







[image: Image]

ALSO BY DAVID MARANISS

First in His Class: A Biography of Bill Clinton

“Tell Newt to Shut Up!” (with Michael Weisskopf)

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

SIMON & SCHUSTER
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Visit us on the World Wide Web: http://www.SimonSays.com

Copyright © 1998 by David Maraniss

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

Designed by Edith Fowler

ISBN 0-684-86583-1
eISBN: 978-0-684-86583-6



PART ONE
Waiting for Clinton




ONE

I SUPPOSE it had to come to this, I thought to myself as I sat in the darkness of the NBC studio nook in New York, waiting for the familiar image of Bill Clinton to appear on the monitor. In a few minutes, Clinton would deliver a televised address to the nation concerning his extramarital sex life, a subject that no president before him had been compelled to discuss in public. It was obvious that he dreaded giving this speech, but circumstances had forced him into it; he thought his career was on the line. As his biographer, I would be asked to try to explain him, both what his words meant and why he had reached such an unfortunate moment. I had spent six years studying Clinton, but emotionally I had now moved beyond him, onto the subject of my next biography, Vince Lombardi, the old Green Bay Packers coach, a resolute symbol of the past who seemed to be the antithesis of the prodigal young president. It was nonetheless still impossible to escape Clinton professionally; he kept doing things that yanked me as a reporter back into his world.

Another thought troubled me more. I liked to believe, perhaps naively, that the freest of all things was the human will, that we can learn and respond and change. Clinton’s life kept threatening that assumption. He was a protean character who constantly adapted to his environment, an intelligent man with an extraordinary memory for names and faces and events and an uncommon ability to assemble facts and synthesize arguments, yet at a deeper level he seemed incapable of learning and changing. He was like General George Armstrong Custer as described by biographer Evan Connell before the Battle of Little Bighorn, his fate determined by the immutability of his character, reacting predictably to the same stimuli again and again and again.

As I waited for Clinton to deliver his August 17 apologia for having some form of sex with the young intern, Monica Lewinsky, and lying about it, my mind drifted back to the first time I had interviewed him, more than six years earlier. The date was January 20, 1992, exactly one year before his first inauguration. We were gliding through the night in the backseat of a dark blue Buick taking him from Annapolis to the Washington suburbs. Questions about his sexual behavior had already become part of the early campaign discussion that year. At a debate of the Democratic presidential candidates in New Hampshire, he had been asked about the sexual innuendo that surrounded him, and he had responded that he did not think there was reason for anyone to expect embarrassing stories to emerge about his sex life. After covering Gary Hart in 1984 and writing about Hart’s self-implosion on issues of sex in 1987, I found Clinton’s answer curiously imprecise. Reconfiguring the question in the context of Hart’s political demise, I asked Clinton about it again during my interview with him for a profile I was writing for The Washington Post: “Do you understand how many millions of people you might let down if you won the nomination and then were confronted with stories like those that hounded Hart out of the race?”

Clinton did not look at me when he answered, nor did he respond directly to the question. He began to talk, then took a phone call from Jesse Jackson on his cell phone, all uh-huhs and southern whispers, then got off the phone and sarcastically disparaged Jackson as a pest, then returned to what amounted to a long diversion, saying that he didn’t want to get into Gary Hart, but that Hart’s situation was an entirely different matter from his own. The fact that he would not engage the larger question of consequences left me feeling uneasy about him, though in other ways I found his life’s story colorful and intriguing. A few days later, the Gennifer Flowers story broke.

And now here we were, all these years later, with Clinton a second-term president fighting to save his job in the face of a sex scandal (and coincidentally turning to that same Reverend Jack son for family counseling)—and with that first question I asked him in the back of the dark sedan still hovering out there, unanswered. It is the reason why I never thought of his sexual behavior as exclusively a privacy issue, nor merely as a matter of sex. It seemed to me a matter of narcissism, arrogance, stupidity, and cynicism. If he knew from the beginning that his enemies were out to get him, as he and his wife, Hillary Rodham Clinton, have so often claimed, then he also knew where he was most vulnerable to attack. That was the reality, and it transcended whatever he or anyone else thought about the relevance of a public official’s private life or the obsessively invasive nature of his prosecutorial adversary. I always thought that he and his supporters had strong arguments against the special prosecutor and that in the end the process might be remembered as much as the substance of Clinton’s wrongdoing. I also oppose the death penalty, and believe the issue of capital punishment is far larger than any individual case, but that does not excuse the murderer or make it less important to remove him from society or to understand why he murders and to deplore the consequences of his act—even when police use questionable means to catch him.

Clinton is a dissembler, far from a murderer, despite the fantastical tales of his wildest enemies, so the analogy is not precise, but the point is much the same. The writer Francine du Plessix Gray, biographer of the Marquis de Sade, told me that she suspected that Clinton, like Sade, was only excited by risk and recklessness. In any event, the reality that Clinton never seemed willing to deal with was that his risk was not his alone; that his actions had consequences not just for himself and his family and friends, but also for millions of people, some who believed in him, some who cared about his policies, some who despised his enemies and did not want them to prevail, some who just wanted to think positively about human nature.



TWO

MEMORIES OF OTHER ENCOUNTERS with Clinton came back to me as I waited in the studio for him to deliver his fateful speech. More accurately, they were near encounters. While researching articles for the Post on the forces that shaped his life and career, I had talked with him at length seven times during the 1992 campaign, but starting the day he won the election, the same day that I decided to write his biography, he declined all of my interview requests. I never received a firm no, just indications from one of his White House aides, usually Dee Dee Myers or George Stephanopoulos, sometimes his former chief of staff in Arkansas, Betsey Wright, that he wanted another memo about it, or was still thinking about it, or most likely would not do it but might change his mind later. At one point, I received word through Mrs. Clinton that he was advised not to talk to me by one of his personal lawyers, who said it might detract from his presidential memoirs, a notion I found preposterous.

Clinton had a perfect right to reject the interview requests. I never felt that he was obligated to talk to me simply because I was writing a book about his life. I was brought up with a deep regard for civil liberties and believe that the right of someone to remain silent is as important as the right for someone to speak freely. But his rebuffs were revealing; he seemed far less comfortable talking about his past with someone who had studied it than discussing the future—which could only be imagined—with anyone.

In the days before First in His Class was published in March 1995, Clinton revealed more of himself to me through three encounters with emissaries. The first involved David Kendall, one of his personal lawyers, who called me one morning and invited me to join him at his law offices at Williams & Connolly for what he defined as a casual working lunch. He ushered me into a strange little room that felt like a cross between a luxurious private dining chamber and an interrogation cell, airless, closeted, with fine china. An elegant meal was served between his firm but polite queries. He understood that my biography of Clinton was coming out shortly, Kendall said, and he wanted to do me the favor of making sure that no grievous errors were in it concerning the Whitewater investigation. It was possible that he had obtained an advance review copy of the book—they were floating around Washington—but he never indicated so. Nor did I tell him what was in the biography. I already had heard that he was among the Clinton associates encouraging another author to write a book that they hoped would present the Whitewater controversy from their perspective. I did tell him that my book was not about Whitewater and that I wished Clinton would talk to me himself.

Not long afterward, I received a call from Mike McCurry, who was one day away from officially taking over as the president’s new press secretary. I had known McCurry since his undergraduate years at Princeton University in the mid-1970s, when I worked at the nearby Trenton Times, covering Princeton, and he was the paper’s campus stringer. He was smart and witty with a charming manner, though he was more graceful verbally than on the printed page, so it did not surprise me that he had taken the other road, choosing the life of a political publicist. I had seen him only a few times over the years, most recently in New Hampshire in 1992, when he was working for another Democratic presidential hopeful, Senator Bob Kerrey of Nebraska; we had stumbled into each other near the gift shop at the Sheraton Wayfarer one morning and he had mumbled conspiratorially that he thought the sex-plagued governor of Arkansas was going straight down the tubes.

Now McCurry was on the telephone the night before his first official day in the White House. “Hey, David,” he began, “I got a call from the president at two o’clock last night and he said to me, ‘Find out why I never talked to Maraniss for his book.’ I’m coming in cold to all this, so I thought maybe you could help me understand. Why didn’t he talk to you for your book?”

Give me a break, I thought. All the memos I’d drafted to the White House explaining the methodology of my biography, how I was interviewing hundreds of people, all on the record, gathering documents and letters, determined to write neither a hatchet job nor hagiography but a fair study of Clinton and his generational cohorts. All the times I had heard indirectly about Clinton debriefing people I had interviewed, trying to find out what questions I had asked and what I knew. All the times I had called the White House renewing my interview request after reading about how he had talked to some other reporter while claiming that he was too preoccupied with the presidency to deal with me. And now he wanted McCurry to find out for him why he hadn’t talked to me?

“Mike,” I said, “when you get the answer to that question, you’ll find out everything you need to know about your new boss.” Clinton didn’t talk to me because he didn’t want to talk to me. Now maybe he wished that he had, so he was conveniently denying that it was his choice all along. I wished McCurry good luck.

Just before the biography’s release, a third peculiar call came, this one from Betsey Wright. I had interviewed Wright many times for the book and considered her relationship with Clinton invaluable to my understanding of him. She was a troubled soul, alternately depressed and overflowing with enthusiasm, sometimes brilliant, other times out of her element in national politics. She seemed to represent all the contradictions that people who really knew Clinton carried with them. She loved him and hated him. She had a right to hate him, he had placed her in so many difficult situations over the years, but it was a fine line and she did not want others to hate him. At the same time that she was protecting him from what she once famously called “bimbo eruptions,” she was telling me about her worst times with him. One of those times came in the summer of 1987, a few months after Gary Hart was forced out of the presidential race. Clinton had invited his friends down to Little Rock and rented a hotel conference room with the intention of announcing for president himself, backing out only at the last minute, Wright said, after she had confronted him with a list of women who might be problematic for him.

When I had finished writing the biography, I met with Wright in Washington, where she was working as a lobbyist, and I read to her every scene in the book in which she appeared. Although the meeting was uncomfortable, we had parted on solid terms with an understanding that she stood by what she had told me. But now, as the book was on the verge of release, she dialed my telephone number at work late at night and left a long message on the tape of my answering machine. Bill, as she still called him, had heard some stories about what was in the book and was furious about the description of the scene in 1987 and a few other incidents involving his sex life. He was pressuring her to deny the accounts. The White House was calling her a traitor, she said. Everyone over there was mad at her. She added that she regretted that she had told me so much, she wished she hadn’t, but she had, and it was the truth, and she didn’t know what to do now. I heard the message the next morning when I came into the Post and realized that she had purposely placed the call at a time when I would not be there so it could serve as a record no matter what happened. I immediately replayed the tape for the Post’s executive editor, Leonard Downie. It was evidence of her real feelings in case the pressure on her to change her story increased.

It did. Within twenty-four hours, Wright had issued a variation of the nondenial denial, saying that I had apparently misinterpreted what she had said to me in the interviews. She called me in an apologetic tone before she released the statement and said it was something that she had to do. Her statement was included in a front-page story in the Post that went over the highlights of the book, including the 1987 scene between Wright and Clinton. I was besieged with calls from newspapers, television networks, and radio stations around the country and the world on the morning that the Post article about the book appeared.

The first call came before 6:30 A.M. from a reporter for the New Delhi Times, inquiring about “Bill Clinton’s sex life.” The second came from a radio reporter in Seattle who left a message saying she wanted to talk to me about “Bill Clinton and Betsey Wright and their sex life.” It went on from there, more than seventy calls in one morning, all about Clinton and sex. If it is possible to be confused but not surprised at the same time, that is how I felt that day. I had spent three years and conducted hundreds of interviews for the very purpose of examining Clinton’s life in its full complexity, to get beyond the stereotypes of the moment, and now the result of all that labor, the biography, was out, and it was being reduced to a few paragraphs about sex. I should have expected this reaction. Clinton’s first national image was formed amid the Gennifer Flowers controversy, and sex had become a metaphor for his character ever since. But while I understood the focus on the few sex scenes in the book, it still depressed me. I recoiled, refusing to do interviews that day or the next. The story died quickly.



THREE

ONCE, IN 1981, when he was out of government briefly, having been defeated as governor of Arkansas after only one two-year term, Clinton appeared as a guest lecturer at a political literature course at the University of Arkansas in Fayetteville. He analyzed some of the more complex and compelling political characters in literature, including Willie Stark, the corrupt southern governor in Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men. He also discussed several biographies that had helped shape his perspective, including ones of Lincoln, Hitler, and Churchill. In all political leaders, Clinton told the class, there was a struggle between darkness and light. He mentioned the darkness of insecurity, depression, and family disorder. In great leaders, he said, the light overcame the darkness, but it was always a struggle.

This observation is obvious, but it stuck with me throughout my study of Clinton. I tend to be forgiving, interested in finding light as well as darkness; the struggle between those two forces is what fascinates me, the humanity in any person, especially one who appears to have the makings of an underdog.

It was not difficult to find the darker corners of Clinton’s life. He could be deceptive, and he came from a family in which lying and philandering were routine, two traits that he apparently had not overcome. As he grew older, the more tension he felt between idealism and ambition, the more he gave in to his ambition, sometimes at the expense of friends and causes that he had once believed in. I could also see his sources of light. He was a fatherless son who came out of the depths of provincial southwestern Arkansas and never seemed ashamed of his roots. Many people who have dismissed him as a calculating phony are far more invented creatures and less connected to their pasts than he has always been. I was struck by the friends he seemed to have made over the years, many of them people I greatly admired, such as Taylor Branch, the chronicler of the civil rights era, or others who were lovable and utterly without guile, such as his Hot Springs childhood pal David Leopoulos and Georgetown roommate Tom Campbell. He seemed to have multiple personalities, some redeeming. The forces of light often prevailed when he dealt with African Americans and other minorities. When he was a young law professor at the University of Arkansas, he tutored the first wave of black students at the law school, who before he arrived had felt alienated, without mentors. It was his intense interest in their lives, many of them said later, that made it possible for them to survive and get their law degrees. They called him “Wonder Boy.”

Clinton’s ability to empathize with others, his desire to become a peacemaker and bring diverse groups together, always struck me as the better part of his character. It was, to me, the first necessary ingredient of any good leader, and something that most American politicians seemed to lack. I also came to think of his indomitable nature as a mostly positive trait; his refusal to give up and to find a way out of whatever predicament he found himself in, usually a mess of his own making, in some sense represented to me man’s eternal struggle to persist in spite of his imperfections.

When First in His Class was published, Clinton was at the lowest point of his career since his defeat as governor in 1980. He had lost the major initiative of his first term, health care reform, and with it control of Congress in the 1994 elections. Newt Gingrich was suddenly dominant in Washington, and Clinton seemed diminished if not irrelevant. Don Graham, the publisher of the Post, sarcastic as he is gracious, summed up the general feeling about my biography by muttering, “Nice timing, Maraniss.” The conventional wisdom was that Clinton was not worth worrying about, a goner, one term and out. I predicted that Clinton would persevere and come back, and that he would do it the same way that he had in Arkansas, by following the advice of consultant Dick Morris, who had masterminded his earlier resurrection but was then virtually unknown in Washington. He would move to the political center and wait for his enemies to overplay their hand. When it happened precisely that way, I thought to myself, Can life really be that repetitive and predictable? Clinton was.



FOUR

SOME OF IT can be explained by my bias for the underdog again, but I usually find Clinton least likable when he is riding high. The symbolic expression of that arrogance came last spring when he was in Africa and received word that the Paula Jones case had been dismissed, and the cameras that evening found him up in his lighted hotel room, champing on an unlit cigar, pounding joyously on a drum. When I see him like that, only one thought enters my mind: Trouble is on the way. It is as though he has a neon sign flashing on his forehead: Hubris. Hubris. Hubris. Clinton was riding high for most of 1996, after the Republicans had shut down the government and handed him back his presidency, and done him the further favor of running old Bob Dole against him, allowing him to frame the election as a choice between the twenty-first and nineteenth centuries.
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