d be wise to vote the Democratic option. We christened it “the $50,000 Question” after the TV quiz show of the 1950s. The flaw in our case—I was the one who concocted it—should have been obvious. Congressman Tom Downey of Long Island voiced the belief that many voters making less than that figure could well imagine themselves rising past it. Our attempt at ripsnorting populism wasn’t going to be much use.


In the end, the result was 238–195 for the historic Reagan tax cuts. Forty-eight Democrats sided with him on the key vote; nearly a hundred joined the Republicans on the bill’s final passage. Jotting these numbers into his diary, Reagan added: “This on top of the budget victory is the greatest pol. win in half a century. Tip O’Neill & his leadership called me and with complete graciousness congratulated us on our win. Now we must make it work—and we will.”


But what Tip recalled saying to him in that congratulatory phone conversation, and what Reagan could have therefore neglected to record, was, “These are just the innings. The ball game will be up in 1982.” Was this merely bravado or something more? For the Speaker could well see worse trouble ahead when the next freshman class—many of them bound to sail in as supporters of a popular president’s mandate for change—arrived on the House floor. The current coalition of Republicans and southern Democrats, as long as every one of them was on board, already was sufficient to crack the magic number—218 votes—that made for the majority in the House necessary to pass a bill.


Over the past six months, Tip had had to face not just Ronald Reagan’s enormous crowd appeal—which translated as widespread public support—but also the admiration and well-wishing the president had gained after the assassination attempt. Therefore, the Speaker had proceeded carefully. He’d trusted his natural tendencies to caution. Moreover, Reagan had had the Speaker’s goodwill; they’d connected in genuine, if not deep, ways. Still, in Washington terms, that counted.


Owing to these factors, Tip had held back, wanting to fight but not wanting to obstruct. He’d intended that the Democrats should present smart and convincing alternatives to Reagan’s program yet, at the same time, no roadblocks, which he felt could easily backfire. It was Kirk O’Donnell who’d offered the basics of this summertime strategy. “The key was, don’t get caught being a defender of the status quo. Don’t get caught obstructing the political process. Give Reagan his chance.” It was more important for Tip to save his troops than to logjam Reagan—meaning that if the Speaker had delayed the earliest budget votes well into the summer, preventing the tax cut from being passed in early August as scheduled, he and the Democrats could find themselves blamed for any negative consequences.


The only problem was, in following this scenario, Tip O’Neill looked like a leader spinning his wheels or even in retreat. It certainly gave the crepehangers their opening, and so a New York Times Magazine cover story in August portrayed the Speaker as on his last legs. “Is Tip O’Neill ready to join his old cronies in retirement?” the piece asked with cruel frankness. “The Speaker is a proud man who will not easily be driven from office. But he knows that he is considered a burden by many Democrats, too large a target in the legislative battles and on Election Day.”


Just as I came into my new position, it seemed that Tip remained stuck in a public relations black hole. He’d been judged by popular opinion and found wanting. “What I had to get used to in 1981,” he’d later describe it, “was being criticized not only by the press but by the man on the street—or, to be more precise, the man in the airport. . . . Some of them shouted insults like ‘Leave the president alone, you fat bastard!’ Now and then one would be supportive, but friendly voices were all too few.”


Throughout this difficult and discouraging period, what kept Tip O’Neill strong was, as I’ve said, his unswerving commitment to the role of government as a force for good in its citizens’ lives. It was his firm conviction that he was acting on his beliefs—just as Ronald Reagan was. He felt that the Reagan program would ultimately fail. He believed the economy would worsen and that the victor of 1981 would end up punished by the voter in 1982.


I could only respect my new boss for his toughness in sticking it out. Every day he arose to face the abuse he knew would be hurled at him. He was a politician out of step with the times and he was willing to live with that fact. Yet he also held this unexpected natural advantage. What I came early to realize was that this big, overweight guy with his shock of white hair had the goods in a way we just hadn’t been seeing. The truth was, many people liked his looks. What was the Speaker of the House supposed to look like, anyway? Yes, he was an editorial cartoonist’s delight—and never more so than in those tough summer months of 1981—but what was written on his face, his character, was unmistakably genuine.


Tip himself would frequently worry about his appearance, and just as frequently say so. But, as the weeks passed, what I began to see was how great he looked, how special, how unlike any other person. He was Tip O’Neill, and he looked exactly like who he was. As Republican Bob Dornan of California once said, if Martians came into the House chamber they’d know instantly who the leader was. David Rogers, an astute Tip-watcher on the Boston Globe, had this to say about the veteran politician from North Cambridge: “Whatever carping comes with any defeat, the political facts are that no Democrat today commands more affection in the House than O’Neill or is in any position to challenge him as Speaker.”


The problem was the timing, which seemed to be running against him. As the summer of 1981 drew to an end, the national verdict was decisive. Reagan had rolled up the score, victorious on the three big votes—the budget, the spending cuts, the tax cut—and O’Neill had won none. Columnist George F. Will, falling back on what was fast becoming a cliché, dismissed Tip as “a cartoonist’s caricature of urban liberalism on its last legs.” He predicted O’Neill was in his last term as Speaker.


Congressman Charlie Wilson was, as usual, more colorful. A Democrat from southeastern Texas, he was known for the zest with which he approached both whiskey and women. Considering Reagan’s successes in enacting his programs and his own fellow Democrats’ seeming inability to stand in his way, Charlie succinctly summed up the political situation’s potential for serious disaster as he saw it: “I sure as hell hope that sonofabitch doesn’t come out against fucking.”
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The Speaker and Norm.
Tip O’Neill’s appearance on Cheers was as natural as the foam on a Sam Adams.








CHAPTER TWELVE


TURNING


“It’s the long road that has no turning.”


—IRISH PROVERB


By August 1981, Ronald Reagan had proven his legislative might. Victorious in every test of strength so far, he was about to bring to bear the full force of his presidential punch. “Learned the Air Controllers will probably strike Mon. morning,” he noted in his diary over the weekend of July 31. “That’s against the law. I’m going to announce that those who strike have lost their jobs & will not be re-hired.”


The Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization, known as PATCO, had a history of calling job actions—a slowdown in 1968, a mass “sick-out” in 1970—in order to force the government to the bargaining table. Since air traffic controllers served in the Federal Aviation Administration, such tactics were the PATCO leadership’s way to evade the law banning strikes by government employees. In 1980, the union had become more aggressive, protesting its differences with President Jimmy Carter by refusing to endorse him for reelection, instead giving its eleventh-hour backing to a Republican, Ronald Reagan. Now they were going further, violating not just their contract but federal law.


On August 3, 1981, PATCO’s members made good on their threat and walked off the job. Their demands involved workplace rules, pay scales, and a shortening of their high-pressure workweek to thirty-two hours. A further requirement on the table called for excluding PATCO from the rules governing the rest of the civil service. What justified this audacity was the union leaders’ calculation of their bargaining position. They timed the strike to coincide with a peak airline traffic period. Would any president dare to incur the anger of travelers who’d booked their flights and would now be forced to forgo not just planned departures, but in many cases, their family vacations as well?


Sitting in the Oval Office, President Reagan was ready, unwavering in his intention to stand firm. For the past three decades he’d had a decidedly low tolerance for what he saw as union arrogance and troublemaking. Having prepared a plan of action, he now carried it out with ruthless confidence. “The strike was called for 7 A.M. I called the press corps together in the Rose Garden & read a statement I’d written yesterday. I included in it a paragraph from the written oath each employee signs—‘that he or she will not strike against the U.S. govt. or any of its agencies.’ I then announced they would have 48 hrs. in which to return & if they don’t they are separated from the service.”


Two days later, with the PATCO membership refusing to return, Reagan fired the 11,345 controllers who were disregarding his back-to-work order. Much worse, he went on to ban them for life from federal service in any capacity. That, however, was not the end of the punishment. In a final blow, the administration acted to decertify PATCO. Once the recognized union of the air traffic controllers, it now did not exist.


Reagan’s swift action and near-dictatorial command of the moment sent out shock waves, and not just through organized labor. Seven thousand commercial flights had to be canceled the first day. But by breaking PATCO, he showed in a single executive judgment call how different he was from his recent predecessors. This first-year president’s take-no-prisoners stance also carried a clear message that was missed by no one on either side of the ideological fence. Future Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan, a supporter, applauded Reagan’s toughness, pointing out that the precedent Reagan was setting would empower corporate employers around the country facing contentious labor disputes to act similarly.


On Capitol Hill, Tip O’Neill’s reaction was layered. Publicly, he showed sympathy for the strikers, reminding listeners that Reagan’s “two-fisted” leadership style also was the mark of a man unwilling to compromise. The Speaker called the mass firings yet another “result” of the new economic order now being advanced in the country. He threw out a sarcastic jab as well, reminding labor leaders inclined to wonder that PATCO had chosen the wrong party to do business with. “That’s what happens to a union that supported the president of the United States. That is what is going on. The same thing is happening to the people out there who supported the president. They are really getting it.” If you’d thought voting against Jimmy Carter and for Ronald Reagan was in your own best interest, Tip was saying, it was time to think again.


When he was commenting more privately, around the office to staffers, Tip was forced to acknowledge the political muscle Reagan was displaying—and not just domestically. A massive contributor to both parties, Dwayne Andreas, the CEO of Illinois-based Archer Daniels Midland, was an influential international agribusiness figure to whom every senior politician paid attention. With multimillion-dollar deals that took him frequently to Moscow, he enjoyed regular contact with highly placed officials there. That summer, returning from the Soviet Union, he reported to Tip that the Soviet top brass had shared with him their healthy respect for the new president. The Russians, he said, credited Reagan, in contrast to his predecessors, with the strength of will to qualify him as a true leader.


• • •


As invincible as Reagan seemed that August, there were also trouble signs, certainly the kind a seasoned political watcher might have spotted. David Stockman, his budget director, had informed him he needed perhaps a half trillion dollars in additional spending cuts over the next years if he didn’t want to see the federal deficit balloon further. “If these numbers were out,” Reagan retorted, “Tip O’Neill would be wearing a halo.” By the time he got to his diary to record his thoughts, though, the president sounded more upbeat. “We have our work cut out for us. Our goal of balancing the budget by ’84 is doubtful. I’m still optimistic that we do it.”


Whatever the numbers seemed to call for, there was one program Reagan no longer had any intention of messing with: Social Security. The White House remembered the politically scarring push to cut early retirement benefits back in May. The House of Representatives had just voted overwhelmingly to restore the minimum $122 payment, another Social Security issue that had shown itself to be potential political poison. At the same time, the Speaker continued to bear down on Democratic colleagues who’d shown any inclination to pose further threats to America’s millions of beneficiaries.


This included those who, with the best of intentions, foresaw future problems with the system if it wasn’t fixed. When Texan Jake Pickle, the Democratic chair of the Social Security subcommittee, began work on a reform measure, Tip simply moved to stop him in his tracks. To accomplish this maneuver, he called on Missouri Democrat Dick Bolling, a loyalist and chairman of the Rules Committee, which controlled when and how legislation got to the House floor. “Jake, we are all proud of your work,” Bolling told Pickle, “but I want to say one thing. As long as I am chairman of the Rules Committee there won’t be any Social Security legislation in this Congress.” The decree had come directly from Tip O’Neill himself.


Reagan, never a slow learner, was now prepared to keep his hands, too, off the country’s most cherished program. “I’m withdrawing Soc. Security from consideration & challenging Tip & the Dems.,” Reagan wrote in his diary on September 23, “to join in a bipartisan effort to solve the fiscal dilemma of S.S. without all the politics they’ve been playing.” With the 1982 midterm election season soon kicking into gear, Reagan, intending to neutralize the issue, announced the creation of a Social Security commission the purpose of which would be to address the system’s financial health. There would be fifteen members: five chosen by the president, five by the Speaker, and five by the Senate majority leader, Howard Baker. It seemed the very essence of a Washington solution, this burying of an issue in another layer of bureaucracy, even if a bipartisan one at that.


But the truth for Reagan in this case was that he’d pretty much handed the issue over to the opposition. He could see no way to reclaim it to his advantage. If the failed May proposal to penalize early retirees and the June vote to eliminate the minimum Social Security benefit weren’t enough, Reagan’s own history of pushing to make the system “voluntary” in the 1960s had left a trail of cookie crumbs for the hungry Democrats, who’d have no trouble following it all the way to the Oval Office.


Suddenly came a tragedy—and all such horrific events arrive with no warning—that shocked the country: the assassination of Egyptian president Anwar Sadat. Two days after the PATCO strike was called, President Reagan had welcomed the Egyptian leader to the White House for what he saw as highly successful meetings. “I’m encouraged that between us maybe we can do something about peace in the middle east,” Reagan jotted down the night before Sadat’s departure.


The deadly attack took place as Sadat was reviewing a Cairo military parade that annually celebrated the Egyptian army’s crossing of the Suez Canal during the 1973 Israeli war. The assassin was an Islamic extremist serving in the Egyptian military. “It’s hard to describe the shock & sorrow . . . ,” Reagan wrote in his diary that night. “Even though their visit was short we discovered we had a deep feeling of friendship for them. Maybe it has to do with a state visit. You start out with knowledge of each other & immediately get into the problems you mutually want to solve.”


The afternoon the world learned of the assassination, I went with the Speaker to the National Cathedral. There we honored, in a hastily scheduled prayer service, the Egyptian leader who’d made peace with Israel, now slain on account of that extraordinary act. I remember well the Call to Prayer echoing through the Gothic nave of the mighty sanctuary. In the aftermath of Sadat’s death at the hands of a fundamentalist fanatic, to be sitting there amid the Christian prayers gave me a great deal to think about.


For four years, I’d served Jimmy Carter, the man who in 1978 at Camp David had brokered the historic deal between Sadat and Menachem Begin, Israel’s hard-nosed prime minister. Now I was working for Tip O’Neill, an Irish-American Catholic, mourning a Muslim who’d made the ultimate sacrifice as a result of what he’d dared to do. The mood in the cathedral seemed to me to embody a commitment to interreligious affection I could not have previously imagined. It was a moment when I have to say I experienced a feeling of being with my new boss in just the right place.


• • •


In the fall of 1981, after a spring and summer in which Republicans had dominated Washington with their promise of blue skies, the country’s barometer dropped. The political weather was about to change. The Democrats hadn’t lost just the presidency but also, effectively, control of Congress, and the ripple effect of that was making itself felt. Pounded by high interest rates, the tight-money economy began to slip downward. Whatever it was the Democrats were doing—shaking themselves off after a bad season of defeat and beginning to worry about the next year’s election—they weren’t quite prepared to see Tip O’Neill as their savior.


But anyone paying attention knew of the Speaker’s conviction that there’d have to come a reckoning, sooner or later. Given the swift passage of Reagan’s custom-built economic program on Capitol Hill, the president would have to shoulder a portion of blame for its alarming aftermath. “We haven’t obstructed,” Tip explained. “I think we fought a good fight as far as the Reagan people are concerned. We stuck to our timetable. We passed the largest tax bill and budget bill in history. It’s the president’s now. The ball is in his court—the deficits, the interest rates and unemployment.” He didn’t need to say any more; he’d made his point.


As the days passed and the warmth of the Republicans’ triumphant summer continued to fade in the chillier fall political climate, there continued to be no good news regarding the economy. Watching closely and feeling a certain satisfaction even as he lamented the increasingly difficult reality for his fellow citizens, the Speaker simply kept pressing his case. For example, the rising jobless rate: it certainly, he pointed out, could be laid at the administration’s door. “They got their cuts and said that America would be happy and go forward with a strong economy. It looks like a house of cards. . . . We understand that one million more people have been laid off. The pie-in-the-sky projections seem to be tumbling.”


With the president’s economic plan fixed in his sights, O’Neill zeroed in even more closely on a crucial notion: accountability. If Ronald Reagan had convinced the electorate that his fiscal agenda would be to their benefit, then it was the president’s duty to stand up and defend its effect when it wasn’t. “As an American, I hope it works,” Tip told the press. “After all, it is his baby now. . . . He would like to say it was left over for him, but the American people truly believe we have given him what he wants.”


Look what they get for it, he kept insisting. Take a family making $20,000 a year and due a weekly tax cut amounting to the princely sum of $2.34. In return, he said, they could easily find that their kids’ student loans had been cut, or maybe now they’d be billed more for school lunches, while, by necessity, state and local governments would be making up the difference for a wide variety of services by raising these already strapped families’ property taxes.


As mid-October arrived, Reagan made news by admitting publicly that the country could be considered in a “slight recession.” Days later, he was back in the headlines with a different, equally embarrassing confession: the balanced budget he’d promised to have in place by 1984 wasn’t going to happen. “Not probable” was how Treasury Secretary Donald Regan chose to describe the chances of achieving it, but the word choice fooled no one. The man who’d been swept into the White House a year earlier by a landslide majority was paying the price of his rousing legislative success. The veteran critic of government decision-making was now obliged to be its defender.


Timing is everything, as Tip liked to say. As the economy began its autumn slide, the public needed to assign blame. Had the Democrats spent the summer months pushing back on the Reagan agenda, they’d be taking the heat for the current bad news. Kirk O’Donnell, who’d been the one pushing the Speaker to keep the trains moving during the spring and summer, now felt confirmed in the strategy he’d counseled.


With the turnabout occurring, the Speaker seemed suddenly to have more spring to his step. In politics there’s a large divide between losing and being defeated, and now, it seemed to me, Tip was living the difference. Once it began to appear that President Reagan was wrong, it stood to reason that the man who’d been his chief critic, and mocked for it, would look right to have opposed him.


In November, Tip gave a speech to the alumni of the Fordham University Graduate School of Business, during which he shared one of his favorite stories:


Jakie Bloom was a good man, a poor but generous shopkeeper who allowed all his customers to buy on credit during the Depression. But now Jakie’s in his seventies, and he’s despondent because his dear wife has passed away. His friends take up a collection to help him out, and Jakie Bloom is gradually able to put his life back together. Over the next few months he becomes a new man. First he gets a hair transplant. Then he loses some weight and buys some fancy clothes.


Next, Jakie grows a beard, starts working out every day, and moves down to Miami. Soon he takes up with a beautiful lady half his age.


They walk along the beach, he with his new look and she in her red bikini. Suddenly there’s a tremendous storm, and Jakie is struck by lightning. A moment later he finds himself in heaven, where he demands to speak to the Boss.


“This isn’t fair,” he cries. “All I ever did was good, and now, in the twilight of my life, I’m finally having a little fun. How could you do this to me?”


“Jakie!” says the Lord. “I didn’t recognize you.”


Tip told that story for a reason. Its purpose was to spotlight the dangers of changing who you are. By late autumn of 1981, with a string of difficult, discouraging months behind him, he believed he’d weathered the worst. Most important, he’d managed it by sticking to the set of beliefs he’d held his entire political career. The self-description that he was a “big-spending liberal” satisfied him. Government, he had no doubt, should be there offering a hand whenever needed. Inseparable from this basic idea of such federal responsibilities was his conviction that they were best paid for by levying taxes on those who could well afford them.


With Tip O’Neill, there was no such thing as lip service, and he resisted any hollow rhetoric. He knew who he was and what he believed, and he had no need to fake it, ever. Crowd-pleasing for its own sake wasn’t a practice he had any use for, a stance rare for such an old-school pol. Once I drafted a statement for his daily press conference that took a hit at Reagan for increasing the deficit. “That’s not me,” Tip said, rejecting it. An admitted “big spender” for good causes like health and education, he refused to strike a pose with his grip tight on the federal purse strings.


• • •


In November, with the whole world watching, Ronald Reagan took a pie in the face at embarrassingly close range, thrown from inside his administration. The latest issue of the Atlantic brought an interview with his budget director titled “The Education of David Stockman.” In it the thirty-five-year-old former Michigan congressman revealed to writer William Greider what he described as the two deep secrets of Reagan economic policy. First, he explained, the current spending and tax policies didn’t—and couldn’t—add up to balanced budgets. The only way the deficit was ever going to be eliminated under Reagan, according to Stockman, would owe more to what one skeptical senator dubbed a “magic asterisk” than any honest math. The asterisk was Stockman’s audacious bookkeeping notation indicating deficits to be shrunk by spending cuts not yet identified.


The budget director’s other headline-making disclosure was virtually a gift, wrapped and ribboned, for Tip O’Neill. Over the past months, Reagan had said his tax cuts were intended to benefit Mr. and Mrs. Hardworking American, denying every inch of the way that they’d been designed to help the rich. Yet, according to his budget director, the actual goal of the Reagan plan was to cut the 70 percent bracket, the one at the top. The middle-income tax cuts were—in the words of David Stockman, there in black-and-white in the Atlantic—window dressing, included in the president’s program only “in order to make this palatable as a political matter.” The whole exercise, Stockman revealed, was a “Trojan horse” to bring down the top rate. He even unmasked Reagan’s “supply side” economics as the same old “trickle down” policy favored by Republicans, just with a new name.


Reagan’s shock at such disloyalty comprised a mix of disbelief, confusion, and anger. “If true,” he wrote in his diary, “Dave is a turn coat—but in reality he was victimized by what he’d always thought was a good friend.” So, what did the president mean by that? He seemed to be proposing that Stockman had shared his personal take on the Reagan cuts, and the economic agenda to which they belonged, with his journalist pal Greider, not realizing they’d be printed. Yet the revelations Stockman made and the misgivings he’d expressed obviously had their basis in his budget director’s very real concerns. Didn’t it bother Ronald Reagan that his top fiscal architect was worried that the structure he’d overseen seemed wobbly? Whether it did or not, though, wasn’t what mattered at this all-hell-breaking-loose moment: inside the White House the decision made by the president’s counselors was not to panic but to spin.


Up until now the story had been one of revelation. Thanks to Stockman’s whistle-blowing, Americans suddenly had a chance to peer at the inner workings of the Reagan economic operation. What they saw was a jerry-rigged mechanism built on principles of economic elitism and powered by manipulative bookkeeping. Troubling as this was, fixing it, or even promising to do so, wasn’t in the White House script. Instead, Jim Baker and his colleagues now quickly prepared a scenario intended to shift the media’s attention by offering what they tried to package as an even more devastating angle—betrayal from within. The Reagan team was pinning their hopes on being able to change the story from the bombshell Stockman had dropped to the spectacle of a treacherous young budget director who’d self-servingly put himself above the president. They were behaving like the Great Wizard of Oz when he attempted to again hide his gears and levers.


But the damage had been done.


As an exercise in spin, what now took place followed what I’ve discovered is the basic two-step familiar to any veteran news watcher. First, you admit you have a problem. Next, taking advantage of those precious moments when you’ve won the public’s trust by coming clean, you then go all out with your preferred notion of what precisely the problem is. In this case, the White House team decided to make use of an old-fashioned but still familiar metaphor. After all, David Stockman wasn’t very old given the critical job he held, and given the fact that he’d grown up on a farm, the White House now scheduled him to be “taken to the woodshed.” In other words, he was expected to present himself at an officially arranged sit-down with the president of the United States, where he’d be dealt with severely and the appropriate punishment would be administered.


“You’re going to have lunch with the president,” Jim Baker told him. “The menu is humble pie. You’re going to eat every last motherfucking spoonful of it. You’re going to be the most contrite sonofabitch this world has ever seen. When you go through that Oval Office door, I want to see that sorry ass of yours dragging on the carpet.” Stockman was now not just a turncoat but a scapegoat, with little choice regarding the new role he’d been assigned.


Tip O’Neill naturally saw right through the White House ploy. The issue for him wasn’t that Stockman had talked out of school to a journalist but whether he’d believed what he’d told him. And if he didn’t, then what had been the point of the whole exercise? Since the Reagan economic program had seemed dubious to Tip from the beginning, he was perfectly able to accept what he’d read in the Atlantic as the plain truth straight from the horse’s mouth. Besides which, having known Stockman as a colleague during the two terms he’d served in the House before joining the Reagan administration, the Speaker thought of him not just as hardworking but also as straight-shooting.


“Dave, in his heart and mind, advocated exactly what the Democrats have been saying all along,” he said. “He was carrying the ball for [the White House] and I think is probably the only knowledgeable person in their organization who knows the budget system. He knows it inside and out.” Meaning, if anyone had a right to sound off about it, Stockman did—and trying to distract Tip and the rest of the country by making the budget director out to be a very naughty boy simply wasn’t going to work. “George Bush called it ‘voodoo economics’ and they made him vice president. Dave is saying the same thing, and I don’t know where he is going to go,” the Speaker commented wryly.


Even in the wake of the Stockman incident, Tip still found himself admiring his opponent. It was always complicated, watching the man he called “one hell of a pol” to reporters and deploring at the same time everything he stood for. “I think he’s going to remain popular, to be perfectly truthful with you,” the Speaker told the Washington Post. “People like him as an individual, and he handles the media better than anybody since Franklin Roosevelt, even including Jack Kennedy. There’s just something about the guy that people like. They want him to be a success. . . . He’s cutting the heart out of the American dream to own a home and have a good job . . . and still he’s popular.”


“You know, I said to him one day that ninety-seven percent of the economists that I talk to think your program’s not going to work. And he laughs and says, ‘Well I guess it’s the three percent that I talk to that have been right all along.’ How can you dislike a guy like that?”


As Tip’s administrative assistant, I, too, felt the unsettling effect of Reagan’s dual nature, the way his charm and affability seemed separate somehow from his unswerving ideology, even as those qualities remained in service of it. And I was very aware of the dilemma it caused for the Speaker, a man who’d been drawn his entire life, ever since those Barry’s Corner days with the other boys in North Cambridge, to the warmth of camaraderie. When Reagan would say to him, “Look, Tip, I’m resetting my watch, it’s six o’clock,” he was intuiting a truth about his rival and cannily plugging into it.


On December 9, Tip’s sixty-ninth birthday, President Reagan hosted a party at the White House for him. Beginning over lunch, the mutually enjoyable bipartisan celebration continued well into the afternoon. At one point, the president, by habit never much of a drinker, rang for one of the White House attendants to bring up a bottle of champagne. The tribute he then offered was as over-the-top as it was unforgettable. “Tip, if I had a ticket to heaven and you didn’t have one too, I would give mine away and go to hell with you.”


Mike Deaver would recall the moment: “It was an old Irish toast he had heard somewhere. Well, Tip’s eyes were all filled up, you know, it was just incredible. And they left the dining room with their arms around each other’s waist and Reagan took him down to the elevator and Tip went out on the South Lawn and beat the shit out of Reagan with the press.” I’ve got to hand it to Mike. His overall sizing up of the relationship between his boss and mine strikes me as pretty close to the truth. “Reagan,” Deaver said, “thought Tip was absolutely wrong and pigheaded. And Tip thought Reagan didn’t understand anything about this country except the rich. But there was a lot of respect that both of them had for each other.”


Even when the Speaker went on the attack, the president, hearing Tip rail against him, simply brushed it off. He’d tell staffers not to get upset. He seemed to see Tip clearly and accept what he saw. “Tip was an old-fashioned pol,” Reagan wrote. “He could be sincere and friendly when he wanted to be, but when it came to the things he believed in, he could turn off his charm and friendship like a light switch and become as bloodthirsty as a piranha.”


His son Ron believed the regard in which Reagan always seemed to hold the Speaker was real. “He was fond of him,” he told me. “He’d say so around the house.” Just as I know Tip took his feelings—positive and negative—about his opponent home to Millie and his kids, the president did not leave Tip at the office.


• • •


Now the two were headed for their second round. A year that had been shattered by an assassin’s bullets had given the new American president his greatest policy triumphs. The coming twelve months would test his wisdom on where and how to defend them.
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Shape of the Table.


When President Reagan came to Capitol Hill to negotiate a budget deal in April 1982, Speaker O’Neill suspected a setup. Here he sits uneasily at Reagan’s side, but only for the picture-taking. Later, he would take the seat across from Reagan. Others at the table are Senate Majority Leader Howard Baker, House Majority Leader Jim Wright, and White House aide Ed Meese.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN


SUMMIT


“Always be able to talk.”


—KIRK O’DONNELL


The Reagan winning streak had made it a tough year for the Speaker. As the Democrats departed the White House at the start of ’81, the Republicans’ media consultants were still wringing mileage from their caricature of the portly, white-haired, old-school pol left high and dry by the roadside. Imagewise, Tip O’Neill was the exact opposite of the new GOP president, who was handsome, athletic, and always ready with a grin and a quip.


Given his blunt manner, frequent cigar, and seemingly out-of-date convictions, the man from North Cambridge, Massachusetts, seemed the perfect embodiment of his own party’s current unseductiveness. Yet wounded as he was by the continual conflicts of the first Reagan year, with one difficult month following another, Tip had hung in there and survived. Most vitally, he’d made a name for himself—out there in the world beyond Capitol Hill and the commonwealth of Massachusetts—not just in spite of the distinctively unfashionable persona he presented but, perhaps, because of it.


To those paying attention to the struggle in Washington, Tip O’Neill had been out front, taking on Reagan when others of his party and philosophy looked to be heading for the tall grass. His goal was to make Reagan pay for each victory with a heavier burden of responsibility. He wanted the American people to demand every inch of what the new president had promised.


A pragmatic politician above all, Tip was rising above the daily frustrations in order to play the longer game. You had to believe, and he did. Few in the Speaker’s own camp specifically blamed him for losing the legislative fights over spending and taxes—battles that, more than likely, no one on their side could have won.


The good news was that Tip had started to make headway connecting the man in the White House to charges that stuck, among them Reagan’s on-the-record—and never believably enough repudiated—opposition to Social Security, as well as his preference for relaxing among wealthy friends mostly at home in Bel Air or Palm Springs. A man can be judged by the company he keeps, and the idea was to paint a portrait of a president not just out of touch with mainstream Americans but blithely so.


Nonetheless, a campaign of strategic retreat—which is what, essentially, Tip O’Neill had been waging—only succeeds up to a point. As Winston Churchill warned after Dunkirk, “Wars are not won by evacuations.” While, in 1981, losing those House votes had been bearable, failing to win legislative seats in the critical election year of 1982 would not be. According to standard political wisdom, the opposition party is expected to pick up congressional seats in the midterm contests. A failure to do this would be humiliating and shocking.


For Tip O’Neill, what now lay ahead would be a war of aggression, and the strategy was a simple one: stand, fight, and conquer. But more than this, the opposition troops he led needed the symbolic boost a strong victory that November would provide. In the sports lingo he well understood, Tip was going to have to beat the spread.


For Ronald Reagan, the arrival of 1982 brought different challenges and also an emerging peril: the U.S. economy was sinking into deep recession and the jobless rate edging toward double digits. As this all-important index rose, so, naturally, would the country’s impatience with the administration’s direction and the possibility of dangerous shortfalls. The Gipper—his speeches rich with sincerity—had promised to cut taxes, boost defense spending, and banish the deficit all at the same time. Those doubting whether he could actually manage such an astounding feat now saw their skepticism proved correct.


The balance of power was starting to tilt, in ways affecting both parties. To maintain an appearance of confidence in his program, President Reagan needed the backing of that same congressional coalition that had supported him before. But with the economic figures plunging around them, even the GOP legislators, now most concerned with holding on to their seats, were showing less enthusiasm. On the other side of the aisle, the rebel Democrats looked as if they might be coming home. It would take Reagan’s most persuasive efforts, plus a display of White House muscle, to keep those restless recruits content with what they’d previously bought into.


• • •


When it came to Tip O’Neill, I could see the shift in the political winds had breathed new life into him. No longer the beleaguered warrior I’d encountered when I first signed on the year before, he now seemed ready to defend mightily all that he cared about, and to do it with gusto. Along with his increasing zest for combat came a change in my role.


When first we’d met, I’d been the media-savvy young guy fueled by partisan belligerence and brimming over with attention-getting ideas, most of which Tip had regarded warily. It was as if I’d arrived from Mars to tell him what life was like out there, only in this case the alien environment was requiring you to be camera-ready at all times and the only language you had to speak was sound bites.


Over the months of our working together, Tip and I had learned much about each other’s strengths and weaknesses. The respect I had for him from the start now was mirrored in the growing acceptance he began to offer me. Ronald Reagan had been dubbed the “Great Communicator,” but my colleagues and I knew two could play at that game and even on the same turf: television. My particular job was to stand behind Tip every step of the way, making sure he had the right weapons, as he advanced onto this new battleground.


There were others cheering on this effort, and though I’ve mentioned the two most important allies I had before, still I want here to make a large nod to both again. Kirk O’Donnell had been with the Speaker since 1978. Those four years had left him confident enough to call him “Tip” while in the room with him and tough enough to act on such presumption. Kirk believed that the moment to fight had arrived, and, having helped put me beside Tip to begin with, he now backed my operation all the way. Tony Coelho, the chairman of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, an early booster, too, remained staunch. Chosen by his fellow Democrats to reverse the party’s fortunes, Tony never lost sight of his assigned mission. He played a critical early role in urging the Speaker to step out from the procedural shadows—the behind-the-scenes world where he was most at home—and become the fighting firebrand their fellow House Democrats cried out for.


When it came to the part that television, by necessity, now was going to play in Tip’s life, it was necessary to acknowledge a pair of his deep-seated certainties. One, the Speaker was convinced his looks worked against him; on this, he was virtually unshakable. Plenty of handsomer guys were out there on the floor among his troops—ask him, and he’d name them with no trouble—but not only that, he also recognized how many Democratic legislators were far more articulate than he. In the same way that Richard Nixon had been only too conscious of John F. Kennedy’s personal glamour, Tip O’Neill knew, when he looked in the mirror, that he didn’t see Ronald Reagan’s face staring back at him. But while Nixon’s opponent had been simply a dashing and privileged rich man, Tip’s had once been an actual movie star.


Yet, since Tip wanted nothing more than to continue as Speaker, a job he’d fought for and treasured, he couldn’t argue with the task assigned him. Men of his generation understood the life predicament of having no choice; what was dished out, you took, and then you gave your utmost. Yet even with the fate of the party he loved resting in his hands, a Tip O’Neill wouldn’t turn on a dime. While he accepted the necessity of TV cameras, he did it in his own way. Though still banning them at his daily press conferences, he instead took part in what became a popular daily ritual.


Arriving for work at the Capitol early each morning, he’d find network cameramen waiting for him. As he’d get out of his car on the East Front Plaza, the eager television crews stood watch. Accompanied by their field producers, the congressional correspondents then would vie to get his comments on breaking stories. For both sides, it was a fruitful solution. By the time he arrived in the office—to meet with Kirk, Ari, and me in preparation for the morning briefing—he’d not just run a small gamut of TV cameras and lived to tell the tale, but satisfied the networks, which now had fresh tape of House Speaker Tip O’Neill to broadcast on the evening news. It wasn’t the most polished of settings, but it got him in the daily story and got him there early.


This simple compromise that Tip accepted—showing himself to the press, however briefly—turned out to have a significant effect beyond its immediate message-delivering benefit. Because of this greater regular visibility, the Speakership, as embodied by Tip O’Neill, became institutionalized as a position of authority that involved speaking out at a national level and not just a parochial one within the Congress. Suddenly “Speaker of the House” meant more than the title of a figure belonging to the back corridors of Capitol Hill who symbolized legislative deals the general public couldn’t really follow and so yawned over. In this way, as he took on the freshly defined role shaping itself around him, Tip’s job allowed for a counter-pulpit to the bully pulpit of the presidency. It was an idea new to the Washington stage. It delighted me that I was able to pitch the man I worked for as the natural, inevitable anti-Reagan.


Here’s a quick example: If the wire reporters covering him failed to run any important point the Speaker had made at his daily press briefing, I didn’t gnash my teeth. I’d merely wait a half hour, then pick up the phone to put in calls to selected White House reporters. “Did you hear what the Speaker said about Reagan today?” I’d ask. Invariably, whoever was listening would say, “Wait a minute . . . ,” and then I’d hear them roll a sheet of paper into their typewriter or flip open a notebook.


That’s how it was in those days, when the news cycle was more leisurely—before the incessant real-time jamboree of cable—Hardball included—Limbaugh, and social media. During this crucial period in 1982, the absolute top goal for those of us committed to pushing back the Republican gains—both legislatively and electorally—was to keep the heat on in any way we could, with Tip leading the charge. Yet it was easy to see that the Speaker from Massachusetts was, at that political moment, too liberal for the country at large, and so our goal was to turn this fact from a negative into a rousing advantage. The key was his continuing to focus on specific issues like Social Security, where the American public—above all the Reagan Democrats who’d switched teams to follow the Gipper—had no quarrels with Tip’s longtime, fiercely held views. They meshed perfectly with the familiar truth that, in an economic downturn, the middle tends to identify with those worse off than they, fearing their own turn might come next. (In good times, the middle identifies with those better off, in hopes of joining them.)


Such was the look of the battlefield as the opposing forces examined and solidified their positions in 1982’s early months. Ronald Reagan needed to ensure the country remained patient, thus allowing his program its chance to stimulate economic recovery. Tip O’Neill had the task of roundly bringing home the other side of the argument, which equally meant the argument over him. Lampooned in 1980, derided in 1981, he could now be seen as rightfully openhanded when it came to those in need. Here was no lobbyists’ fat cat but rather an experienced paternal figure long committed to a regular flow of monthly Social Security checks into America’s mailboxes, and also to keeping them hefty enough to pay for inflation. Listening to the advice of veteran pollsters like Pat Caddell and Peter Hart, O’Neill learned to adjust his political grip. The sharpest shot he now took at Reagan had no trouble hitting the bull’s-eye: not that Reagan was tough on the poor, but that his real constituents were the rich.


• • •


It was the night of Ronald Reagan’s first State of the Union address and he’d come to the Capitol early. For reasons of security he needed to be in place even before the Secret Service walked their bomb-sniffing dogs through the House chamber, and so while he waited, he needed to be held in a suitable room in the building. The one selected was the Speaker’s ceremonial office, right next to mine. It was where the Speaker’s daily press conferences took place, the ones currently showcasing his regular criticisms of the president and his policies. After a bit of hesitation, I walked through the door and introduced myself. He was standing in the middle of the room surrounded by a few staffers I didn’t recognize. “Welcome, Mr. President, to the room where we plot against you.” Technically, we hatched our plans in the Speaker’s back office, but it was as good an icebreaker as I could manage.


In any case, Reagan was having none of it.


“But it’s after six! The Speaker says in Washington that’s when we put politics aside.” It was the first I’d heard of it, but, of course, I didn’t argue. He then promptly disarmed me by speaking as confidentially as if he’d always known me. “Like opening night,” he said, admitting his jitters. On a nearby table I noticed a cup of tea with a slice of lemon that he’d undoubtedly requested. Later that evening, when he got back to the White House, he wrote in his diary: “I wonder if I’ll ever get used to addressing the joint sessions of Cong.?” The boy from Illinois had been a bona fide movie star and then governor of our nation’s most populous state, and still he felt the weight of history. “I’ve made a mil. speeches in every kind of place to every kind of audience. Somehow there’s a thing about entering that chamber—goose bumps & a quiver.”


The speech he delivered swerved away from his ongoing war with Congress over spending and taxes. It was no time to hold up a scorecard on his economic program, which would end up doubling the national debt in his presidency. Instead, he offered an off-the-topic case for returning more than forty federal programs to the control of the country’s state and local governments. The “new federalism,” he called it. The Democrats, however, weren’t buying either the topic or its fancy moniker. Here’s how the Speaker responded at his daily press conference.


Question: There has been some talk that the “new federalism” proposal is simply a diversionary tactic, to avoid discussing the economy. Do you think it is?


Speaker: Did I think it was? Yes. He avoided the No. 1 issue at the present time, which is unemployment.


It was Reagan’s proposed deficit, as evidenced in the budget he presented to the House in February for the upcoming year, that started the new round of fighting. “Met with bi-partisan leadership on budget then with Repubs. alone,” he recorded. “Then signed the bud. & sent it to the hill. Tip O’Neill still thinks I’m depriving the needy. Told the press I associate with the country club crowd. He plays more golf & I don’t.”


The president, as Tip already knew, loved having a repertoire of horror stories of Democratic regulations and spending habits that he could pull out for every occasion. The trouble was his habit of casually blurring the edges between useful anecdote and established fact, a habit popular on the partisan luncheon circuit. These Reagan assertions—always vaguely plausible and always at the expense of liberal programs—drove Tip crazy: What about the Medicaid rule that hospitalized a young girl for a decade—at huge cost to the government—when her treatment could have been administered just as well at home? What about the rich kids in upscale suburbs receiving free school lunches? What about the well-off college students getting food stamps? There was simply no stopping him; the president was incorrigible when it came to his relish of such tales. For him they vividly, and believably, portrayed a world where Big Government and Bleeding Heart types were allowed to hold sway.


Irritated anew by Reagan’s hard-line conservatism, Tip decided he’d had enough and felt justified in letting loose publicly. Accusing Reagan of turning his back on his origins, he claimed the president had “forgotten his roots.” Though he cultivated an average-guy image whenever he could, the Democrat argued, he spent too much time “associated with that country-club style of people.” The gloves were off at this—and Reagan took the opportunity for a hard jab in reply. “I’ve only played golf once since I’ve been president, and he’s an inveterate golfer, and I’m sure he must have to go to a country club to play golf.”


The Speaker got off a well-placed punch of his own, accusing the White House of trying to sell the country a “Beverly Hills Budget.” It stuck. The phrase nailed Reagan squarely as a Southern California swell who preferred spending his evenings and weekends with multimillionaires. It was meant to sting and did. Meanwhile, the Reagan budget, with its proposed $90 billion–plus deficit, hit Reagan’s Republican allies with what amounted to sticker shock. “There is unrest among the troops over the budget problem,” he noted unhappily in his journal.


Early in 1982, I started to keep my own record of my experiences in the trenches of Washington warfare. “Tomorrow we begin the long-run fight for the year.” I realized how decisive the year would be, with so much riding on it in the years to come. If Tip lost this election, there’d be no coming back.


Then, two days later I noted: “President hit hard at press conference. Press treatment is cold; the President’s attempt to charm his way through rough moments ran very thin today. The best he could say about economic outlook was that there would be a return to normalcy sometime this year. We need to build argument that Reagan program is responsible for economic problems facing the country. I notice a growing consensus that the Democrats should pick up seats in the House this Fall.”


What I’d seen was that the polls were starting to show a hard swing away from the Republicans and toward the Democrats as the “party of prosperity.”


• • •


Not long after, on a snowy afternoon in March, I got a personal sense of why Tip O’Neill enjoyed such genuine loyalty in the House. We were sitting, the Speaker and I, in one of those Learjets used by corporate executives. As we took off, I couldn’t stop thinking that just weeks before, an Air Florida jetliner, departing this same airport and with too much ice on its wings, had plunged into the Potomac River.


With this recent tragedy on my mind, thinking of my wife, pregnant with our first child, and watching the wintry sky outside the window, I caught the eye of the giant man sitting in the plane’s backmost seat. I wondered what perversity of chance-taking led him to take the seat farthest to the rear, making it all the harder for that little aircraft to strain through the snow that had surrounded its wheels and still kept coming down hard. “What are you worrying about?” asked the face beneath the Irish tweed hat. Well, for one thing, I thought, the prospect of slipping through the ice of Lake Erie, never to be seen again. I mumbled something about “the weather” and began shunning eye contact in order to better attend full-time to the white-knuckled hell of that frost-covered porthole.


Why, you must ask, as I certainly did that March afternoon, was he taking this trip on such a day? The answer is that he’d made a promise and was keeping it. Dennis Hertel, a young congressman from the Detroit suburbs, wanted the Speaker of the House on hand to bolster his credibility at a couple of fund-raisers. In the coming months I would often remember the trip on that Learjet in such terrible weather and see it as a metaphor for Tip’s fateful decision to face off with Reagan. It was as if up there in the media skies he’d been doing battle with the gale-force reality of early 1980s Reaganism. I’m not saying Tip O’Neill didn’t worry. I’m saying he didn’t let people see him worry even when everything he stood for was being jostled and thrown into the wind, even when his long, hard-fought-for career was at stake.


“I was the lone voice out there crying—you might say whimpering—last year,” Tip admitted as the winds began to shift in his direction and he watched congressional allies who’d virtually abandoned him now come drifting back. “But I won’t be alone this year.” The reversal of fortune he was experiencing wasn’t a matter of poll numbers alone. It was also evidenced by the fact that, over in the White House, President Reagan was showing signs of badly needing his support.


Only with the Speaker’s backing could the president secure the votes in the House he needed, the ones required for the difficult steps to cut the massive government deficit. Yet even as he was aware of his importance to the man in the White House, Tip wasn’t hopeful about a deal. Reagan, he said, had seen too many John Wayne movies and equated compromise with retreat. Tip’s own hard-line position was simple: there would be no reductions whatsoever in Social Security, and unless Ronald Reagan himself proposed it, no discussion, either. This dynamic laid the groundwork for one of the biggest battles between Tip and the Gipper.
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