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PROLOGUE
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NEWT GINORICH WAS sobbing like a child, heaving and shaking. He had lost it, his aura of certitude gone with the tears. This was not the persona he had presented in public all year. He had sounded so sure of himself. He spoke in sweeping sentences bursting with adjectives and adverbs that rendered his world oversized and absolute. Enormous. Classic. Grotesque. Tremendous. Totally. Frankly. Unequivocally. Extraordinarily. Explicitly. He wore these words as epaulets of power. He used them to define his surroundings, though they revealed more about him than anything else. He would enter a room and see uncertainty and dispatch his words to clarify the scene. If he encountered disorder his words would reorder everything into lists. Frankly, here are the first three things we need to think about. Here are four extraordinary books you must read. These are the five enormously important principles to follow. He never reached the top in academia, and he never served in the military, yet his self-image was that of the heroic soldier-scholar who could inculcate his troops and lead them into battle. That was House Speaker Gingrich in 1995; or so it appeared.


On the evening of December 6, at the close of another exhausting day near the end of his first year in power, Gingrich sat in the office of his chief of staff, Dan Meyer, trying to work out a legislative problem with three Republican colleagues from dairy states. There were no signs that anything was amiss. He brought his words and lists with him along with his favored management techniques in resolving internal disputes. The session at one point was interrupted by his secretary, who entered the room and handed him a note. Gingrich excused himself and retired to his back office, where he took the telephone near the rear window facing west into the darkness toward the intoxicating glow of the Washington Monument and Lincoln Memorial. It was a short conversation. When he finished, he returned to Meyer’s office and resumed the discussion as if nothing had happened. Soon his wife, Marianne, who had just arrived at the Capitol, opened the door, caught sight of her husband, and said, “I understand you have some news about our future.”


“Oh, yeah,” said Gingrich. He turned to the others in the room. “I didn’t want to bother you guys. That call was Nancy Johnson.” Johnson chaired the House Committee on Standards of Official Conduct, which had just completed a long day of voting on a list of ethics complaints filed against Gingrich by his Democratic adversaries. Most of the charges had been thrown out, he said. A special counsel would investigate whether he had violated the law by using tax-deductible donations to finance a college course he taught in Georgia. But that was all. The other charges brought nothing more than a verbal slap on the wrist for violating the spirit of House rules. There was a long silence. Finally someone said it sounded like a victory for the speaker.


“Yeah,” Gingrich said, his voice choking. “But no one knows what my wife and kids have gone through for two and a half years of charge after charge after charge.”


Tears welled in Gingrich’s eyes. The mood in the room suddenly changed. His aides looked away and thought they should leave him alone. Marianne moved to embrace him, crying herself. Steve Gunderson of Wisconsin, one of the dairy state legislators and an old Gingrich ally, rose from his chair and hugged them both. Gingrich could no longer hold back his emotions. He began sobbing uncontrollably.


It was not just the ethics decision that made him lose his composure that night, Gingrich explained later. It was everything. It was a year’s accumulation of burdens from commanding his conservative revolution. It was the self-inflicted wounds. The petulance of his comments about being slighted by President Clinton during the long flight to Israel and back on Air Force One for the funeral of Yitzhak Rabin. The fact that his own allies were telling him to shut up. The drubbing he was taking in the polls and in the press. The grind of holding together his increasingly obstreperous rank-and-file. The struggle with an “old establishment” unhappy because he was “trying to change their world.”


And, as much as anything, it was the pressure of the end game battle with Bill Clinton over the seminal issue of the Republican Congress, a budget bill that would cut the growth of Medicare and Medicaid, diminish the role of government, and balance the federal budget in seven years. Only hours earlier, using a pen with which LBJ had signed Medicare into law thirty years before, Clinton had vetoed Congress’s version of a balanced budget measure. With one stroke of the pen he had wiped out months of effort by the speaker and his troops.


Gingrich still thought that he would prevail, but now he saw the likelihood of a long, difficult fight ahead, one that might jeopardize his earlier accomplishments. His words had turned against him. He was heaving with sobs of fatigue that December night in the Capitol, overcome by what he had gone through and what awaited. It was a moment among friends where he could finally express “the totality of how hard it’s been.”





ONE
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General Gingrich
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SONNY BONO GOT it first. Before most professional image advisers and veteran Republican pols had a clue, the freshman congressman from Palm Springs anticipated what would happen. Newt Gingrich was rocketing into a new realm, and he seemed to have no idea how different and dangerous it would be. It mattered little that he had prepared himself to be Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives since his college days, or that he had spent thousands of hours with managers at Delta, Coca-Cola, Ford, and the Army studying how large institutions operated. Everything he had learned about leadership from examining the careers of FDR, Churchill, and Reagan was secondary now to one unavoidable fact that a mustachioed little guy who crooned “I Got You Babe” with Cher intuitively understood when others did not.


Bono issued his warning on the morning the world changed: January 4, 1995. Sonny’s first day as congressman. Newt’s first day as speaker. The revolution was already in full, dizzying swirl. Newt was marching from meeting to interview to speech with the bearing of an overstuffed field general, surrounded by the hubbub scrum of aides, photographers, and press hacks. As he and Bob Dole, majority leader of the Senate, were leaving a CBS Morning News interview in the old Agriculture Committee Room in the Longworth House Office Building, Bono approached them. The singer-cum-pol was scheduled to be the network’s next guest, but before he went on the air he had a word of advice for his new boss. What Newt was feeling now, he said, was what Sonny felt the first time he cut a hit record. You dream and dream and dream and then all of a sudden it happens so fast.


“You’re a celebrity now,” he told Gingrich. “The rules are different for celebrities. I know it. I’ve been there. I’ve been a celebrity. I used to be a bigger celebrity. But let me tell you, you’re not being handled right. This is not political news coverage. This is celebrity status. You need handlers. You need to understand what you’re doing. You need to understand the attitude of the media toward celebrities.”


Gingrich barely listened. This was the biggest day of his life. No time for alarms, especially not from Sonny Bono.


“Yeah,” he said distractedly. “We’ll get around to that.”


THE rest of it had been plotted for years, relentlessly, even when it seemed preposterous.


Back in 1979, during his freshman term in Congress, Gingrich had pestered the National Republican Congressional Committee (NRCC) brass into letting him run their long-range planning committee. He had experience at this sort of thing, he told them: he had chaired a similar panel at West Georgia College during his teaching stint there. He visited the NRCC offices day and night, proposing one grand idea after another. The joke at committee headquarters was that they had a wall lined with filing cabinets loaded down with “Newt’s Ideas.” One lonely cabinet in the corner was labeled “Newt’s Good Ideas.” But his one all-consuming idea never changed. Someday there would be a Republican majority in the House with him at the top. His mission throughout the next decade was to crumble the pillars of Democratic rule while constructing a new framework for his own rise.


He alternately worked the positive and negative. Positive: Build the Conservative Opportunity Society of congressmen who shared his vision. Negative: Use the group to tear down Democratic leaders like House Speaker Jim Wright. Positive: Train state and local Republican troops for a new majority through GOPAC, a national political action committee that Gingrich developed as a conservative farm club. Negative: Pound the Democrats for abuse of power and treat misdeeds such as the House Bank check-bouncing episode like the biggest scandals in American history. The public saw only the incendiary Newt, tossing hand grenades from the House back bench, saying anything to rile the opposition. Those images captured part of his dual character. They would linger long after he tried to transform himself into a sober leader, making it doubly difficult for him whenever he regressed back to his old outrageous self. The positive Newt, the visionary party builder, operated largely out of public view. The press rarely covered internal minority party politics in those days. Interest in House Republicans was as low, as one adviser lamented, “as whaleshit on the bottom of the ocean.”


Gingrich’s years of tactical maneuvering took a profound turn in the spring of 1993. By then he was minority whip, ostensibly second-in-command to Minority Leader Bob Michel of Illinois, yet heir apparent and de facto general of his party in the House. Michel still ran the floor operation. He loved the floor, he thought the day-to-day action was the central function of Congress and all the rest was foolish nonsense. He left the larger strategic questions to Gingrich, a most unusual whip who seemed indifferent to what was moving on the floor. Gingrich was consumed by bigger ideas. Improbable though it still seemed, he thought the time had come to prepare for Republican rule and solidify his future leadership team.


Operating on a simple principle—“What is the smallest group that can effect things?”—he decided on a group of five. Dick Armey of Texas, the former college professor who had just been elected chairman of the Republican Conference, someone Gingrich regarded as his equal in intelligence and ambition. Conference secretary Tom DeLay, another Texan and an aggressive operator who was developing his own power base and, like Armey, could be a threat unless he was brought into the team. Bob Walker of Pennsylvania, Gingrich’s loyal sidekick and skilled parliamentarian. And Bill Paxon of New York, chairman of the NRCC, a cheerleader sort who brought business resources to the table.


At Gingrich’s call throughout the next two years, the gang of five gathered regularly late at night in the back room of the Hunan Dynasty restaurant on Pennsylvania Avenue to “discuss the notion of taking over the House.” Gingrich was maneuvering on two strategic levels at once. He was a politician with many allies but few close friends among his colleagues. From his analysis of how large corporations handled change, he understood that to transform the House he had to build not only tactical relationships but partnerships. The explicit purpose of the Hunan Dynasty meetings was to plot the takeover of the House, but Gingrich’s private intent was to form a partnership with his four colleagues that would enhance his power when and if they seized control. When the time came that they reached a crisis, Gingrich hoped, they would “instinctively know how to move as a unit.” And his team would “gain momentum by training and delegating and trusting.”


There was some inevitable tension within the group. Armey, the lumbering, backwater intellectual, had been a loner most of his life. Walker, the friendly, Howdy Doodyish former teacher who seemed comfortable sporting a pen protector in his breast pocket, and DeLay, a Texas popinjay with the icy chuckle of a hit man, were opposite personality types, and both were interested in the same job as Newt’s whip when and if they reached power. But over time they bonded, just as Gingrich had hoped. Their staffs joked that they all pricked their thumbs and became blood brothers. They took on a private nickname—“Just Us Chickens.” As in, “We’re meeting tonight, Just Us Chickens.”


By the spring of 1994, Gingrich had the team where he wanted it. Each chicken had a specific mission. Gingrich would travel the country campaigning for the new troops he would need to seize power. Paxon would take the message to corporate America. Armey would prepare the policy platform for the revolution—the ten-point plan that became known as the Contract with America. Walker and DeLay would run the floor operation together, sublimating their ambition even as they ran against each other for the job of whip. The chickens would hold a competition to see who could raise the most money for Republican challengers. Their assistants had melded as well into what was called a unified staff. Ed Gillespie, Armey’s communications director, worked in tandem with Tony Blankley, Gingrich’s press secretary. Kerry Knott, Armey’s chief of staff, was teamed with Dan Meyer, who ran Gingrich’s operation. While this teamwork approach seemed to spread the responsibility around, it also accomplished exactly what Gingrich wanted, allowing him to maintain complete control.


As early as April of that year, seven months before the off-year congressional elections, Knott, acting at the direction of Armey and Gingrich, quietly began compiling a black book on the mechanics of taking over the House. How do you hire a clerk? Who do you get to fire? Who literally turns on the lights? How do you choose committee chairmen? Can you change the number and structure of committees? How do you make sure sensitive legislative documents are preserved and not shredded by departing Democrats? Who gets what offices? Out of power for forty years, the Republicans had no precedents to fall back on. Thousands of things that the House Democratic leadership did as a matter of habit remained a complete mystery to the Republicans.


The planning grew more intense month by month. The day after Mike Synar, a popular Oklahoma Democrat, was defeated in a September primary by a little-known challenger who had successfully linked Synar to President Clinton, Gingrich turned to Dan Meyer and said, “I always believed we had a shot. Now it’s getting more serious. We’ve got to make sure we have our act together in case anything happens.” A few days later, Joe Gaylord, Gingrich’s longtime nuts-and-bolts political adviser, turned to him as they were jetting across country and said, “You better start preparing for the speakership.” The conventional wisdom still held that the Democrats would lose fifteen to twenty-five seats in the House, not enough to lose control. Gaylord projected a more dramatic result. He said the Republicans would gain fifty-two. The chickens spent the rest of the fall expecting to come home to roost. They took over precisely as Gaylord predicted. Fifty-two seats.


GlNGRICH prided himself as a manager. He loved the jargon. He had all these little sayings. He broke any mission into VSTP: Vision, Strategy, Tactics, Projects. He called himself the Chief Executive Officer and Chairman of the Board and Dick Armey his Chief Operating Officer. He sent his staff down to the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine centers at Fort Monroe, Virginia, and Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, to study management techniques. They learned how to lay out branches and sequences TRADOC-style: If we get to this point, what do we do here? How do we sequence it out? They adopted the Army’s use of After Action Reviews to study what had gone wrong or right on legislative initiatives. Gingrich brought in Fortune 500 executives from the Business Roundtable to share dinner with him in the Speaker’s Dining Room and tutor him in the intricacies of downsizing a large institution. Take it further than you think you can go, executives from General Electric, General Motors, Eastman Kodak, and du Pont told him. The problems never ease up, they said.


But one issue was left untouched in all his planning: Himself. There was no discussion of the transformation of Newt Gingrich into a celebrity, a symbol, and a big juicy target for the revolution’s adversaries.


Early on, there was some disquiet among the troops when Gingrich signed a contract to receive a $4.5 million advance to write a book published by HarperCollins, which was owned by Rupert Murdoch, the media baron who was one of the speaker’s political benefactors and who had sensitive legislation pending before the House. But it took some time for the complaints to reach Gingrich. When he called around town, his informal advisers told him it was no problem. Bill Bennett, the former education secretary who had made a bundle on his own book, a compendium of value-laden children’s stories, said Gingrich should take the contract. So did Vin Weber, the former Minnesota congressman who had been Gingrich’s longtime ally. Haley Barbour, chairman of the Republican National Committee, offered the first words of caution, saying the hefty book deal might confuse the troops. Then during the Thanksgiving holiday, Gingrich started to hear from members of his leadership team. Paxon, Walker, and Susan Molinari of New York all urged him to drop the deal. “You can’t do this, it looks like you’re cashing in!” said Molinari.


Nicks and dents in General Gingrich’s armor came one after another. On the very day he took office, he had to deal with the quote that his mother had whispered to Connie Chung—Between you and me, Newt once said Hillary Rodham Clinton was a bitch. The old flamethrower image reappeared twice more in the first days of his regime. Once he declared that the Clinton White House was rife with drug abusers. Another time he offered the notion that more orphanages might help slow the disintegration of America’s social order. House GOP Conference Chairman John Boehner of Ohio was stunned by the orphanage comment. “Orphanages?” he thought to himself. “I haven’t heard that word in fifteen years.” God, can’t you get him to stop this stuff? members started asking Boehner and others in the leadership team.


Still Gingrich kept talking. His speakership was built on talk. It was not coincidental that the favored guests in the Capitol during his first week in office were radio talk show hosts. They were stationed everywhere, in Statuary Hall, in the basement—one radio gabmeister was even housed in a small room across the hall from Dan Meyer’s office in the speaker’s suite.


Gingrich talked. Every day from January through March, he held a daily briefing in the Capitol. He would not shut up. He believed that if he “poured enough energy into substance,” meaning that if he concentrated his attention on the Contract with America and a balanced budget, the focus on him would seem insignificant in contrast. But he had made himself inseparable from policy. He was a celebrity, as Sonny Bono understood. There were other Republicans in the House who would try to shape events and burst into the news. But in the end they were all subordinate to Newt. It seemed that he was the revolution and the revolution was him.





TWO
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Let the Lobby
Boys In
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THE DAY BEFORE the Republicans formally took control of Congress, Tom DeLay of Texas strolled into a meeting in the rear conference room of his commodious new leadership suite on the first floor of the Capitol. A dapper, snuff-dipping backslapper with the persona of a pledge leader in a southern frat house, DeLay was soon to be sworn in as majority whip of the foremost fraternity lodge in the land, the House of Representatives. He now saw before him a lineup of pals who had eased his rise to the top. They were lobbyists representing some of the most powerful companies in America, assembled in his office on mismatched chairs amid packing boxes, an unplugged copying machine, and constantly ringing telephones. DeLay was delighted to see them. He could not wait to get started on what he considered the driving mission of his political career: the demise of the modern era of government regulation.


Since his arrival in Washington a decade earlier, DeLay, a former exterminator who had made a living killing fire ants and termites on Houston’s wealthy west side, had been seeking to eradicate federal safety and environmental rules that he felt placed excessive burdens on American business. During his ascent to power in Congress, he had befriended many industry lobbyists who shared his fervor. Some of them were in his office now, as energized as he was by a sense that their time was at hand. The session inaugurated an unambiguous collaboration of political and commercial interests, certainly not uncommon in Washington but remarkable this time for the ease and eagerness with which the allies combined. Republicans championed their legislative agenda as an answer to popular disaffection with Congress and the federal government. But it also represented a triumph for business, a form of political revenge for the multinational corporations and small business groups who now found themselves full partners of the Republican leadership in shaping congressional priorities after years of playing a defensive role when the Democrats controlled Congress.


The campaign launched in DeLay’s office on January 3, 1995, was quick and initially successful. It resulted in a lopsided vote by the House for what once seemed improbable: a thirteen-month halt to the sorts of government directives that had been established to ensure a safe workplace and unpolluted environment but were considered oppressive and counterproductive by many businesses. This antiregulatory effort was separate from provisions in the Contract with America aimed at rolling back federal regulatory and environmental laws, but it was related to them in scope and antigovernment intent. The first draft of the moratorium plan, outlined that day in DeLay’s office by legislative ghost writer Gordon Gooch, an oversized, folksy Texan who lobbied for energy and petrochemical interests, called for a hundred-day moratorium on rulemaking while the House pushed through the comprehensive antiregulatory planks in the Contract.


Other lobbyists in DeLay’s inner circle argued that Gooch had been too timid, perhaps not having fully adjusted to the new era of Republican friends in high congressional places. Over the next few days, several drafts were exchanged by the corporate agents. Each new version sharpened and expanded the moratorium bill, often with the interests of clients in mind—one provision favoring California motor fleets, another protecting industrial consumers of natural gas, and a third keeping alive Union Carbide Corporation’s hopes for altering a Labor Department requirement. As the measure progressed, the roles of legislator and lobbyist blurred. DeLay and his assistants guided industry supporters in an ad hoc group whose name, “Project Relief,” sounded more like a Third World humanitarian aid effort than a corporate alliance with a half-million-dollar communications budget and a battalion of lobbyists. On key amendments, the coalition provided the draftsmen. And once the bill moved to the House floor, lobbyists hovered nearby, tapping out talking points on a laptop computer for delivery to Republican floor leaders.


Many of Project Relief’s 350 industry members had spent the past few decades angling for a place of power in Democratic governing circles and had made lavish contributions to Democratic campaigns, often as much out of pragmatism as ideology. But now they were in the position of being courted and consulted by newly empowered Republicans dedicated to cutting government regulation and eager to share the job. No one was more openly solicitous in that respect than DeLay. Democrat David Obey of Wisconsin once said of the tough-talking Texan that “he never met a public interest regulation he didn’t hate.” It was a description that DeLay, after six terms in Washington, was reluctant to dispute. In his white-hot vocabulary, the Environmental Protection Agency was “the Gestapo of government pure and simple.” DeLay considered his partnership with Project Relief a model for effective Republican lawmaking, a fair fight against Democratic alliances with labor unions and environmentalists. “Our supporters are no different than theirs,” he said of the Democrats. “But somehow they have this Christ-like attitude that what they are doing is protecting the world when they’re tearing it apart.” Turning to business lobbyists to draft legislation made sense, according to DeLay, because “they have the expertise.”


But the alliance with business and industry was not without peril. It was based on the assumption, which DeLay above all others took to heart, that the Republican majority had been swept into power with a mandate to weaken environmental regulations. That premise grew more tenuous as the year progressed. Starting with the regulatory moratorium, every environmental issue the Republicans tackled became increasingly troublesome. The House’s hardline posture turned into a source of embarrassment for party moderates who had considered environmental protection a bipartisan issue. Internal polls eventually revealed that an anti-environmental mandate did not exist. More than 55 percent of Republican voters came to the conclusion that their own party could not be trusted to protect the environment. On a larger political scale, the effects were even more damaging. President Clinton’s slow but steady recovery throughout 1995 was based in part on his ability to define himself in opposition to the Republicans on a set of specific issues, the environment prime among them.


The Republicans also found themselves walking a fine line, and occasionally tripping over it, as they tried to balance their antiregulatory zeal with the populist aura they had developed in 1994 to carry them into power. There was a general consensus that the public was angry at Washington; but what part of Washington, represented by what symbols: the frustration of bureaucratic red tape or the coziness of legislator and lobbyist at a back-room lunch? Were the Republican attacks on environmental regulations in the name of the average citizen or on behalf of the corporate elite? Were they addressing the concerns of reform-minded Perot voters, other independents, and disenchanted blue-collar Democrats who had voted Republican in 1994—or were they paying back the traditional business interests that had long dominated the Republican Party? Could they serve both causes at the same time?


William Kristol, a key Republican analyst whose frequent strategy memos helped shape the conservative agenda, maintained at the start of the year that the way Gingrich’s revolutionaries resolved those questions would determine their prospects for consolidating congressional power. “If they legislate for special interests,” he said, “it’s going to be hard to show the Republican Party has fundamentally changed the way business is done in Washington.”


It was not until much later that Gingrich came to understand the dilemma. Early in the year, he ceded the battle over environmental regulations to lieutenants like DeLay.


*  *  *


AFTER graduating from the University of Houston with a biology degree in 1970, Tom DeLay, the son of an oil-drilling contractor, found himself managing a pesticide formula company. Four years later he was the owner of Albo Pest Control, a little outfit whose name he hated but kept anyway because a marketing study said it reminded consumers of a well-known brand of dog food. DeLay transformed Albo into “the Cadillac of Houston exterminators, serving only the finest homes.” But his frustration with government rules increased in concert with his financial success. He hated federal worker safety rules, including one that required his termite men to wear hard hats when they tunneled under houses. And the Environmental Protection Agency’s pesticide regulations, he said, “drove me crazy.” He viewed the ban on DDT as excessive and the one on Mirex as even worse. A chemical effective in killing fire ants, Mirex was initially labeled a dangerous carcinogen by federal bureaucrats. By the time they changed their assessment a few years later, it was too late: Mirex had gone out of business.


The cost and complexity of regulations, DeLay said, got in the way of profits and drove him into politics. “I found out government was a cost of doing business, and I better get involved in it.” He arrived in the Texas legislature in 1978 with a nickname that defined his mission: “Mr. DeReg.” Seven years later he moved his crusade to Washington as the congressman from Houston’s conservative southwest suburbs. He publicized his cause by handing out Red Tape Awards for what he considered the most frivolous regulations. But it was a quixotic enterprise, hardly noticed in the Democrat-dominated House, where systematic regulation of industry was seen as necessary to prevent the business community from putting profit over the public interest and to guarantee a safe, clean, and fair society. The greater public good, Democratic leaders and their allies in labor and environmental groups argued, had been well served by government regulation. Countless highway deaths had been prevented by mandatory safety procedures in cars. Bald eagles were flying because of the ban on DDT. Rivers were saved by federal mandates on sewerage.


DeLay nonetheless was gaining notice in the world of commerce. Businessmen would complain about the cost of regulation, an expense that the government has estimated amounts to $430 billion a year passed along to consumers. They would cite what they thought were silly rules, such as the naming of dishwashing liquid on a list of hazardous materials in the workplace. Every Tuesday for a full year before the Republican takeover, DeLay ate lunch with a changing cast of Washington corporate agents, thirty or forty altogether, who met in the Capitol Hill boardroom of the Independent Insurance Agents of America. The luncheons served as the embryo of Project Relief—lobbyists for tobacco, telecommunications, pharmaceuticals, food and beer distributors, freight, securities, and health insurance. They pushed for regulatory relief, and they saw DeLay as their point man.


The mutual benefits of that relationship were most evident in 1994 when DeLay was running for Republican whip. He knew the best way to accumulate chits was to raise campaign funds for other candidates. The large number of open congressional seats and the lineup of strong Republican challengers offered him an unusual opportunity. He turned to his network of business friends and lobbyists. “I sometimes overly prevailed on” these allies, DeLay said later. In the 1994 elections, he was the second-leading fund-raiser for House Republican candidates, behind only Gingrich. In adding up contributions he had solicited for others, DeLay said, he lost count at about $2 million. His persuasive powers were evident in the case of the National-American Wholesale Grocers Association PAC, which already had contributed $120,000 to candidates by the time DeLay addressed the group in September 1995. After listening to his speech on what could be accomplished by a pro-business Congress, they contributed another $80,000 to Republicans and consulted DeLay, among others, on its distribution.


The chief lobbyist for the grocers, Bruce Gates, would be recruited later by DeLay to chair his antiregulatory Project Relief. Several other business lobbyists played crucial roles in his 1994 fund-raising and also followed Gates’s path into the antiregulatory effort. Among the most active were David Rehr of the National Beer Wholesalers Association, Dan Mattoon of BellSouth Corporation, Robert Rusbuldt of Independent Insurance Agents of America, and Elaine Graham of the National Restaurant Association. At the center of the campaign network was Mildred Webber, a political consultant who had been hired by DeLay to run his race for whip. She stayed in regular contact with both the lobbyists and more than eighty GOP congressional challengers, drafting talking points for the neophyte candidates and calling the lobbyist bank when they needed money. Contributions came in from various business PACs, which Webber bundled together with a good-luck note from DeLay. “We’d rustle up checks for the guy and make sure Tom got the credit,” said Rehr, the beer lobbyist. “So when new members voted for majority whip, they’d say, ‘I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Tom DeLay.’”


DeLay, in return, hosted fund-raisers in the districts to draw business support and brought challengers to Washington for introduction to the PAC community at the Capitol Hill Club. One event was thrown for David M. McIntosh, an Indiana candidate who had run the regulation-cutting Council on Competitiveness in the Bush administration under fellow Hoosier Dan Quayle. McIntosh won, and was rewarded with the chairmanship of the House regulatory affairs subcommittee. He hired Webber as staff director. It was with the lopsided support of such Republican freshmen as McIntosh that DeLay swamped two rivals and became the majority whip of the 104th Congress. Before the vote, he had received final commitments from fifty-two of the seventy-three newcomers.


It was a classic triumph of old-fashioned politics that impressed Newt Gingrich even as it alarmed him. DeLay was a team player, but he also had his own independent power base. In attaining the whip’s position, he had defeated Gingrich’s oldest and closest friend in the House, Robert Walker of Pennsylvania. If DeLay went too far in his deregulatory fervor, Gingrich might have a hard time controlling him. The distance between the two men was evident even at early meetings of the leadership. Others in the room noticed that Gingrich would get impatient whenever DeLay piped up.


*  *  *


THE idea of Project Relief first surfaced in the Tuesday lunches DeLay shared with lobbyists. After the November 1994 elections, he pushed them to “link up their resources with ours.” Although business groups were consulted by Democrats during their reign, they normally were ushered in for comment after legislation had been drafted. DeLay embraced lobbyists more openly as part of what he called an “interactive” family of conservatives in which “you can work for each other and get a common goal.” He needed a resourceful team, he said, to root out “oppressive bureaucrats” and the “arrogance of the leftist elite.” Within weeks, Project Relief had grown into one of the most diverse business groups ever formed for specific legislative action.


Leaders of the group, at their first post-election meeting, discussed the need for an immediate move to place a moratorium on federal rules. More than four thousand regulations, some of the toughest and costliest ever, were due out in the coming months, before the Republican House could deal with comprehensive antiregulatory legislation. In the pipeline were labor standards to reduce the physical strains of the workplace; more stringent rules for meat inspection to prevent E. coli bacteria and other foodborne illnesses; and a requirement to install and operate sophisticated devices on manufacturing plants for monitoring hazardous air pollutants, a requirement that the petrochemical industry estimated would cost up to $1 billion.


DeLay agreed with the business lobbyists that a regulatory “timeout” was needed. He wrote a letter to the Clinton administration dated December 12, 1994, asking for a hundred-day freeze on federal rulemaking. The request was rejected two days later by a midlevel official who described the moratorium concept as a “blunderbuss.” DeLay then turned to Gooch to write legislation that would do what the administration would not. At the January 3, 1995, meeting in DeLay’s office, Paul C. Smith, lobbyist for some of the nation’s largest motor fleets, criticized Gooch’s draft because it excluded court-imposed regulations. He volunteered to write the next draft and came back with a version that addressed the concerns of his clients. Under court order, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was about to impose an air pollution plan in California that might force some of Smith’s clients—United Parcel Service (UPS) and auto-leasing companies—to run vehicles on ultra-clean fuels, requiring the replacement of their fleets. Smith removed the threat with a stroke of his pen, extending the moratorium to cover court deadlines. A buttoned-down lawyer who learned the skill of bill drafting as a young House staffer, Smith also helped Webber add wording in a later amendment that extended the moratorium from eight to thirteen months.


Peter Molinaro, a mustached lobbyist for Union Carbide, had a different concern: He wanted to make sure the moratorium would not affect new federal rules if their intention was to soften or streamline other federal rules. The Labor Department, for example, was reviewing a proposal to narrow a rule that employers keep records of off-duty injuries to workers. Union Carbide had been fined $50,000 for violating that rule and was eager for it to be changed. Molinaro importuned the drafters to find a way of exempting “good regulations.” For his part, Gooch wanted to ensure that the routine, day-to-day workings of regulatory agencies would not be interrupted by a moratorium. His clients, including Dow Chemical and Hoechst-Celanese, rely on the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission to make sure that natural gas and oil, used in their production processes, flow consistently and at reasonable rates. In his own mind, Gooch thought he was functioning as a legislative assistant to his old friend DeLay. But working for the revolution was not without commercial benefit.


“I’m not claiming to be a Boy Scout,” Gooch said later. “No question I thought what I was doing was in the best interests of my clients.”


ON the first day of February 1995, fifty Project Relief lobbyists met in a House committee room to map out their vote-getting strategy for the moratorium bill. Their keynote speaker was DeLay, who laid out his basic objective: Make it a veto-proof bill by lining up a sufficient number of Democratic co-sponsors. They went to work. Kim McKernan of the National Federation of Independent Business read down a list of seventy-two House Democrats who had just voted for the GOP balanced budget amendment, rating the likelihood of their joining the antiregulatory effort. The Democrats were placed in Tier One for gettable and Tier Two for questionable. Every Democrat was assigned to a Project Relief lobbyist, often one who had an angle to play.


The nonprescription drug industry chose legislators with Johnson & Johnson plants in their districts, such as Ralph M. Hall of Texas and Frank Pallone, Jr., of New Jersey. David Thompson, who lobbies for a major construction company based in Greenville, targeted South Carolina congressman John Spratt. Federal Express, with its Memphis hub, took Tennessee’s John Tanner. Southwestern Bell Corporation, a past campaign contributor to Blanche Lambert Lincoln of Arkansas, agreed to contact her. Retail farm suppliers picked rural lawmakers, including Charles Stenholm of Texas. The trucking lobby went after Bill Brewster, whose state of Oklahoma is a major trucking center and highway interchange.


When they were not buttonholing Democrats themselves, the lobbyists turned on the pressure by remote control. The American Trucking Associations asked thousands of members in Democratic districts to round up the support of their congressmen. The Financial Executives Institute, representing corporate treasurers and controllers, went a step further, supplying sample letters to its subscribers. Gooch urged his network of energy and petrochemical clients to get out the word through their own lobbyists in Washington and their corporate newsletters. “If you feel like you’re oppressed by bureaucrats,” he told them, “here for the first time and maybe the last, is your chance to see fundamental changes in the way the federal government regulates. Don’t let it go by.”


As the moratorium bill reached the House floor, the business coalition proved equally potent. Twenty major corporate groups advised lawmakers on the eve of debate, February 23, that this was a key vote, one that would be considered in future campaign contributions. McIntosh, who served as DeLay’s deputy for deregulation, assembled a war room in a small office just off the House floor to respond to challenges from Democratic opponents. His rapid response team included Paul Smith, the motor fleet lobbyist, to answer environmental questions; James H. Burnley IV, an airline lobbyist who had served as transportation secretary in the Reagan administration, to advise on transportation rules; and UPS lobbyist Dorothy Strunk, a former director of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), to tackle workplace issues. Project Relief chairman Gates and lobbyists for small business and trucking companies also participated.


When Republican leaders were caught off guard by a Democratic amendment or alerted to a last-minute problem by one of their allies, Smith would bang out responses on his laptop computer and hand the disk to a McIntosh aide who had them printed and delivered to the House floor. A last-minute snag arose over immigration concerns of Lamar Smith of Texas. Forty-five minutes later, the war-room lobbyists had persuaded Smith’s aide that the problem could be resolved with what is known in legislative parlance as a colloquy—a discussion on the House floor of the bill’s intent. From the laptop came a scripted colloquy that McIntosh and Smith read into the record largely verbatim.


The final vote for the moratorium was 276 to 146, with fifty-one Democrats joining DeLay’s side. The support exceeded the original hopes of Project Relief leaders. As McIntosh watched the tally, DeLay wandered over and grabbed the freshman’s right hand. “I’ve been waiting for this to happen for sixteen years,” DeLay said. One week later, he appeared before a gathering of a few hundred lobbyists, lawmakers, and reporters in the Caucus Room of the Cannon House Office Building to celebrate the House’s success in voting to freeze government regulations and, in a pair of companion bills, curtail them. He stood next to a five-foot replica of the Statue of Liberty that was wrapped from neck to toe in bright red tape. Next to him stood Bruce Gates, the chairman of Project Relief. At the same moment, working in tandem, the legislator and the lobbyist pulled out scissors and jubilantly snipped away.
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