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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Karen Alexander, a 1993 graduate of Yale University, has been with me every step of the way on this project. Attempting to write a book about an ongoing presidential campaign is both an endurance contest and a high-speed chase. She brought unmatched intellect, grace and doggedness and an ingrained sense of fairness to this book. Karen was my collaborator on the reporting, writing, editing and thinking. She spent weeks in the home states of candidates, gathering research and doing vast amounts of original reporting. Each day she enriched both the project and the lives of myself and my wife, Elsa Walsh. We were able to confide in her and rely on her in every way. This book could not have been done without Karen, and it is hers as much as mine. As she leaves to pursue her own writing career, she falls into that rare category of “friend for life.”



A NOTE TO READERS


Work on this book began just weeks before the Republicans gained control of Congress in the November 1994 elections. In the 19 months that followed, I interviewed hundreds of people who were directly involved in the Republican presidential primary campaigns, the Senate Majority Leader’s Office, the White House and the Clinton-Gore reelection campaign. Dozens of these people were interviewed repeatedly, many of the key sources between five and ten times. Most of them permitted me to tape-record the interviews; otherwise I took detailed notes. Many also provided me with their fresh recollections of events just days or even hours old. Some gave me access to memoranda, meeting notes, speech drafts, transcripts, schedules, polling data, videotapes or other documentation.

The interviews with the presidential candidates were on the record. For example, Bob Dole was interviewed for more than 12 hours and the typed transcripts run over 200 pages. President Clinton declined to be interviewed, though key members of his administration, White House staff and campaign were interviewed. Nearly all of the interviews with others were conducted under the journalistic ground rules of “background” or “deep background,” which means that I could use the information but would not identify the sources of the information. Without such a stipulation, people generally would not candidly discuss their conversations or interactions with the president, candidates or other high-level officials. I took great care to compare and verify various sources’ accounts of the same events. Extensive research, documentation and the willingness of key sources to allow me to review with them important meetings, discussions and decisions many times have provided a highly unusual look at the candidates for president in 1996 and the evolution of their campaigns. Each major scene, decision or event presented in this book has been reviewed with the candidates, firsthand sources or spokesmen for those people depicted.

Dialogue and quotations in this book come from at least one participant, from memos or from contemporaneous notes or diaries of a participant in the discussion. When someone is said to have “thought” or “felt” something, that description comes from the individual or from someone to whom he said it directly. I have tried to preserve the participants’ own language as much as possible, even when they are not directly quoted, in order to capture the flavor of their speech and their fundamental attitudes. Quotation marks were used only when the memories of sources or the documentation was precise about wording.

Every major declared and potential presidential candidate was given serious attention and evaluation by myself and my assistant, Karen Alexander. Their political and personal backgrounds were researched carefully. For example, we spent weeks researching Senator Phil Gramm of Texas, California Governor Pete Wilson and former Tennessee Governor Lamar Alexander, though the stories of their candidacies are much compressed in the book because their efforts to win the Republican nomination failed.

The decision to seek the presidency is audacious. A candidate is declaring himself both fit and worthy. It is an act at once somewhat arrogant and selfless. I have attempted to capture the important moments in the lives of the candidates and their words and actions over the last two years.

This is a contemporaneous account, more than a newspaper or magazine could provide but not the whole story of this presidential race by any means. By virtue of its immediacy, I was able to sit with many of the candidates and key players and ask about the questions of the day as the campaign unfolded. Recollections were fresh, and issues could be examined before the possible outcome or meaning was at all clear or the possible consequences were weighed. So this book—reported in the heat of the battle—may have captured some events and emotional day-by-day reactions that would otherwise have been lost to the public record. At the same time, this account lacks the perspective of history. The more I learn about any subject or person, the more apparent it becomes to me as a reporter how much I do not know. Yet this is the best version of the story I could write based on the information available to me.

Presidential elections are defining moments that go way beyond legislative programs or the role of the government. They are measuring points for the country that call forth a range of questions which each candidate must try to address. Who are we? What matters? Where are we going? In the private and public actions of the candidates are embedded their best answers. Action is character, I believe, and when all is said and sifted, character is what matters most.

Bob Woodward

Washington, D.C.



PROLOGUE


President Bill Clinton insisted that one item on his weekly schedule remain inviolate. His private lunch with his vice president, Al Gore, could not be dropped unless there was a crisis or one of them was out of town. Though there was no doubt about who was the senior partner in the relationship, Clinton had come to rely on Gore as his indispensable chief adviser. Just as Clinton had mastered campaigning over the course of his lifetime in politics, Gore had mastered government, bureaucracy and even Washington.

At their lunches, in a small room off the Oval Office, discussion inevitably focused on the Clinton presidency. There were no two people who had more to lose if it failed, and by the spring of 1996 Clinton and Gore were heavily involved in overseeing their reelection campaign. The lunches sometimes did not start until 3 P.M. because of other business. Clinton, who had a notorious appetite, tried to eat lighter food. They began lunch with one or the other of them saying a short prayer.

Each week Gore had a formal agenda, but no subject was more sensitive or more important than the discussion of Clinton himself and his development and experiences as president. Clinton and Gore talked about it at length. Understanding the immediate past was central to figuring out a way to win in 1996.

The first two years of his presidency had been more than difficult, and Clinton often acknowledged to Gore that the administration did not have its bearings. The crown jewel of his domestic program, health care reform, had gone down to a crushing defeat at the hands of Congress and the Republicans. He had not yet gained mastery of foreign affairs, though a United States peace initiative had at least temporarily halted the slaughter and ethnic cleansing of the war in Bosnia. And an independent counsel was investigating the 1978 Whitewater land investment that Clinton and his wife Hillary had made in Arkansas.

But Clinton also thought a lot of the criticism he received was unfair. He had expected that his presidency would be defined by how he handled big issues, like Russian President Boris Yeltsin. Instead, incidents like an expensive haircut he had received on Air Force One in Los Angeles and the inaccurate reports that it had delayed air traffic received much attention, becoming a metaphor for his presidency. He had acquired a reputation for indecisiveness, but Clinton felt people were projecting their own anxieties and uncertainties onto him. He believed he was unusually decisive for a president.

Gore had some advice. Clinton always had found excess reserve within himself. He would just have to find more, Gore said. The president was everyone’s target—as were his past, his habits, his staff, his wife. There were no boundaries any more. Nothing was off limits. The world’s troubles were his, as were everyone’s personal grievances. There was only one way to succeed: Clinton would have to absorb the searing experience of the presidency itself, and then step beyond that experience and even beyond himself.

He had, Clinton said. He knew he would have to transcend himself. Bill Clinton the person generally said what was on his mind. His conversation was expansive, though his remarks often tentative, and he thought out loud. He was an experimental person, always reaching out for new ideas and people. He realized that he was going to have to shut down this side of himself, and create more distance.

Gore agreed. The hallmark of 1996 would be self-discipline. In his remarks, ideas and behavior.

Yes, Clinton said. He would have to use the office, use the presidency. He could not just be Bill Clinton. He couldn’t take what was happening that personally, even though he had taken his whole life personally. He had to think of himself as a man of history, not a man experiencing history. It was hard.

On big decisions Clinton frequently told Gore, “I’m risking my presidency on this.” He used the line so often it became a kind of cliché between the two. Risk was the nature of the job, more than either had appreciated. Often, their discussion would turn to the larger consequences of Clinton’s decisions, and one or the other of them would note, well, there goes the presidency again.

“Time to throw the long ball,” Clinton said once. It was a football metaphor for the long, strategically risky pass when you needed to score, and they returned to it time and time again in their discussions. Often it seemed they had several balls in the air at once hurtling through to the end zone.

Gore developed a different but extended metaphor to frame the 1996 race against Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole, who was going to be the Republican nominee for president. Clinton would be 50 at election time, Dole would be 73. Clinton and Gore would probably never say it out loud, but it would be the driving image and contrast they would try to create. It was not just about the age or generational difference, but about something more fundamental.

In Gore’s metaphor, there was a patriarch who had built an institution the way he wanted it. Satisfied, the patriarch finally had decided his generation should turn leadership over to the son. This son was full of energy, but he made mistakes, some large, some small. But the son had given it his whole heart and developed a seriousness of purpose. Then the patriarch, because of the mistakes the son had made, says, I’m not satisfied and I want to take it back.

Dole’s World War II generation had already produced six presidents while most generations had only three, and Dole, the old survivor, was the patriarch. The point, Gore said, was the argument they would have to make in the campaign: “It’s not fair to take back the reins.”

Clinton liked Dole and found him a worthy advocate, but he harbored two resentments against him. First, he felt that Dole had waited only about three hours and 15 minutes into Clinton’s presidency before telling him that the Republicans wouldn’t provide any votes for Clinton’s initial 1993 economic plan. That plan included substantial tax increases, mostly on the wealthy, and Dole had said forthrightly that if it didn’t work, they could then blame Clinton.

“I didn’t run for president to be a bare-fanged partisan,” Clinton said. But the Republican refusal had helped make Clinton into one, and his economic plan did not get a single Republican vote in either the House or Senate. Though Dole’s candor helped him realize that the 1996 presidential campaign began the day he became president, Clinton still felt Dole should have been more flexible and at least tried to work for a bipartisan compromise of some sort.

Clinton’s second resentment was very personal. In early 1994, Clinton’s mother Virginia Kelley died, and less than eight hours after her death Dole had gone on three network morning television shows. He had been very sympathetic and praised her as a strong, dynamic woman. At first when asked about the Whitewater scandal, Dole said, “I even hate to discuss these things today.” But then he did. He lashed out at the White House, saying the behavior was “unbelievable” and “mind-boggling,” and “big, big news,” adding, “It cries out more than ever now for an independent counsel.”

Dole’s criticism continued for two days, even as Clinton was burying his mother. Gore realized that Clinton was in inconsolable grief. Clinton’s father had died before his birth, and now his mother was gone. Recognizing the deep emotional dimensions for Clinton, Gore had finally gone on television to try to plead for some civility. “Now doesn’t it bother you a little bit to have the president attending the funeral service of his mother and to have members of the political opposition, as the service is going on, on the airwaves making these attacks?” Gore asked.

Dole issued a statement saying he was “saddened” that Gore had “stooped” to invoke the death of Clinton’s mother to try to stifle criticism. Damage control wouldn’t obscure the facts, Dole said.

Clinton was thunderstruck by Dole’s behavior. For that man to attack me on the day of my mother’s death and the day of her funeral, Clinton said, is just unforgivable.
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The fall of 1994 was a disquieting time for President Clinton. He felt isolated, lonely and angry. The first two years of his presidency had been grueling, leaving him off balance. He had not yet conquered the presidency.

Though he offered many explanations for his situation as president, Clinton frequently railed against people in his own inner circle who he felt had betrayed him and presented the media with a false portrait of him and the way he made decisions. “Traitors on my staff,” he called them to more than one intimate. Polls showed his approval ratings had dipped dangerously low, jeopardizing his reelection. Clinton reached outside for help.

He turned to Dick Morris, a Connecticut-based political consultant he had first used 17 years earlier in his initial run for governor of Arkansas but who now worked almost exclusively for Republican candidates. Clinton had talked intermittently with Morris throughout his presidency, but now the conversations became more frequent.

Clinton and Morris had shared a stormy, on-again and off-again relationship for much of the past two decades. Morris, 47, represented a side of Clinton that the president disliked in himself—the pragmatist who knew that a candidate needed to jockey and reposition himself to gain approval and win elections. But Clinton was always eager to be liked, and the attraction between Clinton and Morris was almost magnetic. They knew and understood each other so well they could finish each other’s sentences.

The coming 1994 congressional elections will be a calamity for you, Morris told Clinton. He expected the Democrats were going to suffer huge losses. Even on the phone Morris conveyed his intensity, his voice like a spring about to pop in your ear. He spoke aggressively and with total confidence, in a clipped New York accent.

The reason for the trouble was simple and powerful, Morris said. The public did not identify Clinton with any clear, visible accomplishment. Clinton’s biggest achievement had been to substantially reduce the federal deficit, but Morris said he had conducted some polls that showed most voters didn’t believe it. Deficit reduction was a Republican issue, and voters just didn’t believe a Democrat like Clinton would really reduce the debt. They did believe that Clinton had increased taxes as part of the deficit reduction package, because Democrats did raise taxes. Likewise they didn’t believe Clinton had led the charge on the crime bill, again a traditionally Republican issue. Clinton’s accomplishments kind of fell into a black hole, Morris said.

At the same time, voters did give Clinton credit for the family and medical leave legislation that guaranteed workers time off for childbirth and illness. Though small, it was believable. Morris said people were distrustful of large claims. They were in the mood to receive news of small accomplishments.

Morris also reminded Clinton that the 1994 congressional races were not his fight. Clinton should minimize his role in the various Senate and House races. His popularity was down, so he wouldn’t be able to help the Democratic candidates, much less himself.

The Republicans were trying to nationalize the elections, particularly through the so-called Contract With America that the House Republicans, led by Newt Gingrich, had put forth in September promising a new conservative agenda. Morris said the Republicans were trying to run under one banner. Don’t let them, he advised. If Clinton was dragged into the debate, they would make him out to be the pro-government liberal. Morris told the president he not only thought the Democrats would surely lose the Senate, as many expected, but that the Democrats were in such trouble they would also lose control of the House.

Clinton disagreed vehemently that the results would be that bad, especially in the House, which the Democrats had controlled for 40 years, including most of Eisenhower’s presidency and all of Reagan’s and Bush’s.

Get out of the way, Mr. President, Morris implored. Be less visible. The Republican wave is coming, he insisted.

Clinton mentioned that he was planning a four-day trip to the Middle East to sign the Middle East Peace Treaty at the end of October.

The peace was a Promethean accomplishment, Morris said, a huge accomplishment. Though by no means solely attributable to Clinton, the treaty was being signed on his watch. He should not take himself down from that pedestal to campaign. The Middle East peace was important, a giant symbol. A president could have no bigger role than that of peacemaker. Retain control of the large symbols, Morris advised.

•  •  •

Clinton’s sense of loneliness, the feeling that the presidency was a solitary undertaking, had grown as he observed the behavior of those in his inner circle. Even many closest to him seemed to chafe at the way he spent so much time making decisions, consulting and weighing alternatives, going back and forth. His thinking and debating had been taken for indecisiveness. Many of those close to him had rebelled and turned him in, providing the media with unflattering accounts of his decision making. In front of staff and cabinet members, Hillary, though sympathetic to her husband, had decried the administration’s failure to think and plan strategically to sell its economic program in 1993. “Mechanic-in-chief,” she had called the president. When asked for advice about how to get the budget plan passed, Vice President Gore had said tersely to Clinton one day in the Oval Office, “You can get with the goddamn program!” His first Treasury Secretary, Lloyd Bentsen, had criticized Clinton to his face for not delegating properly and not separating the important decisions from the unimportant ones.

It was one thing for this advice to be given in private. It was quite another for it to appear in print, as these unflattering accounts and too many others had. In fact, the most severe and authoritative critique of his administration had often been provided not by his opponents or the Republicans. It had come from the inner circle, even his wife and vice president at times. Clinton told a friend he was paying a terrible price because of the frustration of others who had their own ideas about how to do his job. Who could he trust? Who could he depend on? he asked friends with increasing regularity. Clinton was speaking about trust more and more, and wondering aloud where he could find it.

He was confident he was a new kind of Democrat, that he could fashion a new governing philosophy. Yes, it incorporated some normally traditional Republican ideas—free trade, deficit reduction, an eye toward the bond market to get consumer interest rates down, a small and more efficient government, lower taxes for the middle class. It also incorporated some traditional Democratic ideas—spending for education and worker training, a strong safety net of social programs for the truly needy and a government with a heart, not a handout.

George Stephanopoulos, Clinton’s 33-year-old senior White House political aide and one of the chief strategists and spokesmen for the 1992 campaign, had identified these warring factions within Clinton as the “unbridgeable chasm.”

Clinton was determined to fashion that bridge.

•  •  •

At the end of October 1994, Clinton made the high-profile trip to the Middle East. Upon his return he found he had been scheduled on a whirlwind tour of non-stop campaigning. Clinton half-maintained to Morris that these trips were contrary to his wishes. But the upcoming elections were where the action was. He loved campaigning, and being out of Washington. He knew he was a master campaigner.

Morris argued again that interjecting himself in the local campaigns was a mistake. It would backfire if he tried to assist Democrats in key states. “If you want to help in Pennsylvania,” he urged Clinton, “go back to the Middle East.”

But Clinton began stumping the country for Democrats in Pennsylvania, Michigan, Ohio, Rhode Island, New York, Iowa, Minnesota, California, Washington State and Delaware. In addition, he made 17 radio and television appearances in the local markets and was interviewed extensively about the elections on the Black Entertainment Television network and by CNN’s Larry King.

•  •  •

On Tuesday, November 8, 1994, midterm election day, President Clinton was up, dressed, and in the Oval Office by 7:12 A.M. He hated the early mornings, but he wanted to complete a final round of three short radio interviews to wrap up his effort. First up was John Gambling’s Rambling with Gambling on WOR Radio in New York City.

“A lot of our candidates asked me to get out there and campaign,” Clinton said, “including Governor Cuomo, so I tried to do all I could to make the best argument for why we’re moving our country in the right direction and we don’t want to go back to the policies that failed us in the 1980s.”

But the president had never offered a fully satisfactory argument that laid out the positive reasons why his party should retain control of both the House and Senate.

“We don’t want to go back,” he repeated to Philadelphia radio station WWDB that morning. He went through a laundry list of legislative accomplishments, but he still sounded no compelling theme, nor did he give a clear definition of what was next for his presidency.

Clinton sensed the emptiness. Though he could muster the passion and emotional engagement for the fight, he knew this was nothing like 1992 when he had won the presidency on his pledge to fix the economy.

•  •  •

Election days mean waiting, and Clinton had extra time on his hands. He and his foreign policy advisers met with the president of Iceland. Clinton was charming, mentioning a TV documentary he had recently seen about Iceland and a stopover he had made there as a student. But his mind was clearly on the future of his presidency.

“Reagan really understood the symbolic importance of the presidency,” Clinton said later to several members of his staff. “We’ve got to do better.”

At an afternoon reception on the South Lawn for the volunteers who worked at the White House, Clinton again referred to the midterm elections. “There are clear choices between going forward and going back,” he said.

He finally returned to the White House residency, where he and Hillary stayed for most of the rest of the day as early exit polling began to forecast an unthinkable disaster for Democrats. Incredibly the Republicans seemed to be winning control of both the Senate and the House. Most of the Democrats that Clinton had campaigned for were losing. It would soon be clear that not a single Republican incumbent in any race for the Senate, House or governor had lost. It was apparently an historic rout.

Clinton and Hillary raced through various responses. What could Clinton say? How could he get on top of this? He finally decided to say nothing publicly that night. As the night wore on, he retreated into himself. His White House staff saw it as a kind of withdrawal into an isolation chamber. Some took it personally. But Clinton and his wife were contemplating what was happening. To what extent was it a referendum on him? That was inevitable because he was the president, they agreed, but unfair. Why was he getting so little credit for the positive things he had done? Why was there no reward for their hard work? Was Dick Morris right? What had been the mistakes?

Clinton said that he probably had spent too much of his time as president in the legislative trenches. He had done what he knew from Arkansas, worked with the legislature passing laws, doing what he knew how to do best. Working with Congress had inevitably led to compromise and had prevented him from setting a definite direction.

Hillary was sympathetic. The health care reform task force she had headed had been shredded by the Congress, and she herself subjected to pounding attacks.

“I was a prime minister,” Clinton said, “not a president. I got caught up in the parliamentary aspect of the presidency and missed the leadership, bully pulpit function which is so critical.”

Hillary could see he was worried that the public was telling him he was not cutting it as president.

As the list of big Democrats who had been defeated grew, the shock increased. Mario Cuomo, the New York governor, was going down. So was Ann Richards, the governor of Texas. In the last 40 years, the party of a sitting president on average lost one Senate seat and about a dozen House seats in the off years. Now the Democrats were losing eight Senate seats and an incredible 52 House seats at a time of peace and economic growth.

Clinton finally became angry that night. One of his targets was himself. He had let the agenda get out of control, he had blown it. Then he got angry at the White House staff. They had misdirected him, misunderstood him, wasted his time. Next, he turned to the Republicans. They were at fault, not giving him a single vote on his economic plan, savaging them both on health care. No, he said, the congressional Democrats were at fault, the ones who persisted in their conventional liberalism. They had trapped him, let their internal differences prolong debate in a way that had hurt him—allowing the crime bill, for example, to be hijacked and disparaged, tagging on pork barrel and social projects that looked totally ridiculous in the face of violent crime.

Clinton spoke with Vice President Gore, who also was astounded at the election. Tennessee politics were being turned upside down. Republicans were taking both Senate seats, including the one Gore had held until 1992. It had been a kind of family seat since his father, Albert Gore, Sr., had held it before him. The Democratic governor was being replaced by a Republican, and the Tennessee congressional delegation lost two House Democratic seats, leaving the state 5-4 Republican. That was incredible and depressing, but the national dimensions were a genuine body blow.

After hours of talk, fury, disappointment and systematic consideration of the alternative villains, Clinton settled down to feel sorry for himself. But he was accustomed to converting bad news to good, and he eventually began talking about the loss of the Congress differently. Could it be an opportunity? Free him of the restraints? Give him a foil?

“Possibly liberating,” Clinton finally declared amidst the despair and pain. He got very little sleep that night.

•  •  •

The next afternoon, the president appeared at a press conference in the East Room of the White House. He pledged cooperation with the new Republican Congress and its leaders.

“With the Democrats in control of both the White House and the Congress, we were held accountable yesterday,” he said. “I accept my share of the responsibility in the result of the elections,” he added. Voters had selected change in 1992 by electing him, and now in 1994 they were seeking more change. His fault, he said, was that there had not been enough change. Of the voters, Clinton said, “They looked at us, and they said, ‘We want some more changes, and we’re going to try this and see if this works.’

“And what I think they told us was, ‘Look, two years ago we made one change, now we made another change. We want you to keep on moving this country forward, and we want you to accelerate the pace of change.’ ” Clinton separated himself from the Democrats, as if he were a non-partisan agent of change hovering over the process. Reporters asked him if that was what he really meant. “Are you essentially saying that the electorate yesterday was agreeing with you?” one incredulous reporter inquired.

“I think they were agreeing with me,” he said, “but they don’t think we produced them. In other words—let me say it in another way. I’m saying that I agree with much of what the electorate said yesterday.”

It was a stunning but little noted performance because the media spotlights had instantly shifted to Newt Gingrich, the likely new House Speaker, and the new Republican Congress.

Gore was sympathetic. Clinton’s comments did not reflect a complete internal analysis, but a president often had to give answers to the public before he had worked them out in his own mind.

•  •  •

In the days that followed Clinton talked with many people, conducting a kind of running seminar for himself. His emotions ran from shock to denial. He wondered how he might capitalize on the situation. And he had one basic question. What the hell did that earthquake mean?

Privately, the president complained that he had not meant to let the voting become a referendum on himself. For a while, he was a combination of depressed and defensive. The seminar phase of his inquiry continued, and he turned to the more important question: What was to be done? There were more phone calls, more meetings, more talk and endless late-night rehashes with Hillary, Gore and close friends. Clinton loved politics. It was his entire life, the single thread that connected each stage, from Arkansas to Washington. Politics was all he had, professionally. The defeat was a wound.

He seemed to take a kind of perverse delight in talking about his latest wound. It was at once a huge analytical problem and a problem in practical politics. He was, after all, still president and only 48 years old, presumably at the height of his personal powers. But the questions persisted. What had he failed to do both as president and as leader of the party? What had others failed to do? Who had let him down? What was the source of the miscalculation? Had he not listened? The calls and meetings continued with Dick Morris. He was the one who had been right about 1994.

Morris claimed that once, when he had been fired by Governor Clinton in 1980, Clinton had said to him, “You are an assault to my vanity. Politics is what I do best and you do it as well as I do.” Clinton had lost his 1980 bid for reelection. But Morris was later rehired and had helped lay the foundation for Clinton’s comeback to the governorship in 1982 by persuading him to apologize to the voters.

As president, Clinton was not looking for a new route of contrition. Clinton valued Morris not just for their long personal history together, or for Morris’s tactical acumen or his notorious willingness to do just about anything to win. Morris was a Republican consultant. He had worked almost exclusively for the other side in recent years, and Clinton now had to understand the enemy better than ever. At the same time, he knew Morris was frequently wrong, misguided or even crazy. His ideas and proposals needed filtering; but Clinton could do that himself and act as the necessary check.

Clinton asked Morris to make an assessment, help reposition the administration and develop a message that would enable him to win reelection in 1996.

Morris told the president first that there had been too much people-pleasing and pandering in the Clinton White House—acquiescence to positions a cabinet officer or a powerful White House staff member was pushing. Second, Clinton had drawn too many ideas and staff from the orthodox wing of the Democratic Party. Third, the political consultants and young staffers like George Stephanopoulos seemed to regard Clinton as the Dauphin, a child king, and the administration as a regency government that had to be held together by the court—his staff.

“Your allies have become your jailers,” Morris told the president.

•  •  •

In further discussions with Hillary and Gore, Clinton concluded he had three problems. He agreed with Morris that he had been marching too much in lockstep with some Democrats who had pushed him too far to the left. Rather than leading his party in the direction of the New Democrats, he had allowed the congressional Democrats to dictate.

Clinton also agreed that on the social and cultural issues his administration looked too leftish. The symbolism of the young, hip, inexperienced staff, embodied by Stephanopoulos, had been a public relations fiasco, particularly at the beginning of the administration.

But Clinton added an important third consideration. He had been too much out of touch with the middle class, especially on real wages, which were still declining—an issue he had identified and made much of in 1992. He had discovered the middle class in his presidential campaign and forsaken them as president. These were the swing voters. He needed to address their declining standard of living and honor their more traditional values.

Because Morris’s presence could cause an uproar, Clinton was having him work outside the White House staff as a consultant. Only Hillary and Gore knew the full extent of Morris’s charter. Gore supported the Republican adviser, but with apprehension. In his formal but still largely secret role, Morris expanded on his theories and worked on repositioning Clinton.

Lots of names would be applied to Morris’s strategy. The most common was “triangulation,” an alternative to the rigid orthodoxy of either conservatism or liberalism. The political spectrum was conventionally thought of as a line running from left to right, and political figures fell somewhere along that straight line. Morris argued that an innovative leader had to move out of the linear dimension to a point at the center but also above the conventional spectrum. That point then formed a triangle with the left and right.

The idea appealed to Clinton, who had always thought of himself as above orthodoxy. He was a New Democrat, incorporating some liberal elements and some conservative elements.

Clinton sought a deeper understanding of the core issues that had been successful for Republicans over the years. Success was what counted. What worked? As outlined by Morris, Republicans from Reagan to Gingrich had essentially four issues that resonated with voters: taxes, crime, welfare and the federal budget.

Clinton had to take these issues off the table, neutralize them by diminishing the differences between himself and the Republicans. Then, Morris said, Clinton could run and win on his issues—education, the environment, maybe even abortion, and some other social issues that reflected traditional Democratic humanitarianism and compassion.

Clinton and Morris agreed they needed new blood in the White House to help.

In late November, Clinton phoned William E. Curry, Jr., who two weeks earlier had lost his bid to become governor of Connecticut. Clinton and Hillary had met Curry in the 1992 campaign and had been very impressed with him. Curry, an articulate and verbose 42-year-old state comptroller, had been so taken with the Clintons that his friends thought he had acted as if he had joined a cult. Now Curry was licking his wounds after his defeat.

Clinton said he wanted Curry to come work in the White House on domestic policy and communications. He asked him to meet with Morris. Over a three-hour lunch in Waterbury, Connecticut, Morris and Curry discussed how they would engineer a remake of the Clinton administration.

Later, Morris made his pitch to Clinton about the importance of television advertising. Since a campaign was a communications exercise, Clinton, even as president, would need to raise money for massive TV advertising buys to get his message out, he argued. Advertising changed and molded attitudes. Advertising moved poll numbers. Most voters lived their lives outside the realm of political discourse, but prime-time television was part of their daily fare and it could be used to pierce their world.
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Early Saturday morning, December 3, 1994, Senator Bob Dole walked briskly through the glass doors of his office, room 141, on the first floor of the modern Hart Senate Office Building. Dole, 71, appreciated Saturdays. There was much less pressure, fewer people standing in line to see him, he could wear casual sports clothes. He headed for his large private office in the back, a modern, well-lit room with tall windows and none of the dark-paneled look of the older Senate. Even the carpet was white. He had three important appointments scheduled. The first was at 9 A.M. with his wife, Elizabeth.

Elizabeth Dole wanted to discuss, systematically and at length, the possibility that he was going to run for president. For nearly two decades it had been an issue in their lives. He had run unsuccessfully twice before. “Okay, Bob,” she had said several days before, “let’s set aside a few quiet hours and let’s just look at some of this in more detail.”

In three days, he and Elizabeth, 58, would celebrate their 19th wedding anniversary. The résumé woman with a Harvard Law degree, she had held separate cabinet posts in the Reagan and Bush administrations, and was currently president of the American Red Cross. On the surface she seemed to be a soft southern woman, courteous and welcoming, with auburn hair sprayed firmly in place, vibrant eyes and a red-lipped, warm smile. Underneath, Elizabeth drove herself and others obsessively. She mastered the briefing books, and her husband recalled many a night when he could hear her in the upstairs of their town-house apartment practicing speeches aloud days in advance. Dole himself would appear for a major speech with a few scribbled notes on a scrap of paper, if that.

Dole had just been elected Senate majority leader, and Elizabeth was pressing him on whether he was going to run for president a third time. The Doles lived in a small, two-bedroom apartment at the Watergate complex, and she liked to keep their home as an oasis away from the noise and rush of their very public professional lives. By the time they were at home together at night, they usually had both been through 12-hour days and wanted dinner, perhaps an old movie and their shoes off. Rather than say to him in his own home, okay, you’re on the firing line, 20 questions, Elizabeth had arranged an appointment. She wanted a Saturday morning meeting away from the swirl of people running in and out, phones and staff.

Elizabeth brought to the meeting one of their closest friends, Mari Will, a longtime political and media adviser, and speechwriter for both Doles since his unsuccessful 1980 presidential campaign. Mari, 40, was a six-foot, blond-haired version of Elizabeth. She had started in politics as a campaign press secretary to Senator Strom Thurmond, the conservative South Carolina Republican, in 1978, and was married to conservative columnist George Will. Elizabeth had explained to Mari that Dole was close to throwing the switch to run for president again. It was crucial, Elizabeth said, that he get a cold, objective view of what would be required were he to run. As his wife, she wanted to make sure that he was willing and enthusiastic and that he understood clearly what might happen to him in the process. They were going to give him a look at everything in the harsh light of day.

Personally, Will was going to be a reluctant warrior if Dole ran again. Most of the people and staff in political campaigns were not very serious people, but she considered both Dole and Elizabeth serious. She had prepared a memo that she was going to use as an outline for the points she wanted to make directly to Dole.

Campaigning in the 1990s was completely different than it was in the 1960s or even the 1970s, Will said. The media environment was wild and chaotic. It could be powerful when harnessed and incredibly destructive when left to its own course. That meant message discipline was absolutely essential. Dole would have to find the themes of his campaign, and repeat them again and again, not drifting or sliding off. No more winging it. Was he willing?

Dole said he understood that he had to change his style of communicating, which was undisciplined, chaotic and marked by a tendency to free-associate, often speaking in a series of cryptic sentences. He was prepared to improve, he said.

At one point, Will said that he had to be careful about his humor and jokes. Reporters would treat him differently. “They laugh at your jokes when you’re majority leader,” Will said; “when you’re running for president, they write them down.”

Turning to one of the most sensitive topics, Will said she knew he was worried about his age. In her opinion, she said, it would absolutely not be a factor. In fact Dole’s age, which would be 73 in the fall of 1996, would be an asset if he wound up running against Clinton. The reaction against Clinton was so strong that people wanted someone steady, someone who had been there, someone with experience. People wouldn’t care about age unless he became sick or acted senile, she said.

On this matter Dole just listened and nodded.

Some of the negatives from his unsuccessful campaigns for president in 1980 and 1988 would linger, Will continued. But within the party Dole had largely cleansed himself of the negatives from the 1988 campaign by supporting Bush, being a loyal Republican leader, and then after 1992 emerging as the effective leader of the party when Bush was defeated by Clinton. Now respected by both Republicans and Democrats as a kind of statesman, Dole was going to go down in history anyway. All that would be thrown into play if he decided to run for president.

Directly proportional to the upsides this time were the downsides. The toughest part for Dole, Will felt, would be to get the nomination. With the nomination, she said, beating Clinton would be comparatively easier. Yet a campaign against Clinton would be very negative. “The only way to emerge from that with your reputation intact is to win.” His entire lifetime of achievement would be on the line in that single contest. Succeed, and he would be remembered for that. Fail, and he would be remembered for that.

Will went through the likely competitors for the Republican nomination, listing the various skills some possessed that would likely make a difference. She came back to the centrality of message discipline. In addition, she said, she thought the 1996 Republican contest and the general election would be about values. A candidate would have to be willing to talk about values.

Dole seemed uncomfortable at the mention of values.

It is hard for you, Will said, because in Kansas people didn’t talk openly about values or personal matters.

Dole indicated that he agreed.

It’s like being asked to read poetry aloud or something that you have written yourself? Will asked.

“Yes,” Dole replied.

Talking about values was essential, she said. It was what the country wanted to hear, and he would have to do it. It could be the crux of the election.

Will considered Dole a populist conservative, a Boy Scout from Kansas and the straightest of straight arrows, who reflected popular attitudes. He just needed to explain himself. The authenticity had to come through. After some back and forth, Dole said he was willing to do it, he agreed there was a need to do it.

A willingness and a recognition of the need were not enough, Will said. Would he actually do it?

Dole said he would do it.

Elizabeth was mostly quiet as Will went through her points. It was now her turn. Elizabeth had two central points. Did Dole understand the two very different roles—Senate majority leader and candidate for president? Beginning the next month, for the first time in 40 years the Republicans would control both the House and Senate. That meant big responsibilities and a big agenda just in the day-to-day mechanics of moving things through the Senate as majority leader. His time would be filled, 12 to 14 hours a day, with getting that all done, managing a very broad responsibility in the Senate, every issue imaginable, every amendment someone might offer.

Then, Elizabeth said in her gentle but very attention-getting southern accent, on the other hand he would have to go out and shift gears, turn that off, go out and run for president, talk big picture. She knew Bob was not good at turning things off, and his specialty was not the big picture. “That’s very different. I mean, you try to do those two roles simultaneously,” she said. “Are you certain, are you absolutely clear that those two can be done simultaneously, because it requires a very different approach?”

Yeah, yeah, Dole said.

“You’ve got an opportunity to serve right where you are, Bob,” she said. “Okay, you’re majority leader. You have an opportunity to serve there. Now let’s think about whether you can serve better from the standpoint of being president than you can from where you are right now.”

Yeah, Dole had thought about that plenty.

Mari Will amplified. The style of leading the Senate, being master of that process, meant talking legislative jargon, moving and nudging the other senators along, discussing subcommittee votes, conference and closure. Oh, he was great at it, but that was the very opposite of running for president. The message discipline would have to include a carefully crafted presidential message that was an explanation of what he would do, where he would take the country. He thoroughly enjoyed being leader, they all knew that, but if he took his eye off the presidential ball, he could damage himself in the race and then all the downsides could emerge.

Will and Elizabeth had an additional point: if he did this, it couldn’t be like 1988. It would have to be different. There had to be organization, discipline, and Dole would have to delegate authority—no last-minute decisions that he wanted to visit certain cities instead of those the campaign staff had planned. No more turning his campaign plane around in midair on impulse. He had brought old campaign workers to the verge of tears with his seat-of-the-pants decision making. This campaign couldn’t turn out like the rest, couldn’t falter because old mistakes were repeated.

“How do you feel about that, Bob?” Elizabeth asked. “You realize what it’s going to take to do this?”

Oh, yeah, Dole said. He understood exactly what they were saying.

“Let’s hear you say, Bob,” Elizabeth pressed, “how you do it simultaneously.”

Dole said he knew what it would entail, he felt very comfortable.

Elizabeth said she wanted them to appreciate fully what it was like to govern these days in the case that he was elected. Federal spending would almost certainly be cut, and there wouldn’t be as much money in the budget for spending that presidents previously had used to ensure popularity.

Dole listened, nodded his head, agreed.

The media tended to destroy people who popped their heads up above the herd, she said. They would try to break him.

“Is this what we really want to do with our lives?” Elizabeth asked her husband at one point. “Why do we want to do this? If we lose, we lose everything.” Dole later recalled Elizabeth saying that. His reputation, all the years of hard work and service. The thing that would be left in people’s minds would be the last negative advertisement they saw.

“I don’t think we lose everything,” Dole replied. The stakes were high. The highest. But would losing mean that everything would be gone? No, he didn’t think so.

Later, Elizabeth did not remember putting this question about the stakes to him so starkly. She was sure she hadn’t. His memory had to be absolutely wrong. There had to be some huge misunderstanding. They had a very happy marriage. They loved each other, and she wanted to be supportive.I

That Saturday morning, Dole said he hadn’t made a final decision whether to run.

Will felt that he was just going through his version of the motions. The meeting was Dole’s way of checking off all the boxes, but he was running.

Elizabeth wasn’t sure. There was more to this.

•  •  •

Dole’s discovery that 1988 wasn’t his time had been very difficult. It had been the time for “Ronald Reagan, Jr.”—Dole’s sardonic name for George Bush. Reagan had picked Bush as his running mate, and in a sense created Bush. Bush was in many ways the opposite of Dole. He had been born to bounty, the East and Yale. Bush had his Navy airplane shot down in World War II and escaped without serious injury. Dole had been born in economic despair, Kansas and struggle. His right shoulder had been blown apart in the mountains of Italy during World War II. He had spent three years in hospitals often close to death, finally undertaking the long and painful process of rehabilitating his body.

Dole’s right arm still hung wasted and atrophied, two inches shorter than his left, making it impossible even to shake hands. Instead, Dole clutched a pen in it all day long to help conceal his gnarled fingers, hoping the pen acted as a danger sign, reminding people not to grab his hand. As Elizabeth once said of her husband, “When you think about that guy, every single day, everything he does, it’s like having one hand tied behind your back.”

After the 1988 defeat, Dole had awakened in the night for a year saying to himself, “What did we do wrong?” It had been torture; the loss still haunted him. Any reference to 1988 triggered the memory and the whole awful experience would come flooding back.

But now Bush was gone, ousted from office by Bill Clinton and back in Texas, out of it. Dole could list all the former heavyweights from both parties who were out of office. Walter Mondale, a former senator, vice president and presidential candidate, he too was gone, the ambassador to Japan, his name rarely heard. Dole in particular didn’t want to end up the Walter Mondale of the Republican Party—a perennial candidate who Dole thought couldn’t live without this thing, the presidency. Jimmy Carter was somewhere else. Former President Ford was somewhere else. Reagan retired. Nixon out, now dead. George Mitchell, the Democratic leader, had just retired. Bob Michel, the House Republican leader, had also retired. “Bob Dole is still here,” Dole said at one point. “And you kind of wonder, why am I still hanging around? Somebody out there, something going to happen?”

Destiny? In 1988, he had proclaimed the year was his “time” in history and that he would not try again. Was he destined to be president? Was some special sense of his place in the future luring him back to the game he said he would not play again? Dole resisted any talk about a plan or destiny, and if anyone started in on it he felt people would say, that guy’s off the deep end.

Yet his survival, out of an entire generation of leaders from the 1970s and 1980s, was a fact. Still he wasn’t sure he should run, and he saw nothing inevitable. Maybe it wasn’t his time, Dole thought. He once said, “Elizabeth has a strong religious belief that God has a plan for everybody, and you can’t do this unless you’ve got him on your side, prayed about it and stuff.” He would ever so slightly roll his eyes to the ceiling at such talk.

A strong evangelical Christian, Elizabeth believed, as she put it, that it was important that a person not be outside God’s will. It didn’t mean that God had a plan for Bob to be president. It meant that she prayed about it, asking: “As Bob makes up his mind what to do, that we do your will, whatever it is, whether we run, won’t run, whether we run and win, run and lose, whatever, that it is your will.” God had his way of speaking through his word, through others, through events, she believed. But she knew that she would never know God’s will for sure. The challenge was to find what God was choosing to do through them. So she prayed and tried to take 30 minutes a day to read some sort of devotional material. Whatever the outcome she realized it was a personal decision for Bob, it would require so much of him. She vowed to support his decision, whatever it was.

Elizabeth also wondered about the impact another campaign would have on her. She had worked for six presidents, served in two cabinet offices as Secretary of Transportation and Secretary of Labor; she was regularly listed as a possible vice president or even president herself. She had twice resigned offices to campaign for Bob. What about her future? What about her job at the Red Cross, which she felt passionately about? They could bring in another Red Cross president and that would be it for her. Finished.

Running for president was grueling. You almost ceased to exist. It was total immersion. And, as she liked to say, they would be “accompanied.” Wherever they went, accompanied by the Secret Service, accompanied by the press, accompanied by the voters, the curious. There would be a crowd of people everywhere, people would come up. The crowds begot more crowds. She knew that there was never a minute alone. It would be a long hard road.

Dole too pondered some more. Earlier in the year, he had attended the 50th anniversary D-Day celebration in Europe. With his old 10th Mountain Division, he revisited the hills of Italy where he had been wounded in 1945 about three weeks before the end of the war in Europe. Dole, a 22-year-old lieutenant, had been hit in the right shoulder by German artillery while trying to rescue one of his men. Dole’s shoulder, upper arm and part of his spine had been shattered. For the next three years he had hovered often on the edge of death, fighting infections, paralysis, fevers and blood clots. His right kidney was removed. The doctors were certain he would never walk, but Dole rehabilitated himself with painful exercises and therapy. He learned to walk again, but his right arm remained paralyzed, the fingers useless. Even on his good left hand, Dole’s fingers were numb.

The nostalgic trip to Italy got him all jazzed up again. But when he returned, he began to fear the 1994 congressional and Senate elections coming up in November—feared the time because then he would have to make the decision about whether to run for president.

Still, with all the other likely national leaders out, and as one thing led to another with Clinton in trouble and then the Republicans winning Congress, Dole wondered, “Well, Jimminy, maybe I could try it one more time.” On the other hand, Dole thought maybe people were getting too much of Bob Dole, steady, steady, steady. Here he is right after the November election, he’s running for president. He worried about looking and acting opportunistic.

But Dole felt he knew the answer. “You got to try to make it happen,” he said.

He wanted to get away to Florida where they had a condo, where the phone didn’t ring and he could focus on the question, “Is this what I really want to do? Is this what I really want to do?”

Elizabeth, he knew, was very happy with their life together. Lots of nice acquaintances. Both in jobs they liked. Neither was struggling to find something to do. A presidential candidacy would alter everything. Several years of running. And all of this seemed to be starting very early, almost two years before the election, instead of the usual year.

•  •  •

The Saturday morning that Dole met with Elizabeth and Mari Will, William B. Lacy, a longtime Dole political adviser, drove in from his home in Annapolis, Maryland, to Dole’s office. Lacy, 41, had been political director in the Reagan White House for several years, had worked on Dole’s 1988 unsuccessful presidential campaign and a month ago had managed the campaign of Fred Thompson, the former movie actor, who had just won one of the Tennessee Senate seats with 60 percent of the vote.

Lacy, a small, calm man with a comfortable manner and large eyeglasses, hoped to be the chief strategist for the Dole campaign if it ever was launched. Lacy both looked and thought like a professor of political science. To preserve the option of running in 1996, Lacy had been urging Dole to start organizing immediately or all the Republican campaign operatives with experience would join other candidates. If Dole was going to run again and have any chance of success, a new approach would be absolutely necessary. Lacy wanted to lay the foundation for a Dole candidacy.

Eight months earlier, on March 31, 1994, Lacy had sent Dole an eight-page memo entitled “RUNNING FOR PRESIDENT.” It was carefully designed to get all the questions of the “old Dole” out on the table, and separate what Lacy felt were the alleged problems from the real ones.

Lacy dismissed conventional charges that Dole was a “dinosaur,” “too old,” “mean,” “can’t organize” and was “a two-time loser.” All of these could be managed, Lacy said, if Dole addressed what Lacy maintained were the real barriers to a successful campaign for the Republican nomination:

“1. Lack of strategic discipline. We must develop a strategy and plan and stick to them . . . . Presidential campaigns are won by designing a plan and sticking to it.

“Look at the last four competitive presidential campaigns: Carter (’76), Reagan (’80), Bush (’88) and Clinton (’92) had fairly obvious plans and stuck to them.”

“2. Lack of organizational discipline. You must force the senior people in your campaign to get along and for this once to put winning ahead of personal agendas.”

“3. The campaign structure must reflect your style. I have come reluctantly to the conclusion that a typical campaign structure simply doesn’t match your style.

“At one time in 1987, I counted twelve ‘power centers’ in the campaign that I felt I had to consult before making major decisions.”

Playing to Dole’s interest in sports, Lacy wrote that the campaign team could not operate like a professional football team with a series of set plays and specific, clockwork assignments. “In professional basketball, however, players are rewarded for their ability to innovate and respond to unique situations.” Dole’s campaign team would have to operate like a basketball team—a small group with designated positions but flexible enough to overlap and move around. “A small number of key people who have assigned roles but also wide talents that allow them to work outside their roles as necessary,” the memo said. “They also must have a strong personal commitment to you.”

In essence the memo advised Dole that if he was going to run, he would have to radically change the way he did business.

Lacy was under some pressure from other Dole staffers to make himself available to be the campaign manager and run it on a day-to-day basis. But Lacy was ambivalent about the very prospect of a Dole campaign. At times, he wanted to have nothing to do with it. After much thought he decided he didn’t want to run it, didn’t want the public visibility, didn’t want to get shot at every day. But he did want to be the chief strategist, the one who thought things through, because it was on that ground that a Dole campaign would likely flourish or falter.

•  •  •

About 10:30 A.M., Dole’s meeting with Elizabeth and Mari Will concluded and Elizabeth left the office. Mari and Dole were then joined by Bill Lacy and two others.

First in seniority with Dole was Jo-Anne Coe, a large, brash woman who had started out with Dole 27 years ago transcribing dictation for constituent letters. She was part of a breed of congressional staff aides who devote their lives to the boss. Jo-Anne was an extension of Dole, and spoke openly of feeling like a member of his family. She had been the chief inside person running Dole’s previous campaign fund-raising operations. She knew Dole’s indirectness as well as anyone, and she could read his grunts, single-word reactions and body language. Some found it almost telepathic. She once called this the “unspoken meeting of the minds.” When Jo-Anne said, “Senator says . . .” or, “Senator wants . . .” others quickly learned she knew what she was saying. On the question of running again for president, she had concluded that Dole was saying maybe he shouldn’t close the door. To her it was up in the air.

Tom Synhorst, 37, a tall, handsome political organizer from Iowa, also joined the meeting. Though Synhorst had light hair, his long, serious face resembled that of the younger Bob Dole. In 1988, Synhorst, a relentless workaholic, had almost singlehandedly put in place the organization that enabled Dole to trounce Bush, 37 percent to 19 percent, in the Iowa caucuses, Dole’s only real victory over Bush.

Synhorst had no earthly idea that Dole would ever even consider running again, but he had stayed closely in touch with him. He felt that Dole was way too bitter about the final 1988 defeat, and it had seemed to linger too long. But after Bush’s 1992 loss, the election of Clinton and the focus on Dole as leader of the Republican opposition, Synhorst had tried to help keep Dole’s presidential prospects alive.

Lacy produced an agenda of four items for the people assembled in Dole’s office.

Can Dole win in 1996?

Lacy told Dole that the others had all discussed this among themselves, and they all thought this was his year. The rise of Newt Gingrich to the House speakership as the new Republican firebrand, coupled with the deep troubles and uncertainties about President Clinton, gave Dole a new stature. Lacy talked only for two minutes. “Now is your best opportunity,” he said. “You can easily get the money and you can get the best political talent and Clinton is weak.”

Dole said nothing.

Lacy turned to the structure and personnel of a campaign.

Okay, Dole finally said, putting on his glasses and pointing to the agenda. He was offhanded and rushing. He seemed to want to move on. As they went through the items from discipline and decision making to junior personnel, Dole pushed them on, marching through the subitems. Synhorst had never seen Dole quite so detached and hurried.

Lacy said some decisions had to be made. He wanted to send a signal that Dole intended to set up a presidential exploratory committee to let the party and the activists know that Dole would be a candidate. They would not formally set up the committee before December 31, the end of the year, because they didn’t want to have to file a report with the Federal Election Commission on fund-raising.

Dole didn’t give his approval. He wasn’t deciding.

Jo-Anne Coe began discussing the fund-raising plan.

Not strong enough at the staff level, Dole said, engaging the others directly for the first time that morning. “We need more experienced people to help make it happen,” he said.

Next, Synhorst had a list of some 150 calls for Dole to make in 25 key states to line up endorsements and organizers. It was too many, Synhorst realized, and Dole did not indicate whether he approved, disapproved or would make any of the calls.

They turned to the critical question of Dole’s message discipline. “Mari,” Dole said, “this is something you were talking about earlier.” But he let the others talk around him about the delicate subject and made no commitments.

Lacy at one point noted that Republicans normally nominated the front-runner and had done so since Nixon. Dole was very well positioned, Lacy said, as the “moderate.”

“Oh, my gosh,” Mari said, “don’t use that word.” It was dreaded in bedrock Republican circles—guaranteeing the kiss of indifference, if not death, from the conservative activists, which included herself.

“He didn’t mean it that way, Mari,” Dole said, “he means more moderate than Newt and certainly more conservative than Clinton.”

At the end, Dole said they could put together lists—people for staff, people to contact in the future. He took copies of the lists and said if they didn’t mind, he was going to show them to Elizabeth.

Dole thought some of his advisers were more eager for another presidential campaign than he was. The others realized that there was no decision. They would come back next Saturday.

When the group left, Senator Trent Lott, the Mississippi Republican who the day before had been elected majority whip, Dole’s deputy, was waiting for the third appointment. Dole had not wanted Lott, a former House member close to Gingrich, to be his deputy. And more than enough Republican senators had looked Dole in the eye and promised to vote for Senator Alan Simpson, the whip for the last decade, to defeat Lott. But in a secret ballot among Republicans, Lott had won by one vote and Dole had been stunned. He was forced to one inescapable conclusion: some of his fellow Republican senators, the troops he was supposed to lead, had lied to him.

Lott and Sheila Burke, Dole’s longtime chief of staff who was considered a liberal, were bitter enemies, posing an additional problem for Dole.

But when Lott came in, Dole reached out: good old Trent, part of the team, Trent my man. Great! We’ll work together. Thumbs-up, new team, new future!

Dole knew, even at his age, that he was still growing up in the business of politics. There were always surprises, always defeats. He had learned to accept defeat and, above all, not to let it show. Letting defeat show had been his problem. Welcome, a new Bob Dole.

Even when Senator Phil Gramm, the conservative Texas Republican who was definitely running for president, came into the office lately, Dole was all pleasantness and charity. Months ago, Gramm had arrived, saying with his confident bluster, “I know you’re going to run. I’m going to run. If it can’t be me, I want it to be you.”

“Oh, that’s great, Phil!” Dole had said.

Even when Gramm was agitating in public, going for the sound bite or the headline, which was often, he came again to see Dole. “Am I going too far?” Gramm asked.

“No!” Dole said. He welcomed all ideas, all candidates.

“Am I causing you problems?” Gramm asked, both needling and inquiring.

“No!” Dole said, even though Gramm was a giant pain. This was the new Bob Dole, which meant, Don’t show the anger. Don’t let anyone get on the other side of you. Just stay in neutral. Yeah, he liked being the new Bob Dole. Didn’t know how long it would last, though.



I. Senator Dole said he recalled that his wife made the specific comment. In two interviews Mrs. Dole insisted she did not.



3


Three days later, Tuesday, December 6, Colin Powell, the retired chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was waiting at his new home, a large chateaulike structure, in McLean, Virginia. An intense, nearly hysterical surge of speculation and drama was building about whether Powell would capitalize on his status as the most popular and respected figure in the country and run for president. Was he a Republican or a Democrat or an independent? What was his precise stand on the issues of the day?

Powell, 57, had been largely sheltered from partisan politics in his 35 years in the Army, and he was carefully testing the waters. What was really going on in the country? At the same time he was trying to dig deeply into himself and take his own pulse. What did he want?

People were declaring themselves supporters for his possible candidacy, calling, writing—new friends, old friends. Powell was listening hard and welcoming those who might have useful advice.

At 8:30 A.M. that day Powell’s visitor was Thomas Griscom, who had been White House communications director during much of 1987, the next-to-last year of the Reagan administration. During that year Powell had been the deputy national security adviser to Reagan. Working together on speeches and Moscow summits, Powell and Griscom had become very close.

He and Griscom sat in the formal study that was filled with Powell’s medals and pictures with the presidents he had directly served—Reagan, Bush and Clinton. Powell explained that Alma, his wife, was truly enjoying the freedom of private life. Being out of the Army was liberating, and he was enjoying watching her enjoy it. Despite the constant drumbeat of political speculation, Powell said he had been focusing on writing his memoirs, which would be out in less than a year.

“The book is close to being finished,” Powell said, “and I’ll start this book tour in September. So it clearly doesn’t hurt anything to have a lot of speculation going on, because it will dovetail behind the book tour.” At the same time, people were giving him plans and drafts of plans, and ideas and issues for his political future.

“You’ve got an aura,” Griscom said. “A very strong aura.”

Powell laughed and said when he went out to give speeches, sometimes at places a black man would not have been allowed as recently as 20 years ago, people came up promising him their undying support. He would come home with a handful of business cards from people who had pledged to help.

Griscom said that many people were self-promoters and others wanted to be kingmakers. Too many people were probably blowing in his ear out of their own self-interest, not his.

Powell agreed fully.

Politics would make Powell’s life an open book, Griscom added. “Everything becomes fair game. There are a lot of things, right or wrong—sometimes unfortunately it doesn’t matter—that somebody may dredge up here or there. I’m not saying there’s anything out there. There doesn’t necessarily have to be anything.”

Powell felt he had been scrutinized completely, but agreed that a presidential campaign would be more intense.

Griscom also said that any black person would have problems running for president, especially in the South. “You are black, and at some point that will kick in,” Griscom said, “and it may kick in in a very unseemly way because if it ever really took off—and this is the seedy side of politics—there will be some things that are said, implied or whatever, that will clearly play up that issue.”

Powell had no illusions about race.

“Colin, I can’t think of anybody that I would rather see break down the racial barriers than you. At the same time, I don’t want to see you broken down in that process.”

“There are a lot of these people out there who really don’t know me,” Powell said, “don’t know who I am.”

Griscom reminded Powell that he would be on everybody’s short list for vice president.

“I understand that,” Powell said. “It doesn’t necessarily mean that I’m going to do that.”

“Right,” Griscom said half-facetiously. “You never want to sit here and say, ‘I’m glad I’m being considered for vice president.’ ”

They both laughed.

After Griscom left, Powell realized it was a clear warning. Lots of friends were waving him off. Richard Armitage, a former Assistant Secretary of Defense who was probably Powell’s best friend, had been telling Powell not to run. “It’s not worth it,” Armitage had said. “Don’t do it.”

And Alma very strongly opposed a run.

Around this time, I called Powell and spoke with him by phone. I had come to know him well when I worked on The Commanders, my 1991 book on the Gulf War and the Pentagon. Over several years we had talked and sparred dozens of times in interviews on the phone and in person. Powell could be hard and tough if he didn’t want to talk, but when I had specific information he generally would respond. Most significantly, I found that on important matters he had not misled me. This time I explained that I was writing a book about the 1996 race for president and I wanted to discuss what he was doing.

“Your book can be complete without me,” he said emphatically. The strong suggestion was that he would not be running, but I couldn’t be sure.

•  •  •

Warren Rudman, 64, a turbulent, confident attorney and former senator from the key primary state of New Hampshire, was one of Dole’s closest friends. He had been deeply involved in Dole’s crucial 1988 New Hampshire primary campaign, which Dole had lost, eventually sending him out of the race. Rudman saw that after losing, Dole was a haunted man. He repeatedly found Dole sitting around his Senate office after that, not doing much of importance. Rudman would come down to sit with him over coffee and try to boost his spirits.

If Dole were going to run in 1996, Rudman believed he had to face up to and forthrightly address his largest handicap: his age. Dole was probably too old to run. He had been described as last generation’s candidate in 1988, and he was 23 years older than President Clinton. So Rudman decided he would try to find Dole a young running mate who was fully qualified to govern the country—someone with a proven record, someone distinguished, someone who immediately would be considered presidential. He wanted someone who could run with Dole and not leave the country worried about the guy next in line, someone with almost instant moral authority.

In the spring of 1994, Rudman had arranged to have lunch with Colin Powell. Rudman, a former Army infantry officer during the Korean War, had known Powell since Powell had been a junior Army general who attended Senate hearings with Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger some ten years earlier.

“Colin,” Rudman said over lunch on the patio at Powell’s home, “I want nothing from you and I’m not trying to sell you anything. I’m your friend.” Then Rudman proceeded to both ask and sell. “There are two ways for you to become president.” First, Powell could run in either party—the Republican, Rudman hoped—or as an independent, which would be difficult, almost impossible. Second, there was an easier way. Become Dole’s running mate, and Dole would pledge to run only for one term.

Rudman described Dole’s dilemma. “What are you, 14 years younger than Bob?” If the Dole-Powell ticket won, the presidency would likely be Powell’s then for two full terms. If something happened to Dole, it would be Powell’s sooner. Rudman said he had done some research. As vice president, Powell could also serve as Secretary of State. He just couldn’t receive two salaries.

Powell didn’t respond directly. He was used to offers, people making soundings, speaking without authority, promoting themselves. Why didn’t Rudman run? Powell asked. Then the two of them could run together.

“A black and a Jew on the Republican ticket?” Rudman asked.

“Who said anything about the Republican ticket?” Powell shot back, ending the discussion with a big laugh. Powell had never stated his membership in either political party, a subject of mounting speculation.

In Rudman’s eyes, Powell certainly had not said yes. But he also had not said no.

On a Saturday soon after, Dole and Rudman met for breakfast at the Palladin restaurant in the Watergate. Rudman reported on his discussion with Powell.

Dole said he hadn’t made a final decision about running himself, so a discussion of a possible running mate was premature.

Do you want straight talk? Rudman asked.

Yes, of course, Dole replied.

“Bob, it’s hard to be the last of anything,” Rudman said, noting that Dole was the last political leader of the World War II generation. But because Clinton didn’t serve in the military and had clearly worked to dodge the draft during Vietnam, the contrast could all be used to Dole’s advantage. “I don’t think we have to be defensive about the age issue,” Rudman said, believing it was Dole’s chief hesitation and doubt.

“It’s interesting, Bob,” Rudman said, “that you have the reputation of a hard-bitten son of a bitch. I’ve known you for 15 years and I’ve not seen it.” Rudman said that the view of Dole came largely from the two famous public outbursts: Dole’s declaration in the 1976 vice-presidential debates about “Democrat wars” causing millions of deaths, and in 1988 when Dole told then Vice President Bush via national television, “Stop lying about my record.” Rudman said, “You said it in a very threatening way.” So there could be no more public outbursts, he warned.

The rise of Newt Gingrich to Speaker of the House was helping Dole. “To be honest with you, Bob, Newt has a way of making you look warm and fuzzy.” But Dole had to keep his cool.

“You’re right,” Dole said. “I think I’m going to run, but I don’t have to be president. It’s different this year. I want to win, but I don’t have to.”

“I’m going to be a constant pain in the ass, Bob, reminding you of these things. Is that what you want?”

“Yes,” Dole said, “that’s fine.”

•  •  •

Dole hadn’t decided yet, but the Powell idea was worth pursuing. He wanted to talk directly to Powell. Not to get Powell as vice president specifically, not to make a deal. That would be impossible. He wanted to see who Powell was. Sit down, get it out of the way. Dole liked to clear the clutter before moving to the next thing. He and Powell, just the two of them, had not really ever sat down to talk. In 1993 when Powell was about to leave the chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he was to have come by for breakfast with Dole and some other Senate Republicans. But Powell had called to cancel. “Can I beg off?” he had said. “I’ve got so many of these things.”

“Sure,” Dole replied, “forget it. Just owe me one, owe me a cup of coffee.” So whenever they’d run into each other, they’d renew the promise, banter back and forth. But it never happened. When you sat with a man eye-to-eye, coffee, alone, relaxed, you might get the measure of him, or at least get started. Dole had promised himself he would do it. Appointments were set but Dole had to have a hernia operation, and then he had a tooth that needed work, causing postponements.

•  •  •

On Saturday morning, December 10, Dole had most of his prospective campaign team back in his Hart office. They had a six-pager of names from the top down. National chairmen, staff, Iowa and New Hampshire names. It was important in New Hampshire, they all knew, to have as many people play as possible so no one would feel left out.

Dole was pretty active, commenting on who would likely be with them.

California Governor Pete Wilson would be someone good to have at the top as a national chair of the Dole for President organization. There had been some communications with Wilson’s staff. Though speculation was high, they all felt Wilson wouldn’t run, and believed they would have a good chance of getting his endorsement.

The wish list of possible supporters was big. Honorary chairs on the list were the Reagans, the Bushes, the Fords—the former presidents and first ladies. Governor after governor, all the important names, seven regional chairs across the nation. Lock it up.

Dole held back. “I don’t want people to think I just got elected leader,” he said, “and I’m already running for president.”

Tom Synhorst had a plane to catch. “I’m going to have to leave,” he said, “but this is what I’d like to do in Iowa.” He knew the thousands of precincts, the 99 counties. He flashed his list of names and responsibilities. “I’d like to ask these guys to do these things.”

“No,” Dole said, “I want you to wait.”

What?

“No,” Dole said again, “I want to wait a week or two, but then I’ll let you know.”

What? A week or two, still indecision? Lacy worried about the old Dole. Synhorst was dejected.

•  •  •

As Clinton continued to thrash around in the weeks after the 1994 November elections, he told Dick Morris he wanted to give a speech that would begin the repositioning process, and, without telling the White House staff, he asked Morris and Bill Curry to work on a draft. Clinton wanted to raise the flag about his renewed concern for what the voters were saying. Morris had conducted polling that showed that people wanted tax cuts, economic recovery, more education and programs that addressed the real needs of families.

The White House speechwriters also received instructions to begin drafting a speech. One speechwriter was asked to draft an assessment of the American spirit, an attempt to take the public temperature, define it and embrace the uncertainty and anxiety. This was later rejected as dangerously close to President Jimmy Carter’s celebrated speech diagnosing a kind of public malaise. Another idea given serious consideration was that Clinton deliver a speech from the library in the White House and at the end of his remarks, get up and put a Christmas tree ornament on the tree to celebrate the season. Also proposed was a speech that would be a statement of Clinton’s beliefs and convictions, because there had been some public confusion about what they were. Clinton hated this idea because he said he knew the answer. Still another plan called for a speech on “New Democrat” themes rejecting standard liberalism, helping business, reducing government and cutting taxes. The wandering and aimlessness in this project were apparent.

The television networks had agreed to give Clinton time at 9 P.M. December 15, 1994. Early that day there was still no text ready, and no one in the White House knew exactly what was happening.

Part of the explanation was that Clinton was working on a speech by himself, and secretly had been exchanging ideas over the phone for several days with Morris, who was vacationing in Paris with his wife. They had agreed that the theme would be built around tax cuts to expand educational opportunity, help the economy and assist families.

Curry also weighed in, suggesting that the proposed tax cut be about one third the amount of the Republican proposal. He felt it was important that Clinton not present something extravagant. Clinton agreed.

Working over the transatlantic phone, the president and Morris devised what they called a “middle-class bill of rights.” Gore saw the idea as an attempt to redeem the 1992 Clinton-Gore campaign pledge to give a tax cut to the middle class. In several more calls back and forth they put together a draft.

The morning of the speech, Clinton called in the speechwriters and dictated a draft. He did not indicate where the ideas had come from, and he spoke as if the text were coming to him from some other universe. He said that he would propose the new Congress pass a “middle-class bill of rights.” Using some policy ideas that had been worked over by the White House staff, he decided to propose a $500-a-child tax cut for families; making college tuition tax-deductible; and allowing tax-free Individual Retirement Accounts to be used for medical expenses, education or the purchase of a first home.

“This holiday season,” he began at 9 P.M. from the Oval Office, “everybody knows that all is not well with America, that millions of Americans are hurting, frustrated, disappointed, even angry.” The question, he asked, was what could be done about what matters to most people? “Tonight, I propose a middle class bill of rights.” The president laid out his plan and explained how he was cutting federal spending and the payroll. “I want a leaner, not a meaner Government, that’s back on the side of hardworking Americans, a new Government for the new economy—creative, flexible, high quality, low cost, service oriented—just like our most innovative private companies.”

Clinton spoke for ten minutes. The proposals drew a good deal of criticism. “Gingrich lite,” one commentator called it. Republicans charged Clinton with flip-flopping, pointing out that Clinton had promised a middle-class tax cut in the 1992 campaign, abandoned it in his first two years as president, and had now returned to it. In contrast, Gingrich and the Republicans claimed they were going to do something unusual in American politics. They were going to do exactly what they had promised in their Contract With America the first time, and pass their own larger tax cut.

Clinton was furious in private when it was suggested that he was pandering to the right and trying to upstage the Republican revolution. It drove him crazy that his public political persona was that of a waffler. “I find it amazing that anybody could question whether I have core beliefs,” he declared in an interview with Newsweek. “This idea that there’s some battle for my soul is the biggest bunch of hooey I ever saw. I know who I am. I know what I believe!”

After the December 15 speech, Bill Curry, one of its unacknowledged authors, went to see White House chief of staff Leon Panetta about the job in domestic policy and communications that Curry had discussed with the president.

Panetta, outgoing and even mirthful, was welcoming. He and Curry laughed together and had a wonderful time. Curry explained that he wanted a staff position advising the president on domestic policy and communications strategy on a daily basis.

“Great!” Panetta said.

Curry left convinced that Morris was absolutely right, that Panetta and the White House team were mired in daily events and had failed to formulate an overall long-term issue and communications strategy for the president.

Several days later, one of Panetta’s deputies called and offered Curry a job as one of the assistant secretaries in the Department of Housing and Urban Development.

Curry called Nancy Henreich, the director of Oval Office operations for Clinton, to explain that the president’s wishes weren’t getting through. Curry then spoke with Clinton. Soon Panetta’s deputy called with a new offer: presidential counselor for domestic affairs. Curry would formally take the position early in 1995 and in the meantime work with Morris outside the White House.

In the following weeks, the president watched with frustration as the media and the attention increasingly, even obsessively it seemed to him, focused on Newt Gingrich and the Republicans. Clinton’s middle-class tax proposals were very nearly brushed off, while each statement by Gingrich was charted in great detail. It was as if an empire were being built, a revolution under way, and Clinton was the old regime. The Republicans were calling the shots and occupying much of the national political stage. The president himself would have to find a way to work himself onto that stage.

Clinton’s most important discussions about what to do were with Gore. In the intense competition of politics a form of adult sibling rivalry still marked their relationship. Clinton frequently joked to his staff about the good press that Gore received. But the president and vice president, only 20 months apart in age, had grown increasingly close and trusting of each other. Both tried not to make a major move without consulting the other. The weekly private lunches were their primary opportunity. They opened up to each other about personnel, legislation, family, even rumors, and the expectations they had for themselves.

One topic, however, had never come up between them. They had not discussed whether Gore would remain on the ticket. His remaining was just assumed and incorporated into their discussions. Gore had fleetingly entertained some private doubts about whether he wanted to be vice president for another four years—to stay as the understudy and in the shadows. But his doubts were not serious, and they had receded. Most modern sitting vice presidents had at one time or another been subjected to the often cruel political debate and speculation about whether they should be ejected from the ticket. But “Dump Gore” was a phrase that could not be found in the most thorough computer search of articles or columns in print.

Clinton and Gore agreed the administration was adrift. What had they wrought? They needed an edge, and they would have to begin a formal reelection campaign for 1996.

Gore, frequently an advocate of bold action, said that the administration and Clinton himself too often tried to please too many people or groups instead of taking a firm direction and sticking to it. The question, he said, had to be what Clinton wanted—not what other staffers or cabinet members or interest groups were seeking. What direction did Clinton want to take? That was the proper question. What did Clinton want?

Clinton said he wanted his presidency back.

•  •  •

Before Christmas, Secretary of State Warren Christopher came to see Clinton in private to say he wanted to quit. He was tired, foreign policy had not gone particularly well, his wife was not entirely happy in Washington, and he missed the rest of his family who lived in California. “I’m going to think over the holiday,” Christopher told the president. He offered a list of possible replacements.

Instead of urging or even requesting that Christopher reconsider, Clinton accepted his senior cabinet officer’s wishes.

“Jesus Christ,” he said afterwards in a rage, “with all I got to worry about, and now I’ve got to pick a new goddamn Secretary of State!”

Clinton met secretly with Colin Powell to see if Powell was interested in the job. Clinton was aware of Powell’s soaring popularity. Bringing him into the administration could serve two purposes—fill State with a proven leader and eliminate a possible opponent in 1996. Powell said he had to honor the contract to finish his memoirs and could not consider the appointment. He didn’t say how uncomfortable he was with the way Clinton made foreign policy. Clinton also sounded out Senator Sam Nunn, the Georgia Democrat, who was going to lose his position as chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee in the Republican takeover of Congress. Nunn too declined.

After the holidays, Christopher returned and announced he would stay if the president wanted. Foreign policy was steadying out, the problems could be fixed, and they would do better, Christopher said.

Clinton was deeply relieved because he hadn’t found anyone to take the job.
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Before Christmas, Elizabeth Dole had to undergo surgery at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston to clear a blocked artery in her neck. Dole was very scared and worried. He went to Boston and stayed in the Holiday Inn across from the hospital. Elizabeth thought it would provide him what she called “quiet, quality think time.” She wanted him to think through whether he was going to run. Generally he would go campaigning for any Republican running for sheriff if he had any down time, and she hoped this interlude in the Boston Holiday Inn would give him several days away from the hurly-burly to think. She suspected he might be sitting over there making phone calls, but she hoped it would be an opportunity to be sure he had the fire in the belly to run, to sort out the pluses and minuses.

But in Boston, Dole didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about running as Elizabeth had hoped. Massachusetts Governor William Weld, a Republican who had won reelection with a spectacular 71 percent of the vote a month earlier and was considering whether to run for president himself, invited Dole to visit him on December 20. They did not know each other well. Weld indicated that as a governor little known outside his state, if he wanted to run for president he would have to begin now. But Dole was in a better position as the well-known Republican leader. “You can afford to wait,” Weld said.

Dole didn’t wait. He told a Boston reporter, “The next logical step for us is to have an exploratory committee, which doesn’t commit you but it gets you in position where you start raising money . . . . We haven’t made a final decision, but I think it’s pretty close to that.” The story made the news wires.

So much for quality think time at the Holiday Inn.

Clarkson Hine, Dole’s Senate press secretary, called Jo-Anne Coe. “You ought to know what the senator has said,” Hine said, reading her the story.

Well, Coe thought, nothing like hearing there’s going to be a campaign from the wires. Coe called Bill Lacy. “Just calling to give you a heads-up,” she said. “What we were asking him to do, well, he said it.” She also called Synhorst, who contacted some of his people. A broadcast fax was dispatched to about 600 people.

•  •  •

Harold Ickes, the White House deputy chief of staff, oversaw the political account for Clinton inside the administration. Ickes, 55, an intense New York lawyer and Old Democrat liberal, had a friendship with Clinton that went back to the anti–Vietnam War protest movement. As the chief political operative in the White House, Ickes knew the immediate problem was to deter, if not foreclose, any possible challenge to Clinton in the Democratic primaries for 1996. Back in 1980, Ickes had helped Senator Edward M. Kennedy launch his challenge against the sitting president, Jimmy Carter. Carter had defeated Kennedy in the primaries, but the challenge had crippled Carter, perhaps permanently. Ickes knew the importance of campaign money—not just as an instrument but as a symbol. Money could scare off a challenge, which many thought was almost inevitable. After the 1994 loss to the Republicans, Clinton appeared weak. Money could make him strong.

Ickes was determined to solve the campaign money problem early. He dispatched his secret weapon.

The morning of Tuesday, December 27, 1994, Terrence McAuliffe headed for a one-on-one breakfast with President Clinton in the White House residence. McAuliffe, 37, a handsome, wealthy real estate entrepreneur, was the full-time volunteer finance chairman of the Democratic Party. Despite the catastrophic setbacks in the 1994 elections, he had broken all party fund-raising records. Tall, well dressed, with modish long hair, McAuliffe was a wizard at rounding up campaign money for the Democrats. Since big campaign fund-raising was normally the province of Republicans, people joked that McAuliffe was so good he must be a Republican.

The White House residence was as quiet as a graveyard that morning two days after Christmas. Clinton and McAuliffe sat at a table after 9 A.M., and both ordered just toast.

“Let’s talk about the fund-raising for a second for the campaign,” McAuliffe began. He felt he might be the most optimistic person around Clinton, and he wanted to allay any concerns that Clinton might have. Political debacles were often followed by a drying up of contributions. “The money base is out there,” McAuliffe said. “They support you. They are with you no matter what happened in the ’94 election, and I will sit here and tell you today, sir, that we will raise your Clinton-Gore money faster than it’s ever been done before. We will get it done. Don’t give it another thought. We’ll put the plan together, we will execute it, and the money will not be a concern for your campaign.”

Clinton seemed to stop to think for a few seconds. “Terry,” he finally said, “that is great.” He knew that McAuliffe had delivered over the last two years on everything he’d promised. This meant raising possibly $25 million.

“Sir, I’ve never given a number or a budget that I’ve never met in 16 years,” McAuliffe added. He had started fund-raising for Jimmy Carter back in 1976.

“Is there anything I need to do?” Clinton asked.

“Sir,” McAuliffe said, “I need to get people to see you.” He hoped to be able to run 20 to 25 people through—the key organizers and donors just so they could spend a few minutes with the president. By starting the fund-raising very early, some time in 1995, they would make it much harder for a possible primary challenger to get going. “Sir,” McAuliffe added, “I’ll put the whole plan together. As I sit here I’ll guarantee you that the finances for the campaign will be a non-issue. Don’t worry about it, and don’t give it a second thought.”

Clinton knew that McAuliffe traveled the country and was plugged into the party mood as much as anyone. What do people really think out there? the president asked.

The people he spoke with did not think the ’94 election was a referendum on Bill Clinton, McAuliffe said. Government didn’t seem to be serving them well. They were worried about their own personal incomes, their standard of living had gone down. There had been a huge frustration vote.

•  •  •

With Clinton’s popularity down and his relevance publicly debated in the news media, Ickes continued to worry about a Democratic challenger. It would be too easy for someone, almost a free shot. Pat Buchanan, the former Nixon and Reagan aide who was a radio and television commentator, had challenged Bush in the 1992 New Hampshire primary and after a six-week campaign had won 37 percent of the vote. Though Bush won New Hampshire with 53 percent, the skirmish had wounded him considerably. A primary challenge to an incumbent president was the nightmare scenario in the media age. Reporters covered challengers with relish.

High on most lists of possible challengers to Clinton was Senator Bob Kerrey, the Nebraska Democrat and Vietnam War hero who had won a Congressional Medal of Honor. Kerrey had run unsuccessfully in 1992. After Clinton became president Kerrey was outspoken in his criticism, maintaining that Clinton was not asking the American people to sacrifice enough, especially to balance the federal budget. Kerrey felt Clinton had fallen short both thematically and specifically, and often said so, most vocally in the summer of 1993 when he had reluctantly provided the 51st and last Senate vote needed to pass Clinton’s economic plan.

Ickes was right to be worried. As his name kept circulating, Kerrey envisioned his phone call to Clinton to announce that he would run in the primaries in 1996. Kerrey loved Jack Nicholson’s performance in the movie Hoffa about the Teamster labor leader Jimmy Hoffa. When the goons came after Nicholson-as-Hoffa, he got off what Kerrey considered one of his favorite political lines: “I ain’t afraid of you cocksuckers.” If Clinton’s position declined some more and there was enough prompting, Kerrey imagined he would make a phone call to Clinton with the equivalent message:

“Mr. President, you’ve got a bunch of teenagers down there running your shop. There’s all this Clearasil on desks. They don’t appear to be as serious as you and I are. I can only take so much of this stuff, and so here’s the deal. They’ve been telling me I’m going to run, so I’ll see you in New Hampshire.”

Someone who had once run for president, no matter how big the loss, kept the possibility in the back of his mind. “Anybody like myself who has once made the decision that they want to give a State of the Union address and take the country in a different direction never ever permanently surrenders that,” he had said. But there was no immediate longing or hunger, necessary elements before he would do it again. In the end Kerrey agreed to take over the Democratic Senate campaign committee, and he informed Clinton personally that he would not run.

•  •  •

Senator Christopher J. Dodd, the affable Connecticut Democrat, was trying to figure out that December what had happened to the party. Dodd, 50, had just lost the minority leader’s post to Senator Tom Daschle of South Dakota by a single vote, 24 to 23. He was a longtime Clinton watcher.

Back in 1981, some six months after Clinton had lost his reelection bid as Arkansas governor, Dodd had a long session with him. Clinton was then obsessed with talking about his loss. As Clinton barreled on blaming others for his defeat, Dodd, who had just been elected for his first term in the Senate, decided to stay on to hear Clinton utter the words, “I screwed this up,” or, “I fucked this up,” or some version of self-blame. Dodd had stayed past 3 A.M. with Clinton and never heard the words or anything approximating them. Everyone else was to blame, according to Clinton. Was it the same now?

At the White House one night in December 1994 during a three-hour discussion with Dodd, Clinton attributed much of the Democrats’ 1994 setback to failed communications. They needed a means to get their message out. He wanted Dodd to take over as chairman of the Democratic Party. Dodd argued that he had little interest in the party organization, or “plumbing,” as he called it. He would be more helpful from the Senate. Initially Dodd felt he had talked Clinton out of it, but Clinton said he wanted him as the general chairman and official spokesman for the party. They eventually would bring in Donald Fowler of South Carolina to be the day-to-day operating officer and Dodd would be the traveling spokesman.

Dodd finally agreed. He felt he knew the president’s flaws, but he liked Clinton and thought him the best retail politician in the business, capable of mesmerizing people in small and large groups. He literally had to be dragged from the room once he got into that mode. The overall wholesale package was the problem. In Dodd’s opinion, Clinton needed to keep more distance. People needed to feel a sense of mystery about the president, and Clinton wasn’t allowing that to develop. He concluded that Clinton would probably need a genuine crisis to fully demonstrate his leadership. But Dodd had an idea for a 1996 victory: make Newt Gingrich the issue. That was the way back.

Dodd soon began to receive phone calls from Clinton, who wanted reports from Dodd’s appearances around the country before Democratic groups. Some of the calls came late at night. One was after midnight. As they talked at about 12:30, Dodd heard an occasional snapping noise in the background. The sound perplexed him at first as he recounted one trip, reporting in detail the good news that Clinton had genuine support among the party faithful. Finally Dodd recognized the distinctive sound of playing cards being shuffled and slowly turned. The president was playing solitaire. Jesus, Dodd thought, at least he ought to be able to get Clinton’s full attention at that hour. The memory of the young president playing solitaire, on the phone late at night, seeking ideas and comfort, remained with Dodd.

•  •  •

Clinton and Hillary had invited a group of communications and popular self-help authors to Camp David to help them dissect what had happened in the first two years of the presidency and to search for a way back. They met the weekend beginning Friday, December 30. Three of the attendees were well-known authors: Anthony Robbins, the author of Awaken the Giant Within, who calls himself a “peak performance coach”; Marianne Williamson, the love guru who presided at Elizabeth Taylor’s 1991 wedding and the author of A Return to Love; and Stephen R. Covey, the author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Their names leaked out to the public, but all three later refused to discuss the substance of the meetings.

The identities of the other two in attendance did not leak, and they were the ones who played a significant role over the weekend and in the year that followed.

The first was Jean Houston, co-director of the Foundation for Mind Research, which studies psychic experience and altered and expanded consciousness. Houston, 55, the author of 14 books, was one of the most high-energy and aggressive conference and seminar leaders in the country. She was a believer in spirits, mythic and historic connections to the past and other worlds. Houston believed that her personal archetypal predecessor was Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom. She conducted extensive dialogues with Athena on her computer that she called “docking with one’s angel.” Houston, an attractive woman with long, dark hair and a large, generous smile, wore an ancient Hellenistic coin of Athena set in a medallion around her neck all the time.

The second was Mary Catherine Bateson, Houston’s colleague, an anthropology professor at George Mason University in nearby Virginia and the daughter of the celebrated anthropologist Margaret Mead. Bateson, a respected academic, was the author of Composing A Life, the story of the struggles and frustrations of five women on non-traditional life paths. Hillary said Composing A Life was one of her favorite books.

As the five authors sat with the president and the First Lady for hours at Camp David, they asked Clinton to describe his best qualities.

“I have a good heart,” Clinton said, “I really do. I hope I have a decent mind.” He said that he wanted to do the best that he could for the American people.

Clinton explained that he wanted to look very deeply at the presidency. He acknowledged that he was feeling pretty beaten down. As both Clinton and Hillary described their lives and the White House, Jean Houston felt their deep torment. But she saw possibilities in their extraordinary openness about their pain.

The president said he was looking for ways to see his office and to speak to the public from another perspective. He needed to talk to different people, and he was exploring all avenues.

There is a “field,” Houston said, that comes with being president. The job brought a whole historical procession of previous presidents, of the greatness of the office and the country and the struggle. She advised that Clinton, as a student of history and biography, take the fact of the unique historical circumstances of his presidency, go back to his predecessors and try to harvest their learning. From that the president could construct a vision of a better society, what she called “the possible society.”

Hillary and Houston clicked, especially during a discussion of how to use the office for the betterment of society. Houston said that Hillary was carrying the burden of 5,000 years of history when women were subservient. The rising of women to equal partnership with men was the biggest event in history. Hillary represented the “new story,” Houston said. Hillary was reversing thousands of years of expectation, and was there on the front line, probably more than virtually any woman in human history—apart from Joan of Arc. Hillary was a stand-in for all women, and as such had an historic opportunity.

Houston saw some bitterness, but more sorrow, in Hillary over the health care debacle and the constant personal attacks she endured, which had forced her to the sidelines of the policy and public issue debates. Houston felt at one point that being Hillary was like being Mozart with his hands cut off, unable to play.
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