








    

     Praise for Jesse

    


    “Aside from being superior entertainment, Marshall Frady’s new biography of Jesse Jackson, perhaps our era’s most spellbinding political preacher, [is] hugely useful in the way [it lays] out for our inspection the split personality of this nation. Frady is one of the best political biographers of our time…”


    —Robert Sherrill, Los Angeles Times


(Named a Los Angeles Times Best Book of the Year)


    “One of the many impressive qualities of Marshall Frady’s eloquent Jesse: The Life and Pilgrimage of Jesse Jackson is the way it succeeds in balancing and reconciling the many apparent contradictions in its subject’s character. By the time you’ve finished reading Jesse, you have little difficulty believing both Mr. Jackson’s love of humanity and his impatience with people, both his monumental gall and his crushing insecurity, both his suffocating egotism and his unselfish willingness to give of himself.”


    —Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, The New York Times


(Named a New York Times Notable Book of the Year)


    “In this revealing biography, Frady pins down the elusive preacher long enough for readers to get a fix on his true identity.”


    —Wayne Kalin, People


    “Astonishing…as subtle and perceptive a portrait as any black writer could have produced of one of the most complex public figures of our times…Frady provides such a full-bodied portrait of this awesomely gifted but equally flawed man that it should provoke a repositioning of Jackson’s place in history.…Frady’s unsparing but sympathetic study captures all the paradoxes that make up Jesse Jackson.”


    —Jack E. White, Time


    “In Marshall Frady, Jesse Jackson has found his biographer. Never before has the Jackson gravitas been captured with such brio, honesty, shrewdness and big-heartedness as Frady brings forth in his mesmerizing book.”


    —Will Haygood, The Boston Globe


    “[Frady’s] eye for detail is sharp, his facility with description admirable…. [He] is the perfect person to explain Jesse Jackson to the world.”


    —Debra Dickerson, The Nation


    “This is the most comprehensive work to date on the charismatic newsmaker who rose from illegitimate birth and poverty to become a well-known—if not always well-liked—statesman. Frady’s hefty tome is rich with detail…”


    —Melanie Eversley, Knight Ridder


    “Frady has written a sprawling, fascinating biography.”


    —Joel Connelly, Seattle Post-Intelligencer


    “Mr. Frady has delivered a thoroughly researched, at times poetically written profile of a towering public man.”


    —Brian W. Jones, The Washington Times


    “What makes this galvanic, richly variegated, novelistic biography ring so true is that Frady…manages to balance society’s shortcomings with Jackson’s own.…Frady’s biography comes off as voluble and dynamic as Jackson himself.”


    —Megan Harlan, Entertainment Weekly
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     …a Black Prince, Potentate of his people, new Poombah of Polemic…he was the mightiest victim of injustice in America, and he was also the mightiest narcissist in the land. Every beard, dropout…and plain simple individualist paid him homage. The mightiest of the black psyches and most filigreed of the white psyches were ready to roar him home…. What a tangle of ribbons he carried on his lance, enough cross-purposes to be the knight-resplendent of television…at once a saint and a monster to any mind that looked for category.


     —NORMAN MAILER,


on Muhammad Ali, 1971


     KERNER:…you think everybody has no secret or one big big secret, they are what they seem or they are the opposite. You look at me and think: Which is he? Plus or minus?…you insist on laboratory standards for reality, while I insist on its artfulness. So it is with us all, we’re not so one-or-the-other.


     —TOM STOPPARD,




      Hapgood


     “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”


     —WILLIAM FAULKNER,




      Intruder in the Dust


    


   





    

     

      FOREWORD

     


    


    

     

      ANY SERIOUS CONSIDERATION of any black figure in America must begin from one elemental and encompassing circumstance: however familiar and even tiresomely repeated a proposition by now, it nevertheless remains the case that the fundamental American crisis is still that of race. Well before Alexis de Tocqueville, as early as Thomas Jefferson, the recognition was already emerging that the American political adventure, begun in such largeness of possibility, may have also from its very inception—the instant the first black man in chains set his foot on this continent’s shore—held the dark seeds of its ultimate undoing. That aboriginal crime has been with us ever since, accounting for successive convulsive travails of which the Civil War was merely the most seismic and bloody. But its effects have also proliferated and complicated down through the generations—not only in both black and white society but, more, in the black and white psyche. And to such a myriad and diffused extent that those conditions and attitudes no longer seem to have any connection to the primal crime that began them. The result is that now we, and particularly those of us who are white, have no real sense of how we continue to be entailed in the lasting consequences of that original great Cain-Act, the systematic brutalization of a whole people.


     Since the transformations worked by the Martin Luther King phase of the civil rights movement, America’s racial travail has evolved into a merely more subtle complex of tensions. While most of the laws and institutions of racism have nominally been abolished, and our popular culture, from beauty pageants to television sitcoms, would seem substantially integrated now, virtually every social duress in this country—poverty, hunger, crime, drugs, family disintegration, generational imprisonment in the underclass—is still the lot of a hugely disproportionate mass of African-Americans. And who can seriously question that, only some thirty years after the conditionings of three centuries of slavery and its slightly abstracted sequel of segregation, it is history’s lingering legacy of racism—in whatever less overt forms, less measurable and so less engageable by law and regulation, but no less pervasive and intractable—that is still acting to lock blacks into those conditions? We remain—in where blacks can live, what they subsist on, the quality of their lives, what future they can expect—still largely divided into two Americas, racially drawn, estranged from each other.


     Even among African-Americans who have managed to escape the undertows of the past and enter the comfortable preserves of the middle class, there can be heard, for the very reason that they have presumably made it into the American promise, the most bitter angers of alienation. Most critically, in our inner cities, there steadily expands a kind of Third World country within the United States, a population of inner exiles empty of any sense of possibilities or any connection to the rest of the national community—millions of those whom James Baldwin once described as “the most dangerous creation of any society…that man who has nothing to lose.” The enormous combustible potential of such a situation is obvious, and it is fearful to ponder what might ensue if the distraction and anesthesia of drugs were ever actually removed from these masses of the unhoping. But just how distant most whites are now from any sense of source for the consequences they behold was indicated when, in the midst of the upheaval in Los Angeles in the spring of 1992, a local white television newscaster kept insisting, with a blankly grave and pale peer into the camera, “This has nothing to do with civil rights or any of that. This is just about hoodlums and lawlessness.”


     Yet the black youths who were seen on that first day of flames and wreckage pulling a white driver from his truck and then battering him with a methodical brutality were not born with rocks uplifted in their hands. Nor, for that matter, were the white policemen born holding the clubs with which they, just as methodically, battered Rodney King. The legacy of slavery, in its almost measureless ramifications, has continued to brutalize us all. And racism endures as the one endemic American dilemma that could yet rupture this always precarious democracy.


     In the middle of Jesse Jackson’s first presidential campaign, on a summer evening in 1984, James Baldwin told journalists Bob Faw and Nancy Skelton, “Now here comes Jess. Young man out of the civil rights movement, out of the pain…and the Republic refuses, really, to recognize [him]. How he comes here before us we don’t really know. But we do know this: that his presence presents the American Republic with questions and choices it has spent all its history until this hour trying to avoid…. And nothing will ever again be what it was before.”
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      Marshall Frady: A Son of the South
David Halberstam

     


    


    

     MARSHALL FRADY WAS YOUNG and singularly gifted when we first met, almost, I sometimes thought, as if he had been touched, because it all seemed to come so easily to him. We were all young writers back then, caught at the same place at the same moment in our careers, all of us a little overheated, thrilled with what we had already accomplished, but desperately wanting more. That is, we had advanced from newspapers to magazines, were making a living with words, and were being handsomely rewarded by the compliments of our peers (and mistakenly thinking that that was what mattered). We all, of course, longed for more, we all wanted to take our careers to the next level and become writers of books rather than of magazine pieces. My own sights—for we all had our literary heroes—were on men like Theodore White and Murray Kempton, and Marshall, I suspect, hungered to write novels eventually, great gothic literary masterpieces, with a fine Faulknerian undertow, for Faulkner always lived in the deepest part of Marshall’s literary subconscious.


     Marshall loved words. Writers are men and women of ideas and events and words, and Marshall appreciated all of those, but he was more than anything else a man of words. He used them extraordinarily well and took uncommon pleasure in putting them in play. He was, in terms of style, the ultimate antiminimalist. His phrasing was always ornate, rich, but not, I think, florid—the words, and I think this is important, always had a purpose. He did not say simple things simply; he endowed words richly with a kind of special Fradyian touch—that is, he did not use them as an end in themselves. Quite the opposite. He had a wonderfully original literary and political sensibility, and there were always images that he was trying to create, places he wanted to take the reader. His was in no way a neutral presence. If you were reading one of his pieces, in effect visiting George Corley Wallace in Alabama or Lester Maddox in Georgia, you were always aware that Marshall was traveling with you, and that you were seeing these men through the brilliant, almost biblical prism that he supplied. He was a man of the South and a writer of the South, and because he had such a fine instinct for rogues, he could, if need be, go high South or low South. He did not, so to speak, travel on the interstate; he much preferred the old side roads, and as such most of his journeys were low South, because that was where all the rascals—he was part rascal himself—lived and played. He was, said Anne Rivers Siddons, the novelist who knew him when they were both young, half Southern aristocrat, and half Southern undertaker.


     He did not just write that way, with the shadow of Faulkner over him, but he spoke that way as well. That too was completely natural, as though it were in his DNA. His father was a Baptist preacher, a man who had had to make his living by his beliefs, wits, and, lest we ever forget, his voice, in a difficult time in a poor part of the country as yet unblessed by affluence; thus the richer and more spellbinding your voice, the bigger your audience, and the fuller your collection box. Marshall always spoke reverently of his father, of the kind of man he was, with a genuine respect for what he did and the kind of life he lived; that Baptist experience was, I suspect, more a part of him than he had originally thought. He was shaped by it, by his father’s voice, blended as it was with his own formidable literary sensibility. Marshall was a Southern preacher manqué who did not want to be thought of as a preacher—though preach he did from the pages of America’s best magazines—just as he was a man of exquisite literary sensibility who did not want to be thought of as a literary swell, but whose last published work was in the pages of The New York Review of Books, which is the hometown journal of the swellest of the swells.


     When you talked to Marshall, the conversation was never flat and never ordinary. I sometimes thought I could almost see the process take place—Marshall deciding what it was he wanted to say and routing it through that part of his brain where his father, Faulkner, and his other literary heroes lurked, and then in time it came out, exceptionally full, as if scripted in the nineteenth century rather than the twentieth, ready, I sometimes thought, to be set in type and printed as spoken. What you got from him, thought his friend Bill Hedgepeth, who knew him over some forty years, “was a kind of perpetual performance art.” With almost anyone else the verbal byplay might have seemed pretentious, but not with Marshall; it was simply Marshall being Marshall. Faulkner was, I thought, always with him, “an experience that a lot of Southern boys spend the rest of their lives trying to recover from,” he once wrote in a reflective, highly personal introduction to a collection of pieces called Southerners. But Frady, noted the shrewd and very admiring essayist Hal Crowther in The Oxford American, “didn’t try as hard as some.” Crowther once discovered a 255-word sentence, without a single semicolon, in that introduction to Southerners. I’m sure Willie Morris and Bob Kotlowitz, who edited him when we were at Harper’s, caught comparable manifestations of the same virus, smiled, and let them pass through into the magazine.


     He was, I should add, always a wunderkind, even before he had written and published anything, always a writer, because that’s what he saw himself as being. The epiphany—that he was a writer, or at least wanted to be—had come to him while still in high school because he had been reading Shakespeare and had loved not merely the prose, but the fact that Shakespeare, on the Richter scale of durability, had lasted a long time, over four hundred years. That signified an admirable kind of immortality, unmatched by that of anyone else he knew of in Augusta. He started out as a journalist in the midsixties working for the far-from-liberal Augusta newspapers. (When his pal Will Campbell introduced him to a friend as a reporter, Marshall was irate. “I’m a journalist,” he said proudly, as if declaring a certain class distinction.) His timing in entering the profession could not have been better. It was a good time for a young Southern boy to be starting out—the entire region was caught in incipient revolution, the old order was being challenged and at least part of it was collapsing, and the darker side of its soul, which had lurked for so long just beneath the surface, had reluctantly come into the light in order to fight off the challenge. In 1966, looking for a second man in the Newsweek Southern bureau because business on the race beat was booming, Joe Cumming, the bureau chief, was told of a young man working for the Augusta newspaper in Atlanta, named Marshall Frady, all of twenty-five. That boy, he was told, surely can talk and he surely can write.


     He was in effect already a star, young and strikingly good looking. Cumming interviewed him, was absolutely charmed, loved the sound of his voice and the way he thought. Still, he might have talked like a reporter, but whether he could write like one was another thing, and so Cumming asked him to write something. “He stayed up all night writing. The next morning he turned in a seventeen-page piece—I think on himself, I’m not even sure I remember what it was about. All I remember was how good it was. We hired him of course, but I knew that he was not long for Newsweek, that he was going on to other things…. He was,” Cumming added, “a warlock,” that is, an enchanter or a seducer in the way he used words. The other thing that Cumming understood, startling of itself, was that the gift had always been there, “that he had been writing that way since high school.” He worked for Newsweek for about two years, but there was always another project in the background. Two years later, in 1968, the book on George Wallace was published—and it was nothing less than an American classic. What Robert Penn Warren had done in fiction with Huey Long, Marshall Frady did in nonfiction with Long’s lineal descendant, one more in the long line of American Populist demagogues, this one with almost no redeeming side. In a way he gave Wallace more immortality than he properly deserves—if anyone remembers George Corley Wallace one hundred years from now, it may be because Marshall Frady took the time to see him and understand him and present him to us in all his true meanness and cruelty, the damage he did to so many people unsoftened by the passage of time. The book catapulted Frady to fame and great collegial admiration, if not to personal wealth. “I read it when I was a young reporter for the Huntsville Times,” said Jim Wooten, who thereupon went on to a distinguished career with The New York Times and a twenty-five-year career as one of television’s best foreign correspondents, “and I decided that if I could write something like that my life on earth would be worth it.”


     The timing of that book, and of the rest of his work, is important. A profound change was taking place in nonfiction letters, driven as it was by a kind of tectonic change in the technology of communications. Television was at once destroying certain newspapers and magazines, taking their advertising away, and in their death throes a good number of them opened up their pages to a freer, more personal kind of journalism as they never had before, when they were wealthier and surer of themselves, and had insisted on a more formulaic kind of reporting. At the same time, print editors, finding that television was by far the faster carrier, were looking for something that print could offer that television could not match, places where a lone journalist armed with only a pencil could go but where a large team with a camera and sound equipment could not. The result of this, first in magazines and then later coming more slowly in newspapers, was a flowering of nonfiction writing and the coming of a more personal, more literary journalism. It was known in the beginning as the New Journalism (a title, I always thought, that was absolutely wrong—it was classic journalism that had been practiced throughout history but had been pushed aside in recent years for a rather modern, odorless version, which attempted to create a kind of bloodless objectivity). The leader of the new breed, its most expert practitioner, writing primarily for Esquire, was Gay Talese, and Marshall Frady was soon one of its leading stars. It is interesting to note that Talese, of Italian-American ancestry, in two of his most famous pieces, on Joe DiMaggio and Frank Sinatra, was exploring his own roots and ethnic subculture, and thus in some way himself, while Frady, in most of his great pieces—which constituted an epic journey in search of Southern reprobates—was also discovering his.


     It was a perfect time for him to come of age as a nonfiction writer. Print was momentarily in a kind of standoff with television (though television was sure to win, and it was a standoff that would last no more than ten or fifteen years, just long enough for a writer to show his or her stuff). The libel laws were more liberal and flexible—if you were writing about a public figure, you had a lot more freedom than you would have had ten years earlier, and you could say harder, truer things without being hauled into court. At the same time a new generation of editors had effectively suspended all the old rules of what you could and could not do in a book or a magazine piece. It was an era tailor-made for Marshall; he had, I think, always been the Great Marshall Frady, even before he had written a single word, and now he was a genuine star, one of the beau ideals of a new generation, and he bore the special reputation that everyone in the business quietly seeks but is bestowed on very few indeed: he was known as a writer’s writer. It was as if somehow the gods of journalism, knowing that he was coming along, had prepared things so he could flower in his chosen profession in this wonderful, ever freer era where there were fewer rules and restraints.


     Marshall and I met in 1970. The Saturday Evening Post was closing down, one more victim of the profound changes taking place in the world of journalism, marking the migration of advertising money from print to television. I had helped hire him before I met him. When the Post went down, Willie Morris, who was the editor of Harper’s and who used me as something of a literary scout, asked for a list of names from the Post that he should go after as contributing editors, and I suggested three on my first list—Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne, who were married, and Marshall. Joan had already signed a contract to write a column for Life, and John Dunne wanted to write books, but Marshall quickly accepted the offer. It was the perfect mooring for him, under the aegis of Willie, who was almost preternaturally talented himself, the son then and forever of Yazoo City, Mississippi, almost professionally Southern and a great admirer of good writing (and something of a closet Faulknerite). Willie was surely the editor that Marshall had always wanted to work for, and Marshall was the writer that Willie had always wanted to publish.


     Marshall was twenty-eight at the time, and Willie probably all of thirty-five. We were, I suppose, in the eyes of older colleagues, a bunch of children. Willie wanted to make Harper’s a home for writers, and he knew how to do it: he got the best writers of an era to write for him, knowing that if he published them, then the others would want to publish there as well. It was not by chance that he published a huge chunk of Bill Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner, nor by chance that Norman Mailer’s brilliant piece on the march on the Pentagon—arguably his best work ever—a mere one hundred thousand words or so, was published in its entirety for, as I recall, about $10,000. Willie’s way with writers was simple—he would try to find out what it was that they wanted to cover, give them their head, and trust that writers directed by both their heart and their intellect would do their best work. He was almost always right.


     

      Harper’s was the perfect place to showcase Marshall’s great ability. It did not bother Marshall that he was in some way out of step with the times, when less was becoming more, and if you were as he was, a maximalist rather than a minimalist, the critics might on occasion come down on you. He had his voice, it was very much his own, and he was like Ted Williams and his swing—he had it, it worked, and he was not about to let anyone tinker with it. I think Marshall was the most talented of our group, the one whose work the rest of us most wanted to read when it came in. Bob Kotlowitz, who was our managing editor, once told me that of our group, Marshall was the one he most liked to edit, because there was no ceiling to his work—there was simply no telling how good he was going to be one day.


     Our group did not last long. The same pressures that were destroying Collier’s, The Saturday Evening Post, Life, and Look, and eventually squeezed even Esquire, soon got to us. We had thought we were immune to those pressures because of benign ownership in Minneapolis, the fact that our editorial budget was so small—for we made about half of what our colleagues at The Saturday Evening Post had been making—and, we also thought, because the magazine was so good, but we were soon to be disillusioned. We lost money, and there was no chance that we were ever going to make any. We were—and none of us wanted to admit it, for we thought of ourselves, with the cockiness of self-employed writers, as the ultimate in professional independence—a charity case, and we were going to be treated as such by the ownership. Willie turned out to be an infinitely more talented arbiter of literary matters than of fiduciary ones. By 1971 it was over. I think it was hardest on Marshall. He was already an established star and there were offers from other magazines, but the magazine dollar, under the best of circumstances, when you had a semigenerous contract from the magazine, was even then a hard one and getting harder—it was a little like finishing up a five-thousand-meter race, stumbling over the finish line, and, as you are being revived by friends, water still being poured over your forehead, being asked by your editor what your next piece was and when he might have it. You were always behind, in terms of work promised, work delivered, bills arrived, and dollars owed to creditors.


     Marshall was probably a little worse in that regard than the rest of us. He was not just a very good writer, but a surprisingly, if idiosyncratically, disciplined professional, and deadlines were always met, but he did not have a great commercial touch. Why that is, I am not sure. It was quite possible that members of the great American reading public, noting in some book review section that Frady’s book on Wallace was the definitive one, decided they already knew more about George Corley Wallace than they wanted. His books did not easily buy him the time that writers needed, and he was a world-class romantic, a little too charming on occasion for his own good, as I have suggested, much given to falling in love with love and marrying a bit too often, and he had little sense about (or for that matter interest in) how to prorate the money he got for advances over the period required to do the book in question. When he got a wonderful (for the time and for him) $100,000 advance for his book on Billy Graham, his first instinct was to throw an immense party.


     It was not surprising that in time, constantly pressed by financial responsibilities, he joined the migration from print to television. He was hardly alone. The magazine world was in decline: some magazines were dying; some were merely pathologically sick; some, though successful, had become too specialized. The book world was changing too—as television became more powerful, it changed the value system of the country and the value system of print, the subject matter becoming less serious each year, more about entertainment, celebrities, and other deservedly transitory figures of the popular culture. Of all my colleagues who went over to television, I worried most about Marshall. In television, pictures or images were of the essence; words were not secondary, they were, at best, tertiary. The best television news writers I knew, Charles Kuralt and Jim Wooten, learned how to be minimalists with words—poetic men still, but their writing was the equivalent of outlines to the photographs, and by the nature of the medium was doomed to be understated and ancillary. Marshall was, whatever else, not a minimalist, nor much given to understatement. He went there, did well at it, but I doubt the psychic rewards were those he had sought when he started tracking Shakespeare back in high school.


     Mercifully, even as he worked in television he kept writing. The subjects he took on during that career are revealing: Billy Graham, Jesse Jackson, George Wallace, and Martin Luther King and the rogues of the Southerners. “It was as if,” said Will Campbell, a great figure of the civil rights movement, a minister himself, and a kind of wannabee rogue, “he was always in search of himself—that this was all part of a lifelong journey of discovery.” Billy Graham’s people were not happy with the book when it came out, for while it was in no way harsh or unsympathetic, to no small degree it demythologized and made human the Reverend Graham. In it he sometimes seems smaller than the forces gathered around him—perhaps a bit innocent, and perhaps not worldly enough to understand the various manipulations that others, less innocent, might have in mind for him—but an immensely decent and sincere man whatever else. Writing about Graham, Marshall later said, had been unusually difficult to do. “He was more about a kind of denatured, cool, sterilized albeit Wagnerian niceness of righteousness, himself being as clean and shadowless and simple and sunny as an April morning.” When the Graham book came out there were rumbles of unhappiness from some of Graham’s people because of that, with fingers from various underlings pointed at each other as if to find out who had let this man Frady inside the tent to discover not so much the reverend’s warts as his humanity and, perhaps more than anything else, how ordinary he was. It is in that book, as Hal Crowther has acutely pointed out, that perhaps the most telling exchange of all in terms of Marshall’s own autobiography can be found. At one point Graham asks Frady, “What is your own spiritual standing?” “I would have stammered and stared,” Crowther notes, but Frady answers quite promptly. “Well, I don’t know that I have accepted Jesus exactly in the sense you would mean, but I believe in him, I love him, he’s a living reality to me.”


     Marshall was drawn in a different way to Jesse Jackson, a Baptist preacher too, but very different from Graham, a black son of South Carolina, an illegitimate child, as talented a man as he is a wounded one. By the nineties, as Frady began to pursue Jackson, the Reverend Jackson had generally lost much of his standing with the senior American media people—there was a sense, for lack of a better summation, of Jackson turning into too much of a media figure, and thus something of a cartoon of himself, more oriented, and even addicted, to the presence of television cameras than perhaps to the gospel, his very cadence from the pulpit, once enthralling, now increasingly too easy to imitate and mock, regrettably more and more a caricature of what he and the movement had been. But Marshall looked a little longer, deeper, and I suspect more generously, and saw all the wounds and all the talent, bound up as they were in a tragic kind of insecurity. He was, Marshall once said in an interview about Jackson, in words at least as revealing about Frady as about his subject, “prodigious, prodigally gifted, but with chasmic insecurities despite all he’s done. That aggrieved and brooding little boy growing up solitary and outcast in Greenville is very much in him—the bottomless hungers of old hurts…I could never have guessed all this about him when I started out. But Jackson’s story is one you don’t come across every day. He’s way beyond just a journalistic or political figure. He’s fully got the magnitude of some character in say, Ibsen, Dostoyevsky, Richard Wright, Graham Greene, [or] Dreiser. Even close to the Euripidean, if I may so venture.”


     I mourned slightly when Marshall went over to television. I thought that the people who ran it would never entirely respect what he was and what he did, and that turned out to be both true and untrue; to their credit they knew that they had an original, and they cut him more slack than they did most people who had comparable ambitions—if not comparable talent—and had made comparable journeys. But it was not where he should have been. Fortunately, he kept writing books even as television seduced him and he in turn seduced television. He never lost his marvelous literary skill—he retained the touch of the warlock, as Joe Gumming had put it. What is remarkable about his body of work is how well it stands up, that it is curiously timeless—as so much of the journalism of that era is not—that it comes together finally not as fragments but as a whole, a universe of George Wallace, Billy Graham, Jesse Jackson, Martin Luther King, and all the contemporary Snopeses and other tricksters and dime-store rascals who populate his book Southerners, as if all of it put together forms a kind of autobiography, a kind of chorus for what is finally a portrait of self, albeit seen through the reflections of others. But the work stands, wonderfully original, ever rich and ever fresh—“Prose too exuberant to die,” in Hal Crowther’s lovely epitaph.
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        The Man First Encountered

       


      


      

       

        IT WAS BACK in the late sixties, when, as a beginning journalist in the Atlanta bureau of Newsweek, I was covering the latter days of the civil rights movement—still a rather raw provincial not that long emerged out of a white southern small-town upbringing, abruptly plopped into the midst of that stunning moral pageantry—that I came across a young assistant to Martin Luther King, Jr., named Jesse Jackson, himself out of a small South Carolina town. I saw him only fleetingly—perhaps once or twice in the Atlanta headquarters of King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC); at a mass meeting somewhere; then at SCLC’s final, doomed enterprise of Resurrection City on Washington’s Mall, a shacky encampment that was part of SCLC’s soon-to-be-vanishing Poor People’s Campaign. But from those occasional, passing encounters, a memory lasted of a strapping, somewhat oversized youth, unusually grave and self-contained, always wearing a flat glower of some private purpose but also with a kind of buccaneer’s dash about him—and who, though a newly attached and clearly reverential acolyte of King’s, seemed almost radioactive with a tense urgency of his own. Already then he carried a certain glamour of portent that prompted other journalists besides me to speculate that, of all King’s aides, he just might turn out to be the successor.


       Over the following decades, one was sporadically aware, from press mentions and television glimpses of Jackson pitching about on the margins of the nation’s life for some fulfillment of that large expectation, which he had now made plain was no less his own. Decamping from SCLC after King’s death, he had formed, in his adoptive hometown of Chicago, an organization that he had ambitiously titled People United to Save Humanity, or PUSH—an eclectic sort of social ministry, occupied mostly in campaigning for economic racial equity but eventually ranging, around the mid-seventies, to widely acclaimed rallies, conducted by Jackson in black schools across the nation, for educational rigor and self-reliance. Despite those initial anticipations for him, he still seemed adrift, a still auspicious but curiously unclassifiable, free-form black evangel not yet come into his true definition—all this while passing through a series of mutations in dashikis, fuming Afros, clerical gowns, safari suits, as if trying to dial himself into his right public persona. Then, after a revival-like sweep of mass meetings through the South on a voter-registration crusade in 1983, came his two successive presidential campaigns—guerrilla adventures that wound up far outreaching all prior projections. In the long and bitter history of racial schism in America since slavery, these campaigns amounted to the first genuinely serious presidential runs by a black candidate ever. And a specific part of that drama, after what had seemed a muddled and brackish stasis since the simple brave hopes of King’s time, was the possibility that—deriving from what was perhaps the most important victory of King’s movement in the sixties, the claiming of the vote—Jackson’s candidacy could bring a rematerialization of that moral vision and movement, in the form of the political arrival of blacks in America on a national scale.


       Yet at the center of the phenomenon of those two campaigns, the ambiguity of Jackson himself—what he was actually about, what he meant to be, “What does he want?”—had only magnified. In attempting to transfer the movement’s moral gospel into an actual presidential competition, he had become a much larger, more clamorously argued enigma. That may have accounted, in part, for much of the disquiet about him: no one was certain exactly who he was. He had been careering about with increasing conspicuousness in our national experience since the early seventies, to the point where polls indicated he had become one of the most recognizable public figures in the land, but a kind of familiar stranger whose exact nature remained unclear. One journalist remarked that he “seems to have several personalities which fit together only very loosely, as if events have come too quickly and fame crowded too closely.” It was as if, out of some pell-mell impatience to realize his early promise, he had simply gone for too much, wanted to be too many things, and this left him with varied identities, like overlaid images from multiple photographic exposures—not just a preacher, not just a politician, not just a social activist, not only a militant young black Joshua to his people but also a tribune for white farmers and striking union workers, while expanding his circuit-riding movement ministry to expeditions to the Middle East and Africa and Latin America, and in the course of all this, becoming a star of sorts in the nation’s pop firmament of the diversely famed. His profusion of involvements once moved an aide to slip him a note, The most you can is not the best you can. And an early associate later lamented, “Jesse has got to grow up. He has got to make up his mind what he wants to do, what he wants to be.” In his multiplicity of images, though, he had come to be characterized as everything from, in the words of George Bush once, “a Chicago hustler,” to “the moral voice of our time,” as Andrew Young declared after Jackson’s first presidential campaign.


       But he had, at the least, traveled an awesome distance from that early discipleship to King, and almost unimaginably far from his abject beginnings as an illegitimate black child in the poorest quarter of Greenville, South Carolina. All of this, then—and especially my own fancy that he might hold a possibility for some continuation of that immense moral drama of the sixties, which had been a Damascus Road experience in more lives than mine—was why, in late 1988, I set out on this book.


       It was on a dimly misting autumn morning in Chicago, several weeks after Jackson’s spectacular oration at the Democratic convention in Atlanta, that, after only intermittently glancing him in the depthless window of television, I saw him in person for the first time since those now remote movement days. He had briefly returned from trooping about the country in behalf of the Dukakis-Bentsen ticket to conduct his regular Saturday-morning service at his PUSH headquarters in a former synagogue on the corner of a frumpish street on Chicago’s South Side—an auditorium, beyond its vast dull-cream fluted pillars and tall windows of colored glass, now rather anonymously bare and seeming a bit cavernous for the congregation scattered about. But the podium itself was thronged with assorted attendants and guests, and presently, a flourish of organ tones brought Jackson striding onstage.


       Television’s trick mirror commonly exaggerates presence, so that the real person, when encountered, usually seems strangely dwindled and prosaic, but Jackson surprisingly matched the size of the familiar image of him on TV. A commandingly tall figure, straight-backed, with a strutful, pouter pigeon’s bulge to his chest, he was attired, with the sober nattiness of a Beverly Hills investment broker, in a charcoal-gray suit traced with faint pinstripes, a glimmering red-and-black-banded tie on an ice-blue shirt, with a crimson handkerchief brimming from his breast pocket. He had about him a high-collared flair of the cavalier: that swashbuckler’s carriage I remembered from the sixties now gone a little heftier. But he had lost none of the bearing of some dramatic personal portent. I was struck again by how much his look—his broad, flattish face; his wide, helmetlike brow above far-spaced and slightly bulby eyes with a vaguely split focus; his Zapata mustache curling over a small pouch of a mouth—seemed to hold some elusive resemblance to King himself. He wore the same masklike expression of a grave, almost Oriental imperturbability, with the same level, still gaze that gave King the peculiar effect of at once intently occupying the moment but also being removed some far distance beyond it. He had not acquired that similarity of mien by coincidence; he once explained the unwavering solemnness he was already maintaining in the sixties, “Smiling wouldn’t have looked like a leader was supposed to look.” Now, after his entrance this morning, his face remained emotionless as the spirited ovation continued around him, and when the congregation finally swung into singing and clapping out a song, “You Gotta Keep Reachin’,” Jackson, while clapping along, stood looking over the audience and the stage around him with a swift proprietary appraisal. When he noticed several journalists in the front row below him, he widened his eyes, gave a quick cock of his head, and with one of his curiously flat, squeezed grins under his mustache, hiked high one long thumb curving far backward like an ibex’s horn, as if in acknowledgment of some secret complicity between them.


       Finally taking the pulpit, he commenced, also much in the manner of King, in a slow, subdued, idly browsing voice, as if moseying around for what he would actually wind up talking about, with his hands lying loosely cupped on the sides of the pulpit, now and then stroking back and forth along its edges with a little hip-nudge under his coattail at the delivery of a phrase, not unlike someone playing a pinball machine. “We moving into the latter stages of this campaign now. Sometimes we may have…may have narrow choices. But we do always have choices. We struggled long and paid in suffering to win the right to those choices, and we, we”—shuffling up these lines, looping them out with softly hesitant hangs of suspense as if fly casting—“we do have choices now!” He then rolled his head around to see how he was beginning to register on those assembled about him, and meeting with assenting hums and nods, he went on, “But we going on beyond November. The race goes not to the swift but to the patient and long-enduring, to those who persist and tire not. Going on beyond November!” He now turned all the way around in the pulpit to look at those seated directly behind him, as a happily expectant murmuration arose in the auditorium, along with a few whoops. Swinging back to the congregation, he shouted, “The best is yet to come!” He had found the frequency now. “We going to outwork, outwalk, outtalk, outfast, and outlast them all. The best is yet to come!” He took a step back from the pulpit, spread both hands down wide and flat against the side pockets of his snugly buttoned coat with his elbows winged out. “I may not be on this ticket, but I am still on the scene! I can’t wait to get back up outta bed every morning, I don’t need no alarm clock to wake me up—I’m driven by purpose.”


       Not inappropriately, Jackson made these pronouncements under an admonition still inscribed in large letters high over the former synagogue’s podium: Know Before Whom Thou Standest. And that was precisely what perplexed a considerable number of people across the nation about the tall, theatrically apostolic figure now booming away below it.


       

        Traveling with Jesse

       


       

        THAT SATURDAY-MORNING service at PUSH was the beginning of what would turn out to be, though I hardly suspected it then, six years of tracking about with Jackson in a kind of migratory, open-ended tournament of talking. Jackson carried on a continuous discourse of recollections and reflections not unlike those one-actor stage monologues from the life of Mark Twain or Teddy Roosevelt, but with the principal himself providing the performance—a free-floating disquisition that was not necessarily connected to his surroundings at the moment, whether traveling from his mother’s kitchen down in Greenville to snow-dusted streets in Moscow, from back roads twining through Missouri farmland to a gilded antechamber of Saddam Hussein’s presidential palace in Baghdad, where he was waiting to continue negotiations for the release of hostages held after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Jackson would keep up this marathon soliloquizing even while stampeding up and down stairways from one engagement to another: “It’s been a constant struggle of spirit over flesh—but I got to go into this meeting here right now,” and then, after a suspension of a few hours or even sometimes a few weeks, would pick it back up virtually in midsentence, as if only a moment’s interruption had intervened, “…I was saying, constant struggle of spirit over flesh, but Jesus went through it, Dr. King went through it, constant war inside you against temptations of your baser nature….”


       Jackson had, of course, already become fabled for an inextinguishable loquacity verging on logorrhea—the columnist Mike Royko once observed, “He looks on a defenseless ear the way William (Refrigerator) Perry eyes a roast chicken”—and his compulsion to expound was not daunted by hopeless language differences. Riding into Paris early one morning after a flight from Gabon at the end of a tour through sub-Saharan Africa, he began propounding to a Gabonese general sitting in the front seat, a chunky man in a funereally dark civilian suit, about how the splendors of Paris passing by them had been created largely from the wealth of French colonies, when he suddenly seemed to realize he was getting no response, and leaned forward to nudge the general’s shoulder, “That right, what I’m saying?” The general turned and smiled uncertainly: “Je ne parle pas anglais.” Jackson paused only an instant: “Hunh? Oh. Yeah, but you get my drift, don’t you?” And declaimed on. Often, at the end of a long and manically scrambling day in Armenia or Zimbabwe or Seattle or the West Bank, the last sound to be heard in the hotel corridor late at night was Jackson still hoarsely bleating away in his room to an aide or on the phone to someone in Chicago or Los Angeles or even Tokyo—and one would be awakened early the next morning by the same urgent, muffled callioping, producing the impression that he had been at it throughout the night. More than once he brought to mind William Faulkner’s fancy, in his Nobel Prize speech, about the last red evening at the end of time in which there would still be the lone sound of man’s inexhaustible voice clamoring away in nothingness. Before long, there were moments when one regarded Jackson’s approach, eyes brightening and mouth already opening to begin expatiating some more, with something close to woe. On one flight from Paris back to the United States, in the Gulfstream executive jet furnished by Gabon’s president, Jackson kept up an exuberant oratorio of reminiscences and random musings until I finally retreated into the rear compartment and feigned sleep for several hours, dimly aware of his wandering back several times to check on whether maybe we could resume.


       I soon suspected that, in my case, his volubility was additionally invigorated by a certain fascination with the happenstance of my having grown up, almost the same age as he, in a town only twenty-six miles away from Greenville that much mirrored his own hometown—that, in the South Carolina of the fifties, we had grown up in parallel, as it were, but in two utterly separate worlds—mine the comfortably insulated sedateness of a modest middle-class white neighborhood where my father was a Southern Baptist minister. More than that, I had eventually attended the college in Greenville—Furman University—whose oak-bowered men’s campus had once sprawled just across the street from a huddled row of houses where Jackson was raised. His grandmother had taken in laundry for several fraternities, and Jackson, as a boy, had dreamed of being a student at Furman himself one day. He is now fond of constantly discovering in life around him what he calls “the poetries of time”—far-flung correspondences, synchronicities large and small, wide circles being closed with unexpected irony—and this particular little convergence seemed to afford him an exorbitant and lasting relish. At dinner with Armenian officials one evening in Yerevan, he reported to everyone around the table with a zesty droll-ness, “Frady here, he was raised in Anderson, just a few miles from where I was raised in Greenville. I grew up right beside the university there, Furman. Always wanted to go to school there. But couldn’t in those days, of course. Frady, though, he comes over and goes to Furman. Our family, we used to iron his shirts—twenty cents apiece. Used to park his car at the football games. He’d go to the library there—I couldn’t go.” What he did not go on to say, though he had not neglected to imply it on a number of other occasions, was, But here we are, he’s running around following me after I’ve run for president two times, reporting on what I’m doing now….


       Still, there was a deeper and more difficult matter involved, of which I was perhaps more uncomfortably conscious than Jackson in all his eager expansiveness. For a white journalist undertaking to tell his life, there was inevitably the question of whether it’s possible for any white to understand fully what it means, how it feels, to have grown up black in this society—if there would not always be some last, impassable barrier to really knowing that central reality about Jackson. In the past, he had remarked to white reporters, “The fundamental character of racism in America is so congenital, it’s impossible for white folks to perceive reality. I don’t know how capable you are of getting my story right, your world is so different from mine.” When I once asked him about this, he replied in somewhat cryptic metaphor, “Well, you know, we used to say back home, hogs grow up on the hill and hogs grow down in the valley, they different, taste different, ’cause they lived different. Or it’s the difference between flyin’ someplace and takin’ a train: you go slower, you notice more, so you know more than somebody flyin’ in a jet. But it’s mostly whether it’s just sympathy or empathy. Can be done, but it’s awfully difficult.” Nevertheless, I was hardly unaware of the strong claims, continuing since the furor over William Styron’s Confessions of Nat Turner, that no one who has grown up white in America can ever presume, whether in a novelized “meditation on history” or a journalistic account, to enter into and describe the life of a black American with any fully dimensioned realization: that there are inherent limits to any white writer’s understanding beyond which he properly should not venture. But that claim supposed special reaches of human experience sacrosanct to those who have dwelt there, and in that notion there seemed to me implicitly some final defeat and despair, in itself a denial that all of us are, in the end, of one nature, of one heart.


       Even so, for any white who would write closely about a black personality, there is without doubt much to make one’s way through. Racism comes in many forms, some quite polite and unthinking, often sublimated into a spectrum of secondary, at-one-or-two-remove reactions, but it is essentially the feeling, conscious or instinctive, malign or even genial, that there is some natural, fundamental difference in those of another ethnic origin which means that they are not really us. And no one growing up white in this society, however earnest and of goodwill, should presume he has escaped the infinitely varied and discreet conditionings of its atmospheric racism. For instance, on arriving late at the terminal for Jackson’s flight to Africa on the jet provided him by Gabon’s president, I noticed a youngish black man, in a crisp white shirt and black tie, standing beside the laden luggage trolley, and I was pushing my bags toward him, saying, “Could you put these on there, too, for me?” when I noticed a Jackson aide vigorously cross-flagging his hands at me. He pulled me aside to mutter, “No, no, man, that’s the Gabonian ambassador.” To the degree that any whites of some sensitivity of conscience recognize their own implication in the weather of racism in the general society—and those whites happen to know, from the inside, how truly pervasive it is in white culture, from the daily talk of cabdrivers and salesclerks and neighbors and professional colleagues and their own friends and even family—then those whites tend to carry at least vague ghosts of guilt, and a concomitant urge to compensate, to atone. Jackson himself, actually, has never been oblivious to that sensitivity, and he would not abstain from employing it occasionally in attempts to morally shanghai one with such casual remarks as “We had such bad luck in the past with white writers, you know, betraying us, messing us over, just don’t know sometimes whether we ought to trust any of them….” Yet however much a ploy, one knew he happened to be more than a little right.


       A further concern about perspective, though, was that, having covered the civil rights movement from which Jackson emerged, I was left, like most other white journalists, with a certain romanticism about that time and its figures: it was an experience that has since assumed, for many of us, an almost mythic magnitude, as if we were briefly involved, if only as reporters, in a momentous passion play of the human spirit, and through the duller accumulation of years, some central part of us has remained emotionally imprisoned in the simple, lyric sentiments, or sentimentalisms, of that high moral theater.


       The effort then was to try to move past all that somehow—the doubtlessly persisting inflections of racism, dim guilts because of that, and the lasting romanticisms from the movement—and to cross over the shadowy, complexly mined border zone into that other country of being black in America, to try, as a white stranger in that unfamiliar land, to understand this singular black American, along with everything else he’s become, simply as a man.
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        The Gift and the Hunger

       


      


      

       

        IN THE FALL of 1991, shortly before announcing that he would not be undertaking a third presidential run, Jackson appeared with an assortment of other potential and declared contenders before a conclave of the Democratic National Committee in Los Angeles, and more or less abducted the entire occasion with a passionate address that some political journalists there pronounced one of the most powerful they had ever heard him deliver. It happened to be less than a year after the Gulf War, and Jackson cited to this convocation of party curators assembled at the Biltmore Hotel the legions of veterans now adrift and destitute in American society. “If we really love our troops,” he rumbled, “and love them genuinely, beyond wearing yellow ribbons and symbolic expressions—if we really love our troops—then we will love them when they are no longer troops, we will love them when they come back home. They deserve—if we really do love them—not a Canadian health-care plan or a British health-care plan, they deserve the congressional health-care plan—the same plan that those who sent them off to war have got. If we love them, provide for loan guarantees so they can get homes. If we love them, guarantee their children a college education. If we really love our troops.” He went on, “Neither race, class, sex, or religion should stand between our children and the best education America has to offer. It costs less now to go to Yale than to go to jail—because we have not made the judgment to invest in the frontside of our children’s lives. All across this nation, these decadent and retarded values. Our children are being abandoned, neglected. We must rescue them!” He appealed, “Ultimately, those who have the moral imperative will outlast those driven by political calculation. If we take the high ground, we will win—and deserve to win.”


       He then described his recent visit to Hamlet, North Carolina, where, several days earlier, twenty-five workers had perished in a fire in a chicken-processing plant. “Imperial Foods—ran away from the North and unions that kept filing objections to doors locked from the outside. They moved their plant to the New South, to a nonunion workforce, black and white. Eleven years, not one inspection. The workers mostly women, making four twenty-five an hour. No health insurance. Then a fire. Doors locked on the outside by managers afraid some worker might steal a chicken. Twenty-five killed, seventy injured. Women, mostly women—who never make conferences like this in big hotels, can’t afford it, don’t even know when we meet. Women who have only two five-minute breaks a day to use the bathroom. Women who work on those lines until their hands freeze and they don’t even realize at first if they’ve lost a finger. One of them told me, she was crying, ‘So glad somebody came to our town, ’cause we way off to the side of the road down here.’ Well, I’d remind all of you, so was Nazareth, so was Selma. God has done great things in small towns. She said, ‘Reverend, I got three children and I ain’t got no husband, but I really don’t want to be on welfare.’ Said, in her own ungrammatical but profound way”—and he suddenly took on her voice, high, hurried, blurring—“ ‘They makes us pluck a hunnerd chicken wings a minute, and’ ”—Jackson hunched over, his hands tightly milling in circles at his waist, strangely as if beginning now to assume her form—“ ‘and us can’t stop. And then we gits that, that carpal thing in our hands and wrisses, and we can’t ben’ ’em’ ”—he twisted his hands in front of him into claws—“ ‘and then, then they fires us, and us can’t ’dress our grievances no mo’. And we can’t get no mo’ jobs, ’cause if we tawk back here, they blackballs us. And…and we can’t work nohow ‘cause our wrisses hurt’ ”—he moved one hand slowly up his arm and held his elbow, briefly bowing his head to one side—“ ‘and then we put on welfare. And they calls us lazy bitches then.’”


       Jackson paused for a long moment. Some members of the audience now were wet-eyed. Then he shook his head and began flagging his finger around the assembly, with a little outward roll of his lower jaw and his own voice now squeezed into a struggling whisper, “We must rescue those women.” Applause began to stir, gathered louder, and he now shouted as the full force of that feeling filled him, “We must rescue those women! We must rescue them! They must not be abandoned!” And over the long explosion of applause, he cried out again, “Party, we need to go to Hamlet! We need to take America to Hamlet today, we need to let all the Hamlets of America know we stand with them! We cannot lead where we do not go. We got to go to Hamlet!”


       It was one of those addresses of Jackson’s that once moved cultural essayist Stanley Crouch to declare him a “moral poet” who “can reach levels of such lyricism that the body politic itself seems some sort of poem still being born in heroic proportions.” Afterward, as he was leaving the Biltmore, Jackson was approached by a Clinton campaign aide, Harold Ickes. “You have such a gift,” Ickes told him, “you’ve just got this gift.”


       Jackson replied, “Well, why don’t you use that gift? Why don’t you just bring me on in? You can keep on tryin’ to cut me out if you want, but I’m not goin’ away. You can try to go around me, try to go under me—sho can’t go over me, you know that. So why don’t you just bring me in?”


        


       

        IN A CERTAIN sense, most of Jackson’s life has been occupied in a labor to deploy that gift to get inside. And over the course of that exertion, few have managed to rise quite so high from so far outside the main society of America.


       He began, in fact, as a multidimensioned outsider to that society—born not only black but illegitimate, and in the most impoverished pocket of the black community of his hometown of Greenville. But ever since sensing early in his youth that he bore an uncommon personal promise far beyond the bounds of what he had been born into, his obsession has been to re-create himself into someone with a meaning large enough to answer that early sense of his possibilities—that is, quite simply, to belong to that wider society in which he found himself outcast by making himself into a moral hero in its life.


       That extraordinary undertaking of Jackson’s is what this story is about. It’s not often one encounters a figure who, from such meager beginnings, has so consciously set about constructing himself to such a grandiose measure—and who, even more rarely, has seemed to hold from the start the actual, natural, imposing stuff for it, however rough and rudimentary. But his compulsion to cast himself as the central player in some unfolding historic moral saga can at times approach a high reel of hubris. Asked once if he actually considered himself in a line of moral succession from Gandhi and King, Jackson hesitated not an instant in replying, solemnly, “It’s what I aspire to.” Stanley Crouch has suggested that Jackson “will be forever doomed by his determination to mythologize his life,” and in that urgency, above almost all else, he lusts for drama always around him—that is when living is, to him, most real, most vivid, and he can scarcely bear the long monotone intervals of its absence. “There’s something in him that says: if you’re going to live, make it dramatic,” says a former assistant, Bernard Lafayette. “For Jesse, Shakespeare couldn’t have been more right. This life is a stage.”


       But one perverse irony of Jackson’s life is that he wound up curiously misplaced in time for his grand aspiration. Absent the great moral dramaturgy of King’s day, Jackson was left to struggle in the vague spiritual flats of a more prosaic and middling season to find his apotheosis, his mountaintop. As a consequence, he finally resorted to the expedient of seeking his fulfillment as a prophetic successor to King, not outside the system, which has been the classic position of social prophets, but inside it, as a contender in the processes of political power itself—a prospect that much more riskily seductive for someone with Jackson’s huge hunger to belong.


        


       

        IN THAT POLITICAL gambit, he fared far more impressively, as it turned out, than even he imagined he would. While at first he seemed to his party’s custodial establishment—and to many journalists—little more than a kind of picaresque adventurer, he showed in his two freebooting campaigns a primal popular vitality that, like some unmeasurable fifth force of political physics, disrupted all the equations of the orthodox sophistication about what was possible for him. In 1984, when he came steaming virtually out of nowhere as a black social gospelteer with no past governmental experience to make his first foray into the Democratic presidential primaries, his effort was generally dismissed as a venture of the most whimsical implausibility. But it’s important to remember now that against that standard presumption and despite certain staggering gaucheries he committed near the start, Jackson managed to collect 21 percent of the total primary and caucus votes, including 80 percent of the black vote—some 3.5 million votes altogether—and out of the initial gallery of eight candidates, he pushed past five all the way to the convention, behind only Gary Hart and Walter Mondale. It was, at the least, an arresting showing for a black candidate supposedly engaged in only a historically diverting gesture. New York’s governor Mario Cuomo declared, “When they write the history of this [primary campaign], the longest chapter will be on Jackson. The man didn’t have two cents. He didn’t have one television or radio ad. And look what he did.” At the convention in San Francisco, he delivered an organ-pealing oration, watched by a huge television audience, from which he emerged as an incandescently dramatic new protagonist in the nation’s political theater.


       Even so, most political seers concluded that Jackson would amount to no more than what columnist George Will termed “a comet hitting the earth’s atmosphere, burning brightly but fatally and soon to be a small cinder.” Yet in the presidential primary campaigns four years later, in 1988, Jackson expanded his popular vote to some 7 million, exceeded only by Governor Michael Dukakis’s 10 million, and more votes, as Jackson afterward never tired of pointing out, “than any other second-place primary finisher in history.” This time, his count included 12 percent of the whites who voted—three times the number he had drawn in 1984. At one point, about midway through the primaries, when he unexpectedly won the Michigan caucuses, he was for a dizzying moment actually considered the front-runner for the nomination. Overall, he placed first in fourteen primaries and caucuses and second in thirty-six others, among them such overwhelmingly white states as Maine and Minnesota. Against initial projections that he could hope this time to amass only about 550 delegates—perhaps 700 at the most—he went into the convention in Atlanta with over 1,200 delegates, approaching a third of the total, and more than any other runner-up for the Democratic nomination before him. And he produced in Atlanta another oratorical sensation.


       That a freelance black activist initially regarded as only a flamboyant political novelty, and setting out with the sparest resources and staff, could proceed so far on not much more than the sheer heats of his populist Pentecostalisms and the voltages of his public presence, was arguably one of the most remarkable political assertions within recent memory—a feat of imagination and audacity over the heaviest tilt of circumstances. Not the least of his achievements in this was that after Frederick Douglass became the first black presidential candidate in a major party, receiving a single vote at the 1888 Republican convention, Jackson with the surprising seriousness of his campaigns had finally broken a long-abiding barrier by beginning to dispel in white minds, and those of blacks as well, the simple unthinkability of a black in the country’s highest office. His historic beneficiary, it began to seem in 1995, could well be Colin Powell. From having been reckoned in 1984 only a provocative curiosity, Jackson emerged after 1988 as a figure who would have been considered among the more auspicious contenders for the nomination in 1992—if he had been anyone other than Jesse Jackson. Instead, to the party’s management, he loomed like some ominous Robber Bridegroom, boding incalculable havoc for the party’s prospects in its competition with the Republicans for the country’s supposed conservative mainstream.


       In one respect, Jackson was simply another of those unruly populist outriders who, periodically, have come ransacking from obscure reaches to intrude themselves into the central political process of choosing the president of the Republic—such formidable irregulars as William Jennings Bryan, Huey Long, and even in his own dowdy and surly fashion, George Wallace. Populism itself, originally a folk-combustion of radically egalitarian, country-Jacobin militancy after the Civil War, constituted perhaps the only truly indigenous American revolutionary proposition since 1776, and while always consummately a movement of outsiders, it has continued to flare intermittently through our politics for well over a century, though by the 1990s, the term “populist”—along with that of “outsider,” for that matter—had come into a rather promiscuously loose currency. But it’s fair to say that none of the other notable populist tribunes preceding Jackson—not Bryan, not Long, and surely not Ross Perot—had ever journeyed from so far outside. And Jackson presented something of a singular new variation, as an ad hoc black social evangel in a corporate, technotronic age, of that old and rowdy American political impulse.


       To warnings from Democratic regulars—many of them permanently traumatized by the defeat of past liberal candidacies at the hands of silent-majority politics from Nixon to Reagan—that Jackson remained hopelessly alien to the nation’s presumed Reaganite mainstream, Jackson returned, “If that’s the mainstream of people’s thinking in America, it’s ’cause of the absence of anything else around that’s dynamic and alive. It’s mainstream by default—passive mainstream, negative mainstream. What leadership’s all about is bringing into being something that wasn’t there before. That’ll always sort of radically change the chemistry of a situation.” Jackson proposed, in short, to summon forth a mainstream of his own. It would be composed of a collection of minorities across the social spectrum—a “Rainbow Coalition” of not only his already massive black support but also struggling working families, liberal urbanites, Hispanics, women’s rights groups, college students, environmentalists. While demo-graphically diverse, this new popular front, said Jackson, would have a common mood of discontent with the “empty materialism” lasting from the Reagan years, an impatience with the mere maintenance politics of both the Bush presidency and the Democratic leadership, and a readiness for adventure again in “humanizing this society and our policies around the world.” All this potential majority of combined minorities needed, he insisted, was the one indispensable, the sine qua non, that had been lacking since Robert Kennedy: a galvanizing figure to bring it all together, to catalyze it into being. “What makes it sort of interesting,” Jackson said with a small smile, “is that nobody ever figured on that person being black.”


       “We’re Up Against an American Original” 


       

        FROM THE BEGINNING of his presidential campaigns, it was always a misperception to take Jackson as simply a political being. He was impelled all along by purposes that were finally far more deeply extrapolitical. Jackson differed strikingly from every other past presidential contender who had arrived at anything like a similar consequence in that he was embarked not so much on a political enterprise as a sort of political evangelism—one deriving from the essentially religious social vision that had animated King. He readily acknowledged, “What I’m doing is carrying the moral vision of the civil rights movement into the context of conventional politics. But this thing goes way beyond politics, it’s larger than politics.” He would proclaim at his rallies, “This ain’t no ordinary campaign, it’s about finding the light!” What he had in mind, in fact, was nothing less than trying to re-create the popular consciousness, and thereby conscience, of the country—“not just changing or broadening the party but changing the culture”—all aimed toward shaping a transracial, transclass, egalitarian common American neighborhood fulfilling the old Peaceable Kingdom dream of the movement. It may have been a rather ethereally romantic notion, but Jackson has always been nothing if not a moral romantic.


       Yet Jackson’s ambition billowed well beyond that. “I’m just somebody from Greenville,” he once happily proposed on a flight from Angola to Paris, where he was to meet with President François Mitterrand, “trying to change the world.” In 1989, after passing a day in the cold desolations of Armenia, forging among survivors of a recent earthquake with huge hugs and reverberating prayers, he began to fret on the drive back to Yerevan about being pressed, by Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee among others, to run for mayor of Washington: “Seems like I’m always havin’ to rassle with these attempts of people to assign me and confine me to runnin’ this or that piece of real estate. But what I been doin’ today, who’s gonna be doin’ this? This? I mean, I have the opportunity now to be part of the conscience of mankind.”


       Indeed, there are times when Jackson seems to suggest that his line of moral succession extends significantly further back than even King or Gandhi. “Press, lot of politicians, they keep saying, ‘By what authority does he speak? He’s not elected to anything. He’s just driven by ego, by political ambition, wants to overthrow the government, something’s wrong with him.’ While on the other hand, there’re the people, and a whole lot of the people, who believe, In him I see the fulfillment.” Jackson once proudly reported the observations of his driver in Washington, just after Jackson had delivered a funeral eulogy: “He said, ‘Reverend, I know your secret, know why them people flip out over you. Lot of stuff people like me be feeling and wanting to say, you be saying all that stuff.’ ” Jackson paused portentously. “Man, if that’s not one way of saying the Word has become flesh and incarnate dwelling amongst you—idn’t it?”


       Such professions made Jackson probably the oddest figure ever to have counted so seriously as a presidential candidate. At the least, it’s safe to surmise, few before him were ever to be heard freely describing their actions as “clearly a product of God’s mission for me” or talking about “redemptive suffering” and “national defense through just loving your neighbors” and “governing by Jesus’ Great Commission.” Precisely in that incongruity lay one of the hazards of entering into a presidential candidacy to define himself an apostle to the national conscience. In seeking to translate an essentially religious social militancy, coming directly out of King’s radical moral vision, into the earthly commerce of politics, Jackson was essaying a dubious transfer between two probably fundamentally alien mediums—endeavoring to move matters of the spirit into the machineries of Caesar, as it were. For one thing, the American citizenry itself has always tended to feel a bit queasy about visionaries aspiring to high offices of authority in its government. But a particular treachery of that extension for Jackson was that it changed the terms of everything: once he entered that elementally different game, Jackson gave himself over to being defined solely by its notably less than spiritual measurements. In one respect, it was an intriguing exercise he was undertaking. But its great danger—and the outcome of that risk has yet to be decided—was that it could compromise and, worse, trivialize him in that larger meaning to which he had always actually aspired: that he might in the end survive neither as an authentic social apostle nor a credible political figure—both could be lost.


       Simply owing to his propensity for histrionic self-dramatizing, many journalists covering his campaigns came to entertain the most choleric cynicisms about him. If no man is a hero to his valet, even less is any political aspirant to a journalist who’s long had him under close scrutiny, and particularly one flourishing the large moral claims for himself braved by Jackson—that almost ensures dyspeptic reactions. Accordingly, he was soon being characterized as megalomaniacally self-obsessed, a towering humbug, a voracious opportunist—antipathies only intensified by Jackson’s tireless, almost abject desperation for media notice: “Assiduous courting,” remembers Ben Bradlee with a droll smile, “and he was absolutely bald, shameless about it.” It was like an eagerness, out of his old feeling of being an outsider, to have his sense of his significance register in the general eye, to be recognized. He has simply seemed to need too greatly. But that urgency produced, instead, a virtual allergy among the press. At the same time, the public glare accompanying his presidential candidacy exposed certain awkward matters left from his long, feverish climb out of obscurity—his tale of bearing on his shirt the blood of the slain King, questions about how he had managed to subsidize his one-man operation so widely for so long—those misgivings then compounded by his “Hymie-town” comments during his first campaign and his subsequent reluctance to separate himself from the supportive invective of Louis Farrakhan. The deprecations of Jackson reached a point where journalist Henry Fairlie was prompted to suggest, in The New Republic in 1984, “It is a historical fact that many of the most important struggles to establish some vital principle have been led by…not the most savory or principled characters on the scene,” and “seldom led by men with unstained hands and hearts.”


       But more widely, something about the very nature of Jackson’s popular effect—spontaneous, explosive, uncontainable—unsettled many as holding a reckless ambivalence of possibilities, at once for the more humane reordering of the American community he preached but also for darker demagogic mischiefs. Bert Lance, the Georgia banker and political pasha who has been a longtime, if somewhat improbable, confidant of Jackson’s, reflects, “There are a lot of people that don’t think you ought to have that ability to create that sort of public excitement.” Eleanor Holmes Norton, the black political activist who is the District of Columbia’s representative in Congress, once compared Jackson to Huey Long as a figure who aroused in the country both dreams of breathtaking possibilities and nightmare prospects of upheaval. Along with that, Jackson’s own gusty extravagance of nature seemed to affront certain sensibilities in the way that custom, caution, the tight and orderly of spirit—the communicants of the received respectability—are always accosted and alarmed by the advent of a turbulently original vitality, a larger life. One of his campaign advisers in 1988 observed, “His opponents and a lot of people in the press just start with a suspicion toward him, and much of that suspicion is the suspicion of passion generally.” Such figures, to the extent they quicken the country’s sense of possibilities, excite as well uncommon dismays, and even hates. Reporting on the 1988 arrest of a Missouri white couple who had threatened to assassinate Jackson, Newsweek remarked that “racial tensions are only one reason…. He is also more electrifying than most politicians. Historically, assassination attempts have tended to be directed at public figures who connected emotionally (both positively and negatively) with the American people.”


       In any event, as unexpectedly successful and even historic as his presidential exploit turned out, Jackson paid a profound toll for it in the mistrusts and dislikes he incited, including skepticisms roused about his past. While King himself could serve as an instruction on the deeply conflicting forms in which apostles often appear to us in their own time, to many journalists and others of the mainline political sensibility there seemed far less of the apostle than the self-prospector about Jackson. On the whole, cynicisms about him have come to accumulate into a kind of forbidding attitudinal barrier through which no slight effort is required to pass in order to apprehend him anew.


       But that is the effort now ahead. And for that, we will be traveling into a mystery.


        


       

        CLAIMING A GREAT complexity of contradictions in a party one is trying to explain may be an indication one has not yet quite figured out one’s subject. In the case of Jackson, one is presented with a personality of such deeply contrary properties that he might almost best be described in terms of quantum physics. While all human personality is probably, at bottom, in a kind of chaos, and only compelled into coherence by the necessity to act in the outer world, it has traditionally been the endeavor of biography in all its forms to impose a more or less Newtonian pattern of linear intelligibility on this turmoil of an individual’s nature. But in Hapgood, Tom Stoppard’s quantum-mechanics version of a spy drama, one character declares, “We’re not so one-or-the-other…. We’re all doubles.” In Jackson’s case, it’s more like multiples. The problem is, we’re simply not accustomed to understanding character in that myriad sense.


       But Jackson has always been a far more labyrinthine affair than is apparent in his image as a political or social or even racial figure. He could be almost as much a literary character as a journalistic one—a tumultuously mixed piece of work altogether. In his long labor to fashion himself into some form of hero, he has wound up a creature of the most hugely uneven parts—a combination of the prodigiously gifted, the naive, the splendidly aspiring, the rankly boorish. He once apprised a black female reporter, “One of the many things I don’t like about you, you are disrespectful and have no grace…. I’m going to have a ball helping you make a fool of yourself.” While discussing the distinction between ethnicity and ethics with a young black scholar and his fiancée, he startled them both by asserting, “Now, say I was going to rape Marcelle here—wouldn’t be ethnicity but ethics that would hold me back.” A former campaign adviser, Richard Hatcher, declares, “He can be hugely insensitive. Hugely insensitive. He can do and say things, almost without thinking, that are just terrible.”


       Yet he will also sometimes lose himself in great swells of compassion. On his visit to Armenia after the earthquake, he was being conducted through the chill barren rooms of one hospital amid a steady whimpering of children in makeshift beds, alongside which were grouped heavily wrapped women, their mothers and grandmothers, one of whom, telling him through an interpreter that almost everyone else in her family was now gone, began weeping. Jackson pulled her into an enveloping hug, murmuring, “Okay, honey, gonna be awright, love you very much now,” his own voice breaking slightly, and continued to hold her against him with one hand stroking her back, “Love you, honey,” the woman answering in an effort at English, “Luffou.” And as he approached the other women he could not refrain from taking them one by one into his hands, stroking their backs and shoulders and holding them in long silences as they cried against him, kissing one grandmotherly woman on the top of her gray hair as his own eyes blurred with tears. Later, in the town of Spitak, which looked as if it had been blasted by carpet-bombing, he addressed a small crowd that had filtered out of the wreckage to collect around him in a dusty wind-smacked street in a savagely cold dusk—leading them in his familiar campaign cry, “Keep hope alive!” which they chorused back, “Kep hop aliff!”—and returning finally to his car, he saw out the window, just as the car was pulling away, scatters of other people hurrying down the street to the site, and stammered, “Wait, wait, I gotta, tell ’im to hold up here a minute, they comin’ from everwhichaway, I gotta—” and flung open the door before the car had come to a stop, plunging back out into the growing crowd with double-clutching handshakes and grabbing hugs, shouting, “Keep hope alive, now! Love yawl!” until full dark.


       It has been suggested more than once that, while Jackson does clearly love people in the mass, he can seem somewhat impatient with them in the particular—or as one acquaintance put it, “Lot of times it’s like he’s got a greater feeling for the body politic than the bodies in the politic.” His manner of dealing with his own staff can resemble the imperiousness of one of the more fearsome of the sixteenth-century czars, he unnoticing of their tribulations in his service, railing at them in abrupt public tirades for delinquencies, curtly and coldly discarding them when terminally miffed or suspecting disaffection. A former press secretary even claimed that, at moments of exasperation during his 1988 campaign, he would trample on her feet and one time slugged her in the back. To an associate’s proposal once that he promote one of his oldest and most dutiful assistants, he snapped, “He ain’t got the sense to take care of his own affairs, why should I put him in a position where I got to count on him to take care of mine?” A former aide says, “He could destroy your feelings in the snap of a finger, and save you from suicide in the next second.” Another old compatriot who was especially close to him reports, “He can be this wonderfully warm and generous person, but if he feels you have turned on him or you are no longer very useful to him, he can be vicious and utterly ruthless. A coldness comes over him that is absolutely like a chill wind that goes through you.”


       But then, on an early Sunday morning in 1987, after visiting Bill Cosby’s ailing mother in a hospital in Los Angeles, Jackson was proceeding back down the corridor amid a sizable retinue of attendants, hastening to catch a plane, when a man fell in walking beside him. “Excuse me, Reverend Jackson, but my wife’s in intensive care, she may not make it. Could you stop in to see her for a minute, maybe say a prayer?” Walking steadily on, Jackson said, “What’s wrong with her?” and the man, keeping pace beside him, explained that, since surgery to remove a blood clot from her brain, she had been lying virtually comatose for the past two weeks, the only indications of any consciousness an occasional faint stirring of her right hand and a dull blinking of her eyes. An aide behind them pleaded to Jackson, “Reverend, we can’t do this, it’s the only plane today,” but Jackson, without looking around, asked the woman’s name, asked about the rest of her family—she was a forty-four-year-old mother of two—and striding on past the elevator doors, he followed the man to the intensive care unit where, leaving his dismayed entourage outside, he swooped in with the man to his wife’s bedside. She was lying motionless, her eyes closed, her head muffled in bandages, her sister and a nurse standing beside her. Jackson leaned over: “Ronnie? Ronnie, it’s Jesse Jackson. Take my hand, Ronnie.” He clasped her still, slight hand in his and motioned to the others by the bed to form a circle and join hands. He then began praying: “Lord, you are the God that parted the Red Sea. You’re the God that saved Daniel in the lion’s den. We need a miracle here now, Lord. Touch this room. Touch this woman. Give strength to this family….” By the time he finished, as the man’s brother later recounted the episode, “my brother was sobbing loudly,” and when Jackson pronounced Amen, “Ronnie opened her eyes. The circle broke up, but Jackson did not leave. He took my brother in his large arms and held him until he stopped crying.” Weeks later, though “we could not tell what part of the event she had remembered and what part she had heard from others,” the man’s brother reported, “after she had recovered her strength, Ronnie told the story over and over again. ‘Jesse Jackson came to visit me.’ ” The family happened to be Jewish, and the man’s brother confessed that, after Jackson’s convivial hug of Arafat in 1979 and then his “Hymie-town” remarks in 1984 and subsequent reluctance to denounce the invective of Louis Farrakhan, “even now I waver, searching for some definitive statement that will set my mind at ease about Jesse and Israel, Jesse and the Jews. I haven’t found it yet, and I am still disturbed. But I was not the one who was held crying in his arms.”


       A number of months after that incident, when Jackson was in the midst of his primary campaign in California, he was briefly taken aside by another man who asked if he would say a prayer into a tape recorder that the man could then play over the phone for his brother, who was dying of leukemia in a New York hospital. Jackson said, “I’m not gonna be saying a prayer for your brother in a tape recorder. Give me his phone number.” Early the next morning, Jackson called the man’s brother in his hospital room, and spent a full hour talking and praying with him, wholly out of sight or knowledge of the media waiting for him downstairs in the hotel’s lobby.


       But in such impromptu acts he can also be a curious commixture of the genuine and the feigned. During the last weeks of 1988’s general election campaign, a birthday party was given for Jackson by one of his Los Angeles benefactors at his villalike home in the high slopes of Brentwood, at which the Democratic nominee, Michael Dukakis, was expected to appear. At one point a troop of neighborhood children, all of them white, drawn by the fanfare in the courtyard, wandered in and instantly clustered around Jackson, who began leading them, clapping and singing, through a battle song from the movement, “This little light o’ mine, I’m gonna let it shine,” turning once to murmur gleefully to a reporter with him, “This’s a little deeper than politics here, see?” When word presently rustled through the gathering that Dukakis was about to arrive, Jackson kept on clapping with the children through another freedom hymn from the sixties—only pausing for a moment when he spied, at the edges of the crowd, the bow-swell of reporters and camera crews rippling through the shadows under the palm trees in advance of Dukakis. With that, Jackson leaned down closer to the children and resumed his clapping and singing with them with a distinctly more robust animation, all the while slipping his eyes over to see if the scene had been noticed yet by the television folk accumulating there. Noticed it soon was, and Jackson went on leading the children through “Down by the Riverside” in a brilliance of camera lights. From what had begun as a spontaneous and warmly authentic little happening, Jackson had moved, in barely an instant and with a strangely effortless shift, into a slyly counterfeit performance.


       More than a few close observers who are neither unthoughtful nor ill-willed have found him at times an insufferably sanctimonious swaggerer—he once actually had himself brought onstage at a PUSH gala to the splendoring paean of “Jesus Christ, Superstar”—who is often disposed to the most byzantine paranoias about machinations against him. Yet he seems to have a peculiar capacity for suddenly becoming wondrously larger than all his unlikabilities—as in his address to the Democratic National Committee in Los Angeles about the chicken-plant fire in Hamlet, North Carolina, as in his exertions in Iraq in the fall of 1990 to bargain for the release of Americans and other foreign nationals. One former aide, an affable goliath of a man who left a post as a union organizer to serve as Jackson’s bodyguard and general factotum, only to find himself regularly stormed at for such irritations as late-appearing tailors and failing to bring along Jackson’s suitbag for television appearances, began rumbling privately about quitting but admitted that “the only reason I don’t, he’s the best we got out there—only real one out there. With all his faults, he’s bigger than he is, know what I mean? That’s the only reason I put up with it all.”


       One afternoon in 1993, on a visit to Los Angeles shortly before the verdict was announced in the second trial of the policemen involved in the beating of Rodney King, Jackson decided to take a walk through a housing project that lay deep within the terrain of the previous spring’s rioting. He had just begun making his way along its narrow scabby streets, between dumpy barrackslike apartments pocked with holes, in the swampish heat of the dull afternoon, when a young mother rushed up to him, her T-shirt drooping off one shoulder, two small children fastened by their fists to her long gauzy skirt, and after he had kissed her, “Hey, now, darlin’,” and enfolded her in a hug, she cried out to the others swiftly gathering around them, “Can you believe it? I can’t believe it! Everything’s gonna be awright now! We needed the Lord to come by here, and here he is!” Jackson chortled. “I’m not the Lord, honey,” and she sang out, “Well, you’ll do!” He proceeded along the project’s lanes as more figures dimly appeared behind ragged screen doors, emerged from dark doorways with muddy stares of unbelieving wonder at Jackson’s abrupt materialization among them, calls ringing out around his progress, “What’s happenin’ out here?…C’mere, lookahere, it’s Jesse Jackson out here!” One man, bumbling out of his door, yelled to the door next to it, “Evelyn! C’mon out here, Evelyn, it’s Jesse Jackson. Naw, it is!” Jackson eventually came upon the young mother’s father, a short thick man who seized Jackson’s hand in both of his and gazed up at him, tears filling his eyes: “Reverend, I been waitin’ on you for thirty-something years. I knowed you be comin’ someday. Oh, man, I’m so glad to see you, so glad to see you!” He could no longer speak through his weeping, and Jackson wrapped an arm around him, “God bless you, my bruthah.” To the journalists who had finally caught up with him, Jackson declared, to the visible elation of the throng now surrounding him, “There’s humanity here! Let’s break the stereotype. Watts? But these young children you see here dream dreams untold—this’s Watts. Here’s a young mother takes her Bible and her children to Bible class every Sunday—Watts. Here’s her father, a veteran of foreign wars—Watts. There’re people here who are workin’—Watts.” Before leaving, he stooped down to lead the profusion of children who had been straggling after him through his now accustomed refrain: “I am somebody…. Respect me…. Never neglect me…. For I am somebody…. I want to learn…. ’Cause my mind is a pearl…. I can do anything…in the whole world!…For I am…somebody!” It was, all in all, an uncanny visitation. Its eventual effects will probably never be known—indeed, Jackson has been regularly belabored over the years for an absence of any demonstrable, substantive results of his ministry. But in the end, he operates in the interior regions of the heart, where pride and hope happen, which makes any sequence of effect between his efforts and their consequences virtually impossible to trace, to statistically measure and quantify; those consequences would only later brim forth into life seemingly source-less, like artesian wells.


       When Jackson sets out on expeditions abroad, he commonly meets with tumults of enthusiasm that remarkably mirror the popular fanfares of his street appearances and rallies back in the United States—from earthquake-wrecked Armenian towns to Zambian villages to the back lanes of West Bank communities, one hears the same cries of “Jes-see! Jes-see! Jes-see!” Through television’s new, global nerve system of consciousness, creating a certain communalization of experience over the whole planet, Jackson has been translated into a kind of international populist tribune. His address at the 1988 Democratic convention was watched in Gabon, live, at four o’clock in the morning, and a U.S. embassy official in Libreville recalls, “It was very strange to look out at that hour and see houses all over the city with this dim blue light glowing in their windows.” In Moscow in 1989, the editor of a liberal journal declared, “The popularity of Mr. Jackson is here so very great. We are a country of 285 million population, and not all of them are reading American publication each day. But from television, popularity of Mr. Jackson even among our peasants is popularity of man who is so widely known among so-called simple people, for how he is for simple people.” One morning, in the northern bush of Zimbabwe, as Jackson was walking down a dirt trail leading to Victoria Falls, he passed three men hunkering in the shade under low scrubby trees, and one of them, staring, stood in a slow motion of gradual astonished realization as Jackson went by, lifting his arm to point and inquiring in a thin treble of one in Jackson’s party, “Is this…is this the great Reverend Jesse Jackson?”


       In truth, he may have come to be regarded with more esteem abroad than in the United States, and not only popularly. His passages from nation to nation are attended by government receptions of the highest ceremony. All of this has prompted some to suggest that Jackson might ultimately find his greatest enlargement in such a global extension of his ministry. While in the Soviet Union in 1989, he managed to negotiate the release of four Jewish citizens refused permission to immigrate—“refuseniks”—and then met with a delegation of others one evening to give them the news. “But only the four will be allowed to go?” said a woman. “No more? What about the others? It’s like a small gift, a special gift for you.” This response put on Jackson’s face a flatness of irritation. “Well, I would hope it’s a gift for you, too. And for them,” he said. The woman replied, “Yes, of course, but there’re still so many who haven’t been made presents to anybody. And it’s a shame they should give a present of four long-term refuseniks to some great people visiting.” Her reaction seemed to disconcert Jackson. “Indeed it is a shame,” he said dryly, “but would you rather the four of ’em stay here? Every little victory counts, dudn’t it?” But the woman persisted in her protests, as if through a simple repetition of plaints and arguments she could, through Jackson, cling a little longer to a larger world of freedom before having to go back out into the black cold of the Moscow winter night. Finally Jackson said, “Look, let me make an observation, and I don’t want it to sound presumptuous, okay? But sometimes we struggle for so long without anything happening that we become cynical. We start a self-defeating process of resentment, denigrating the possibilities. But this government’s own professions before the whole world lately on liberalization and human rights have obligated them in a way they never been before. So we’re in a position to raise with them the concerns of people like yawl in a right compellin’ way now. Follow? That’s why we were able to get permission today for the four people to leave. I’m tellin’ you, believe me, things are happenin’ never happened here before, and it’s just the beginnin’, you watch. So don’t give up now, after all you been through. You’ve come very close to shore, so don’t stop swimmin’ now.” Before the delegation left, Jackson gathered them in a circle of joined hands for a prayer: “…People everywhere, Lord, will not rest until human rights reign for people anywhere over this world. And let something we do or say make a difference in the lives of these who have come here to us this evening. Give them the assurance, Lord, that they are not alone and forgotten, and the inner strength to hold on until the morning comes. Bless them. And hold them safe in the hollow of your almighty hand….”


       Jackson then left for a formal dinner at the U.S. embassy. About midway through the evening, he was beckoned from his table and given word that a call had finally gotten through to a Leningrad relative of one of the four refuseniks granted permission to leave. In an alcove at the far end of an enormous salon, Jackson took the phone from an embassy deputy. “Mr. Feldstein?” he boomed. “This’s Jesse Jackson. What? Yes, Jesse Jackson. How are you, friend? Good to hear your voice. Mr. Feldstein, we have been able to get an agreement today from the Soviet government to release Mrs. Feldstein. That’s right. What? Yes, I am, that Jesse Jackson. So I want you to tell your family now there in Leningrad that your prayers have not been in vain, and that all of you have many friends in the United States who will be very glad to—hello?—” Lifting the phone away for a moment, Jackson whispered gravely to those standing around him, “Started cryin’. He’s cryin’.” He spoke again into the phone, “No, that’s okay, friend, I understand, it’s awright. I love you very much. And give Mrs. Feldstein our love. And yawl keep hope alive over there in Leningrad, okay?”


        


       JACKSON’S CAPACITY FOR both a magnificence of spirit and an appalling crassness evokes, for many who happened to know them both, something of the monstre sacré quality of Lyndon Johnson. Not only does he have Johnson’s sort of engulfing physical loom but also, says Roger Wilkins, an old Jackson friend who served in Johnson’s Justice Department, the same “huge appetites, just”—and Wilkins emits several terrific, buffalolike grunts—“so much alike, it’s eerie. And both of ’em the kind of person who, if you stay too close to them, will burn you up. Jesse’ll call you up at any hour, while you’re sitting talking to your daughter or listening to Miles Davis or Beethoven or having a romantic interlude with your wife, and he can’t figure out why you aren’t right that instant thinking about what he’s thinking about. ‘You weren’t asleep, were you?’ ‘No, Jesse, I’ve been sitting up here just waiting for your call.’ Late one night, my wife answered the phone in the other room, and I heard her just raising hell with some ‘Mr. Jackson.’ I wondered who in the world she was talking to, because always with Jesse, it was Jesse or Reverend. So who was this Mr. Jackson she was bawling out? Then I heard her say, ‘And don’t you ever call here at an hour like this again!’ And I knew.” As with Johnson, claims Wilkins, “the characteristics that make Jesse a great man are the very characteristics that drive people crazy. It’s the same package.”


       “There are deep and interesting questions there, why Jackson’s small-ness seems inseparable from his bigness,” says Mark Steitz, an adviser Jackson inherited from Gary Hart for his 1988 campaign. Steitz, who has a master’s in economics from Yale, suggests some sturdy, overgrown pixie with pale thinning hair and is untiringly ebullient in analysis, his eyes repeatedly flaring wide in delights of recognition. “Jackson really does wake up every day and figures, ‘Well, what can I do next? God hasn’t finished with me yet.’ But to get up every morning believing that, that very thought gives you permission to do a lot of things that offend and even frighten people. But lacking that thought, it’s very hard to get many of the grandest things in this world done. And somehow inextricably involved in being big in imagination and big in action and in forcing things is trying to protect yourself at that level—and you should not underestimate the incredible amount of back-stabbing and bushwhacking he’s gone through. So there’s that imagination and deep hunger for bigness, and when things go bad, there’s a very fast tunneling side of the intellect, and you’re pulled into these intricate little fights in which you can lose the big picture—only, being pulled into those little fights is part and parcel of it. Taking yourself seriously enough to believe you’re dealing in matters of serious truth tends to create problems in dealing with the pettiness in the world, problems which, oddly, are often solved by out-pettying the pettiest. You say, but ah, that’s awfully ugly, there’s strychnine there—and it’s one of the reasons most of the rest of us back off from certain megalomanias that we know in our own souls. But somehow power, and a lot of good power, incorporates that protective strychnine, and you just have to finally strip it out or at least find ways of controlling it. You take people like Jackson, though, who approach the world at 180 miles an hour, making big decisions fast, and with a greatness in their understanding of their own experience, they’ve always got a conflict, because being honest and true to their experience is something that leads to impolite understandings. But if you try to get behind Jesse Jackson’s eyes and look out at the world from there, what he does and what he says make more sense than you could ever imagine.”


       Jackson reportedly once strode onto the set of a live TV newscast in Chicago that was featuring one of his most persistent detractors and, snatching a microphone, gazed icily at the man while announcing, “He has one simple problem. I am tall, black, and international—and he is short, white, and local.” But under all his bravado, he remains exorbitantly sensitive to hurt, still brims into tears as readily as when he was a nine-year-old boy, “just allows his feelings to get injured too easily,” Bert Lance found. A black pastor in Brooklyn remembers that, when Jackson first began exerting himself nationally, “the black elite leadership held him in some disregard—here he was coming on as their peer, and a real rival in how he could connect to the people, but his background was not theirs, he’d been raised with his father gone, all that—and their slights made him shed some big tears.” A longtime assistant of his says, “People that he loves can hurt him, and he will cry in a minute”; when his call for a boycott of a city promotional festival in Chicago went unheeded even by the pastor who was closest to him, the assistant reports, “I saw him sit there and just cry, unashamedly.” Disparagements from other quarters, like his old colleagues in SCLC, have left him in a spiritual misery. “In spite of the fact that all of us have criticized him,” says Andrew Young, “and the criticisms have been more distorted in reportage than we made them, he still calls you up to try and explain himself.” At the same time, he tends to operate from an initial, improbably almost Anne Frank-like faith in the essential goodness of most people. Even in his negotiations with the political crustaceans of Mayor Richard Daley’s regime in Chicago, recounts one of his seminary mentors, “Jesse would say, ‘Now when we go in to talk to this person, assume that if conditions were different, this person would act differently. If you assume at the beginning a cynical attitude toward him, that everybody like him is dumb and out there only for his own gain, well, they’ll seem like that is how they react to you. If you start by confrontation, that’ll prevent any movement of your relationship and so the situation. Just assume the best about him, that he’s not just a narrow, self-centered person, assume an underlying mutuality between you—that he’s wonderful. He has all kinds of pressures on him, but he’s a human being, and if you provide him with alternatives, he’ll act in ways that fulfill your hopes, too.’ ” No doubt for that reason, says John Johnson, the black publishing magnate, “Jesse has an ability to push people further along than they ever thought they wanted to go, without them even knowing they’ve gone that far.” But on the whole, in the windy swoop of his ambitions, he seems given to curiously naive presumptions about what can happen in this world, a kind of hopeful innocence of enthusiasms that at times lends him an air of poignant vulnerability. “He has a real belief that all good things are possible, that all children can do what he’s done,” says the former chaplain at the North Carolina college he attended, “a belief that is sometimes almost heartbreaking.”


       Indeed, he is constantly reconnoitering the distances he has traveled from the shabby streets of his beginnings in the black quarter in Greenville. At the birthday party for him in Brentwood, he looked over the shimmering assembly of L.A.’s liberal haut monde eddying under the palms, and presently remarked to the reporter with him, “Bunch of purty folks here, I’d say. Long way from Haynie Street in Greenville, ain’t it?” Yet he seemed to feel vaguely displaced among the political glitterati swimming about him, passing long intervals standing off by himself. It was only when he found himself surrounded by the pack of neighborhood children that he clearly appeared at ease at last, and he kept them closely collected around him for most of the rest of the evening, as if for shelter or refuge. For that matter, wherever Jackson appears, he will pull protectively around him whatever children he spies nearby—even when he’s speaking, no child within arm’s reach is safe from being suddenly swept against him, they wearing a startled expression of sheepishly proud captivity in his huge hands as he orates on above them. Mark Steitz says, “I’ve watched him be in a disastrous situation, in the lousiest mood, and then have his day completely turned around by a child that walked by. People look at me as if I’m crazy on this, but you find me one photograph of a child crying with him. It’s a spirit in him, the spirit of the child and he connect, and he’s reordered and moves fluidly on.”


       But his moods, says Steitz, “dolphin up and down, and when he does not have room for you in his spirit, you might as well move on away, because anything you do is only going to piss him off.” Exuberant or morose, though, he finally keeps the innermost part of himself closed off, an interior isolation in which he travails alone with his most elemental furies, almost never admitting anyone else to that center of him. A former assistant of Jackson’s recalls that, during a staff donnybrook once over whose position was operatively closest to Jackson’s, Jackson himself burst into the room to announce, “Nobody is close to me but the people I know are. And I’m the only one who knows who’s close to me. If anybody’s saying they’re close to me, they’re lyin’. Because only I know.” The campus minister at the college he attended now suggests, “Jesse’s been in the public eye since he was twenty-four by not doing too much other than being himself. He himself is the institution, and that’s awfully lonely. The peril of growing up in the public eye is that you have to go through the kinds of crises all of us are prone to have, only in the public view. But people who have become institutions in themselves sometimes fear that if they become human persons who cry, who have pain, who are indecisive, if they show that side of themselves, then perhaps people, even closest friends, will not regard them in the same way they did before.” That resolute self-barricading has extended even to a grim resistance to disclosing himself in an autobiography that a succession of editors have mightily labored since the early seventies to get from him. One of those editors recounts, “His approach was, they want to know what I’m saying, what difference does it make about my personal life? He was clearly reluctant to talk, not so much about his personal life, but his personal take on his personal life. We finally said, well, we’ll take the manuscript like it is—which had been put together by a writer he’d approved—but we’d just like you to put some meat on it. And I’ve never in all my years of publishing known an author, after we’d finally accepted a manuscript, to say, ‘Well, you may accept it, but I don’t. I don’t think this is me.’ ” Another editor submits, “My bet is that, as a black child of poverty in the Old South, there is something daunting to him about being codified out there in that other world on the other side of the tracks, codified by his own word with his own name on it, that scares him in a way probably not entirely explainable by him. If he does finally put the period at the end of that sentence, he has committed an act that becomes something bigger than he is, that will outlive him. It’s all right if somebody else does it, you can always disown that. But it’s probably terrifying to be defined that way by himself—it becomes a little inescapable then.”


        


       

        BUT THE MOST profound complication in Jackson’s nature may finally have to do with the matter of race itself. In Jackson’s effort to expand his political ministry to a wider national constituency, perhaps the most formidable divide he was attempting to cross was simply that of the different, inverse perspectives through which white and black America perceive each other: in many deep and inimical ways, they are not to each other what they are to themselves. Jackson once offered his own ruminations on those separate perspectives while riding through his old Greenville neighborhood: “Thing that amazed me when we first ran for president was how white people, especially in the national press, immediately expected from us an absolute equanimity about the past—total forgiveness and forgetting, no matter what’d been done. As if somehow, if you went through all that maiming and you still have any anger, any hurt, you just not a swell person. You know, this black don’t like white people. It’s like, say, I hit you, knock some of your teeth out, and then I explain to you why you not hurtin’—wadn’t that much of a hit, and anyway, it’s all over with now. And one of my people says, ‘Surely you can understand that, I agree with Reverend Jackson, but let’s vote on it, that’s democracy—well, two against one, see? You couldn’t possibly be hurtin’.’ ” Such sensitivities to implicit affronts in white attitudes around him are the sort of secret second sight that has immemorially been both the privilege and extra duress of a disdained minority—the outsider—in a society. Roger Wilkins allows, “People don’t understand it when I say that white people are culturally disadvantaged. But if you’re black and smart and you care, you know more about this country than white people do—know stuff that most white people deny. White people do things to me every day that they don’t know they do, or why, and would even deny that they do it.” But while Jackson’s campaign proposed to pass nonetheless across that perceptual gap between the races, one sensed after only a short time with him that it was a crossing Jackson himself had still to complete. He insists, “Now I believe in this redemption stuff. All have sinned and come short of the glory of God, so none of us is in a position not to forgive anybody else. If I were of an unforgiving or unredemptive nature, I couldn’t relate to white people at all.” Yet for all of Jackson’s lyricisms about creating a common transracial American community, he still holds old private brines of racial aggrievement. That disparity is one of the reasons Stanley Crouch has averred, “[In] the space between what Jesse Jackson is and what he is saying, we are again eyeball to eyeball with the tragic dimensions of the man.” 


       That he has continued to identify so passionately with the pains of the black past in America has had mixed effects. On the one hand, it brought him the mass black support that has served as his one great unchallengeable strength. And in his presidential enterprise, he unquestionably prospered on the deference accorded him by press and political competitors because he was black, and because of the enormous enthusiasm he inspired in the black community. On the other hand, as one political analyst noted at the time, “constant legitimacy tests are applied to him that are just not applied to others.” But most important, the fervent racial identification that bonded Jackson to black America, which was the strength that made everything possible for him in the beginning, produced a kind of schizophrenia. He seemed unable to disenthrall himself from the racial pains of his own past, and reluctant to risk any disenchantment among the black constituency that was his one great asset, to stretch himself enough to truly embrace the wider popular coalition he hoped to form.


       In one sense, there would seem a certain perversity at work, in itself testimony to backdrafts of racism, that it should have been required that Jackson abstract himself out of his racial identity to be acceptable to America at large. Be that as it may, some submerged smolder of racial resentment that Jackson seems to carry in his message and manner stirs an answering unease in many white Americans. Indeed, the very inflections of his voice discomfort many white sensibilities. For whatever reason, Jackson has never undertaken to “whiten” his enunciation into the reassuringly colorless precisions of other black figures. His voice still holds the thick croker-sack textures, the juke-rock churns of the poolhall street corners and muddy alleyways of his origins.


       But for all of Jackson’s marveling over the long way he’s come, what soon strikes one after spending any time with him is how thoroughly he feels himself, despite the celebrity and consequence he’s acquired, still to be constitutionally an outsider. It remains his fundamental sense of himself, the central condition of his life—as if he were a kind of American version of Ishmael, that older half brother of Isaac, dispossessed and left to wander endlessly as an unreconciled outcast.


        


       

        AN ADVISER TRIED to explain to a baffled Dukakis after Jackson had defeated him in the Michigan caucuses to become at that point the actual leader among primary candidates, “We’re up against an American original.” That aide was more right than perhaps he knew. Jackson may in fact be the most original figure, all things considered, ever to have reached such an importance in the nation’s civic life. “He goes in there to find out from himself what he is and to give it expression,” says an old associate from his Chicago days, Larry Shaw, “but to the outsider, you cannot put him in any classification. What he is, there’s no title or description of it in the dictionary. What in the world is this thing? Who is this masked man?” There have really been no precedents for him; no past references quite contain or explain him. He seems finally uncategorizable: a singularity. Jackson himself seems not always certain exactly who and what he has become, where he is actually headed. While he was riding once down some back road in Nigeria, he lapsed into one of his occasional mystical musings: “It’s been like moving through this kind of slow chain-combustion of dreams, one after another. Dreams infinitely within dreams, that keep on exploding one out of the other, on and on. So that, anybody ask me, ‘Did you ever dream ten years ago you’d be where you are today?’ the answer is no, because where I was ten years ago came out of a dream years before that, and that one out of a dream years before that. And they keep coming, boom, boom, boom…What’s happening to me now, back when I started I didn’t even know to dream for it, just like now I don’t even know to dream for what’s gonna happen. It’ll just come—boom.”


       But in becoming someone now so distant from the world of his beginnings, he has in a sense turned himself into yet another kind of outcast, in exile from his own sources; in meeting with heads of state from Margaret Thatcher to Yitzhak Rabin to Hosni Mubarak, he sometimes seemed not wholly sure how much he really belongs in such august circumstances. Nevertheless, the old urgency that has propelled him this far propels him on. Bob Beckel, who was Walter Mondale’s campaign manager in 1984 and has since operated as a political consultant in Washington, declares, “He’ll never stop. You can still see it in his eyes. He’ll never stop.” Jackson himself confesses, “I can’t quit. I can’t turn loose of it. It won’t turn loose of me.”


       He is now about the only figure remaining from the classic days of the civil rights movement—the last survivor—who is still actively at it, who has not wandered off into other occupations. In the same way, he has become one of the few remaining voices of any force in the land still unabashedly campaigning, like the Last Believer, for the old, liberal conscience in American politics—to the point where he has come to be regarded by many as a kind of orotund anachronism.


       But more than once in the past, Jackson has seemed to disappear from sight and relevance on the far side of the moon—almost nothing heard from him, beginning to be forgotten—only to come swinging back around again, in some slightly altered but larger form. “You just can never count him out,” says Roger Wilkins. “For one thing, Jesse is very, very, very smart. Number two, he is the most persistent sumbitch in the world. And number three, he’s got more energy than three locomotives.” Journalist David Halberstam says, “He just keeps on growing. And that’s why, if you try to measure Jackson by what’s behind him, you’re going to miss him every time.” Asked not long after Clinton’s election if it might be possible that Jackson’s day had passed, one of his seminary teachers said, “He’s still alive, isn’t he?”


       For his part, Jackson avows, “This campaign we on is eternal. It’s not captive to the schedules of political seasons or election cycles.” In truth, he seems strangely to move in his own, separate field of time. “This is not a right-time and right-place person in anything like the ordinary sense,” says Mark Steitz. “This is somebody who’s played ball for a long, long time, not just in politics but in the public spiritual dialogue. He talks about how history’s clocks and moral clocks work on a very different time than political clocks and calendar time and certainly media clocks. To him, time is a very variable and relative thing. Something that you think’ll take four years may only take three weeks—or take a decade, or a generation. So who knows what segment of time he’s in now?”


       John White, the canny Texas politico who was the Democratic party chairman during the Carter years, observed shortly before his death in 1995, “Jesse represents something to a large part of the population that is very important, and to dismiss that is a big mistake by any politician or president—and I’m thinking of Clinton.” Bob Beckel once advised a high deputy in the Clinton White House, which was summarily discounting Jackson’s pertinence, “You guys better understand something. You may think that time has passed him by. But just go out there on the street with him someday. Just walk around with the guy out there for a while.” Another longtime Jackson observer declares, “There’s no way to begin to really understand Jesse Jackson without getting out on the road with him. Watch him among those people, all sorts of people out there across the country. That’s where he comes into his true reality. And that’s still his possibility, make no doubt about it, can still be his future, too.”


      


     





      

       

        III

       


       

        Carrying the Gospel

       


      


      

       

        IT WAS DURING the closing days of the 1988 presidential contest, as Jackson was beating about the country for the Dukakis campaign, that I passed my first extended stretch of time with him. I did not yet realize that this political enterprise of his was a kind of illusory scenario—what Jackson had originally meant to be only a means to a much larger mission. But he now seemed to have become intensely involved in that means almost for its own sake.


       I found him, with some surprise, still smarting over not having been selected Dukakis’s running mate, a disgruntlement that struck me as a trifle implausible in assumption. Nevertheless, as he was lofted from one rally to the next, slumped in his shirtsleeves in the cramped front cabin of the jet, his bulky hands folded over his paunch and his stockinged feet plopped on the seat facing him, he continued to grump. “They said, ‘Jackson, we thank you for registering all those new voters. Thank you for bringing issues to the campaign. Thank you for the excitement, for rousing people. Thank you for a historic breakthrough. But’ ”—and he snapped his head down to the side, as if just hit by a crick in the neck, and then slowly rolled his eyes back around to peer up from under his brow, dropping his voice to a soft husking—“ ‘but can’t put you on the ticket. No, can’t do that.’ Even though we came just a heartbeat away from being the party’s presidential nominee. All without being accountable to those who have imputed to themselves custodianship of our country’s destiny. Hard thing for them to let into their heads, that we did that.”


       Whenever Jackson said “we,” it set one mentally scurrying back and forth for the reference—himself? blacks in general? his whole constituency of supporters?—until one realized his “we’s” were always in a sort of indeterminate flux of application among all three, between the collective and himself personally, which to him usually came to the same thing anyway. But many journalists found that usage yet another of his irksome affectations; one columnist, emerging from a hotel room session with him, protested, “He sat there all that time holding forth without once saying ‘I’—just ‘we’ this and ‘we’ that, like he was some head of state or something.”


       For his part, the news media was “enmeshed in that whole system” that churlishly persisted in discounting his importance. He remarked, in the low toneless murmur he reserves for reciting particularly scandalous grievances, “Real national stuff, you know, s’pose to be for the big boys. They’d say, ‘Well, we know he knows something about civil rights, but what’s he know about the budget? About banking, interest rates? NATO, national defense? Couldn’t know about those things. Mean, couldn’t actually be wantin’ to be the president. So what’s he really want? Tha-tha-that’s,” he stammered in urgent umbrage, “that’s a contemptuous question, ‘What’s he really want?’ Disrespectful question. Didn’t ask it about the other candidates. It has an underlying assumption of racial limitation. And then they say”—and Jackson’s voice lifted into a thin, rapid, mincing mimicry—“What’s he mean by this ‘Respect me’ what’s he mean by this respect thing, what’s he talking about? That became more of a problem for them than almost anything else—defense, budget, foreign affairs issues. What’s he really want for respect? How we ought to handle that? became the only question for them, How can we handle Jackson? Nothin’ but flat racist, all that talk.” As he was rummaging out these complaints, we were flying through the night somewhere over Illinois, and he twisted impatiently in his seat to glower for a moment at his reflection in the dark oval window. “Hell, I don’t ask that they necessarily agree with me on the issues. But I do ask that they take me legitimately.”


       Even while privately fuming over all these perceived disrespects, Jackson had barnstormed on through the general election campaign lustily enough to become strangely like a fifth, shadow player in the race—somewhat suggesting that extra, unaccountable figure that appeared in Nebuchadnezzar’s furnace with Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. When I mentioned this analogy to Jackson, he did not find it disagreeable: “Yeah, and that figure was an angel of deliverance, you know.” But beyond dutifully commending Dukakis, his service to the ticket consisted mostly of walloping away at Bush and Quayle with his own gonging scriptural allusions: “They both rich young rulers, looking down on the disadvantaged with contempt. There is no fairness in them. They a barren fig tree, there is no fruit of hope to be taken from them.” Quayle, predictably, afforded him particularly extravagant sport, raillery of almost a schoolyard roughness: “Our national bird is the eagle, it’s not the frail quail. Bush may be coldhearted on the issues in America, but Quayle don’t even comprehend the issues. Flat don’t know what’s going on. Can you imagine Bush now talking about how he’s gonna put Quayle in charge of crisis management? Quayle is a crisis that needs to be managed.” But his fulminations against Bush—“something dangerous and mean-spirited about him, this disdainful rich man with no mercy for the poor and homeless”—were of a rather hyperbolic and sometimes startling stridor. Citing Bush’s derogations of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), Jackson blared, “When you attack lovers of civil liberties and freedom, Mr. Bush, you in an ugly tradition. You join the tradition of Pharaoh, Mr. Bush, you in the tradition of Herod, and Hoover, and Hitler. All them attacked civil liberties, too.” One of Jackson’s advisers later observed, “When he gets into these historical references he does tend toward the Fox-TV version, the most vivid and violent, what you’d call the high-ratings version of history.”


       As for the campaign of Dukakis, Jackson dispensed approving testimonials of noticeably milder vigor. “They say he doesn’t have passion,” Jackson declared, “but that’s a new extraconstitutional requirement, this passion business. It’s the people s’pose to have the passion, anyway. The presidents have the priorities. The Abolitionists and slaves and Frederick Douglass, they had the passion; Lincoln had the priorities and the emancipation pen. In the nineteen-sixties, Jack Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson never led one demonstration, they didn’t inspire us, we inspired them, we had the passion and gave them the priorities for the Public Accommodations and Voting Rights Acts. Now, it’s working mothers needing day care who got the passion, poor folks needing health care got the passion, workers lost their jobs abroad and family farmers overwhelmed by giant conglomerates, they the ones got the passion. Don’t be worryin’ about Dukakis’s passion—we got that. Dukakis’s got the priorities. This campaign’s not about the passion of Dukakis, anyway, it’s about the lack of compassion of one George Bush!”


       But the disparity between Dukakis and Jackson in “the passion quotient,” or “the passion factor,” became a special discomfort for Dukakis’s own people, and Dukakis himself had clearly shown by now a wariness about wandering into any close proximity to Jackson that might tempt comparison to his own taut, neatly stapled manner. Actually, the same uneasiness about being in Jackson’s immediate vicinity seemed shared by other Democratic worthies then. While Senator Al Gore was still in the primary campaign, Jackson managed to dragoon him into a joint appearance before the press, throughout which Gore, shorter than Jackson, was observed by someone behind both men “virtually shaking as he kept trying to balance on his toes.” Jackson reported that he had once appealed to Georgia senator Sam Nunn and Virginia’s Charles Robb, when they were both prospective presidential candidates, “ ‘Look, guys, we’ ”—in this instance, his “we” plainly meaning himself—“ ‘we take yawl to our churches and meeting halls in the black community. But yawl got a reluctance, seems, to take us to your First Baptist churches and Kiwanis Clubs, and us share platforms together.’ All I was asking them for,” Jackson explained, “was equal access. If they’d give me that much, just an entree into their crowd, I’d handle the rest of it myself.” I suggested that might have been exactly why they were reluctant, out of a suspicion they would then be swallowed up by his performance. For a moment Jackson savoringly mulled over the implication that any public association with them would therefore require of him deferential restraints, and he then mumbled, “Well, that’d be like askin’…mean, can’t ask a home-run hitter to bunt.”


       Late in the campaign, there was a large rally for Dukakis in downtown Chicago, in an auditorium that resembled a restored opera house from the Gilded Age, its plump tiers of ornate galleries banked up to a vaulted ceiling—a fustian elegance that was filled that evening with a brawling reunion of the remains of the city’s once-fearsome Democratic guard. But Jackson was the only one among the several other former primary contenders collected on the platform who was not asked to speak, and his presence even went unmentioned by Dukakis when he addressed the crowd. A few days later, while we were waiting at a small airfield in Iowa for his plane to be reserviced, Jackson abruptly turned to announce, “Other night in Chicago, that clinched it for me, the man’s pettiness. Word got to us beforehand that he didn’t even want us to be there. I sent word back, ‘Look, you can’t tell me that. Chicago’s where I live, it’s my town, I’m comin’.’ But then didn’t even recognize me sittin’ there. That just wasn’t”—and he leaned in closer, with a dolorous glare of his round, widely spaced eyes, and his voice sank to a heavy whisper—“wasn’t actin’ right. Because it was my home, you know? It’s where I’m from. That wasn’t kind.”


       But on the day of the election, when Jackson arrived late that afternoon for a rally at a college in Duluth, he was first taken into a back office to return a call that had come in a few minutes before from Dukakis’s headquarters, and emerged to stride with a visibly reenergized briskness toward the rally awaiting him in the college gym. He was greeted with a storm of cheering—“Jes-see! Jes-see! Jes-see!”—to which, after bounding up onto the platform, he began flinging the hiked crescent of his thumb back over his head as if cranking the ovation on, grinning with the tip of his tongue dabbed out between his teeth in delight. But his speech was a bit short, and when he finished, he called out, “Governor Dukakis is asking me to alter my schedule to go to Milwaukee. So I must hurry, now—”


       Back outside, as he toppled into the front seat of his car, a somewhat rumpled and thistle-haired student leaned his head in the window across from Jackson. “Reverend Jackson, just want to say you’re the most inspiring man I know.” Jackson pitched himself across the seat to shake the youth’s hand. “Thank you, love you, buddy, hang in there.” Turning back to his aide, Jackson said, “Where’s your telephone? Need to find out—Got your phone? Don’t? Shit. Well, everybody in the cars? We got to go here.”


       His car then plunged off for the airport. “Seems like the vote in the inner cities is runnin’ way below what they were expecting,” Jackson said. “They ignored all those places through the whole campaign. Now, Santa Claus running into heavy weather, and he calls for Rudolph. Understand what I’m sayin’?” Over the following months, Jackson would return again and again, with baroque elaborations, to this rather improbable analogy to describe his own situation: “Why, Rudolph’s nose was so red, you know, he was up there in front of the sleigh, catching all the wind and snow. Out front of everybody else. Rest of them other reindeer, they couldn’t pull that sleigh. Dancer, Prancer, Blitzen, those quality of politicians, they can always hide behind nice résumés and try to exploit the gravity of average-ness. But there is no greatness in average-ness. It took Rudolph to pull that sleigh. But Santa Claus didn’t give him no equity for that. All Rudolph wanted was equity, even treatment, which was the one thing Santa couldn’t give him. These themes keep on coming up out of the Rudolph story, see? For instance, take those selves, make them little and call them elves, half people, building all those toys on minimum wage, no credit, no union—” After a point, one began to wonder if Gene Autry had ever realized all he was actually singing about with that Christmas ditty of his. “In the final analysis, it’s the double burden that makes you love the hero, because Rudolph had to do more than the other reindeer to get his recognition. Rudolph pulling the most weight. But Santa says, ‘Well, we thank you, Rudolph. ’Course, no promotion, no equity, no vice presidential nomination. But don’t worry—your name will go down in history.’ ”


       Jackson’s plane landed at Milwaukee into a frenetic despair among the party workers waiting for him at the airport. “Nobody’s coming out,” wailed one, “there’s no enthusiasm.” A haphazardly assembled caravan of taxis then swept Jackson and his entourage through a deepening dusk to the campaign headquarters downtown. There, before a clutch of reporters in a cramped and grubby room, in a chalky wash of television lights, Jackson spoke into a thicket of microphones. “I urge everybody within the sound of my voice to vote these remaining hours. The polls are open until eight o’clock. Vote! Keep hope alive!” But it was, given the hour, a somewhat forlorn last bugling. Jackson was then led out through a dim blur of back rooms and hallways that were filled with a shadowy milling of other local party operatives who seemed suddenly oblivious to the Dukakis campaign collapsing across the country as they called out after Jackson, “Jes-see! Jes-see! Jes-see!”


       

        The Jacksonian Physics of Reality

       


       

        IN FACT, EVEN as he was hauling on through those final weeks, Jackson had already moved himself out of that particular political period and back into his own, larger field of time. The arrangement he had won at the Atlanta convention for funds and a personal jet to course about the country for the Democratic ticket had enabled him simply to resume his own never-ending, custom-styled populist apostleship.


       Jackson maintains, “I don’t go off by myself and sit down with a blank legal pad and start working out a blueprint for what I’m gonna do next. The flow of events fills up that page for me.” One longtime adviser notes, “He’s brilliant at politics in the moment, politics as it’s moving—fast-break politics, if you will. If he can create fluid motion, then he can act and innovate with the best of them.” Indeed, he seems to think only in movement, in action—is not at home apprehending things from stillness. It’s as if, to Jackson, sheer momentum itself creates and defines. Says Roger Wilkins, “He feels that if he keeps going and keeps going and keeps going, after a while some good things are going to happen.” From the instant he awakes every morning, usually before dawn and immediately pouncing to the phone, until, some twenty hours later and often three thousand miles away, he subsides back into sleep, he lives in constant, headlong movement, as if, should he cease moving, he would disappear. During unavoidable intervals of arrested animation, as when flying to his next destination, he will, even in the middle of an interview, sometimes drop off into an apparently solid sleep for some few minutes, but then come bouncingly awake again. Says a longtime assistant, “Most the time when he seems to be dozing, he’s composing,” and if no listener is immediately at hand when he resurfaces from a nap, he will look wildly about for something to write on, often reduced to snatching the air-sickness bag from the seat pocket in front of him and sketching out notes under its instruction, “After Use, Fold Toward You.”


       This guerrilla’s urge has impelled him on despite a persistent siege of ailments—sickle-cell-trait exhaustions, bronchial infections, recurrent passes of pneumonia, all resulting, as he casts it, from “sins against my finitude”—and despite a distinct dread of flying.


       As he has pitched on through the years without pause, he has come to know the country probably more familiarly than anyone quite has before him. “Anyplace you go,” says a former aide, “he knows its embodied history.” The aide reports he was once sitting with Jackson in the Cincinnati train terminal, waiting to be picked up for a rally, and after glancing around, Jackson began to discourse, “You know about this building? You ever noticed how many black people there are in Cincinnati? This terminal was the cheapest ticket out of the South. If you had the money, you could make it to New York or Chicago or Detroit, but this stop right here was the cheapest.” And Jackson went on talking about the terminal and the families of black poor from the South who had arrived here as their own sort of Ellis Island port into the Promised Land of the North, until, the aide remembers, all the multitudes of that exodus over past decades seemed evoked once again, dimly thronging through the high ringing spaces around them. “His knowledge of this country,” says the aide, “its physical history, is utterly breathtaking.”


       But with his ceaseless moving about, space itself—all physical delineations and distinctions of place—has somehow collapsed and merged into one great everywhere. “I don’t know how he does it,” says an eminent black educator who often counseled Jackson in college. “I look on television, and there he is in Egypt, shaking somebody’s hand. Then I bump into him that night in a hotel in New York.” The former chaplain at Jackson’s college, A. Knighton Stanley, exclaims, “Who can get off a plane from the Middle East and fly to Decatur, Georgia, without being disoriented one whit by it? And he’s really in Decatur when he gets there, you know?” Stanley relates that an Ethiopian high school student working in a Capitol Hill office once remarked to him, “I don’t understand it. He is everywhere. He is everywhere.” For this almost supernatural ubiquity, he was once termed, by The New York Times’s Alessandra Stanley, the “Zelig” of public life in America. But it’s as if all the world has become as immediately intimate to him as his front yard. “What is that line?…‘I am the cat, and all places are alike to me’ ” says Mark Steitz. “He takes himself to an airport in another city the way the rest of us would walk into another room. I’m thinking this afternoon about going out to Bethesda to the supermarket; he’s thinking this afternoon about flying to Baghdad.”


       At the same time, after so many years of heaving from one public occasion to another, it’s as if what has happened to his sense of space has also happened to him inwardly, psychically. As he passes through his endless succession of appearances in church sanctuaries and union meeting halls and school assemblies, he maintains a continual exposition that is curiously heedless of whether he’s addressing just another person in the car with him or a rally of thousands. This imperviousness to the nature of his audiences prompts one to wonder if any real line of demarcation exists for Jackson, any inner sense of difference between the personal and the mass moment, if they have not become, for him, more or less indistinguishable. If, in fact, he has any private personality left.


       Most of all, in the process of his everlasting movement through the years, time itself seems to have dissolved for him in its ordinary, linear sense. One political observer has described him as appearing to live almost wholly in the present tense, in a succession of separate moments each holding its own reality. He seems to exist in a fuguelike simultaneity of past and present like some Joycean implosion of time—so that, on any given day, he is dwelling in the years of his beginnings in Greenville, in his passage through the movement, in his laboring through the seventies to deliver himself out of his peripheral significance into the notability he gained in the eighties, all this together with an anticipation of the prospects ahead of him. It’s as if he lives in a kind of time-loop that is expanding in detail and circumstance with each of its recirclings, but essentially always coming back around.


       

        The Testament

       


       

        AFTER THE CONVENTION in Atlanta, as he traveled from rally to rally to speak for the Democratic ticket, one got a sense that he was, in fact, reenacting a campaign that was going on independent of the incidental vicissitudes of any particular election. It had become the principal exertion in that lifelong compulsion of his to enlarge himself into a hero, the public self of this eternal campaign his only real self. In the small cabin of his jet as it was streaking through a late night from Chicago to New York after a batteringly long day of rallies, he sat slouched back in his seat, the only sign of fatigue a look to his mouth and eyes of having subtly gotten smaller and rounder and farther apart in his broad face. He began quietly talking about how most other politicians will retreat back into private life after a campaign defeat or just the natural expiration of their public careers: “They all go back home sooner or later. That’s the difference between me and them. I have no home to go back home to. This is my home.”


       As he journeyed through those autumn weeks, he presented once more the slightly surreal vision of a solitary black social evangel forging through an Inner American panorama of settings, his burly voice baying over assemblies of plain folk in Iowa courthouse squares and Indiana factory neighborhoods, weather-chapped farm families gathered in country schoolyards and midwestern youths with wheat-bright hair crowding the bleachers of college gyms—for many of them, as one journalist noted, he was “one of the few black men they had ever seen up close.” At these rallies, Jackson continued to deliver those populist preachments that make up his central political testament, during which he at times took on a striking resemblance to the Ben Shahn sketch of King’s round, bullish head orating with mouth thrown wide in a roar of power from the back of his thick-packed neck: “More millionaires on top but ten million more in poverty, almost forty million Americans with no health insurance. Something about that’s not right. More working women in poverty, more children in poverty, expansion of malnutrition—something not right about that! Makes no difference whether you black, brown, or white, when your child’s hungry it hurts the same. When there’s no heat in the house, we all cold. When they close down your factory or foreclose on your farm, and comes time they pull the plug and the lights go out, we all—we awwlll—look amazingly similar sitting there in the dark. Yet you hear folks who don’t have dental care or health care, can’t buy enough groceries or pay their ’lectric bill, hear ’em talking ’bout they somehow got something in common with Reagan and Bush, say, ‘Me ’n’ Bush, we both for the flag, against crime, believe in prayer. Both us is con-serv-a-tive.’ Naw. Naw—one of yawl is rich, and one of yawl is po’ ”


       And he would move then into that incantation repeated throughout his past campaigns, which nevertheless still brought rising swells of clapping as he rolled through it once more. Standing stiffly erect, his hands clamped against his flanks, he merely tilted back and forth on his heels as he released, as if from terrifically pent-up compressions, each heavy-tolling line: “Most poor people not black, they white, mostly female and young. Most poor people are not on welfare, they work. They work every day! Get up every morning, catch the early bus. Never seen by Bush. Most the poor not lazy, Mr. Bush, don’t be unkind to them, they’re the common people, work every day! They’re family farmers struggling to keep their land. They drive cabs, sweep the streets, collect our garbage. Go down in mines to dig our coal, clean the motels you sleep in, serve your table at restaurants—they work every day! They care for the sick in our hospitals, wash the bodies of those in pain and with fever. Clean their bedpans. No job is beneath them! And yet, yet, when they get sick, they cannot lie in that bed they make up every day! People down in the admissions room dying ’cause they cannot afford to go up and lie in that bed that’s waiting empty for somebody wealthy or with insurance to get sick. That is not right, America, we got to be a better nation than that! A nation’s judged by how it treats the least of those in its midst. Let me tell you something”—he held his two forefingers pointed at each other just below his chest and tightly circled them together as if briskly unspooling his phrases—“when members of Congress get sick, they go to Walter Reed. When members of the Supreme Court or the president get sick, they go to Walter Reed. And if government-supported health care is good enough for Congress and the Supreme Court and the White House, then it’s good enough for your house and my house, it’s good enough for everybody in this democracy!…”


       Jackson took this populist Pentecostalism equally to ballroom banquets and black churches, university amphitheaters and coal miners’ union halls—one hazard being that his themes were occasionally a bit awry to his locales. The exhortation he would deliver to inner-city black youths about the social crisis of unwed mothers he would deliver, with the same energy, to a gathering of Minnesota dairy farmers, occasioning a vague momentary puzzlement: “If dogs can raise their puppies and cats can raise their kittens, then young men old enough to make babies must surely raise those babies that they make!” To one rally of farmers in north-central Missouri, he orated on the long struggle of the movement in the South to achieve the Voting Rights Act, then extended that act’s implications, a bit inventively, to “enabling farmers to vote without having to pay the poll tax.” But as Jackson explained once, “I operate according to the parable of the sower. Throw that seed out everywhere. Some of it falls on rocky ground, some the wind blows back in your face, but a lot of it falls on fertile ground and germinates. And what germinates is sufficient so as not to miss what hit the rocks and wind.”


       He suggested at times a kind of populist John the Baptist storming across the wide expanses of the Republic. Landing in the Michigan interior on a snow-blowing Sunday morning, he was driven past bare sweeps of shorn cornfields and on into Saginaw, to an auditorium that was like an unfinished airplane hangar, its high vaults of exposed girders and scaffolding the starkly stenciled architecture of countless other civic arenas where much of the nation’s public life takes place, with no one knows what desolations visited on it by such enclosing drabness. Jackson’s voice clangored in electronic amplification, “More people working in poverty! Corporations taking manufacturing jobs overseas, not for better labor but cheaper labor. Number one exporter from Taiwan last year was not Taiwan, it was General Electric! Asia’s not taking jobs from us, the multinationals are taking jobs to them.” And somehow, even in the huge bleary spaces of this arena, an aliveness began to gutter, shouts and applause gusting over the crowd as Jackson spoke on. “And the loss of factory jobs overseas can’t be offset with service jobs here. Far more security and pride and stability in making cars than making hamburgers—but the workers who used to make our cars now making french fries and fish sandwiches, for minimum wage!”


       He landed in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, on another cold morning, with only a dull yellow lurk of light lying along the flat horizon, and paused inside the small terminal to greet an elderly couple, a dumpling-plump matron with her grasshopper-slight husband tilted uncertainly on a cane beside her, the woman whooping, “Well, you have certainly made my day, Jesse Jackson!” and Jackson chortling back, “Mercy, mercy,” as he leaned down to give her a loud-spanking kiss. He and his entourage were then carried, in a stale and lumbering bus, out into the vacant and wintry countryside, crossing over the Chippewa River, and finally, after turning onto a thinly tapering road, began to pass cars parked along both sides until, nearing the dairy farm where he was to speak, cars and trucks and vans and station wagons were crammed and tucked into every possible cranny of space around the farmhouse’s muddy side yard and cattle lots. “Don’t worry,” Jackson assured a reporter who questioned just how spirited a reception could be expected at such an unlikely site, “we gonna make something happen here.” Packed inside a vast shed behind the house was a surprisingly large multitude—young couples, the wives in bulky denim jackets with heads wrapped in scarves, the husbands in rumpled khakis stuffed into buckled rubber boots, holding twisty and whimpering children; older couples with weather-crinkled faces that had acquired over the years a dull similarity of almost brother and sister, the men with hands shoved in nylon quilted jackets zippered up to their chins, little felt hats atop their heads. Jackson towered over them from the back of a pickup truck, his tie stripped off in one concession to the setting; in a musk of hay dust, his voice blared over the shed, “Republicans trying to play Halloween with this campaign, but Halloween’s ’bout over with—time they took off their mask! After eight years of Republicans in the White House, condominiums for the few, and hallways and alleyways for the millions homeless. Take off the mask! Gone from a creditor nation to a debtor nation, a fundamental shift in who we are in the world, banks failing—got to take off that mask, now! Farm prices down thirty percent, consumer prices up thirty percent. It’s not the rural farmer taking advantage of the urban consumer, it’s the corporate barracuda taking advantage of them both! Take the mask off, not playing Halloween any longer!…” Yodeling cheers broke out around him in the shed. “A kinder, gentler nation, yeah. Kinder and gentler for the corporations and merger-maniacs and megaconglomerates swallowing up the family farmer and taking factory jobs overseas. Urban America looks like it’s been bombed out, rural America abandoned like a plague’s hit. Family farms gone, jobs out, drugs in, profits up, wages down, workers abandoned. And yet they playing us off one against the other, trying to make us think we different kinds of people, playing those ole race games with us when we need each other….” Listening to all this, the older men with weather-cured faces at last withdrew their thick blunt hands from their jacket pockets and smote them together in heavy deliberate applause. “Always some kind of scheme by the economic aristocracy to try confounding democracy. But lemme tell you, if the family farmer and urban worker, black and white, the good-hearted common people all over this country, if we should ever—watch out!—get together, then we sure ’nough would see a kinder, gentler nation; a fairer, freer, juster, stronger America all way round.”


       Afterward, he had to grapple his way through a churn of enthusiasts that had the loud holiday brawl of a county-fair midway, pulling himself from hug to double-clutching handshake on toward the bus, where he was waved aboard with a last uproar of cheering. He then discovered that, somewhere in his passage through the crowd, he had lost his tie, which an aide found a moment later outside, trampled in the mud. It was a loss that hardly distressed Jackson. As the bus pulled back down the road, he stalked up and down the aisle, still on updrafts of elation from the heat of his rhetoric and the crowd’s response. “What’d I tell you?” he stopped to remind the reporter who’d questioned what reception they could expect at this spot. “Fired up! Ain’t gonna take it no more!” and he gave a gleeful waggle of his hips, piston-pumping his thumbs upward.


       In all these rallies, Jackson was constantly infusing into his egalitarian evangelisms an extra, crackling vigor from the Scriptures—a combination that makes up, in fact, his own novel political catechism: what could be called “gospel populism.” “Can you imagine Jesus, for instance—he was preaching one day, big crowd, and a woman sick with an issue of blood came up behind him and reached out to touch his robe to be healed—can you imagine Jesus turning around and taking out a clipboard and saying to her, ‘Wait a minute, first we got to fill out this form. Le’see, now. How long you been sick? You sure you really sick? What’s your name and address? Got any children? Say you have—well, you married? And who you work for? How much you make? And when you get well, just what is your payment plan going to be?’ No, Jesus just looked upon her suffering and healed her. When somebody’s sick, the only moral question is not where is your money but where is your pain.” Some of the political parables Jackson improvised from the Scriptures were more innovative. In an imaginative reconstruction of the Christmas story to apply to the homeless, he declared, “Jesus wasn’t sent through Herod’s house, he wasn’t the innkeeper’s son. God sent Jesus through a poor, homeless couple. Father with a skill who couldn’t find a job. Didn’t have the right to vote. Innkeeper wouldn’t let them in ’cause they couldn’t pay….” Not precisely the case, of course, the inn simply being full, and Mary and Joseph merely having journeyed from their home in Nazareth, where Joseph worked as a carpenter, to Bethlehem to pay their taxes. Unconfined by such textual punctilios, though, Jackson went on about “the wise men, middle-class businessmen who owned their own farms, owned their own sheep, but chose God over their sheep, fled their sheep to bring gifts to this homeless couple,” thereby effectively consolidating the Magi and the shepherds into a single delegation of conscientious burghers. But so fond was he of this political reformulation of the story, he would repeat it on well past Christmas, until an aide finally asked him in late February, “Reverend, what’s for Easter?”


       At a luncheon gathering of the Hollywood Radio and Television Society at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, Jackson repaired to the Bible for a spirited apologia for the tradition of liberalism, while at the same time performing his customary semantic riffs on the word itself: “The three wise men—liberals! Took their gifts to the homeless. Liberals liberate—that’s what the word means. Liberation is inherently a liberal process. Moses, Jesus, they were the liberals, and Pharaoh, Herod, Pilate, ole Nero, they were the conservatives. Conservatives want to conserve it all like it is. Liberals liberate and expand what is into what it ought to be.” This scriptural exegesis on liberalism Jackson expanded on at other rallies: “When Jesus said to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, comfort the afflicted, those were liberal values. ‘Come unto me, all ye who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest’—that’s liberal! Grace—that’s a liberal dynamic, no such thing as conservative grace, grace is by definition a liberatin’ business.” (“And by the way, yawl,” he would sometimes add, deadpan, “when Jesus came into Jerusalem the last time, he did not ride no elephant into Jerusalem. It was a donkey. Hear what I’m sayin’?”)


       Jackson even brought dire religious intonations into mock-sorrowful reproofs of Bush for ridiculing liberals—chiding him for that in a kind of gently appalled, patiently instructive recital that was not altogether fair or precisely true, but in which Jackson progressed from historical judgments to sounding like some political Elijah confronting a Republican King Ahab: “When Mr. Bush, in his ugly-spirited way, attacks the liberal militants of the sixties—” Actually, Bush had opposed the 1964 Civil Rights Act. “Well, those who perished back then for the right to vote were on the right side of history, Mr. Bush, and those who hated them were wrong. Viola Liuzzo, white mother from Detroit, came down to Selma to help in the struggle, shotgunned to death on a dark highway. Mr. Bush, Viola Liuzzo was right, and those who murdered her were wrong.” And this litany of rebuke would mount on a gradual welling of cheers and clapping. “Schwerner, Goodman, and Chaney, two Jews and a black, killed in Mississippi, bulldozed-over with their eyes wide open, they were right, Mr. Bush, and those who killed them”—he hung for an instant, and then uttered with an almost pained softness—“were wrong,” to a great concussion of applause, shouts, Please tell it! “Martin Luther King, John F. Kennedy, those three little girls blown up in a Birmingham church, Mr. Bush, they were right, and those who took their lives, they were wrong!” The ovation now was deafening. Fair or not, the effect of these progressive regretful reproaches was devastating—Jackson loosed into full forensic political combat can be a fearsome affair—and from these delicately savage admonitions he would then proceed into warnings of a vaguely cosmic baleful-ness: “When you unkind to the homeless, disparaging them as derelicts, you on treacherous moral ground, Mr. Bush. ’Cause there is another power. The moral arc of the universe is long,” he would echo from King’s oratory, “but it bends toward justice. Those who cannot defend themselves, they got a silent partner, they got…got another power. And when you, when you attack liberals, good-hearted folks, lovers of civil liberties, Mr. Bush—Mr. Bush, watch out! You tamperin’ with another power! They once said we were nothing from nowhere going nowhere, we never could win”—this “we,” again, carrying multiple references, his own campaigns not least among them—“but Mr. Bush, there was another power. You may be riding high today, Mr. Bush. But there is another power!”


       One afternoon, as we were riding to an airport after a rally, Jackson allowed, “I do believe that I am able to exegete the Scriptures in ways that make sense to people. The gospel is truth through personality. It’s like, you know, Jesus went about doing good, speaking the truth to folks.” At random moments over those campaign weeks, he offered other such expositions, when the spirit moved, on his gospel populism. After a day of swooping about New York, on our way to Queens for a last rally, I sensed a sudden stillness behind me in the backseat, and turned to find Jackson had nodded off amid the bawl of sirens around us. But then, as we were passing along an avenue in Brooklyn beside the East River, I heard him abruptly mumble, “The new Rome.” He was now looking out his window at lower Manhattan’s massed bluffs of corporate towers. “The new Rome,” he pronounced again—a proposition he subsequently amplified on, in that way of his of circling back to a matter again and again, an hour or sometimes a week later, to parse it out further: Jackson does not so much address a question as, with successive passes of commentary, eventually surround it and consume it. “Must realize,” he continued as we were riding through a frosty night somewhere in the back stretches of Missouri, “that the first reaction to the words of Jesus was terror from the politics of the day. Rome, Herod, you know, got so much power, so much sophistication—mean, Rome be civilized, now. But if Rome is decadent, transform Rome. Jesus was constantly challenging that government in the service of the people. Wadn’t he? You hear very few of these vigorous popular preachers on television today, though, preaching land reclamation and debt restructuring for farmers, fair wages, social justice, equal rights for women—can’t recall hearing any of ’em talking those things.” I submitted that most electronic gospelteers were actually engaged in their own sort of social evangelism, it was just from a direction contrary to his, such as inveighing against the feminist movement by citing Paul’s admonition to women to subjugate themselves to the leadership of men. Jackson snorted. “Well, that’s a—a text used out of context. Which is a pretext.” Another of his spry little verbal ripples, I observed. He muttered, “Thank y’very much, but it’s also true. That’s why it ripples good. But,” he went on, “if you had an active movement in the white churches, with that evangelism connected to the daily realities of how folks actually live—Yeah, we’re with the flag and we’re with the prayer business, but what about also paying workers right, what about health care for the poor? Same kind of revolution as happened in black churches in the sixties, I mean, it would change politics overnight! And, leading something like that, you could become the transistor, the connection point, between today and tomorrow. That right? Mean, that’s sort of what we been trying to do. To take what soul and spirit is left in the traditional church and translate that into the relevant current agenda. With slavery, for instance—” We now happened to be walking through the teeming Los Angeles airport, and now and then someone would swerve over to greet him. “With slavery, many in the church finally came around to saying, ‘They God’s children—’ ”


       “Reverend Jackson? Seen you often on television but never had the chance to shake your hand.”


       “Thank you, friend, good to see you.” He returned immediately to “Church said, ‘They God’s children, not s’pose to be slaves. God ain’t pleased.’ That’s my political principle. Is God pleased? On every question, I proceed from that. Reaganomics, corporate welfare, giant military, supporting friendly dictators—might be convenient, might make us feel good, might be comfortable, might be expedient, might be profitable, might even seem political. But God ain’t pleased,! The problem in the end is not really—”


       “Reverend Jackson, want you to know I voted for you. So did my wife here, we both did.”


       “Hi, dear! Gimme a hug, then. Ummm-hummmmh! God bless yawl, so long, now—Problem is not really any particular individuals or personalities, but powers and principalities, like the Scriptures say. The structure of society has got to be challenged. So the need is leaders who see the role of government”—this as he was sprawled awkwardly in the undersized middle seat of a van taking him to catch a flight to Baltimore—“see the role of government as that of the Great Commission. ‘Love ye one another, even as I have loved you.’ Which drives right into ‘Treat others as you would have them treat you. Of all these things I have told you, the law rests on this: love one another as I’ve loved you.’ That. The gospel happens to be the most revolutionary manifesto in history. Man, think about it. When you start dealing in terms like forgiveness and redemption and treating the least of these like they were you yourself, that’s saying something that goes way beyond left-wing or right-wing. Homeboy, that’s witnessing!”


       I asked, as we were pulling into the airport, if there were not, however, something unnaturally awry about aspiring to effect an essentially spiritual ethic through the offices of civil power. “Why?” he barked. “How come? We certainly do not want to entrust the political process to administrators who have holes in their souls. Anyway, if it’s moral, it’s going to be political sooner or later. People will always respond when somebody shows up in town who represents that thing that will feed the hungry and clothe the naked and set the captives free and make the crooked ways straight….”


       In fact, for all his lusty defenses of liberalism throughout the campaign, Jackson took to protesting, “The issue is not conservative or liberal at all. It’s moral center. My momma, now, she’s not left-wing—wanting to use a rest room downtown, that’s not left-wing, My momma’s about moral center. I never been left-wing. Somebody has simply imposed on us a dialectic and terminology taken from their own concept of left and right. I challenge anybody to define what is my, quote, liberal agenda. Debt reduction in Latin America, hemispheric energy plan, reducing the budget deficit, reducing military buildup, reinvesting from arms into America’s infrastructure, fair prices for farmers and workers, war on drugs, integrity on Wall Street—all that ain’t liberal or conservative, that’s center. Emancipatin’ human beings, whether it’s Jesus or Gandhi or Martin, that’s not left-wing or right-wing, that’s the moral center.” Jackson, by his account, presented this argument to Senators Robb and Nunn in a private meeting not long after his primary campaign, complaining to them, “You guys keep on talking about me being on the left and all that. But look, I don’t represent the left or the right,” notifying them then, “I represent the moral center.” How they received this piece of news from Jackson one can only surmise.


       But “the people are responding,” Jackson kept insisting, “because they know I address those longings they got. Everywhere I go, they always giving me notes, hand ’em to me at airports, slip ’em under my door at the hotel, ‘Please say something about this….’ They can’t turn to the government, can’t turn to Congress, ’cause those folks are already too locked into the arrangement.” He liked to recount how, “when I speak at these big Democratic banquets, five-hundred-dollar-a-plate deals, I say, ‘Maybe instead of a thousand Democrats here at five hundred dollars a head, we ought to have fifty thousand people at ten dollars a head. Can we really use means like this to win leadership of those who set our tables tonight, who’ll change our beds in the morning, who drove us here from the airport? Can they see any real distinction between us gathered here for a five-hundred-dollar meal and those we tell them we’re battling against in their behalf? Somehow in this process, the humble people, the disregarded common people, have lost their place at our table.’ And you know, while I’m saying all this at one of these banquets, the janitors and maids and cooks will come to the doors along the sides to listen, and I’ll say, ‘They standing over there right now, and they’re welcome here, too. They know instinctively what all you must know. If I’m welcome, they welcome.’ See, it’s all those people—workers, the poor, family farmers—they the life of this continuing movement, ’cause they know I argue their case.”


       During the last week of the campaign, Jackson landed one afternoon at a little wind-slapped airfield near Columbia, Missouri, and set out in a van, with a few reporters and a farmer named Roger Allison, for a rally at Allison’s parents’ farm about forty miles away, the van trailed by a sizable caravan of cars with a state patrol escort. Allison, a heftily built man with a cornbread-plain face, was a veteran supporter of Jackson’s, going back to the formation of what seemed Jackson’s unlikeliest alliance—with beleaguered farmers—during the troubled season of foreclosures in 1983. “People felt a little hopeless and apathetic until Reverend Jackson started coming out and firing us up,” Allison told the reporters in the van. Before Jackson’s 1984 campaign even began, according to Carolyn Kazdin, one of his advisers, “we were coming in on a plane to a farm area where we couldn’t get the local police to provide security. And these farmers said, Ah shit, we’ll provide the security. So we’re coming into this airstrip out in the middle of nowhere, and we’ve got a hundred tractors around it. The pilot’s circling, looking for the airstrip, and he sees this thing lined with tractors: ‘What the hell’s going on down there?’ ” Actually, in those tense and harrowed times, it was an alliance not without certain incendiary potentials: one of Jackson’s first farm audiences, in Great Bend, Kansas, was composed mostly of members of the Posse Comitatus, a kind of reactionary vigilante agrarian equivalent of the Weathermen in the sixties. Then, at a protest rally in 1984, farmers arrived wearing paper sacks over their heads, and Jackson learned only afterward that it was a precaution to avoid being identified by farm bureau officials: “I looked out there, all these guys in hoods. Sort of a little moment there.” Allison, sitting beside Jackson, chuckled at the recollection, and Jackson clapped him on the knee. “But our people have always had more in common than other folks supposed—right, doc? We’ve both felt locked out. Exploited and discarded. People saying about the family farmer exactly what they say about unemployed urban blacks, ‘Something’s wrong with them. If they worked hard like me, wouldn’t be in all that trouble.’ Fact, more you get into this thing, more you realize that black comes in many shades. We’ve found out we kin. Even got common religious values,” Jackson ranged on. “What they sing in church here, we were singing the same songs down in Greenville, South Carolina,” and he then posed the somewhat hopeful fancy, “Very similar cultures, actually. Similar music—Charlie Pride, Ray Charles….” From his first Teachings out to family farmers in 1984, “he loved to get into overalls,” says Carolyn Kazdin. “I’d tell him that we were going to do some farm stuff, and he’d say, ‘Can I wear my overalls?’ Excited like a little kid. Someone would go to Sears and buy him a new pair of overalls, and when he was speaking at the rally you could still see the creases and the tags and strings hanging off.” Once, in Des Moines, “I arranged for him to milk these cows, and called AP and told them they could get this picture. He didn’t stage it, I did. For him, it was real. At five o’clock in the morning, he got up to milk that goddamn cow, and he was in heaven.” Eventually, Jackson had begun organizing his own sort of cultural exchanges, having black mayors and the congregations of black churches travel out to farm rallies, bringing farmers in to services at black churches. “By coming together like that, we began seeing our common ground. We both in a struggle against an economic aristocracy. For farmers, it’s a whole exploitative macrosystem subsidized by the government, a new, corporate feudalism, big corporate dealers taking over family farmland, then shipping what they grow to Third World countries.”


       “Reverend Jackson’s expanded our consciousness out here about a hundred and fifty percent,” Allison declared to the reporters. “I have absolutely no interest now in having what I raise go to agribusiness exporters like Cargill to bust farmers in Thailand. We just never thought about those things before. And I have a relationship now with the civil rights movement in St. Louis and Kansas City, whereas I was afraid to even think that way before.”


       At one point, Allison called Jackson’s attention to a distant farmhouse, all its windows darkened in the dimming afternoon, and mentioned the name of its occupant, whom Jackson knew. “He’s still living out there,” said Allison, “but he’s about to go under. He won’t hardly ever leave that house now, just sits out there.”


       “Well, I’ll call him tonight,” said Jackson, “see what we can do to maybe he’p him, cheer him up some. Big, strong guy,” Jackson told the reporters, “’bout a size-twenty neck. Big ole slumped shoulders. He looks like every stereotype you ever…mean, he makes Archie Bunker look like he’s from Oxford University. For him now to be just broken—” And this melancholy case moved Jackson into the wholesale and slightly exorbitant lamentation, “Rural poverty, godamighty! People everywhere out here are just suffering. Cold, hungry, just die!”


       “Well, ole boy back there,” said Allison, “whether he makes it or not, he’ll at least know what happened to him. His whole outlook has changed quite a bit. Lot of people,” Allison said to the reporters, “their lives have been changed for the rest of their lives by what Reverend Jackson’s had to say.”


       “See,” said Jackson, suddenly pitching forward in his seat, “it’s as much a new alliance of cultures as it is black and white.” Once again, he eagerly recited the diverse constituencies that would make up his envisioned populist majority, not only those same “common folks” of George Wallace’s litanies—“cabdrivers, truck drivers, waitresses, plant workers”—but also Jackson’s more cosmopolitan and ecumenical overlay: “environmentalists, peace activists, women’s rights groups.” Jackson seemed to compose this coalition in the air by simply sounding its various components, tossing his hands inward as if assembling an invisible salad. “Cultures coming together. City and country. Workers and college students. Young and elderly. That’s our country’s future. We not dividing our politics, we renewing ’em, we delivering the country from its past schisms—”


       As Jackson went on invoking these large prospects, the caravan of cars trailed behind us in the deepening dusk, rippling through a gentle lilting of hills with police lights winking, the occasional approaching car quickly pulling to the other side of the road out of the apparent assumption it was some late funeral cortege. “I don’t know how long it’ll take, but I know it’s just a matter of these pieces coming together. And all of a sudden there’s a big opening to people who, historically, been conditioned to be afraid of me. That’s why this flower keeps on unfolding. Why a new majority is dawning.”


       As Jackson enthused on, it was curiously as if a subtle amnesia had infiltrated the van, in which one forgot that a presidential race also happened to be under way across the country. “You never quite know when these social births are going to take place. Fact, fact, it’s like that concept ‘in the fullness of time.’ That whole dialectic of a man and a woman and their fullness of time. It’s some combination of the fullness of man’s time and the fullness of God’s time, in some explosive convergence for which you can be the agent. When the moment comes, when the moment is pregnant, and you ready, it can’t be stopped.”


       But I asked Jackson if, after all the benevolent social exertions of government since Roosevelt, Republican presidencies since Nixon had not reflected a popular backwash of moral exhaustion and disillusionment with the idea of governmental intercession to rectify inequities—a disaffection with the very kind of governmental altruism that he was preaching: if, in short, the country had not simply wearied of trying to do good. “Not atall,” said Jackson. “The nation will respond because it needs to do good. Everybody wants to be good, even those who are often not good. The rich and powerful want, when they die, somewhere in their obituary that they cared for the poor, built a wing of the church. Even the rich tyrant will say, ‘I’m gonna relate to you poor folks, I’ll build some houses for you, I’m not just powerful and smart, see. I’m good. In addition to getting profits, I do extras, I’m good.’ Conscience. Never underestimate the force of that, the desire to be good. That’s why right is might in the long run. You may be powerful but never be good, but if you’re good, you can’t help but be powerful. ’Cause there’s a power in goodness—great, great power. Political strength comes out of moral authority. That’s why my biggest threat when I began in ’84 was that I came out of a movement whose strength was its moral right. Not money, not organization, not status, not cunning—simply its moral right. And that became very difficult for our opponents to counter.”


       Now, nearing the rally at the Allisons’ farm, Jackson continued, “People have an amazing capacity to rise to the occasion once the reality is laid out there for them. Whenever America sees the real deal, actually sees a wrong—like the homeless, like the famine in Ethiopia, like South Africa’s racist system—they’ll say, ‘Naw, now, naw, we not goin’ with that.’ You can get enough numbers of weapons systems to make America stronger, but I’m convinced the way to win friends and elections both is, you get enough people wanting to make America better. That’s our strongest national defense. Besides, people ought to love each other just because it’s a good feeling. What’s happening where we going now, way out here in the middle of nowhere, is that you gonna find people working on that. Working on being better people. Now I think that…that’s a big deal. And all the powers and maneuverings of the system cannot defeat that.”


       The van finally pulled off the highway and up a short, steep drive to the Allison farmhouse, where a substantial crowd was gathered over the side yard under a low, cold, smoky sky, everyone heavily muffled against icy smackings of wind. Jackson addressed them from a flatbed trailer, his voice electronically ringing from amplifiers set atop hay bales—“Don’t let anybody ever set us against each other again. Our strongest defense starts in our hearts. Love one another, that’s what’ll keep America strong”—in what amounted more or less to a continuation of his discourse in the van. In the stunning cold, though, it wound up a somewhat abbreviated speech, and after finishing, Jackson expeditiously retreated into the house, into a warm kitchen with steamed windows and rich savors of fried chicken and coffee and yeasty baked bread. Much of the crowd piled in after him, quickly filling the kitchen and small adjoining parlor, and Jackson, finding everybody so densely crammed about him, could not resist addressing them again, in an extensive postscript to his speech. Standing behind the oilcloth-covered kitchen table with a yellow plastic bowl of apples set in its precise center, he seemed to bulk overlarge in the snug room, his head near the ceiling, his voice too big and reverberant—again a curious apparition, this powerful black presence amid a homey congregation of white farm folk. But over the squealing of several babies, his pulpiteering was accompanied, in one cross-cultural interechoing, by an under-chorus of “All right,” “Amen,” “Say it,” “Praise God,” “Yes,” in Baptist Wednesday-night-prayer-meeting fashion. He concluded with “Now, we do have all these rights in America, but we also have the very basic right to eat homemade rolls and chicken,” and he promptly settled himself at the table to go about that with a two-handed gusto. When he was done, he stood and announced he wanted to conduct a parting prayer, and everyone joined hands in a line that twined through the rooms. “Father,” he called out over the bowed heads, “we all live in the same world. We are all the sheep of your pasture. All over this world tonight, may we study war no more. May all the world know that peace you promised, when the lions and lambs lie down to rest together….” After his “Amen,” he boomed, “Friends, we got to go to St. Louis now!”
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