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Praise for


THE CYNIC


“While MacGillis writes with the passion of a convert, he isn’t some liberal hack whom Republicans can coolly dismiss. He is a thorough and well-trained reporter happily unburdened from the dispassionate constraints of he-said-she-said journalism. . . . In The Cynic, MacGillis constructs his profile around interviews with long-lost friends, colleagues and enemies—more than 75 of them for this slim volume—who have known the subject since their provincial early days.”


—The Washington Post


“The best portrait of McConnell.”


—NationalJournal.com


“Not many people have a clear idea of who McConnell is, or how he evolved, or why he does the things he does. . . . This is the story Alec MacGillis tells in his concise, fast-moving [book] about McConnell, The Cynic. It’s full of things I hadn’t known. . . . He also helps explain how someone without the obvious political gifts of speechmaking or glad-handing has stayed in national office for 30 years and is favored to be there at least six years more. And if you’d like even more firsthand evidence of what has happened to the Senate, you’ll find it here—all in less than two hours’ reading time.”


—James Fallows


“MacGillis’s book serves as a great reminder of how McConnell became the Senate leader he is today—and how much every elected official tends to change the more they learn about Washington and their polarized constituents.”


—TheWashingtonPost.com


“As Alec MacGillis’s excellent new book on McConnell makes clear, the Kentucky senator’s top priority has always been not ideology but his own political advancement and survival.”


—TheAtlantic.com
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A NOTE ON SOURCES


The Cynic is based on interviews with more than seventy-five people who have worked alongside Mitch McConnell or otherwise interacted with him over the course of his career. McConnell declined to be interviewed, as did his wife, Elaine Chao. Many of the McConnell remarks and observations quoted in the book are derived from John David Dyche’s authorized 2009 biography of McConnell, Republican Leader. Dyche interviewed McConnell for his book and also was granted access to oral history interviews that McConnell gave over the years to John Kleber, a Kentucky historian. Other books helpful in researching this book include Geoffrey Kabaservice’s Rule and Ruin, Robert A. Caro’s Master of the Senate, Gabriel Sherman’s The Loudest Voice in the Room, and Norman Ornstein and Thomas Mann’s It’s Even Worse Than It Looks. Among the many articles that informed the book were Clara Bingham’s 2005 piece in Washington Monthly on the Martin County slurry spill, Phillip Babich’s 2003 piece on the same subject in Salon, John Judis’s 2001 piece in the New Republic on McConnell’s relations with China, John Cheves’s 2006 series in the Lexington Herald-Leader on McConnell’s interactions with campaign donors, Joshua Green’s 2011 profile of McConnell in the Atlantic, and Jason Cherkis and Zach Carter’s 2013 profile of him in The Huffington Post. The book is also indebted to the daily beat reporting of Capitol Hill veterans such as the Washington Post’s Paul Kane, the New York Times’ Carl Hulse, and the Louisville Courier-Journal’s James R. Carroll, among others.


The author made two reporting trips to Kentucky in the course of researching the book, to western Kentucky in August 2013 and Louisville and eastern Kentucky in April 2014.




PREFACE


The young man seemed hopeless. He was an underwhelming specimen, with a wan complexion, thin lips, and doughy features, as well as a slight limp, the legacy of a childhood bout with polio. “Doesn’t make a dominant physical presentation,” was how the pollster, Tully Plesser, put it years later. “He wasn’t like a man’s man, really,” said the ad maker, Bob Goodman. The candidate was even less commanding in his speech, with none of the rhetorical vigor expected of politicians in Appalachia and the upland South. And he offered precious little material for the image shapers: the son of a middle manager, not even a native of the state in which he was running for office, with nothing in his background but a few years of low-level lawyering and Washington paper-shuffling. “He isn’t interesting. He doesn’t have an aura, an air of mystery about him,” said Goodman, the man charged with conjuring something out of these paltry fixings.


Yet in another light, Addison Mitchell McConnell Jr. was an ideal project. For one, he was unburdened by any illusions about his shortcomings.


For another, he wanted to win.


And so the young man submitted to the consultants’ instructions like no candidate they had known. “He was wonderful,” said Goodman. “He was like a kid doing a new thing. He was very easy to deal with. He was like the kid who never was in the school play, who really didn’t have talent that way, but was very willing to do the things asked of him.” Said Plesser: “We didn’t have to deal with the ego. Mitch was the best client to have. He really listened, he didn’t argue. . . . We were absolutely starting from scratch. We could build something just the way we wanted, with no pushback.” And when the candidate proceeded to exceed the low expectations others had for him—finally nailing the clip on the seventh or eighth take—he glowed with gratification, said Goodman: “He appreciated a compliment: ‘You did that great!’ It was like the kid who says, ‘Gosh, I really can do the school play.’ ” One of the guys on the film crew came up with a behind-his-back nickname for the eager striver: “Love-me-love-me.”


The challenge was obvious, said Goodman. “Being dramatic was not his style. We saw it as his weakness as a politician and we said, ‘How do we take this fellow who doesn’t do all the political things and endear him to a constituency that just wants to talk common sense? How do we lighten him up and make him human, reach the human feelings of hope and love?’ He was open to that, because he recognized that wasn’t his strength.”


The consultants did their job, and their man won, narrowly defeating the incumbent Democrat to become, in 1978, the head of government for Jefferson County, Kentucky, which includes Louisville. To their astonishment, he did not stop there. This man so ill-suited to the business of running for elected office went on to knock off an incumbent U.S. senator in 1984, becoming the first Republican to win statewide in Kentucky in sixteen years, and then to win reelection four times, and then to find himself in 2014 on the verge of achieving what fairly early in his ascent he had identified as his life’s dream: Senate majority leader.


But it was not just their former client’s climb up the ladder that startled the consultants. It was the way his ascent transformed him. The guileless young man who was conspicuously uninformed about the mechanics of politics grew into a steely influence broker, proud of his growing sway on Capitol Hill. More than that, what struck Goodman was how his former client was using that power—to obstruct the agenda of President Barack Obama and, with it, the workings of the federal government. The young man who had run in Louisville as a pragmatic moderate—who had won the endorsement of the AFL-CIO by supporting collective bargaining for public employees, who had earned the gratitude of local feminists by standing up for abortion rights—was now the symbol of the willful intransigence that had brought the nation’s capital to the brink of utter dysfunction. And this change pained Bob Goodman.


“It’s so sad and disillusioning to me,” said Goodman. “I guess it’s part of his pragmatism: it was his strategy to say no to Obama on everything. It obviously works. But it works to the detriment of the country. I hate it. I hate the fact that he was right there.” Goodman pores over the recollections of his years working with McConnell but can find no premonitions of what came later. “There were no alarm bells coming out of him,” he said. “He was a perfectly reasonable guy.”


There is an understandable inclination to tell political history through its most colorful characters—Teddy Roosevelt, LBJ, Bill Clinton. But our times are often shaped as much, if not more, by our more nondescript figures. To understand what has happened in Washington over the past few decades, as our government has become increasingly incapable of tackling the problems of our times—sluggish wages, a broken immigration system, and climate change, to name just a few—we must seek to understand Mitch McConnell. It is he who symbolizes better than anyone else in politics today the transformation of the Republican Party from a broad, nationwide coalition spanning conservatives, moderates, and even some liberals into an ideologically monolithic, demographically constrained unit that political scientists judge without modern historical precedence.


But the story of Mitch McConnell is about more than ideology. It is about character. For under that inexpressive visage that Goodman and Plesser sought to break through, there lies a morality tale that goes to the heart of our country’s political culture—and the weakness within it.




Chapter One
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RUN, RUN, RUN


McConnell’s youth was peripatetic—his early years were spent in Athens, Alabama, a small town in the northern end of the state; at eight his family moved to Augusta, Georgia; and before the start of high school they arrived in Louisville, where his father, a manager with DuPont, had been transferred. His parents hailed mostly from Scots-Irish stock, more humble on his mother’s side (tenant farmers) than on his father’s (his lineage included a county judge and mortician).


From age two to four, McConnell suffered from polio, and his mother, who was named Julia but went by Dean, devoted herself to the rehabilitation of her only child. She brought him to the polio treatment retreat founded by Franklin D. Roosevelt in Warm Springs, Georgia, but there were no rooms available, so staff instead instructed her on how to do the physical therapy back home on her own, with occasional visits to Warm Springs to check on Mitch’s progress. And she was on her own—her husband was with the army in Europe in the final months of World War II. There were three hours of exercises to be done each day, and Dean was under orders to keep Mitch off his partially paralyzed left leg, so coming and going meant carrying the boy up and down the stairs of their walk-up apartment building. When he was deemed recovered, his mother bought him low-top saddle oxfords. “That seems like such a small thing, but to me, it was huge,” he said later. “Now I was just like every other kid.”


In later years, McConnell often pointed to his recovery from polio as the foundational event in his life, a declaration often paired with an expression of “a great deal of gratitude toward his mother,” says Meme Sweets Runyon, who worked for McConnell in his first campaign and elected office. His parents’ approach to that battle, he’d tell people, turned him into a person who “liked to solve problems.” “His parents were very organized and methodical. They had that methodical way of addressing a problem,” says Runyon. It also explained his determination. “It taught him that you can get through a really crippling situation—literally—by putting one step in front of the other,” Runyon says. Charles Musson, a Louisville lawyer who also worked on McConnell’s first campaign, was blunter: “It made him a fighter,” he says.


In what realm to fight and strive? Young Mitch loved sports, but while he did manage to play baseball with his slight limp, dreams of sports stardom were out. (A meticulously detailed score sheet he kept at age thirteen shows him with a .295 regular season batting average but an .074 playoff one.) Instead, in high school McConnell gravitated to that other realm favored by competitive young American men with a head for stats: politics. He was a serious history buff, steeped in the lore of great Kentucky statesmen such as Henry Clay, and at age fourteen he watched every minute of coverage of both party’s 1956 conventions. It was easy to imagine him growing up to be part of the political support staff that would soon dominate Washington, the pundits and aides and strategists who can recite election results from decades past and who advise the candidate out front on what to say and how to vote. It was harder to imagine McConnell as the front man himself, what with his blinking bearing and introverted nature.


But young Mitch wanted to be a candidate after all. Runyon points to a simple explanation: “Mitch is an only child. Only children love attention.” He was introverted, but not so shy that he disliked the spotlight. Shortly after arriving in Louisville, by far the largest city he’d ever lived in, McConnell became vice president of the junior high student council. At duPont Manual High School, he set about improving on that rank and by junior year managed to win election as student body president, with a methodical effort that included stuffing pamphlets into each locker, even those belonging to students in the lower grades whom upperclassmen candidates often looked past. One pamphlet announced his endorsements from, among others, “the fastest halfback in the city” and “the president of the key club.” At the University of Louisville, which he chose to attend to spare himself another move and stay close to Dean, the mother with whom he was so close, he kept on running—for freshman class president, for president of the student senate, for president of the student council of the College of Arts and Sciences. He lost all three, and took it hard despite the low stakes, as depicted in Republican Leader, a 2009 authorized biography of McConnell by John David Dyche. “McConnell realized that he had not worked as hard as he should have, and vowed to never make that mistake again,” writes Dyche, a Louisville lawyer and conservative commentator. Once again, vindication arrived in junior year: he won the presidency of the student council.


It was time to get into politics for real. There was no question which party McConnell would associate himself with—the Democrats’ Solid South had started splintering, and he’d had a sentimental attachment to the Republicans from a young age, largely out of loyalty to Dwight Eisenhower, the general who’d led his father in Europe. (In his third-grade class photo, Mitch wears an “I Like Ike” button.) And in Kentucky, Republicans were ascendant—the state went for Richard Nixon in 1960 (McConnell slapped a Nixon bumper sticker on the family car) and two well-regarded Republican senators represented the state.


The real question was not which party Mitch McConnell would sign up for. It was which kind of Republican he’d be.





It is nothing short of astonishing to contemplate just how ideologically diverse the Republican Party was a half century ago. Coming out of the relative stasis of the Eisenhower years, the party was in a free-for-all, with a new wave of combative conservatives, many of them hailing from the boomtowns of the Sun Belt, challenging the party’s old-guard Midwestern centrists and conservatives and its Northeastern liberals. The dividing line in the mid-1960s was Lyndon B. Johnson’s civil rights legislation, which passed with the staunch support of old-guard Republicans (17 of Ohio’s 18 congressional Republicans backed the bill, notes Geoffrey Kabaservice in his 2012 history of moderate Republicanism, Rule and Ruin), even as many of the new-wave conservatives opposed it. The showdown came at the 1964 Republican National Convention, held at the Cow Palace in San Francisco, where Nelson Rockefeller was jeered to the point of inaudibility as he spoke in favor of a platform plank against extremists groups like the Ku Klux Klan and the John Birch Society. The convention ended with the nomination of Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, who had voted against the Civil Rights Act, passed earlier that year, and who punctuated his acceptance speech with a line that became the rallying cry for this new brand of conservatism: “I would remind you that extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice. And let me remind you also that moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.”


Back in Kentucky, Mitch McConnell had before him vivid representatives of both of the widely disparate poles of his party, and, like any young person finding his way, he sampled both. Under the influence of a conservative political science professor, McConnell invited Goldwater to campus, where McConnell introduced his speech. In the summer of 1963, he headed to Washington to intern for Gene Snyder, a highly conservative rookie congressman from Kentucky who warned of “creeping socialism” afoot in the land. McConnell was in Snyder’s office for the March on Washington by Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights leaders, but he couldn’t show his excitement, not in front of Snyder—he slipped out on the steps of the Capitol to take in the crowds, but dared venture no further than that.


McConnell’s desire to be out on the Mall for King’s speech suggested the Goldwater wing of the party was not for him. Instead, he latched onto a more suitable model. Both of Kentucky’s senators were well to the left of Snyder. It was Thruston Morton who would unsuccessfully try to gavel into silence the jeering crowd at the Cow Palace so that Rockefeller could be heard. And it was John Sherman Cooper who, far more than anyone, would shape the Republicanism of young Mitch.


Cooper was a remarkable figure, a patrician Yalie who had quit Harvard Law School on learning that his family’s fortune had been wiped out by the recession of 1920 and had returned home to sell the family mansion, settle his father’s debts, and set about putting his six siblings through college. He won a Bronze Star for his work rebuilding the Bavarian judicial system at the end of World War II and served as a special assistant to Secretary of State Dean Acheson during the creation of NATO. Arriving in Washington, he was one of the first Republicans to speak out against fellow Republican Joe McCarthy, and he voted with his party barely half the time. He became close friends with John F. Kennedy, a regular guest at the famous Georgetown soirees hosted by Washington Post publisher Katharine Graham, and an ardent opponent of the Vietnam War, joining with Idaho Democrat Frank Church to draft an amendment barring further action in Cambodia. He might well have run for higher office were it not for one shortcoming: he was, in his own words, “a truly terrible public speaker.”


In 1964, that year of turmoil and soul-searching for the Grand Old Party, Cooper became Mitch McConnell’s lodestar. After returning to Louisville in the fall of 1963, out from under Snyder’s baleful eye, McConnell fired off a column urging Republicans to get on board with strong civil rights legislation at the state and national levels. Brimming with earnest idealism, the piece anticipates the main argument against civil rights reform and demolishes it: “Property rights have always been, and will continue to be, an integral part of our heritage, but this does not absolve the property holder of his obligation to help ensure the basic rights of all citizens.” McConnell disputed the opposition’s claim to constitutional rationales against the legislation: “One must view the Constitution as a document adaptable to conditions of contemporary society,” he wrote, and any “strict interpretation” was “innately evil” if its result was that “basic rights are denied to any group.”


By early spring, McConnell was speaking in a racially mixed assemblage at a campus “Freedom Rally” urging others to join King in marching on the state capital. As the divisive GOP presidential primary of that year took shape, McConnell sided against Goldwater and for two moderates—first Pennsylvania governor William Scranton and then ambassador to Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. And at the end of the school year he was back in Washington, interning for the representative who was by this time the right fit: Cooper. That June, Cooper played a lead role in finagling just enough Republican votes to help break the filibuster of the Civil Rights Act led by Southern Democrats. And a year later, when McConnell was in Washington for a visit, Cooper brought him along to witness the signing of the Voting Rights Act.


Looking back, McConnell repeatedly cited Cooper’s leadership on civil rights legislation, despite hailing from a Civil War border state, as his model for being a senator. He recounted asking Cooper at the time, “How do you take such a tough stand and square it with the fact that a considerable number of people who have chosen you have the opposite view?” To which, he says, Cooper responded: “I not only represent Kentucky, I represent the nation, and there are times when you follow, and there are times when you lead.” McConnell expanded on this in his interviews with Dyche and in the annual oral history interviews McConnell has been giving for years to Kentucky historian John Kleber, which McConnell made available to Dyche. Cooper, he said, had often put him in mind of Edmund Burke’s famous dictum: “Your representative owes, not his industry only, but his judgment, and betrays, instead of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion.” Cooper, McConnell said, “always carried out his best judgment instead of pandering to the popular view.” He “was sensitive to what his constituents were interested in, but not controlled by it.”


And Cooper showed that a senator with such independence of mind, forthrightness, and conviction could flourish. In 1966, he was reelected with nearly two-thirds of the vote.





As riveted as McConnell was by the civil rights battles in Washington, it was the other great issue of the 1960s that threatened a more personal impact. And on this score, he again followed Cooper’s lead. In the fall of 1964, McConnell enrolled in law school at the University of Kentucky (thus allowing him to later claim both of the state’s major colleges as alma maters). There, like many other students, he grew opposed to the war in Vietnam—though there is no record of him speaking out as he did on civil rights. He received his degree in the spring of 1967, making him eligible for the draft just as the war, in which more than a thousand Kentuckians lost their lives, entered its deadliest two-year stretch for American soldiers.


McConnell decided to enlist in the army reserves. With remarkable candor, he later said that the reserves represented a kind of “honorable alternative that wouldn’t ruin my career or taint my advancement.” Left unsaid was that the reserves also were much less likely to put him in harm’s way, as they were used sparingly in Vietnam.


He reported for basic training with the 100th Division of the U.S. Army Reserves at Fort Knox in early July. Barely a month later, he was out, free on a medical discharge.


In McConnell’s later telling, as related by Dyche, he discovered soon after he arrived at Fort Knox that he was having trouble keeping up with basic training, which he attributed to residual effects of the polio. A subsequent physical examination, he says, found that he suffered from optical neuritis, a condition most often associated with multiple sclerosis that can cause foggy vision or partial loss of vision. The condition can often be treated with steroids, but McConnell says the diagnosis of optical neuritis prompted the medical discharge. McConnell’s Selective Service records, obtained from the National Archives under a public information request, do not specify the grounds for his discharge, and in fact show no record of his having received a physical examination prior to his discharge.


As short as his stay at Fort Knox had been, McConnell was growing impatient that his exit was taking as long as it was. By his own admission, he had his father place a call to his mentor in Washington. And on August 10, Senator John Sherman Cooper sent a wire to the commanding general at Fort Knox, stating: “Mitchell anxious to clear post in order to enroll NYU. Please advise when final action can be expected.” Five days later, McConnell was discharged. Effective as Cooper’s intervention had been, McConnell downplayed it years later, saying Cooper’s office had been doing “routine case work” in trying to help a constituent deal with army bureaucracy. He had, he said, “used no connections getting in” the army reserves and “no connections getting out.”





Freed from Fort Knox, McConnell did not go to New York University, where there is no record of his ever having applied for classes, despite the claim in Cooper’s missive. He’d had plenty of schooling, after all, and was ready for the business of politics. The only question was where to begin. Ideally, he’d have gone right back to Washington. But there wasn’t all that much demand for a graduate of a non-elite law school with undistinguished grades. Even Cooper was disinclined to help out in this regard, telling McConnell he had no need for a young counsel.


He’d have to settle for Kentucky, for now. He took the first legal job he could find—working for a pro-union labor law firm. But the drudgery of his first regular job would last barely longer than his military sojourn. In early 1968, Morton, the state’s other senator, announced his retirement amid deep disillusionment over the urban riots and war in Vietnam. Marlow Cook, the moderate Republican executive for Jefferson County, which includes Louisville, announced his candidacy, and invited McConnell on as his campaign’s “state youth chairman,” a paid position. Mitch McConnell’s near lifelong career as a political professional had begun.


He had some campaign experience. Back in 1966, in his campaign debut, he had helped out on a primary challenge of none other than his first Capitol Hill boss, Gene Snyder, by a liberal Louisville Republican—further confirmation of where McConnell had lined up in his party’s internal conflicts. (Yet more evidence was the name he gave the cat he soon acquired: Rocky, after Nelson Rockefeller, the moderate Republican governor of New York.) But now he was a full-time campaign staffer for the first time, and he took the task earnestly, recalls John Yarmuth, then a younger campaign worker who was paired up with McConnell. It was quite a spectacle: there, in 1968, at the height of the youth rebellion, was the unimpeachably square law school graduate going from one campus to another, urging students fixated on Vietnam, Bob Dylan, and the assassinations of King and Bobby Kennedy to vote for a county executive many had never heard of. If he got a cool response, it did not deter him—he worked relentlessly, not even letting his marriage shortly before the primary to Sherrill Redmon, a history Ph.D. student at the University of Kentucky, slow him down. “He was incredibly serious even then,” says Yarmuth, who went on to work alongside McConnell in Washington and Louisville and was later elected to Congress as a Democrat. “I was having fun or trying to have fun. Even though it was going to play a very small part of the election—organizing campuses in 1968 was a fragment of the whole election—to him it was very important.”


The grind paid off—Cook won, and invited McConnell to Washington. Officially, McConnell was Cook’s chief staffer on the Judiciary Committee. He helped his boss reckon with Richard Nixon’s Supreme Court nominations, two of whom were rejected, one as too conservative and the other as underqualified. And he helped handle Cook’s correspondence. In March 1970, he sent the Republican National Committee two speeches by Cook, which, McConnell wrote, “might be useful to you in your task of convincing both Blacks and other minority groups in the country that the Republican party is a logical home,” a preoccupation of moderate Republicans at the time. Three months later, he declined the invitation of an honorary membership for himself and Cook in the Kentucky State Rifle & Pistol Association, writing that “this would probably hinder effectiveness in fighting [strict gun control] laws, if we were members of the association.”
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