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Praise for Chris Matthews and Hardball


“The best in the business!”


—Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, Jr.


“Brilliant! God may take care of fools, drunks and the United States, but Chris Matthews has the goods on how Washington politicians take care of the rest of us.”


—Sam Donaldson


“Chris Matthews hits a political homer with Hardball. For political sagacity and humor, this ranks with the work of George Washington Plunkitt.”


—William Safire


“In Washington, everyone says they ‘practice’ politics, and ‘develop’ policy. But to succeed they know they must ‘play hardball.’ This book smartly captures that central truth!”


—Tim Russert
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To Kathleen




In all my wardrobe, I could not find anything more precious than the knowledge of the conduct and achievements of great men, which I learned by long conversation in modern affairs and a continual investigation of old.


A wise man ought always to set before him for his example the actions of great men who have excelled in the achievement of some great exploit.


—Niccolò Machiavelli,
The Prince, 1532
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Introduction


Be warned. This is not a civics book. It is not about pristine procedures, but about imperfect people. It is not an aerial judgment of how leaders of this or any country ought rightly to behave, but an insider’s view of the sometimes outrageous way they actually do. Its subject is not the grand sweep of history, but the round-the-clock scramble for position, power and survival in the city of Washington.


Let me define terms: hardball is clean, aggressive Machiavellian politics. It is the discipline of gaining and holding power, useful to any profession or undertaking, but practiced most openly and unashamedly in the world of public affairs.


When the preceding words first appeared, I had no idea this book would become a classic, that many hard-nosed politicians would employ it as their bible, that CEOs would be caught carrying it in their briefcases, that young people set on bright careers would cherish their tattered copies as if they were treasure maps, that political science professors would assign it as required reading, that the word “hardball” itself would so penetrate the country’s vocabulary.


More important to you, the reader, is how the basic rules of Hardball have proven true. The wisdom I gleaned from the gamesmanship of John F. Kennedy, Richard Nixon and Lyndon Johnson, then witnessed first-hand from Ronald Reagan and rival Tip O’Neill sparkles with even greater clarity today. Bill Clinton has given us frequent lessons in spin. South Africa’s Nelson Mandela has shown the advantage of getting ahead over getting even. Less fortunate leaders like Newt Gingrich have been taught to only talk when it improves the silence.


As I wrote in 1988, this book is also meant to entertain. Lived to the hilt, a political career is a grand and exuberant experience. In the following pages you will enjoy some candid glimpses of how well-known figures achieved their ambitions. You will meet some very unlikely success stories, people who learned the game, played hard and won.


Those who watch me on TV and read my newspaper column know my relish for this great life’s game. George F. Will called me “half Huck Finn and half Machiavelli.” Indeed, I have learned as much from adventure as from observation. You only truly believe, let’s agree, what you discover yourself.


For me the grand journey began a quarter century ago when I came to Washington thinking I knew something about politics. I had been an addict of the electoral game, a true political junkie, since high school days. Even then I was rooting for and against candidates, cheering their victories, grieving with them on election night. When I went away to the Peace Corps in my early twenties, I maintained the romance from afar. With my late-arriving copy of The New York Times “Week in Review” and a few scattered magazines, I would strain to make my picks in the year’s congressional elections, even though the results reached my little town in Swaziland days after Americans had gone to the polls. So I should have been prepared for my immersion in the political world. For years I had stood in awed attention at the grand debate, the daunting personalities, the big-picture spectacle of national politics.


But in terms of political hardball, I came to Washington as a neophyte. I entered a world that was as anthropologically exotic as the one I had just left in southern Africa. F. Scott Fitzgerald once said that the “very rich” are different from you and me. So, I came to learn, are the very political.


Behind those vaunted closed doors lies not only the paraphernalia of power but a distinctive language, which I myself have learned to speak. It is a world of tough old alliances, Gothic revenge and crafty deal-making, but also of marvelous state-of-the-art tactics such as spin and positioning.


Old or new, the machinations of the hardened, dedicated pol would strike most people as offbeat. Indeed, by the layman’s standard, there is little in this book that would be categorized strictly as on the level.


In the following pages you will read of raw ambition, of brutal rivalry and exquisite seduction. If the tone is tongue-in-cheek, if some portraits and situations appear too comical for such important affairs, you have caught my attitude precisely: with all its nuclear-age centrality, politics is the only game for grown people to play.


“Politics makes strange bedfellows,” wrote the nineteenth-century humorist Charles Dudley Warner. That, we will see, is only the beginning of the strangeness. I have learned firsthand that the notions we harbor of political men—and women—are a poor guide to reality. Not even the cynic is prepared to understand the wheeling and dealing of the true pol:


Expect a raging egotist, entranced by his own affairs, and you are seized with the unfamiliar pleasure of having someone probe with quick interest at your own most intimate longings, plotting your course even before you have done so yourself. Expect to be wooed with favors, and he captures you instead with a breathtaking request. His real knack, as Machiavelli taught him five hundred years ago, lies in getting you to do things for him. Eerily and against your will, you discover that the more you do for him, the more loyal you become, the more you want to invest in his career.


Expect a figure of dark passions, fired by revenge, and you meet someone with cold-blooded shrewdness, an uncanny bent to bring the most hated enemy into the tent with him. Expect an argument, and you are blinded by the quick concession; yes, you are right on the larger “principle”—it is the smaller, more tangible points that seem to interest him.


Expect a swell, born to well-placed connections, and you meet someone heir to another sort of legacy: the inner drive to meet those he needs to meet. Expect a narcissist, and you meet a person who not only exposes his faults but has learned, adroitly, to brandish and exploit them.


Such curious, even quirky behavior sets the political animal apart from the pack. And it’s what gives certain men and women decisive power over others.


How many times have you heard a colleague complain that he failed to get a promotion because of “office politics”? Or someone say that she turned her back on an opportunity because she “couldn’t hack all the favoritism”? What about the “backstabbing” and the “sharks” who haunt the corridors of business and professional power? But we all know people who have succeeded swiftly and magnificently while others plod along one yard and a cloud of dust at a time. The fact is, there’s a great deal of politics in everyday life.


For twenty-eight years I have worked in an environment where politics is the name of the game. As a U.S. Senate aide, presidential speechwriter and top assistant to the Speaker of the House of Representatives, I have seen men as different as Ronald Reagan and Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill play the game with gusto and win. I have gained something even more valuable than a healthy Rolodex of connections: the knowledge that success is only rarely based on the luck of looks, money or charisma. There is energy, of course. All great pols have that. But what drives this energy is the willingness to learn and do whatever is necessary to reach the top. The more they succeed at their trade, the zestier they become. John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon were rivals for office, but they had one great love in common: the contest itself.


Like others before me, I have been fascinated with the towering legends: Lyndon B. Johnson, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln. I have heard the tales of how these great politicians learned to forge alliances, make deals, manipulate enemies and bolster their reputations, all the while building strong networks of alliances.


Yes, there are rules to the game of power, part of the political lore passed from one generation of leaders to the next. This unwritten code accumulates year by year, like the morning-after cigar smoke in Capitol Hill cloakrooms. You hear it invoked behind the scenes, when someone does it right and pulls off a victory or does it all wrong and pays the price. One of the old-time guys, the fellows who have won for decades, offers the quiet verdict: “Just goes to show that . . .” Then comes the sacramental intonation of the rule itself, dredged from the archives of those whose lives depend on winning every time.


I was standing one day in the Democratic cloakroom, that narrow hideaway just off the floor of the House chamber of the U.S. Capitol. The room is equipped with a snack bar, banks of telephone booths and two rows of worn leather couches with pillows so that members can take afternoon naps. It was lunchtime and the smell of steaming hot dogs filled the air. A small crowd of congressmen, escaping the Capitol’s chandeliered formality, were lined up munching sandwiches at the stainless-steel lunch counter. The talk, as always, was of politics. Quietly, I confided to one of the members that I was writing a book about the rules of politics, including all the tricks I had overheard in off-the-record hideaways like this. He looked at me, a crease of pain crossing his forehead, and said with dead seriousness, “Why do you want to go and give them away?”


My answer is that such trade secrets are valuable not just to the aspiring pol. There are enduring human truths in the rules that politicians play by.


In every field of endeavor there are people who could easily be successful but who spend their entire lives making one political mistake after another. They become so absorbed in themselves that they ignore the very people they would most like to influence. Rather than recruit allies, they limit their horizons to missions they can accomplish alone. Instead of confronting or seducing their adversaries, they avoid them. In making important deals, they become obsessed with intangibles and give away the store. They become crippled by handicaps when they could be exploiting them.


Some might say these tendencies are only human. But such tendencies that pass for human nature, our hesitancy to ask for things, our unease in the face of opposition, are instincts for accommodation rather than leadership, the reflexes of fear. By following them, we trap ourselves. We teach ourselves to stay in line, keep our heads down: the age-old prescription for serfdom.


The premise of this book is straightforward: To get ahead in life, you can learn a great deal from those who get ahead for a living. Climb aboard Air Force One and you will find a world not all that different from your own workplace. People are jockeying for position, all the while keeping an eye on the competition across the aisle. Spend some time in the Oval Office, and you will find it much like any other office, much as the Congress is like other large, complex organizations. There are friends and enemies, deals and reputations being made. And there are gladiators, people who keep score by the body count around them. Once you learn the rules, you will have the street smarts not only to survive the world of everyday politics, but to thrive in it.


There is nothing partisan about the right way to get things done politically. As the great mayor of New York, Fiorello La Guardia, used to say, “There is no Republican way to collect garbage.” What we are discussing here is not political philosophy but practical method, not why but how.


When President Richard Nixon faced the imminent prospect of impeachment in late 1973, he took a careful reading of the situation in Congress. The House of Representatives, he realized to his sorrow, was controlled by a Democratic majority leader whom Nixon had come to recognize as a fierce adversary. “I knew I was in trouble,” the fallen President said from the ruins of his career, “when I saw that Tip O’Neill was calling the shots up there. That man plays hardball. He doesn’t know what a softball is.”


Hardball is not a collection of political pinups. You will find some of the masters immediately appealing: Abraham Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Dwight D. Eisenhower, Ronald Reagan. It is easy to figure out how the debonair Jack Kennedy succeeded. He had only one handicap, his religion, and managed to turn even that to his advantage. It is harder to discern how Richard Nixon remained at the center stage of American politics for three decades or to explain how Lyndon Baines Johnson, a man with no apparent public charm, could so effectively dominate the United States Senate for eight years. Here it took more than good fortune to offset the awkwardnesses, the odd appearance, the strange temperament; it took a master’s passion for strategy and tactic.


Bill Clinton is another intriguing case. Watching his rise to the presidency it is easy to spot the craft. Whenever he stumbled, he was quickly back on his feet. When he gave that terribly overlong speech at the ’88 convention, he fixed the problem with a breezy turn on The Tonight Show. He showed himself a bigger man than his snafu.


In 1992, Clinton proved he could spin with the best of them. By crowning himself “the Comeback Kid” he converted a second-place showing in the New Hampshire primary into a triumph! In 1994, he salvaged his presidency by positioning himself as a third force in American politics, tied neither to the diehard Democratic liberals on Capitol Hill or the conservative Republicans who’d just beaten them.


As this new edition shows, the rules of Hardball continue to govern. Followed carefully, the code pays dividends. Violated, it makes the politician pay.


Say what you will about how “politicians” score low in polls of public esteem. There is a Big Casino flavor to their lives that interests even the most disapproving observer. Perhaps it arises from the crackling clarity when the count comes in, when dreams are made and humiliation is dispensed with mathematical exactness. I have known the simple, clear elation of victorious election nights when political careers were born. But I remember as well the bleak, claustrophobic feeling on President Jimmy Carter’s helicopter as it flew him to Plains, Georgia, that morning of November 2, 1980: it was like being on the inside of a huge, lumbering bird that was dying.


There’s a magnetism to this world of make-or-break. I don’t know how many times I have stood in the back of a grand hotel ballroom and watched a roomful of adult business executives sit in rapt attention to what some politician had to say. When the time for questions arrives, the crowd dutifully asks about upcoming legislation or the next presidential campaign. But what’s really on their minds is what they smell: power. What’s this guy’s story? How did he get where he is?


Those are good questions. This book is filled with the surprising answers.





PART I


Alliances





1





It’s Not Who You Know; It’s Who You Get to Know


They never take the time to think about what really goes on in those one-to-one sessions. They see it as rape instead of seduction; they miss the elaborate preparation that goes on before the act is finally done.


—Lyndon B. Johnson


Bobby Baker was the last fellow you would expect a young idealist of the 1960s to want to meet. An old crony of President Lyndon Johnson, he personified the worst of Washington politics. Had the dictionary contained a picture next to the word “corruption,” it would have been his. Baker had exploited his well-placed friendships and insider’s status as Secretary of the Senate to amass quiet ownership in motels, vending machine companies, housing developments and insurance companies. But by the autumn of ’68, his house of cards fallen on him, the crafty Capitol Hill aide was headed for prison on charges of tax evasion, theft and conspiracy.


True to form, Baker chose to travel first-class. With his days of freedom dwindling, he booked himself that fall on an Atlantic cruise on the luxury liner United States. Once aboard, he and his motley crew of pals and unexplained women commandeered the ship’s bar. There he comfortably assumed the role he had long played for his Senate patrons: director of entertainment.


But Bobby Baker was first and foremost a political wiseguy cynically aware of how things worked, someone who knew, on land or sea, where the bodies were buried.


Nor was he the only passenger on that crossing who valued such moxie. Elsewhere on the ship’s manifest was an impressive list of young Rhodes scholars headed for their first semester at Oxford. All knew Baker by his sordid reputation. Just one wanted to meet him. If his classmates saw Baker as the walking relic of a bygone political era, young Bill Clinton saw that and more. The boy proud to have shaken the hand of President Kennedy in the Rose Garden was by now the adult political practitioner. To the dismay of his future chums, he would spend hours in Baker’s shipboard company. Here was a political buccaneer who could steer him on his way just as Baker had once done for another ambitious young southerner of humble roots.


The story of that earlier man’s rise to power is instructive in how the world works and not just in Washington.


When I arrived in Washington, Capitol Hill was one of the most dangerous places in town. There was a dirty old map hanging in the Capitol police station marked with little X’s for all the corners, sidewalks and alleys where people had been murdered.


Life on the Hill had become so precarious that a fleabag hotel near Union Station offered a special cafeteria price to all local policemen: all they could eat for a dollar. With the constant threat of holdups, the management of the Dodge Hotel liked having the view from its cash register blotted with blue uniforms.


By the spring of ’71, the Dodge had already been targeted by the wrecking ball. It was ending its days as a cheap place for buses to stop, an affordable overnight for the senior-class trip. In the tourist guide, its one remaining star was for location.


As I would come to learn, the Dodge deserved at least one more star for history. What happened there one winter more than half a century ago belongs in the first lesson of any political education.


In the Depression days of 1931, the Dodge had become a boarding hotel, accommodating several U.S. senators and at least one Supreme Court justice. It also housed a less glittering tenantry. Two floors below the lobby level, there stretched a long corridor of cubicles, all sharing a common bath. At night this dank underworld came alive, percolating with the dreams of young bright-eyed men lucky to be working for the Congress of the United States.


One of the subterranean residents was a gawky twenty-two-year-old giant with elephantine ears who had just become secretary to Congressman Richard M. Kleberg, Democrat of Texas. Just two weeks earlier he had been teaching high school in Houston. Now, his first night at the Dodge, he did something strange, something he would admit to biographer and intimate Doris Kearns in the months just before he died. That night, Lyndon Baines Johnson took four showers. Four times he walked towel-draped to the communal bathroom down along the hall. Four times he turned on the water and lathered up. The next morning he got up early to brush his teeth five times, with five-minute intervals in between.


The young man from Texas had a mission. There were seventy-five other congressional secretaries living in the building. He wanted to meet as many of them as possible as fast as possible.


The strategy worked. Within three months of arriving in Washington, the newcomer got himself elected Speaker of the “Little Congress,” the organization of all House staff assistants.


In this, his Washington debut, Johnson was displaying his basic political method. He was proving that getting ahead is just a matter of getting to know people. In fact, it is the exact same thing.


Before I came to understand the workings of Capitol Hill, I had a hard time comprehending how someone like Lyndon Johnson could rise to such heights. The man was hopeless on TV, sweating and squinting at the TelePrompTer with those ridiculous granddaddy glasses. His notorious personal behavior—flashing his appendectomy scar, picking his beagles up by their ears, conducting business enthroned on the john—did nothing to improve the image. Yet there he was in the turbulent 1960s telling us, his “fellow Americans,” of the grand plans he had for us. Like many a college student of the era, I was stymied by the riddle: How in a functioning democracy could this figure have climbed over dozens of appealing, able and engaging men to make war and shape peace?


In the years ahead I would come to appreciate how Johnson’s mastery of person-to-person dealings, what professionals refer to as retail politics, worked so well in the world of Congress and why it works so well in other organizations.


Lyndon Johnson grabbed and wielded power not in the bright glare of TV lights but in the personal glow of one-to-one communication. We will see later how Franklin D. Roosevelt and Ronald Reagan won power through radio and television. The Texan made his most important sales at the retail level, one customer at a time.


Those who pray for power have no greater role model than the towering, towel-draped figure standing and kibitzing in the Dodge Hotel bathroom back in ’31.


For Lyndon Johnson, Capitol Hill would be a wonderland of retail politics. The critical factor was the small number of people he had to deal with. In this sense it resembled the politics of any institution, whether it be a business corporation or a university faculty. Where FDR made his mark giving “fireside chats” to millions of radio listeners, LBJ worked his magic in the flesh. The smaller the group, the better. Though he spent a decade in the House of Representatives, Johnson did not become a powerhouse until reaching the Senate. It is easier to retail a hundred senators than 435 congressmen.


“From the first day on, it was obvious that it was his place—just the right size,” his longtime aide Walter Jenkins remembered.


To clock Johnson’s political ground speed in that body it is necessary to mark only two dates. He joined the Senate in 1949. He had won the job of top Democratic leader by the end of 1952.


Johnson’s march to power in the Senate began just as it had in the basement shower room back at the Dodge: he went directly to the source. To succeed at staff-level politics, he had checked into the hotel with the biggest block of votes. His grab for Senate leadership began the same way: getting a hard sense of where the power lay. As Theodore White put it, LBJ displayed an instinct for power “as primordial as a salmon’s going upstream to spawn.”


Brains as well as instinct were at work. While the minds of other newly elected senators in 1948 were awhirl with the cosmic issues they would soon be addressing in debate, Lyndon Johnson concentrated on the politics of the place. After all, the Senate was just like any other organization he had joined. There were the “whales” who ran the place, and there were the “minnows” who got swept along in their wake.


One of the lessons Johnson had learned during his apprenticeship years in the House was the importance of party cloakrooms.


The word “cloakroom” is in fact a misnomer. Members have had offices, where they can presumably leave their coats, since the early part of the last century. The contemporary function of the cloakrooms, which are closed to all but members and a few trusted staffers, is that of daytime hangout. In addition to the snack bars and the well-worn couches, the cloakrooms house a vital set of congressional switchboards and the trusty “manager of phones.” Despite his title, this person is far more than a functionary. Better than anyone else, he knows the answer to that relentless question of Capitol life: What’s going on? He knows when the day’s business will end, what’s coming up tomorrow and whether the scheduled Friday session is worth staying in town for. If you want the scuttlebutt, or simply to read the mood of Congress, you know where to go. What gas stations are to small southern towns, cloakrooms are to the Capitol. In every business there are such spots, where people forced to play roles in the workplace stand at ease and discuss the well-recognized realities.


The cloakroom is Congress’s water cooler. Lyndon Johnson, the country boy from Texas, knew the importance of such hideaways. The first thing he did after his election to the Senate was summon to his congressional office the twenty-year-old page who answered the phones in the Senate Democratic cloakroom. His name was Robert G. “Bobby” Baker, and Johnson knew this particular young man’s talent for sizing up the strengths and weaknesses of those who relied so much on him. Baker would know which senators liked to work hard and which ones wanted to get home or somewhere else. He knew the habits, the schedules, the interests, the social demands and the political priorities. That first meeting, which Johnson convened even before he was sworn in as senator, lasted two hours. “I want to know who’s the power over there,” he demanded of the page, “how you get things done, the best committees, the works.”


Years later, by then an aide to Johnson, “Bobby” Baker would make a name for himself as the premier Washington wheeler-dealer. Though scandal would later lead Johnson to disown him, Baker—a man who knew the good, the bad and the ugly in senators’ lives—was a huge and valued asset on LBJ’s rise to the top.


What Johnson learned from his new young friend was not far from what he expected: that all senators are not created equal, that within the world’s most exclusive club there existed an “Inner Club” of southern senators led indisputably by Richard B. Russell of Georgia. Jealous of its influence, this Inner Club would smash anyone or any group that challenged it. Lyndon Johnson decided then and there to “marry” Richard Russell.


He could not, of course, be too obvious in his courtship; there were other men of ambition who had tried that and learned the pain of unrequited love. Johnson would be more discreet. His first move was to get appointed to Russell’s committee, Armed Services. This would give him the excuse he needed to spend a lot of time around the senior senator without appearing to be currying favor.


That first gambit proved to be enormously successful. He soon managed to make a name for himself on Russell’s committee by going after waste and inefficiency in the Pentagon. He had found a way to be both a supporter of a strong national defense and a critic of the military establishment.


Johnson pursued his relationship with the powerful Georgian beyond the professional level. Russell, a bachelor, would have both breakfast and supper at the Capitol dining room. “I made sure that there was always one companion, one senator, who worked as hard and as long as he, and that was me, Lyndon Johnson,” he reminisced at the end. “On Sundays the House and Senate were empty, quiet and still, the streets outside were bare. It’s a tough day for a politician, especially if, like Russell, he’s all alone. I knew how he felt, for I, too, counted the hours till Monday would come again, and, knowing that, I made sure to invite Russell over for breakfast, lunch, brunch or just to read the Sunday papers. He was my mentor and I wanted to take care of him.”


It was not merely a friendship of utility. Johnson came to develop a tremendous respect for his patron. Years later he would say that the Senator from Georgia should have been president.


But Johnson clearly had his own agenda. While still a freshman senator, he was perfecting a brand of politics still celebrated among political veterans as the “Johnson treatment.”


Where the modern, wholesale politician has a tendency to broadcast to those he is addressing, as if each human being were a particle of some great undifferentiated mass, Johnson kept close track of the differences among people. He always made a point to know exactly whom he was talking to. Like the future Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill and others of the old breed, he tried to be a kind of political traffic controller, always aware of the direction not only of his own vector but of all the other little dots on the screen. It may seem all the more surprising that a man with his towering ego should have climbed to such heights by studying the inner as well as the outer needs of others. Yet it was his willingness to focus on other people and their concerns, no matter how small, that contributed to the near total communication Johnson enjoyed with those he sought to influence.


Jack Brooks, a Texas congressman who had been a close friend of LBJ and knew the “Johnson treatment” firsthand, told me that it came down to an extraordinary ability to concentrate the entire mind on his target’s immediate situation. “Lyndon Johnson would convince you that your concern, no matter how small it might seem to other people, was the most important thing in the world to Lyndon Johnson.”


Playwright Larry King, author of The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas, remembers his own experience with Johnson in 1959. At the time, King was working as an aide to Texas Congressman J. T. “Slick” Rutherford, who was very much in LBJ’s sphere of influence. One night Johnson came through the Congressman’s district as part of a tour to lock up the state for his reelection to the Senate in 1960. He planned to run for president that year and he didn’t want to have any distractions at home.


King was less than exultant when assigned to care for the visiting dignitary, and Johnson himself quickly lived up to his reputation as a demanding s.o.b. Standing over a hotel toilet, with the door wide open, the Senate Majority Leader barked out against a background of biological noises a long list of people around the country whom he wanted King to telephone “in the order I’m giving them to you!”


But King had already had his fill of the care and feeding of Lyndon B. Johnson. He left the phone list sitting on a table near the bathroom door. When Johnson reemerged, King, his Congressman and others in the local political party came to attention before a Johnson enraged by the neglected calls.


“Who did I tell to make those calls?” Johnson demanded.


King, equally wrought up, replied, “Look, Senator, the list is on the table. I’m busy enough being lackey to one member of Congress, I’m not going to be lackey to two.”


King’s boss, stricken with fear, hustled his aide out of the room, mumbling excuses about “the boy” being “tired and overworked.” “Go out and get a drink, go anywhere,” he said to King once they were safely out in the hall. “Just stay out of sight till he leaves town early tomorrow morning.”


At six o’clock the next morning, King crawled into bed. At sixten, the phone rang. “Had your coffee yet?” Through the haze, King could recognize the husky and unmistakable voice of LBJ. Arriving at the scene he had been hustled out of the night before. King was greeted by a Johnson standing in a room scattered with the morning newspapers. From the looks of things, he had already been up for an hour.


“How do you take it?” demanded the giant figure, looming over King, the pot of scalding coffee in his hand. King asked for cream and sugar. “I take it black,” Johnson said as he poured King a cup of unadulterated java.


Larry King was about to undergo the “treatment.”


“Now, I used to be a young man like you,” Johnson began, standing so close that King’s glasses were fogging, “and I know what it means to be working for someone else and yet wanting to get on and be your own boss. What’s your training?”


When King said he had been a newspaperman, Johnson was unimpressed. “Not much money in that. You should go to law school. You can always go back to journalism if you want to, but you’ll have the degree.”


King never knew for sure why the great man had summoned him for this thirty seconds of predawn fatherly counsel. What he does recall vividly is the picture of himself, the don’t-take-shit-from-no-man Larry King, dutifully lugging the Senator’s baggage down the stairs and then going back to ask whether there was anything more he could carry.


Johnson had not only transformed an adversary into a bellhop, he had also recruited a future minion to the LBJ campaign team.


Theodore Sorensen, who wrote great speeches for John F. Kennedy and stayed on briefly after Dallas, described the Johnson method of personal dealings this way: never bring up the artillery until you bring up the ammunition. In other words, to gain a senator’s vote on a bill, Johnson would spend days studying every conceivable source of motivation. When he was ready, he would just happen to bump into him. The fellow never knew what hit him.


Few were immune to the treatment. Paul H. Douglas, the great economist who became a great senator, was once opposed to LBJ on a pending vote, but doubted his own sales resistance. “I’m not going out on the floor,” he told an aide. “He’s going to convince me.”


On rare occasions, Johnson would launch into his famed treatment without having done his homework.


Russell Baker of The New York Times was witness to one such instance. One day in 1961, Baker, then assigned to covering the Senate, was standing in the hall when Johnson grabbed him by the arm and hauled him into his office. “You, I’ve been looking for you. I just want you to know that you’re the only reporter that knows what’s going on around here, that if it weren’t for me Kennedy couldn’t get the Ten Commandments through this place.”


As he commenced his harangue, Johnson scribbled something on a note pad and called in his secretary, who took the note, went out, and returned with it. For an hour and a half, Baker listened in astonishment to Johnson’s unexpected tribute to his work and talent as a reporter.


Afterwards, Baker learned from a subsequent visitor to Johnson’s office what the message was that the Vice President of the United States had scribbled on that note he slipped to his secretary: “Who is this I’m talking to?”


The secret to Johnson’s success, then and later, was his jeweler’s eye for the other man’s ego. Just as he had patiently introduced himself to one staff aide after another at the Dodge, the future Senate Majority Leader would give the same personal attention to his colleagues in the 1950s. Even as president he would employ the same exhaustive method in gaining approval of the most massive, historic legislative program since the New Deal: Medicare, civil rights, tax reduction and trade expansion. These landmarks were a tribute to this one man’s commitment to political retail. When it came to winning, LBJ had the patience and the humility to work each legislator one at a time. “JFK would call five or six,” House aide Craig Raupe recalls; “LBJ would take nineteen names and call them all.” Such painstaking retail paid dividends: where the dashing wholesaler John F. Kennedy had been stalled in his tracks on Capitol Hill, the Great Retailer would get his way.


Lyndon Johnson was an avid student of others’ success. He wanted to learn all the tricks. “What’s his secret of getting ahead?” he would ask. “How did he do it?” This is not to say that LBJ’s attention to the personal was based on altruism. He loathed Robert F. Kennedy, but this did not stop him from studying every habit of John F. Kennedy’s brash little brother once Johnson became president himself. He knew that Bobby liked to stay up late at Hickory Hill discussing weighty issues of art and politics with his highbrow friends. Johnson always made a point of setting his appointments with the younger Kennedy at 8 A.M. sharp: better to have the little fella as groggy and vulnerable as possible.


When several of the country’s editorial writers began writing high-toned critiques of Administration policies in the late ’60s, LBJ invited a coterie of them to lunch at the White House. Upon their arrival, they were escorted to the West Wing swimming pool. There they beheld, to their shared dismay, the President of the United States splashing away in his altogether. After protesting their lack of swimming suits, the now fully intimidated men of letters permitted an intimacy of communication with the Commander in Chief they had never anticipated when leaving their desks that morning. They could never again scold him with the same impunity. When it came to establishing rapport with someone, LBJ would say and do exactly what he divined was necessary.


But there are limits to political retailing, as Johnson soon discovered. In the late 1950s, while the new-breed John F. Kennedy was laying the public-relations foundation for wholesale victory in the important presidential primaries, Johnson was counting on the relationships he had developed in the Senate to carry the day. Unaware of the emerging power of the media, he would sit in a room checking off the list of Senate supporters, acting as if they could deliver their states like precinct captains. “I’m okay in Arkansas, I’ve got McClellan and Fulbright; I’m okay in . . .” The man who assembled a national strategy won the presidency; the one pursuing the insider’s method became his VP.


Often, Johnson would be on the verge of going wholesale politically, then allow his instincts to pull him back. White House counsel Harry McPherson tells how Johnson would often encourage him to write a presidential speech that captured the “big picture” of the Great Society’s goals, and then insist that his aide include Johnson’s record in adding to the number of chicken inspectors at the Agriculture Department.


As long as he lived, LBJ was unable to grasp the power of television. Veteran journalist Martin Agronsky, then correspondent for CBS, recalls being summoned to the family quarters of the White House to be told by LBJ himself, eating a late supper in the kitchen, that he wanted CBS to give live coverage to an upcoming dinner he was having for the nation’s governors. The dinner would include a question-and-answer period that would give Johnson the chance to make a public case for his Vietnam policies. Agronsky called Fred Friendly, chief of his network’s news division, and hastily organized the program. On the night before the broadcast, Agronsky was again summoned to a kitchen scene at the White House, but this time Johnson wanted the program canceled because Mrs. Johnson thought that putting the dinner on television would “abuse the hospitality of the White House to the governors.” Johnson was willing to pass up this rare prime-time TV opportunity in order to ensure his personal courtesy toward the governors, their wives and, last but not least, Mrs. Lyndon Baines Johnson.


Few politicians today would make such a choice. New-breed pols, their instincts honed to the age, fly toward television cameras like moths to a lightbulb. Still, even in the era of Boss Tube, smart politics begins with learning the basics of one-to-one communication. Johnson knew that the key to success is sometimes not to think big, but to think small, that the best way to feed a giant ego is to feed first those of the people you need to influence.


Howard H. Baker, Jr., who served as Senate Republican leader in the early 1980s, shared Johnson’s realism about the Senate, if not his success. “The most important part of a Senate majority leader’s education,” he once remarked after years of leadership frustration, “is over by the third grade: he has learned to count.”


Some of Johnson’s successors have understood how to use this basic, retail truth; others have not. When Jimmy Carter ran for president in 1976, he ran against Watergate, bureaucracy, red tape, the arrogance of power and the establishment. All of this was conveyed in a single code word, “Washington.”


Carter’s decision to “run against Washington” was a brilliant bit of political positioning. It allowed him, a member of the party that had dominated Washington for most of the previous generation, to posture as the “out” candidate. It gave him the populist edge that carried him to victory against a well-liked Gerald R. Ford.


But his mistake was allowing this anti-Washington posture, so formidable out in the country, to hinder his effectiveness once in the capital. It is one thing to run against institutions. It’s another to declare war against the very people you are going to have to work with. No president can carry out a program if the Congress refuses to pass it in the first place or if the bureaucracy refuses to support its vigorous execution. “People don’t do their best work while they’re being pissed on,” an old Washington hand once remarked to me.


The professionals still wonder, therefore, why Carter’s top people allowed themselves the luxury of walking over the congressional leaders they would soon be imploring for support. The Speaker of the House, Tip O’Neill, was told that of course his family and friends could have tickets to the Inaugural Ball, but they’d be in the back of the hall!


That single incident with O’Neill—embellished over time—plagued Carter’s relations with the congressional leadership for four sad years. Jody Powell, Carter’s closest aide, later acknowledged that the new Administration “neglected the social” back in those early days, and it hurt. It would have been better if they had worked the establishment a bit. “We simply had no group of supporters around town who would reflexively come to our defense,” he admitted.


Not all of this was accidental, of course. In crafting his early White House image, Jimmy Carter made much of his effort to deflate the “imperial presidency,” which had become a major national concern during the years of Vietnam and Watergate. One stunt was his decision to abandon the convoy of limousines and walk down Pennsylvania Avenue in the inaugural parade. A less successful gambit was his selling the presidential yacht, Sequoia. For years, presidents have found that nothing else loosens up difficult members of Congress like a quiet evening cruise down the Potomac. As one White House lobbyist put it, getting rid of the Sequoia was the “stupidest thing Carter ever did.” It gave the new President a short blurb in the newspapers for being careful with the taxpayers’ money; it cost him a great deal more at the retail level.


Ronald Reagan did it differently. He, too, ran against “Washington.” More than that, he said that “government is not the solution to our problems, it is the problem itself,” not a phrase to win the hearts and minds of the city devoted entirely to the business of government. Yet, learning through Carter’s mistake, he did not make a vendetta of it. No one ever got the message that the new President was aiming his barbs at him.


The first thing Reagan did after being elected was attend a series of well-planned gatherings in the homes of the capital’s most prominent journalists, lawyers and business people. The initial event was a party the President-elect and his wife, Nancy, gave at the F Street Club. The guests were the “usual suspects” of Washington political society; in other words, they were mostly Democrats. “I decided it was time to serve notice that we’re residents,” Reagan told The Washington Post’s Elisabeth Bumiller. “We wanted to get to know some people in Washington.” They went to dinner at the home of conservative columnist George Will, where they met Katharine Graham, publisher of the Post and bête noire of recent Republican Administrations. Next, they attended a party thrown by Mrs. Graham at her home in Georgetown. All this sent a clear signal: the Reagans and their people had come to join Washington society, not scorn it.


The social courtship paid lasting dividends. As late as July 1987, President Reagan served as chief toastmaster at Mrs. Graham’s seventieth-birthday party. Carrying his wineglass to the head table, the President tilted his head in characteristic fashion, smiled at the lady of honor and said in his practiced Humphrey Bogart style, “Here’s lookin’ at you, kid.”


Reagan launched a similar offensive de charme in the direction of Capitol Hill.


Each year, the members of the House of Representatives, Republicans and Democrats together, hold a quiet little dinner in one of the employee’s cafeterias. It is sponsored by the men who manage the House gym, a congressional gathering place, like the cloakroom, where the members are cloistered from the outside world. There younger members play pickup basketball. Older members get rubdowns in the steam room, a place Tip O’Neill never went to without a handful of cigars to pass out.


At the gym dinner, the fare is top-of-the-menu diner food—steak, baked potato, salad, apple pie for dessert. There is no program. The members simply come, serve themselves from a buffet, grab a beer and find a seat at one of the many long tables. They talk, greet friends—many former members make it back for the evening—eat, talk some more and leave. In an immensely political world, where congressmen send stacks of “regrets” every day of the week, attendance at the gym dinner is huge and enthusiastic.


When I attended my first such dinner in 1981, I was surprised to see two other guests: George Bush and Ronald Reagan, the latter in a sporty glen-plaid suit. They had come for no other apparent reason than to share a drink and have their pictures taken with the members. George Bush, a congressman in the ’60s, knew the significance of the dinner and what a hit his new boss would make there. He knew that the members would be particularly taken with the fact that Reagan had come to an event that was an inside affair, off limits to the media.


Jimmy Carter never attended a gym dinner.


Reagan, whose contempt for government dwarfed Carter’s, was not about to make personal relationships suffer because of political or philosophical differences. He made an effort to win over that permanent Washington “establishment” that can either help an Administration or grease its decline. Despite the fact that he continued to campaign relentlessly against “Washington” as if he had never visited the place, he didn’t feel the sting of local rebuke that was visited on his predecessor.


The lesson is obvious. If you want to do business with someone, don’t forget the personal aspect. The problem with new-breed pols is that in learning the skills of broadcasting they have forgotten the skills of schmoozing.


I remember my own first conversation with Ronald Reagan. He had come to the House chamber to deliver the 1982 State of the Union address. It is traditional that the Speaker’s ceremonial office serves as the presidential “holding room” on such occasions. Greeting Reagan, with whom Tip O’Neill had been holding a daily political slugfest, I tried nervously to break the ice. “Mr. President, this is the room where we plot against you,” I offered, perhaps too gamely.


“Not after six,” Reagan beamed. “The Speaker says that here in Washington we’re all friends after six o’clock.”


The fact is, as novelists and screenwriters love to illustrate, a great deal gets done in Washington simply on the basis of after-hours relationships.


Early in the Reagan Administration, for example, I was asked by journalist Nicholas von Hoffman to help keep a guy from committing suicide. The object of his concern was Mitch Snyder, a political activist who would later become famous as a crusader for the nation’s homeless. At the time, Mitch was engaged in a less celebrated cause. He was on the fiftieth day of a hunger strike, protesting the naming of a nuclear attack vessel the Corpus Christi. Unlike the Pentagon officials who make such designations, Mitch did not think “Body of Christ” a fitting title for a U.S. warship.


As it turned out, I was able to help. I knew that despite Tip O’Neill’s many fights with President Reagan over national economic policy, he had established a cordial relationship with Reagan aide Michael K. Deaver, whom he had met one night at the home of columnist Mary McGrory. The Speaker had even sung a few songs that night with Deaver accompanying him on the piano.


O’Neill called Deaver to check into the Corpus Christi matter. When Deaver returned the call, I told him the story and said the Speaker would appreciate anything he could do. The presidential aide was noncommittal; in fact, he seemed to be put off by the whole idea of the protest.


Apparently, his interest was greater than it seemed. A few days afterward word leaked back to the Speaker’s office that Deaver had gone to see Reagan directly and with dramatic effect. The President overruled his Secretary of Defense, Caspar W. Weinberger, and personally changed the ship’s controversial name to City of Corpus Christi. Mitch Snyder, settling for this secularization of the ship’s name, started eating again. The President avoided a major PR problem and gave a few more years of life to a man who would become a heroic, troubled champion of Washington’s homeless.


It’s not who you know. It’s who you get to know.


President George Bush spent the afternoon of April 3, 1989, autographing baseballs. The fan joining him at the Orioles–Red Sox season opener, signing his name to the same balls, was Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak. The visitor kept telling everyone that Bush, the ’48 Yale captain, was “one of the world’s great baseball players.”


How did George Bush win the Persian Gulf War? This is how. When Iraq’s Saddam Hussein invaded defenseless Kuwait in 1990, friends like Mubarak and others whom Bush had spent years cultivating were money in Bush’s bank. These were people he could get on the phone to quickly talk turkey, close acquaintances he would galvanize into the greatest wartime coalition since World War II. It wasn’t our Patriot missiles that sent Hussein’s army racing back to Baghdad. It was the posse that George Bush built.


Here’s how he did it:


August 2: Iraq storms across the border into Kuwait. President Bush, networking in Aspen, Colorado, with Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, declares an Anglo-American alliance to throw back the invaders. Secretary of State Jim Baker, on a Siberian hunting trip with Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze, recruits Moscow to the Persian Gulf posse. Within hours the Big Three who beat Hitler are allied against Hussein.


August 6: Canada’s Prime Minister Brian Mulroney is Bush’s White House guest. Asked where his country stands on the Iraqi invasion, Mulroney tells the press it’s “exactly” where Bush stands.


August 7: King Fahd, whom Bush knew from his CIA days, says the United States can use Saudi Arabia as its prime military base against Saddam.


August 10: Led by Hosni Mubarak, the Arab League votes economic sanctions against Iraq and dispatches a pan-Arab military force to join the Persian Gulf alliance. The next morning, Mubarak gets a smart thank-you call from his friend in the White House.


This dashing, one-to-one global diplomacy was not a dance learned for the occasion. Getting to know such people as Mubarak and keeping up with them is what George Bush has spent his life doing. “He goes out and works his ass off,” aide Vic Gold once confessed to me, “networking and people-izing.”


Press secretary Peter Teeley recalls trying to find Vice President Bush one White House afternoon in 1981. The boss, he was told, was over at the Vice President’s residence on Massachusetts Avenue “having coffee with the vice president of Egypt.” “Who’s he?” Teeley remembers asking in dismay. That fall, the death of the noble Anwar Sadat at the hands of terrorists delivered the answer. The unknown fellow to whom Bush had shown such personal respect was suddenly a very important U.S. ally.


Sadly, Bush never forged the same close contact with the ally that every U.S. president needs to nurture most: the average American. Worse yet, his 1992 reelection challenger would be someone who excelled domestically at the same networking skills that Bush had displayed to such stunning effect globally.


William Jefferson Clinton of Hot Springs, Arkansas, applied to a single college: Georgetown. It was not a secret passion for Thomistic philosophy or Catholic theology that led this Southern Baptist to choose a Jesuit university. What grabbed the young politico was the school’s geography. Georgetown is in Washington.


Like Lyndon Johnson, who arrived in D.C. a third of a century earlier, Clinton wasted no time getting to know as many people as possible. He began running for freshman class president his first day on campus. He continued the same relentless networking at Oxford, at Yale law school, and as a volunteer in the 1972 presidential campaign of George McGovern. All the while he recorded the names and small details about people that would later testify to the bond they had shared. By the time Clinton ran for U.S. Congress in 1974, he had a box of restaurant napkins and other wildly assorted scraps containing the names, telephone numbers, and addresses of classmates, professors and political activists, all stockpiled for this moment of opportunity and exploitation.


—


The charting of my own Washington career in politics and thereafter was, as you will see, more spontaneous.


When I came to town in the early 1970s, Capitol Hill was little changed from what it had been a half century earlier. It was the same world of retail politics that young LBJ had discovered from his command post in the Dodge Hotel basement. I was also fully aware, of course, of the age-old aphorism “It’s not what you know; it’s who you know.” Like so many others before me, I took it not so much as a warning but as a motto and guide to action. If you don’t know someone, get to know him. That’s what campaigns are for.


As I began knocking on Capitol Hill doors, I was hit by the relentless use of a word I had not heard since high-school civics: “patronage.”


Every employee, from general counsel of the most prestigious committee to the guy driving the subway cars between the Senate office buildings and the Capitol, owed his job to a particular senator. Sons and daughters of friends back home operated elevators that had been automated for years. There was even a well-dressed young man who sat all day at the basement level of the Dirksen Senate Office Building; his job was to wait until a member of the world’s greatest deliberative body emerged from the elevator. He would then rise from his chair and ask whether the gentleman or lady intended taking the Capitol subway; if so, he would push a button on the wall behind him, alerting the subway car drivers. Then he would return to his chair.


To get anywhere in this sprawling bureaucratic plantation you needed to have a “patron.” To find one, you needed to know which of its patrons, 100 senators and 435 members of the House, to cultivate and what to say to them. No patronage, no job.


I myself came to the Hill with the general ambition of working my way up the political system. My immediate goal was to become a legislative assistant to a congressman or a senator, the job Ted Sorensen had held with John F. Kennedy. I wanted to end up where he had. With two hundred dollars left over from my Peace Corps “readjustment” check, I started to knock on doors.


Since I had no connections, I made a list of Democratic congressmen and senators from the Northeast. My initial targets were those congressmen serving on the Foreign Affairs Committee. I figured they might go for my two years’ experience in third world development. Soon, after distributing fifty or so résumés along the halls of the Capitol office buildings, I began to sense what I was up against. I began looking for some small edge. Having gone to a Jesuit college in Massachusetts, I searched the Congressional Directory for members of a similar stripe. Exhausting the Democrats, I began looking to the Republicans. The important thing was to get a job. I was getting down to my last hundred dollars.


Finally, I got wind that Representative James M. Collins, a redhot conservative Republican from Texas, was looking for a legislative assistant.


Here was one liaison not destined to endure. From the moment I walked into the interview, it was culture shock. Attired in a Sun Belt suit, gleaming white shoes and the kind of haircut they give at barbershops with Old Glory in the window, Jim Collins discharged a lightning verdict: “I would say that people of my district, and I don’t mean any offense by this, would be put off by your way of speaking.” Then, turning to his aide: “Roy, wouldn’t you say that people from back home coming in this office would look at this young man and figure he brought back some idealistic notions with him from the Peace Corps?”


Finally he asked, “Who do you know?”


When I mumbled that I knew a guy working in a patronage elevator-operator job, he realized I had my work cut out for me. He then offered some advice that bolstered my growing beliefs about political retail.


“You should try some of the Northeastern, big-city offices. I’ll bet there are a good number of congressmen who would like to have someone with your background working for them.”


The decision behind us, Congressman Collins added some sage wisdom. “Politics,” he said, “is just like selling insurance door to door, which is what I used to do before getting into this business. Some people will go for you and some won’t. You knock on a hundred doors, you get nine people to invite you back for a sales pitch. Of the nine, three will buy the policy. You only have to sell three people to do all right, but you’ll never find those three unless you knock on the hundred doors to start with.”


Two weeks later, lightning struck. With eighty dollars left in the till, I went to work for Senator Frank E. Moss, Democrat of Utah. His top aide, Wayne Owens, who went on to become a member of Congress, had been an assistant to the late Robert F. Kennedy, and, sure enough, Wayne liked my background in the Peace Corps. Needing someone with a knowledge of economics, he offered a tryout. I was to take home with me a letter that the wife of the director of the Utah Symphony had written to the Senator asking about the tax situation of people working for nonprofit organizations.


On Monday, after a feverish effort to secure the correct information from Internal Revenue, I was given my reward: I was to be a Capitol Hill policeman, with a daily watch running from 3 to 11 P.M. I was to spend my mornings and early afternoons working in Senator Moss’s office. “At least it will put groceries on the table,” said my new friend Wayne. He had a point. To win the race, you must first register as a starter.


My education in politics and life had begun in earnest. I had learned my first lesson in political retail: the importance of one-to-one relationships.


Through a quarter century in Washington, it has been my experience that most opportunities result from a single, identifiable human being.


From 1981 through 1986, I enjoyed an exciting and highly visible stint as senior aide and spokesman for House Speaker Tip O’Neill. I would never have gotten that position, which brought me into the thick of top-level Washington, had I not (a) been one of President Jimmy Carter’s speechwriters and (b) worked with a fellow named Martin Franks. Marty had been research director for the Carter reelection campaign. When the Reagan crowd came to town, he became director of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee. One of the first things he did was ask his boss, Congressman Tony Coelho of California, to hire me as a “media consultant,” which really meant helping Speaker Tip O’Neill, the classic political retailer, fend off the attacks of the world’s greatest political wholesaler, Ronald Reagan. Within three months, O’Neill’s then top assistant went on to public relations, and the Speaker gave me his job. More than that, he gave me his trust. The next six years allowed me the kind of rough-and-tumble view of Washington politics you could never get with a political science Ph.D.


The chain extends further. I had been named a presidential speechwriter in 1979 by Hendrik Hertzberg, to whom I had been introduced by a friend of mine from New York, Robert Schiffer, a successful investment banker and public servant, whom I had originally met while working in a campaign in Brooklyn six years earlier.


I went to work in the Carter White House originally because a friend, Patricia Gwaltney, had been named to a top position at the Office of Management and Budget to work on Jimmy Carter’s pet project, government reorganization. I had met Pat as a fellow staffer on the Senate Budget Committee, to which I had been named by the committee chairman, Edmund S. Muskie of Maine, on the strength of a phone call from my earlier boss, Senator Frank Moss of Utah. “You want a good man? Here’s a good man.”


In Washington, as in most places, building a career is the same as running a campaign. What distinguishes it from an election campaign is the size of the audience. Retail is the name of the game. To get ahead, there is usually one identifiable person who matters. Get that person’s vote and you’ve won the prize.


This is how it works in politics and in most other places. If there is another way to get a job than getting someone to give it to you, I have yet to come across it. Just as the legendary Lyndon Johnson demonstrated to us in the john of the old Dodge Hotel, the trick is to find your target and zero in.


It’s not who you know; it’s who you get to know. The applications of this rule are universal. I did not set off to work my way through the Washington political world by getting a job as a moonlighting Capitol cop under the patronage of a Mormon from Utah, but it worked out that way.


The same ladder of personal relationships has permitted my rise in journalism. During the early 1980s, my old speechwriting boss Hendrik Hertzberg published several articles of mine in The New Republic. The very first elicited a telephone call from James Silberman, then of Simon & Schuster, who encouraged me to write a book. The result was Hardball.


In 1987 another door opened. Visiting San Francisco for my sister-in-law’s wedding, I invited Larry Kramer, newly named editor of the San Francisco Examiner, to lunch. After a rousing meal, Kramer, whom I’d known from his Washington Post days, asked if I’d like to write a weekly political column for him. Later that summer, Kramer offered me the job of Washington bureau chief. Though it involved a huge salary cut from my CEO position with a Washington consulting company, I grabbed it—and never looked back.


My trip to television took a similar trail. Rickie Gaffney, a family friend who once worked with my wife, booked me on ABC’s Good Morning America to talk about an article I’d written for The New Republic on the 1988 presidential candidates. When I showed that tape to CBS producer David Corvo, he introduced me as a regular commentator on This Morning and later on Front Page, a magazine show he produced for the Fox Network. Executive Producer Jack Riley and Charlie Gibson, whom I’d gotten to know when he was an ABC correspondent covering Capitol Hill, would later welcome me as a commentator for Good Morning America.


I owe my inauguration as a full-time TV host to a similar story of friendships. In the early ’90s, author and fellow Holy Cross alumnus Joe McGinness was working on a book about Senator Edward Kennedy and wanted my thoughts from Tip O’Neill days.


I had been enthralled by McGinness’s career ever since he was a twenty-five-year-old columnist for the Philadelphia Inquirer. McGinness reached heroic stature in my eyes with The Selling of the President, his knothole look at Richard Nixon’s cynical state-of-the-art TV campaign of 1968.


Since we were both heading for Los Angeles the following week, we agreed to meet at a Beverly Hills grill. After dinner, McGinness said he was joining someone for drinks later, someone I might want very much to meet: Roger Ailes! For a moment I was taken aback. To those who’d worked on the Democratic side of the tracks, including me, Ailes was a figure of menace. Worse than electing Richard Nixon in 1968, this gifted media strategist had played even tougher hardball in shutting out Michael Dukakis’s presidential hopes twenty years later. He managed to morph a moderate Massachusetts governor into a serial left-winger who refused to salute the flag and spent his weekends letting murderers and rapists out of jail.


Despite the partisan chasm in our backgrounds, Ailes and I hit it off instantly. As the years passed, I made a point to stop by Roger’s impressive New York consulting office whenever I was in town. We talked at length about the kind of fast-paced programming viewers might like. In 1994, when NBC named Ailes to run CNBC and craft a new talkshow network, I was on the phone with him asking for a show. In 1997, thanks to some brisk thinking by CNBC President Bill Bolster and Bruno Cohen, Hardball the TV show, was born. A year later, thanks to NBC News President Andy Lack and David Corvo, by now a top executive at NBC News, it went to an hour. Like LBJ, I’ve learned the power of personal relations to take you places. Today we’re producing Hardball at the very same Capitol Hill address where the old Dodge Hotel once stood.
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“All Politics Is Local”


Members are going to come in to see you with some matter that you will think is the craziest thing you ever heard. Just remember, it is very important to that member. Otherwise he would never have come in with it.


—Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, Jr.


It was my good fortune to be present in November 1989 as the Berlin Wall was being torn down. Anticipating this great event, I had spent the week before interviewing East Berliners. “What is freedom?” I asked a young man standing vigil in the shadow of Brandenberg Gate. “Talking to you,” he said without pause. “Two weeks ago I couldn’t do it.”


A thirty-eight-year-old physicist explained a more workaday source of East German indignation: the national currency. “You book a flight weeks in advance,” he told me, “then a West Berlin hitchhiker, someone who has not bothered to plan the trip, comes around at the last minute with deutsche marks, and you get kicked out of your seat.” He told me how an East German who was fortunate to reach a country that accepted his currency faced still more humiliation. “You go to a Budapest hotel and are told ‘No vacancies’; then you hear a West German couple bearing deutsche marks told there is a room after all.”


East Berliners endured this same mortification on their own streets. They walked past state-owned hotels that did not accept “local” currency, that is. To get a room, or even buy a drink in the lobby, the customer had to pay in dollars or deutsche marks.


It was this daily grinding, personal assault that helped kill Communism in Europe. I watched in wonder as the long grim line of East Germans passed through the wall like black-and-white movie characters into a Technicolor world, greeted by those offering free samples of food and other fare from rows of open-backed trucks. “This is where forty years of Stalinism has gotten them,” said my West German driver, “standing in line for biscuits.” What finally ripped open the Iron Curtain was not a grand, sudden revolutionary thrust at the Marxist-Leninist ideal but the local, day-to-day contempt for the Communist system, one that idealized the masses but ignored and humiliated the individual human being.


One of the strengths of democracy is the benefits it bestows on those leaders who best address such daily, kitchen table concerns.


Tip O’Neill, even his adversaries would admit, rarely lost touch with the tangible needs of his fellow Irish in Massachusetts who kept him in office. His long rise to one of the country’s most contested positions through a half century of successful elections was built on something hard and elemental. It is the nugget of wisdom prized by all great political figures: to understand and influence your fellow man, don’t focus too much on the grand, intangible issues; keep a tight watch on what matters most to him or her personally.


Tip O’Neill had a favorite phrase for this principle: “All politics is local.” If you want to understand how a politician behaves, look at what affects him at home, back where his voters are. Politicians use the same hard-nosed approach in dealing with one another: if you want to hurt someone, hit him where it matters to him the most, in his own backyard.


Charles W. Colson, Richard Nixon’s most intimate political confidant, was himself a firm believer in the rule. The man known for fierce political dedication—“I would walk over my grandmother if necessary to help Richard Nixon”—also had a keen sense of political motivation. “When you have ’em by the balls,” he once observed, “their hearts and minds will follow.”


Colson’s language and sensibility might stand some refinement, but the logic is unassailable. People look at public issues through the prism of their own welfare. They may care passionately about the starving in Ethiopia, but their votes ride closer to their own stomachs. As Harry Truman used to say, “It’s a recession when your neighbor loses his job; it’s a depression when you lose yours.” The veteran pol worries about the neighbors back home. He keeps his eye on the mundane world of those who elect him. The intellectual thinks wholesale, studying public life in all its mighty design; as we saw with Lyndon Johnson, the veteran pol has a penchant for retail, one customer at a time.


When Congressman William J. Hughes of New Jersey won his first election, back in 1974, he began holding “town meetings” to keep in touch with the people at home. At the first such meeting, held in his home area of Salem County, the freshly minted legislator opened with a statement of his congressional duties. “I represent you at the federal level,” he said. “I don’t take care of your potholes. I don’t pick up your trash.”


When it came time for questions, a woman in the first row raised her hand insistently. “Well, I want to tell you,” she began, “they’re supposed to pick up my trash on Thursday afternoons and they never do and the dogs get into it.”


“You know, madam, as I indicated to you, I’m a federal legislator,” Hughes told her. “I work on the federal budget and national issues. And what you should do is contact either your mayor or your local commissioner of public works.”


Without a hint of sarcasm, the woman looked her hot new congressman directly in the eye and said, “I didn’t want to start that high.”


If there exists a sacrament of baptism in the secular world of politics, it is administered in such public moments as this. The cold water of truth is splashed in the face of every young pol: you don’t tell people what to worry about; they tell you.


Sometimes the “All politics is local” admonition gets delivered with a vengeance.


Back in 1970, old Congressman Edward J. Patten, from the other end of New Jersey, faced what outsiders thought was a tough primary challenge by a well-connected antiwar candidate. The septuagenarian incumbent, hopelessly bucking the tides of opinion on the Vietnam War issue, had one thing going for him: his opponent wasn’t a “local” fellow.


Just as the primary campaign was getting under way, Eddie Patten ran an ad in the local newspaper. It was nothing fancy, just a reprint from the Manhattan telephone directory with his primary opponent’s name and West End Avenue address circled. The challenger was out of the race before he had even unpacked his carpetbag.


Ten years later, the people of Oregon presented the same harsh accounting, this time to a veteran incumbent. Al Ullman, chairman of the powerful House Ways and Means Committee, should have held the seat for life. He had attained great status and power among Washington movers and shakers. Unfortunately, he did not spend enough time back home in the Great Northwest. He was attacked by his Republican opponent for (a) no longer owning a home in the district and (b) having made only six visits to the district the previous year. Ullman shot back that he had been back home “ten” times. In the age of jet travel, when most congressmen get back to the district every other week, Ullman’s defense was a flop.


Some of the great names in modern American politics—J. William Fulbright of Arkansas, Frank Church of Idaho, Albert Gore, Sr., of Tennessee, father of the future vice president, are the first that come to mind—met similar rejection when the people sensed that their young hopeful had done more than make good in Washington, D.C.: he had caught himself a bad case of Potomac fever, becoming more familiar in the salons of Georgetown than in the meeting halls back home.


The smarter professional never lets this happen. It’s not so much that he makes sure to come home often enough; it’s that he gives people the sense that he never left town in the first place.


Lawton Chiles, the longtime senator from Florida, rejected the well-tailored dark blue suits so fashionable in D.C. “When I dress like that,” he once told a staff member, “no one comes up to me at the airport to say hello.” That’s why Chiles wore country-cut suits. The man who won election by walking the length of Florida wanted to remain in appearance as in reality the same fellow the folks elected.


Without necessarily knowing it, the Florida Senator was observing a basic political tenet first publicized by Niccolò Machiavelli in 1513. Machiavelli warned future politicians, in The Prince, to stay close to the people they are ruling. If the politician is “present, in person, he can discover disorders in the bud and prevent them from developing,” he wrote almost five centuries ago, “but if he is at a distance in some remote part, they come to him only by hearsay and thus, when they are got to a head, are commonly incurable.”


In 1981 Congressman John Breaux of Louisiana offered a more outrageous display of the “All politics is local” rule. He confessed to a reporter that he had been influenced to support the Reagan Administration’s historic tax and budget policies with the promise of higher price supports for sugar, a major product of his state. Asked whether his vote could be bought, he replied brightly, “No, but it can be rented.” The idiom and the ethic were appreciated back in Louisiana. Congressman Breaux is now Senator Breaux.


Throughout my years of working among politicians, at both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue, I have never met anyone more attuned to the “All politics is local” rule than the man who coined it. Unlike “the Great Communicator,” Ronald Reagan, who projected his strength through television, Tip O’Neill practiced his brand of politics face-to-face, one person at a time.


Also, one enemy at a time.


In 1982 a young lawyer for a Massachusetts utility company, with the politically appealing name of Frank McNamara, decided to challenge Speaker Tip O’Neill for reelection, financing his campaign with a million dollars raised from oil interests in Oklahoma and Texas who had little love for the old liberal who had long supported price controls. A bad mistake. In an old industrial region that had long suffered hard winters and harder fuel bills, “Dallas” can be a fightin’ word.


To seize press attention, the challenger declared his candidacy on the steps of the U.S. Capitol. As the media event got under way, several young men wearing ten-gallon hats passed through the crowd handing out some relevant literature. “You May Not Know Frank McNamara, but They Know Him in Dallas” read the cover. Attached were the news clips of Mr. McNamara’s glittery Texas fund-raiser. The next morning’s Boston Globe contained a short account of the McNamara announcement—but not too short to do full devastating justice to the scene-stealing Stetson hats and the young candidate’s oil connection.


The “All politics is local” rule applies just as much in Peoria as it does in Cambridge. A few months later, in the homestretch of the same ’82 congressional elections, Tip O’Neill brought a $1 billion jobs bill to the House floor. Republicans mocked the measure as an election-year gimmick. No one was tougher on the Democrats’ top man than the House Republican leader, Robert H. Michel of Illinois.


Initially, O’Neill had hoped to avoid any one-to-one combat with his friend Michel. But when Michel tore into the bill as the worst sort of Democratic boondoggle, the Speaker’s staff did some quick research. Courtesy of a helpful local office, we dug up some useful information about conditions in the Republican leader’s backyard in Peoria.


Taking the House floor, O’Neill began reading the names and street locations of the bridges in Peoria that were below Illinois state safety standards, each of which would be eligible for repair under the proposed jobs bill the Republicans had been attacking as “make-work,” another damned New Deal leaf-raking bill.


As the Speaker read his litany of hazard areas into the record, his words were carried via cable TV directly into the Republican leader’s district. Minutes before, Michel had been playing the grand and dutiful role of national party spokesman. Now he was in a local damage-control mode. Red-faced, he stood in the back of the House chamber giving frantic instructions to his press secretary. It’s one thing to be a team player for the national party; it’s another to expose yourself to a hard political shot that will be playing that night in Peoria. By hitting his rival where he lived, O’Neill translated a wholesale debate over national economic policy to the local, retail level.


O’Neill’s most illustrious predecessor was equally adept at this. Short, bald Sam Rayburn was no matinee idol. They don’t carve his epigrams onto dams and high schools. But his quiet capacity to deal with congressman after congressman, again and again, turned the mob scene of the House floor into a disciplined army carrying laws and policies that had seemed unachievable. Almost without effort, he could hit members where they lived. “Sam Rayburn could make a call and the Army Corps of Engineers would go to work,” Tip O’Neill would reminisce. “Rayburn would take care of the little detail of an appropriation later.”


The legendary Texan was thought to wield the same clout with less benign federal agencies. A call from Rayburn might get the IRS auditors working with the same determination as those Army Corps of Engineers bulldozers. Nervous House members could never know for sure whether or not Rayburn ever actually exploited that power, but they lived in fear of it.


Dan Rostenkowski, longtime chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, was another true believer in the power of political self-interest. The 1986 tax reform bill was greased along a two-track legislative system. First, the members voted on the bill. Next, they got to vote on the “transition rules,” the provisions determining when the various tax changes kicked in, with a tremendous impact on particular industries and regions. Practically every member of Congress had an interest in ensuring that his local industry was given the best possible consideration. Those transition rules put hundreds of trump cards into the hands of Dan Rostenkowski. If a particular corporation became liable for a new tax January 1 rather than three months earlier, on October 1, it could save millions. Similarly, if a tax was to be eliminated, far better that it be eliminated earlier. Members who supported Rosty’s position on tax reform could obviously expect a warmer hearing on such matters than someone who had not. Rosty knew this; the members knew it. And so did the corporate lobbyists who might have been thinking of opposing the chairman’s reform efforts.


Political amateurs make the common mistake of treating all people the same. The great pol does not make this mistake. He keeps his eyes on the exact pressure point that will get the job done.


In 1940, a Promethean test of wills occurred between two American giants, each with his own agenda. On one side was Franklin Delano Roosevelt, a man who had overcome polio to become the most powerful and dynamic president of the twentieth century. In office for two terms, FDR wanted an unprecedented third. One of the critics of his bid was his ambassador to Great Britain, Joseph P. Kennedy, father of a future president and a political dynasty. The climactic episode came just before the November election. Kennedy had staked out a bold public position against a third term. He was dead set against Roosevelt’s collaboration with Britain and his apparent determination to bring the United States into the war against Germany. Kennedy, an Irish-American with no fondness for the British, felt that FDR was not only bringing America into a terrible world conflict but bringing us in on the losing side.


“It has long been a theory of mine that it is unproductive for the democratic and dictator countries to widen the division now existing between them by emphasizing their differences,” Kennedy had said. “After all, we have to live together in the same world whether we like it or not.” He had made this committed isolationist, “appeasing” statement in London three weeks after Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister, signed the infamous Munich Pact with Adolf Hitler.


Roosevelt saw his opportunity. If he could bring a critic like Kennedy around, he could go a long way toward soothing a nation justly and increasingly fearful of war.


Even for the great FDR, his manipulation of the Irish-American tycoon was breathtaking. On October 16, Joe Kennedy wrote to Roosevelt asking to be relieved of his post. Within the week, the President had the matter totally under control. Nine days before the 1940 election he had the Kennedys to Sunday dinner at the White House. By Tuesday, Joseph Kennedy was speaking on nationwide radio to give the Democratic ticket what many consider the most effective boost of the campaign. “On Sunday, I returned from war-torn Europe to the peaceful shores of our beloved country renewed in my conviction that this country must and will stay out of war.”


The Democratic National Committee ran a newspaper ad declaring that this “one simple, sincere statement by Ambassador Joe Kennedy smashed into smithereens [Republican candidate] Wendell Willkie’s brutal charge that President Roosevelt is planning to send our boys to London.”


One thing was clear enough. Joe Kennedy did not experience a Saint Paul–style conversion on the big question of America’s role in Europe. He had little respect for the British, little interest in the anti-Nazi cause and no love for the President determined to bring the United States into the war.


What was it, then?


The ambassador, as Roosevelt knew, held the highest political ambitions for his oldest son, Joseph Junior. The younger Kennedy had served several months earlier as a delegate to the Democratic national convention, pledged not to FDR but to James A. Farley, Roosevelt’s most serious challenger. His career was to be the bargaining chip. Sixteen years later, Kennedy Senior would smile triumphantly to his Republican friend Clare Booth Luce and say, “I simply made a deal with Roosevelt. We agreed that if I endorsed him for president in 1940, then he would support my son Joe for governor of Massachusetts in 1942.”


FDR’s son James described the Roosevelt–Kennedy summit in hardball terms. According to him, his father laid it on the line: the President would be only too glad to help the young Kennedys get ahead in politics, but for the ambassador to desert the national ticket would be to ruin those boys’ careers before they had begun. Great salesman that he was, FDR had found the unique selling point. As it turned out, of course, Joe Senior was never able to collect on the debt. His oldest son went to war as a pilot and was killed in a courageous bombing raid over Europe.


Three decades later, another Kennedy was taught a similar lesson in pressure-point salesmanship. As Senate majority whip, Edward M. Kennedy of Massachusetts was the second-ranking Democrat in the Senate. In December 1970 he was up for reelection to that post. He had an unexpected challenger, Robert C. Byrd of West Virginia.


As surprising as it seems, the issue was not Chappaquiddick, the incident two years earlier in which a woman had died in a car driven by Kennedy. The contest focused instead on intramural issues. It pitted the heir to Camelot against a classic political retailer.


At home in West Virginia, Robert Byrd dutifully played the fiddle at country fairs. In D.C. he had a reputation that was every bit as solicitous. No chore was too small if a fellow senator needed to have it done. As one former colleague put it, “If you took out a pencil, he’d sharpen it.”


And the job of party whip in the Senate resembles that of a shop steward on the factory floor. This person looks out for the members’ endlessly developing problems and interests. If they need to have the schedule changed because of an important event back home, it is the whip’s job to see whether something can be done. If a senator cares about an appropriation for a highway through his state, the whip lets him know when the matter is being discussed on the floor so that he can be sure to be there.


Kennedy’s strengths and notion of the job were very different from Byrd’s. As a political celebrity, the Senator from Massachusetts saw the whip’s job in thematic terms. It was a soapbox for him to speak out on the major issues of the day, giving Jack and Robert Kennedy’s brother yet another forum for his wholesale brand of politics.


Byrd’s appeal was more street-level. At the time, he held the Senate’s third-ranking position, secretary of the Democratic Conference. Whenever Kennedy went out into the country to give a speech, Byrd assured him there was nothing to worry about back at the office. Kennedy could count on him to handle the details, the scut work too unimportant to command a great man’s attention.


Faced with a choice between a party spokesman and a shop steward, the members of the Senate chose the latter. To the country’s astonishment, they thrust Robert Byrd past the heir to the country’s preeminent dynasty. Apparently, most Democratic senators like to have their pencils sharpened.


The most vilified figure in modern American politics used a similar tactic in gaining the treasure he prized most.


Few recognize that Senator Joseph R. McCarthy of Wisconsin held the nation so long under his spell mainly through his understanding of the press. McCarthy knew what time reporters had to file, he knew the pressures they worked under and he exploited that knowledge as no one had ever done before.


In the early fifties, when McCarthy was at his peak, most stories about Congress moved on the wires of the Associated Press, the United Press or the International News Service. The Senator from Wisconsin loved the wires, knowing that wire reporters needed to have a fresh “top” on the current story every few hours for their hourly radio broadcasts or late newspaper editions.


Determined to keep his “anti-Communist” campaign alive, he resorted to a simple tactic. According to Boston Globe reporter Robert Healy, who was present on such occasions, the Wisconsin Senator would head to the wire tickers each afternoon. If the day’s story was moving his way, he did nothing. If it wasn’t, he would approach one of the wire guys and flip him a brand-new lead, a clear beat on the competition.


“Tailgunner Joe”—he got away with a phony war record by sheer effrontery—realized that reporters are people with jobs. He focused on making those jobs as easy as possible. He never let the big picture or the truth keep him from the little picture that often makes all the difference.


McCarthy knew of reporters’ fetish for two things: time and documentation. “I have here in my hand the names of . . .” was raw meat for the journalists of the day. Fortunately, people soon began to notice that in all those words McCarthy was spinning out for the wires there was not a single name of a real, live Communist. Without a legitimate mission, even the best executed tactics can only carry you so far.
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