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Nick: To my wife, Jenny Littlefield, and my children, Frank, Tom, and Kate Lowenstein. I love you.


David: To my wife, Lainey, my son, Dan, my daughter-in-law, Maia Gemell, and my granddaughter, Lyra Gemell-Nexon. All of you enrich my life immeasurably.





Note from the Authors






This book had its genesis in several drafts begun by Nick Littlefield in 1998, shortly after he left his position as top domestic policy advisor to Senator Kennedy and Kennedy’s staff director for the Senate Committee on Labor and Human Resources. Much of the narrative is based on verbatim notes he took on key meetings he attended and on his personal observations and experiences. The book is told in his voice and from his point of view. When the pronoun “I” is used, it refers to Nick. In 2012, when he was determined to finish the book after Senator Kennedy’s death, he asked David Nexon to join the project as his coauthor. David was Senator Kennedy’s chief health policy advisor for twenty-two years and was deeply involved in the events described in the book.





Introduction






By Doris Kearns Goodwin


“Everything in Washington is changed by Tuesday’s Republican sweep,” the New York Times noted. “With the Republicans in control of the Senate and the House of Representatives for the first time since 1954, when the Dodgers were still in Brooklyn and a postage stamp cost three cents, and with the Republicans in control of the statehouses in seven of the eight largest states, it is evident that a power shift of major proportions has taken place. But is the transformation permanent?”1


At that moment in time, few could have predicted that in two years, a demoralized Democratic Party would not only rally to blunt Newt Gingrich’s conservative agenda, but even more surprisingly, would manage to enact important progressive legislation.


Lion of the Senate tells the inside story of how this happened. It is a story of pitch-perfect leadership from Senator Ted Kennedy, of friendships forged across party lines, and of a time, unlike today, when members of both parties worked together on issues that made a difference in the lives of the American people. If it could happen then, it could happen again.


As chief of staff for the Labor and Human Resources Committee, which had been chaired by Senator Kennedy for eight years before the Republican takeover, Nick Littlefield was both a participant in and a keen observer of the dramatic two-year period that followed the Republican victory. And, happily, the verbatim notes Littlefield took during discussions with Kennedy, dinners with fellow senators, and preparations for meetings with President Bill Clinton, create an atmosphere of immediacy and intimacy. By telling the story from beginning to middle to end, Littlefield allows us to experience the legislative struggles as they unfolded, to let us feel as if we, too, are there, walking through the halls of Congress, sitting in on strategy sessions, waiting for key votes, wondering how each battle will turn out.


Right from the start, the book makes clear what the turnover from a majority to a minority party meant not only to Democratic senators and congressmen but also to the members of their committee staffs. The minority party’s share in the Labor Committee’s budget would automatically be reduced by 50 percent; within days twenty of the forty Democratic staff members would lose their jobs. Offices would change hands along with the power to schedule hearings. Most importantly, the Republicans would now be in a position to set the agenda. And Newt Gingrich had made clear that he intended to follow up on every one of the far-reaching pledges the Republicans had made in their “Contract with America.”


Yet, even at this moment when Democrats despaired, Senator Kennedy assumed a leadership role, rallying his colleagues to fight in unison against the most harmful of Gingrich’s legislative proposals. At the same time, he reached across the aisle, creating surprising alliances which, against all odds, increased the minimum wage, provided portable health insurance for people who moved from one job to another, and secured health care coverage for millions of low-income children. Without Republican cooperation and cosponsorships, none of these bills could have passed.


With a gift for storytelling, Littlefield details the shifting set of alliances Kennedy forged to pass each of these bills. In the process, he paints a colorful picture of everyday life in the Senate as well as a primer in how the Senate works. Arcane Senate rules—unanimous consent, cloture, perfecting amendments—come to life in the telling of how various senators deployed them to obstruct or facilitate forward movement. Senator Kennedy’s mastery of these rules proved an essential weapon in his arsenal.


The ultimate key to Kennedy’s success, however, turned on the relationships he had carefully built and nurtured with his colleagues over the years. While he could argue passionately with Republican senators on the floor, he never betrayed impatience or disrespect toward them as individuals. On the contrary, he went out of his way to defer to the feelings of his fellow senators, often walking to their offices for meetings even if his senior position suggested they should come to him. In similar fashion, he would frequently defy protocol by journeying to the House when meeting with individual congressmen.


The stories of how Kennedy built working alliances with his colleagues are comical, instructive, and fascinating. When he wanted government funds to restore and preserve the house of the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in Cambridge, Massachusetts, he set up a meeting with Senator Robert Byrd, who chaired the Appropriations Committee. In the weeks prior to the meeting, he memorized Longfellow’s famous poem about Paul Revere’s ride on the eve of the battle between the Minutemen and the British at Concord’s North Bridge. The poem begins with “Listen, my children, and you shall hear/Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere,” and stretches on for ten stanzas and nearly one thousand words. By the end of Kennedy’s lengthy recitation, Byrd was only too happy to appropriate the funds!


The relationship Senator Kennedy developed with Senator Orrin Hatch resembled, in Littlefield’s words, “an elaborate courtship dance.” Though the two men were polar opposites, both ideologically and temperamentally, they were able to work together time and again. Kennedy traveled to Utah for the funeral of Hatch’s mother; Hatch came to Boston for Rose Kennedy’s funeral. They both considered the Senate their home; they both had staffs willing to work round the clock, and they both loved singing patriotic songs. Indeed, Hatch had written and recorded a number of songs himself over the years, regularly providing Kennedy with cassettes of each new song. To break an impasse over the child insurance bill, Kennedy asked Nick, whose beautiful voice had carried him to Broadway for a few years between college and law school, to start a crucial meeting by belting out one of Hatch’s title songs. When the song ended, Hatch turned to Kennedy and smiled: “Nice move, Teddy.” An agreement satisfactory to both sides was soon reached.


The portrait of Kennedy painted here is of a man capable of hard, sustained work and extraordinary perseverance. In the give and take necessary to get anything done, he always seemed to know what each individual senator needed or wanted. Once a week, he would hold dinners at his house: sometimes with experts on various issues, but most often with other members of the Senate. At these relaxed dinners, Republicans and Democrats engaged in informal conversation, teasing each other and generally having a good time. The book describes a hilarious episode at one of these dinners when Strom Thurmond, then nearly ninety, revealed that exercise was the secret to his longevity. He then proceeded to entertain the dinner guests by acting out his daily routine in pantomime, squatting down, then, with appropriate grimaces, lifting an imaginary barbell over his head. Beyond learning about Thurmond’s daily exercise, Kennedy learned that the senator had a daughter with diabetes and therefore might be amenable to help the Democrats fund stem cell research. The pages of the book are filled with dozens of marvelous stories like this—stories revealing the human side of the Senate, the cooperation and compromise necessary to get anything done.


I did not want the book to end, not only because I so thoroughly enjoyed every chapter, but because I knew, of course, that that story would come to a close in the summer of 2009, when Kennedy would die after battling incurable brain cancer for a little more than a year. “He had been such a big part of my life for so long,” Littlefield writes, “that I could not imagine a world without him.”


A decade earlier, Nick had begun thinking about a book to chronicle the pivotal years following the Gingrich Revolution. He had spent summer vacations transcribing the copious notes he had taken during his years in the Senate. Kennedy’s death renewed his resolve to complete the manuscript. In early 2011, however, he was diagnosed with a very rare progressive neurological disease called multiple system atrophy (MSA), which is a variant of Parkinson’s disease but more aggressive. In the fall of 2012, Nick asked his colleague and friend, David Nexon, with whom he had worked on Kennedy’s staff, to help him finish the book. David ran the health policy office of the Labor Committee for Kennedy for twenty-two years and was a key participant in the events described in the book. He became a full partner and crucial coauthor in the last few years of writing the book.


During this final stretch, Nick lost mobility. Then nine months ago, his speech and his ability to be understood became seriously impaired. With the help of family, health aides, and communication assistance, Nick managed to complete the final edit of this book, working eleven- and twelve-hour days.


Truly a labor of love, Lion of the Senate is also, hands down, the best book I have read about the inner dynamics of the U.S. Senate. In these pages, the daily life of the institution, the complex parliamentary rules, and the personalities of the men and women who work there come to vivid life. Historians, students, and general readers alike will read and revel in this splendid book for generations to come.





Preface






The Republican electoral victory on November 8, 1994, shocked the political world. For the first time in forty years, Republicans would control both the House of Representatives and the Senate. The House flipped from a 259–176 Democratic majority to 228–207 for the Republicans, a monstrous swing. The Senate shifted from 55–45 Democrat to 52–48 Republican. To rub salt in the wound, two Democratic senators and a number of House Democrats switched parties after the election, increasing the GOP margins. The governorships reversed themselves completely, from a 30–18 Democratic advantage to a 30–19 Republican advantage. No Republican incumbent congressman, senator, or governor lost anywhere in the country.


East to west, north to south, dozens of Democratic officeholders were unceremoniously tossed out of office, including leaders of the party. On the East Coast, Governor Mario Cuomo of New York was defeated; on the West Coast, Speaker Tom Foley of Washington State fell; in the South, Anne Richards of Texas was defeated by a young first-time candidate for governor, George W. Bush.


The scale of the Republican victory was unprecedented and unforeseen but not inexplicable. Having failed to deliver on their promise to provide health security for all Americans and tarred by congressional banking scandals that had contributed to a perception of corruption, Democrats had spent the fall of 1994 on the defensive in campaigns all across America. President Bill Clinton was unpopular, and many felt that Democrats had controlled Congress for too long. Led by Congressman Newt Gingrich of Georgia and united behind their campaign manifesto, dubbed the “Contract with America,” Republicans were on the attack, campaigning vigorously against big government, taxes, welfare, and what they saw as a decline in values that they blamed on Democrats.


The Republicans who won across the country were typically fervent conservatives, promising a revolution to dismantle decades of progressive policies and diminish the role of the federal government in American life. The size of the changes Republicans sought was as vast as their election victory. They wanted to roll back government responsibilities that Americans of all parties had taken for granted since Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, even programs that dated back to the New Deal and to the Progressive Era of Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. Medicare, Medicaid, federal support for education, the minimum wage, the right to organize unions, the Food and Drug Administration, and protection of the environment—all were in the Republicans’ sights for weakening, scaling back, or eliminating. Some Republicans went so far in their contempt for government that they bragged about their willingness to shut it down to achieve their goals.


In January 1995 the Republican juggernaut seemed unstoppable. The incoming Republicans in Congress held strong majorities in both the House and the Senate and were backed by a powerful conservative infrastructure of think tanks, media, and business and religious groups that had been built up systematically for over three decades.


During the election campaign, many Democrats responded to Republican attacks by seeking to blur the lines between the two parties, downplaying their identification with low- and middle-income families and their support for an active federal government. Following the election, demoralized, disoriented, and doubting their own convictions, many Democrats still in office argued for accommodation of the Republican legislative agenda. The public has spoken, they thought. People want tax cuts and the size of government scaled back. We can’t stop the Republican agenda, and we’ll look bad if we try.


Other Democrats disagreed. In the 1994 elections, Senator Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts was challenged by Mitt Romney, the son of the former Michigan governor and presidential candidate George Romney. Mitt was not only the bearer of a famous political name, he was also an aggressive and well-financed opponent. For the first time in his long career, Kennedy faced the very real prospect of defeat. But he chose to fight back, not by trimming his liberalism but by emphasizing it. Three weeks before Election Day at a rally in Boston’s historic Faneuil Hall, known as “the cradle of liberty,” Kennedy made the defining speech of his campaign: “I reject the laissez-faire notion that all government has to do is get out of the way, and kind, caring, generous, unselfish, wealthy private interests and power will see to it that prosperity trickles down to ordinary people.”


It was Kennedy’s seventh Senate campaign in Massachusetts. He stuck with what had always been his core message, and in the end Massachusetts voters stuck with him. While Democrats across the country were falling, Kennedy won reelection by seventeen points.


Back in Washington, Kennedy kept up the drumbeat for an activist, progressive Democratic Party. The day after the election he devised a plan to resist the Republican revolution, in effect organizing a counterrevolution. By the end of the 104th Congress in 1996, Republicans in Congress were actually racing to enact Kennedy-led initiatives to regulate health insurance and raise the minimum wage that they had earlier resisted. Kennedy’s willingness to fight for the needy and the powerless, for working families and the middle class, turned the tide and kept the country from falling to the extreme right.


Had the Republican agenda succeeded, the country would have changed profoundly. Safety-net programs for the poor, the aged, and the young would have been shredded; protections for minorities and working Americans weakened; the ladder of opportunity for the middle class made rickety and less accessible; health, safety, and environmental rules that protect all Americans debased.


Newt Gingrich and the Republicans reached the brink of enacting their agenda, but against all odds they failed. How they were stopped and how Senator Kennedy went on to make substantial progress on key progressive goals while in the minority is a story worth telling in its own right. But it has special resonance today as a resurgent Republican Party with equally if not more radical views uses similar tactics to try to impose its agenda on the country. And as then, the central challenges America faces today require solutions that cannot wait.


Kennedy was at once the unshakable, dominant liberal of the Senate and one of its most pragmatic members, a highly effective advocate capable of trailblazing bipartisanship. While vigorously opposing the right, he never lost sight of the need to work across the aisle to find common ground and enact solutions to pressing national problems. Kennedy was a convenient foil for Republicans who wanted to rile up the conservative base and generate campaign contributions. They called him a socialist and worse. But when real work needed to be done, they knew he was open to compromise and a man of his word.


I worked and lived in the world of the Senate for nine years as chief of staff for the Labor and Human Resources Committee (now the Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee), which Kennedy chaired for the first five years of my tenure. I worked alongside the senator day after day, taking close notes. In this book I have sought to portray daily life in the Senate, how it works, and how the actions and tone of the institution are shaped by the diverse personalities that make up its membership and staff. Most of all, I have tried to portray Kennedy in action at the peak of his powers in the arena that was the center of his political life and in which he accomplished so much toward his goal of improving the lives of all Americans.


This is the story of how Kennedy worked, what made him so effective, and how he was able to stop a resurgent Republican Party from reshaping the country to fit its conservative ideology.





Chapter 1



ELECTION DAY





GLOUCESTER


When the doors of the Veterans Memorial Elementary School in Gloucester, Massachusetts, opened to admit the first voters at 7:00 in the morning on Election Day 1994, I was standing outside the school holding a red, white, and blue “Kennedy for Senate” sign, “doing visibility,” as they call it in Massachusetts politics. I had taken two weeks off from my job working for Kennedy in Washington to volunteer on the campaign. It was his tradition that for the final weekend and until the polls closed on Election Day, everyone involved in the campaign would leave the Boston headquarters and spread out across the state to help in local cities and towns. I chose to work in Gloucester, an hour north of Boston. Over the long hours in the early morning New England chill, holding my sign and saying “Good morning” to voters, I thought about what had brought me, a fifty-two-year-old lawyer and father of three, to this school and this moment.


I’d grown up in Providence, Rhode Island, and gone to Harvard College. My first job after college was as a Broadway singer in My Fair Lady in summer stock and in Kismet with Alfred Drake at Lincoln Center in New York. After one year in the professional theater I left to go to law school. I thought law and musical theater were the opposite poles in my life, never imagining that singing would become a great political asset, especially when I worked for Kennedy.


When I was in law school at the University of Pennsylvania, part of a generation urged to go into public service by President John F. Kennedy, I worked on my first political campaign, for Governor John Chafee of Rhode Island, a progressive Republican. I drove Chafee around in a yellow and blue truck with speakers on the roof blasting a campaign ditty I’d written: “Keep the man you can trust in Rhode Island, with Chafee we’re moving along. Keep the man you can trust in Rhode Island, and keep Rhode Island strong.” Chafee won the election, and I finished law school. In 1968 he asked me to run his reelection campaign, which I did while studying for the New York Bar Exam. His defeat, due to his courageous support for a new state income tax, was my first political disappointment.


In 1970, while working at a New York law firm, I ran the “Lawyers Committee against the Vietnam War,” raising money for congressional antiwar candidates across the country. One of these candidates, the brilliant antiwar and civil rights activist Allard Lowenstein, recruited me to run a nationwide voter registration drive called Registration Summer the next year. A constitutional amendment lowering the voting age from twenty-one to eighteen had just passed, and we wanted to register young people, who we hoped would help stop the war with their votes. In 1972 I left my law firm and ran Al’s campaign to return to Congress. His loss was another profound disappointment; I was beginning to understand that losses are frequently part of politics and that losing hurts a great deal.


After the campaign the Republican U.S. attorney appointed me an assistant U.S. attorney for the Southern District of New York (Manhattan and the Bronx). There I prosecuted corrupt politicians, drug dealers who were part of the infamous “French connection,” tax swindlers, and worked on white-collar and organized crime cases. I conducted over two dozen trials and learned how to make a convincing argument in front of a Manhattan jury, a formidable task for a Bostonian. When my four-year term ended I wanted to go home to New England to reconnect with my family and lifetime friends, so I accepted a job as a lecturer at Harvard Law School. I soon was running Harvard’s trial advocacy program, which I did for twelve years; I also taught prosecution and investigations and started a course called “The Government Lawyer” to encourage students to work in government by showing them the excitement and responsibility involved.


In 1978 the Massachusetts legislature established a special commission to investigate corruption in the state’s public construction projects. Bill Ward, the president of Amherst College, was appointed head of the commission; on the recommendation of Harvard Professor Archibald Cox and Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau, whom he knew through Amherst, Ward asked me to become chief counsel and executive director. We wanted to excite public opinion about the costs of corruption, which had become a way of life in Massachusetts. We hoped to convince a reluctant legislature to rewrite the laws and fix the problems we would identify. We decided that presenting evidence of the widespread kickbacks that we uncovered was the best way of doing this. Because there were still afternoon papers as well as afternoon and evening news shows that had to be filled, we determined to try to hold full public hearings every morning, and revelations from these hearings became our signature “bribe a day before lunch.” Our eighteen months of public hearings were covered extensively in the media.


One of my favorite bribery cases was that of William Masiello, who ran a pizza parlor in Worcester and decided he could make more money if he opened an architectural firm. Masiello quickly got public work by paying off the Worcester County commissioners and persuading them that there should be a new courthouse in each town in Worcester County, which is why, to this day, that area has four virtually identical courthouses within a radius of fifty miles. Masiello eventually succeeded in winning bribery-greased contracts all over the state.


The Ward Commission served its purpose: the legislature passed criminal laws to strengthen public corruption prosecutions and reform the construction process from bid to completion. It also created a permanent Inspector General’s Office to continue our work.


When the Ward Commission ended in 1981, I was married and the father of three, so for financial reasons I had to think about going back to a law firm. I took a job at Foley, Hoag and Eliot and spent almost eight years there. In the fall of 1988 Gregory Craig, an old friend from the Lowenstein campaign, called to tell me he was leaving his job as foreign policy advisor for Senator Kennedy. He told me that it was a tradition in Kennedy’s office to find candidates to succeed you when you left, and he was calling to urge me to be his replacement.


The idea of working for Kennedy was very enticing, but I wasn’t sure foreign policy was the right fit for me. As I was hesitating about the job, Ranny Cooper, the senator’s chief of staff, called to tell me that there was also a vacancy coming up in domestic policy for staff director for the Senate Labor and Human Resources Committee, which Kennedy chaired. The Labor Committee had jurisdiction over health care, medical research, doctor training, people with disabilities, the Food and Drug Administration, and education, including higher education, student loans, and school reform. It also had jurisdiction over jobs and job training, wages, labor, civil rights in the workplace, and even the arts and children’s issues, such as Head Start and child care.


I wanted to go back to government, but not as a prosecutor. I had learned from prosecuting two cases in which we mistakenly arrested the wrong person that the truth could be elusive and the consequences of mistakes dire. Although the falsely convicted bank robber and the wrongly identified international drug dealer were ultimately released, I no longer wanted to take the chance of ruining a person’s life and spending my time passing judgment on whether what people had done was wrong or criminal. Building people up was more important to me. This was an opportunity to return to a whole different kind of government service, where the goal was no longer being the cop on the beat but using government to try to improve people’s lives. It was irresistible.


Ranny arranged for me to be interviewed for the Labor Committee job by Kennedy and his Boston chief of staff, Barbara Souliotis, in Boston. I met the senator in the restaurant of the Harvard Club at 4:00 p.m. on a Friday, just after he’d finished his steam bath treatment for his bad back. This was the first time I had met him. He came upstairs in his well-pressed blue suit and well shined black shoes (he later told me that Kennedys don’t wear brown), sat at the table, and turned on the famous Kennedy charm: loud, funny, and warm.


“I want you to come work with me,” he said. “This is what we’re going to do: health care, raising the minimum wage, fixing the schools, to start.”


As it was my habit to take notes in every meeting, I grabbed the only available paper—a cocktail napkin—and jotted down what he said: Health care, minimum wage, schools. I felt like accepting on the spot but refrained, instead telling him I would think about it. He said he would see me in Washington.


I flew down for more formal meetings with the staff of the Labor Committee and with Kennedy’s personal staff. The staff members were expert in their substantive areas. I was an expert in none, but I would learn, and I knew how to develop and run a campaign. A week later I went to see Kennedy in his office. He took me out onto the balcony, turned to glance up and down Constitution Avenue, over the Capitol, the Supreme Court, the Washington Monument, and, in the distance, the rows of graves in Arlington National Cemetery, where both his brothers were buried (and where he is now buried). Before I could say anything, he asked me when I could start. I said, “How soon do you need me?”


The answer was February 1989. One of the first things Kennedy told me was that nothing could get done in the Senate unless it was bipartisan. The notion of good and bad guys, which I had been focused on for twelve years, was useless; we had to seek out Senate colleagues, Republicans and Democrats, for everything we did. Kennedy had great respect for the other senators and worked hard to build relationships with those across the aisle. This would prove particularly difficult on health care reform, the cause that was so central to Kennedy and that would be an ongoing focus of my career.


Five extraordinary years later, campaigning in Gloucester, I thought over some of our successes: we had passed landmark legislation through the Labor Committee, including the Americans with Disabilities Act, the Civil Rights Act of 1991 (strengthening the laws against discrimination in the workplace on the grounds of race, religion, or gender), the Family and Medical Leave Act, the Ryan White AIDS CARE Act, and the Child Care and Development Block Grant. Nothing was as important to me as Kennedy’s reelection.


Gloucester was a good place to spend Election Day, a working-class city of thirty thousand with a proud history that had fallen on hard economic times. The median family income was $32,000, close to the national median of $31,278. I thought that many of the voters I saw that day and had talked to over a weekend of phoning and canvassing neighborhoods had probably benefited from the senator’s legislation.


What I’d heard from voters during my time in Gloucester and from the latest polls gave me confidence about the outcome of the election, though the campaign had been the toughest of Kennedy’s long career. First elected to the Senate in 1962 at the age of thirty, he’d been reelected five times but hadn’t had a serious challenge in at least twelve years, until Republicans fielded the impressive Mitt Romney against him.


KENNEDY DEFEATS ROMNEY


Romney was a fresh and promising new face in Massachusetts politics. He was forty-four, clean-cut, and handsome, with a photogenic family and a lot of money that he was willing to plow into the campaign. He’d come to Massachusetts from Michigan to attend Harvard Law and Business schools in 1971 and stayed to make a fortune in the private equity business.


Several factors were working against Kennedy in this race. The storied Kennedy political organization in Massachusetts was out of practice, the senator himself was older and heavier, and the rape trial of his nephew in Palm Beach three years before had taken a toll on his reputation. Across the country Republicans were united, well-financed, and on the offensive. Kennedy was one of their prime targets; they attacked his politics as obsolete and out of touch. Although Massachusetts is regarded as a reliably Democratic state, the voters had elected a Republican governor, William Weld, in 1990, and were preparing to reelect him in a landslide in 1994, on the same ballot as Kennedy. Polls in the spring had shown that only one third of Massachusetts voters thought Kennedy deserved reelection, and, equally ominous, even one third of Democrats thought it was time for a change.1


On the other hand, the senator had one new extraordinary asset: Victoria Reggie Kennedy, whom he had married on July 3, 1992. Vicki was everything he could want in a wife. Beyond being “the love of his life,” as he often said, she was politically very astute and as good as most of his advisors at thinking strategically. They loved talking politics, and she was a great sounding board for his ideas. Despite their busy schedules, they ate dinner together practically every night, most meals featuring a vigorous discussion of politics and policy. She quickly became very popular in Massachusetts and helped to bridge the gap between his public persona and who he was personally, as a father and a husband. People got to know him all over again with Vicki at his side.


The Romney challenge had a strong start partly because Kennedy was busy with obligations that kept him from campaigning. For most of 1994, he was required to remain in Washington, carrying out his senatorial duties, especially working on President Clinton’s universal health insurance bill, so Vicki pitched in as an eloquent surrogate campaigner. The Senate remained in session through August, when it was normally in recess for elections, and as chairman of the Labor Committee, he took the lead on many issues for Clinton. And before his sister-in-law Jackie Kennedy Onassis died in May of that year, he and Vicki had flown back and forth to New York all spring to visit her. Meanwhile Romney’s television advertisements ran throughout the summer without a Kennedy advertising response. A poll taken in September showed Romney leading Kennedy 43 to 42 percent, and internal Kennedy campaign polls showed a six-point spread against the senator. It had never before seemed possible that a Kennedy could lose an election in Massachusetts. Now it did.


Kennedy reorganized his campaign. Ranny Cooper, the seasoned poltical operator and former Kennedy chief of staff who had told me about the Labor Committee job, joined the campaign team. In early October, after Congress adjourned, Kennedy came home and barnstormed the state. His high energy level roused his allies as well as ordinary voters, putting to rest speculation that he was tired or had lost interest in his job. John F. Kennedy Jr., Ethel Kennedy, and many other Kennedy family members, President and Mrs. Clinton, Vice President Al Gore, and Jesse Jackson all came to Massachusetts to campaign for him. Supporters mobilized advertisements, endorsements, voter contact drives, and events. Leaders in Massachusetts health care, education, labor, civil rights, technology, the arts, and even the fishing industry signed on. The breadth of support was remarkable. A few days before the election members of the Massachusetts Carpenters Union joined with the Gay and Lesbian Task Force in an impressive march through Boston, holding Kennedy signs and banners. He began to turn the election around as the campaign reached the homestretch.


Kennedy took out a million-dollar personal loan on his house in Virginia to signal that he would match the Republicans in spending. His first television ad stressed his career-long commitment to improving the living standards of Massachusetts’s working families and his achievements in health care, education, jobs, and wages. Then came a big break: the campaign received a call from a labor union in Marion, Indiana, telling us that we should look carefully at how a stationery factory there, acquired by Romney’s firm, had been unfair to its workers. The new management cut jobs, increased insurance premiums, and eliminated the union. Kennedy’s advertising strategist, Bob Shrum, sent a film crew to Indiana and located and interviewed many of the laid-off workers who were understandably hostile to Romney. Their testimonials about their unhappy fate at his hands, broadcast over and over again, painted Romney as no friend of working people. This tactic was so devastating to Romney that the Obama campaign used it again in 2012.


The challenge for the campaign was to convince voters to reject the Republican wave building across the country and stick with the Democratic values for which Kennedy had always fought. To that end, Kennedy reenergized his campaign with his speech at a packed rally in Boston’s Faneuil Hall on October 16. Hearing that speech in person was one of the most memorable moments of the campaign. The text could have been delivered in thirty minutes, but it took an hour because applause interrupted him fifty-seven times. It was a call to battle and an uncompromising assertion of liberal principles.


I stand for the idea that public service can make a difference in the lives of people. I believe in a government and a senator that fight for your jobs. I believe in a government and a senator that fight to secure the fundamental right of health care for all Americans. I believe in a government and a senator that fight to make our education system once again the best in the world. If you send me back to the Senate, I make you one pledge above all others. I will be a senator on your side. I will stand up for the people and not the powerful.


Kennedy’s strategists had hoped to avoid any debates with Romney, as incumbents with healthy leads usually do, but as the polls showed, the race was a toss-up; debates became inevitable. In the first, held on October 25, Romney started out strong, attacking Kennedy as unresponsive to the prevalence of crime. But as the debate progressed, he became rattled. He reiterated a point from his television ads, claiming that the Kennedy family had made millions from federal leases, but the attack backfired when Kennedy responded, “Mr. Romney, the Kennedys are not in public service to make money. We have paid too high a price for our commitment to public service.”


As the debate continued, Romney appeared increasingly out of his depth. He seemed to have little grasp of what a senator actually does, of what his own proposals would cost, and even the geography of Massachusetts. Kennedy effectively put his enthusiasm, his record for Massachusetts, his family tradition of public service, his mastery of legislation, and most of all his identification with the needs and interests of working families on full display for the largest television audience for a political debate in Massachusetts history.


When the TV lights went off, the Kennedy campaign staff believed the tide had turned. Viewer polls showed Kennedy the decisive winner, and a week after the debate Kennedy had a twenty-point lead in one poll and a ten-point lead in another. But there had been so much volatility in the polls throughout the campaign that no one took a single poll as the final word. The senator continued barnstorming with great enthusiasm; there was no doubting his zeal for the fight.


When the polls closed at 8:00 on election night I drove straight to the Park Plaza Hotel in the Back Bay section of Boston. Kennedy people arrived from all over the state—the army of volunteers who’d covered each of the 2,500 polling places, as I had in Gloucester. Some had driven from the Berkshires, more than two hours away to the west, others from Cape Cod, two hours to the south. Everyone wants to be with their candidate on Election Night.


I took the elevator to the twelfth floor, where private meeting rooms were reserved for staff and Kennedy had his private suites. Exit polls had Kennedy comfortably ahead, and one of the television stations had projected him the winner. I took the corridor to the Kennedy suite, to see the senator and Mrs. Kennedy and congratulate them before they went downstairs to the ballroom to make their victory speeches. I told the senator things looked good based on my day in Gloucester.


“Good to see you. It looks like we’re okay,” he said. “Thanks so much for helping. We’ll get right back on health care and the minimum wage.”


Kennedy hadn’t yet heard from Romney. While he waited, he was busy placing calls to Democratic officials and candidates across the country, wishing them well, congratulating those who were already clear winners, commiserating with those who’d lost. For years President Clinton had reminded Kennedy how much it meant to him that Kennedy had been one of the few national figures who’d called him in Little Rock on Election Night in 1980, when Clinton had just lost his first reelection campaign for governor of Arkansas.


Downstairs a stage had been constructed in the ballroom, a band was playing, and balloons and signs were everywhere. On stage were the senator’s nieces and nephews, sisters, children and grandchildren. At 10:00 he and Vicki pressed up onto the crowded stage, joyful, waving, the senator punching his fist in the air, Vicki nodding, smiling. Hunched over a bit, like a boxer protecting his chin, he kept waving his arm up by his head, mouthing the words, “Thank you. Thank you.” The band was playing louder and faster, and the cheering wouldn’t stop. Finally Kennedy waved the crowd to silence.


“I’ve had a call from Mitt Romney, and he’s congratulated us on winning the election,” he announced. The crowd erupted again, cheering uncontrollably. Kennedy again put up both hands for silence.


“I want to thank all of you for what you’ve done. . . . I thank the voters of Massachusetts. . . . I thank my family, my sisters, my nephews and nieces. I want to pay special tribute to the love of my life, Vicki.” More cheering. Then he introduced his family. “My daughter Kara, my son Teddy. My son Patrick is not here. He’s in Rhode Island tonight, celebrating his election today to the United States Congress. I saw him earlier this evening in Providence.” The crowd roared.


The senator brought the crowd to silence once again and enthusiastically belted out his campaign mantra: “We won because people understood what we stood for and what battles we would fight. We will never stop fighting to improve jobs and wages, for better schools, for health care for all.” The room erupted with cheers once again. Then the pledge: “We will go back to Washington to carry on the fight to improve the lives of ordinary working Americans. With all the strength I have, I will make that fight.” As the cheering continued, the senator made his way down from the stage and into the crowd to thank people in person. The stage emptied behind him, but the euphoria among the packed crowd stayed strong as volunteers pressed forward to congratulate him and Vicki.


When the formal vote count was tallied, Kennedy’s victory margin was 58 to 41 percent, close to the average in his five previous elections. The vote total from Gloucester was 6,846 for Kennedy and 4,185 for Romney, a 62 to 38 percent advantage.


By 11:00 the senator was back upstairs, and the ballroom was empty. I found myself wandering across the floor amid the leftover balloons and placards from the celebration feeling a mixture of relief and joy.


REPUBLICANS SWEEP THE NATIONAL ELECTIONS


Before midnight I went upstairs to the staff meeting rooms, where televisions along each wall were tuned in to Election Night coverage. The mood was very different from the euphoria in the ballroom; here people looked shocked. Each close race was coming in against the Democrats, and it looked more and more likely we would lose the majority in the Senate. Democratic incumbents Jim Sasser in Tennessee and Harris Wofford in Pennsylvania had already lost. Open seats previously held by Democrats Donald Riegle in Michigan, Howard Metzenbaum in Ohio, George Mitchell in Maine, David Boren in Oklahoma, and Dennis DeConcini in Arizona had already gone to Republican candidates. Only a few races had not yet been called, and it looked ominous. By midnight the networks were reporting that the Senate had gone to the Republicans, 52–48.


The news on the House elections was even more stunning; if the trends continued into the morning, Newt Gingrich and the Republicans with their Contract with America would be in charge of the new order in the House of Representatives. The conservative revolution was at hand.


It was almost too much to take in at once. I didn’t know what it would be like to be in the minority. Republicans had been in control of the Senate from 1981 to 1986, the first six years of the Reagan administration, so some of Kennedy’s staff knew the experience firsthand, but back then I’d been a private citizen in Boston.


There would be a Republican majority leader and a Republican chairman of the Senate Labor Committee. So much power lost. I would no longer be staff director to the Committee. Kennedy would no longer control the Committee’s agenda. Our plans for more progress in health care, education, and jobs were all in jeopardy. Everything I had known in Congress would be turned upside down.


I went back to my hotel room and slept badly, torn between the joy of the senator’s reelection and the disaster of the Republican sweep of Congress, between the sweet and the bitter. The sweet mattered more to me; Kennedy’s defeat would have been devastating. But the bitter cast a dispiriting pall over the future.


Early the next morning, the senator and Vicki went to the Park Street subway stop to thank people for their votes. He was thrilled with his victory; he had worked hard and was inspired by his contact with voters. But now he had to go back to Washington, where many of his friends had lost their seats and his party had been handed a devastating defeat. Armed with his unshakable conviction that government is a positive force in American society, he was determined to bring the successful lessons from his campaign to the national party, which was in deep despair over its losses.





Chapter 2



THE CONTRACT WITH AMERICA





GINGRICH ROLLS OUT THE CONTRACT


If I hadn’t been so focused on Kennedy’s campaign, I would have had a clearer idea of what was in store for Democrats—and the country—in the new Congress. Newt Gingrich had made it clear on the steps of the west front of the U.S. Capitol six weeks before the election.


September 27, 1994, was a flawless warm autumn day in Washington. A cloudless blue sky above the white marble dome of the Capitol created a picture-perfect background for the made-for-television rally Gingrich had organized to kick off the last six weeks of the election campaign. He had dreamed of this event since 1982, when he watched his idol, Ronald Reagan, bring Republicans from the House and Senate together on this same spot to celebrate the passage of the Reagan tax cut. Gingrich, introducing his Contract with America to the nation, had assembled 350 Republican congressional candidates from across the country to sign it. He was the principal speaker, proclaiming with typical grandiosity, “Today on these steps we offer this Contract as a first step toward renewing American civilization.”


The Republicans faced a seemingly insurmountable challenge to take over the majority: they needed to pick up forty seats held by Democrats in the 435-seat House. Gingrich was acting as if his Contract, which would unify all these candidates around a common agenda, together with his many years of work to build the Republican campaign challenge, could actually make it happen.


The signing ceremony itself combined the happy air of a high school reunion class photograph and a pep rally for the big homecoming football game. Dozens of American flags were stationed around the stage. As an army of television cameras filmed their every move, the candidates, mostly young white men, stood on bleachers with Gingrich in the middle, then filed four at a time up to a table festooned with red, white, and blue banners to put their signatures on the Contract.


The Contract with America was a ten-point program of proposed legislation that the Republicans pledged, if they won a majority in Congress, to vote on in the first hundred days of the new session. They said the Contract “would be the end of government that is too big, too intrusive, and too easy with the public’s money.” For added drama, they threw down a gauntlet: “If we break this contract, throw us out.”


When everyone had finished signing the Contract, Dick Armey, a Republican congressman and a member of the party leadership, spoke: “The People’s House must be wrested from the grip of special interests and handed back to the people.” Gingrich followed, referring to the Contract as an “historic event” that would change the government as much as the New Deal had.


After the rally, the challengers met with Gingrich inside the Capitol for tutorials on campaign strategy. That evening they were guests of honor at a $7,500-per-table fundraiser hosted by the Republican National Congressional Committee. The next morning, before leaving Washington to return to the campaign trail, they met with representatives of corporate political action committees who were evaluating potential recipients of campaign largesse.


The Capitol ceremony was covered widely on all the television news shows that evening and in the next day’s newspapers across the country, but Gingrich wasn’t content to rely on free media. He used $275,000 from the Republican Campaign Committee to purchase a full-page ad in TV Guide with a pull-out card listing the ten items in the Contract with America. Leon Panetta, the president’s chief of staff, noted the contradiction between Republicans railing about ridding the House of “special interests” and then retiring to the fundraiser for business lobbyists and political action committees, but the Republicans saw no inconsistency.1 When they referred to special interests, they meant groups such as women, children, farmers, union members, and seniors. They didn’t consider business a special interest.


The Contract with America was the capstone of sixteen years of effort by Gingrich to win a Republican majority. The brainchild of Gingrich, Armey, and their favorite political consultant, thirty-two-year-old Frank Luntz, the Contract was a Republican rallying cry designed to turn the electoral status quo upside down. From his first day in Washington in 1979, Gingrich had worked single-mindedly to overthrow the Democrats. He organized the Conservative Opportunity Society (COS) to harness the energy of young, aggressively conservative Republicans in the House. COS was designed to serve as the focus for opposition not only to the Democrats but also to what Gingrich regarded contemptuously as the moderate “go along to get along” Republican leadership. Republicans had been in the minority since 1948, and Gingrich predicted they would stay there until they distinguished themselves as much as possible from the Democrats and became far more aggressive in advancing conservative ideas and challenging the Democratic majority. He spent hours relentlessly attacking Democrats and organizing his allies to do the same. On the floor of the House after the main business of the day was completed, he used the so-called empty time to bash the “corrupt, liberal, welfare state” represented by the Democratic House leadership. These speeches looked great on the new C-SPAN channel because the camera never panned to the empty hall. When President Clinton was elected in 1992, Gingrich targeted him with equal fervor, calling him “the enemy of normal Americans.”2


Frank Luntz, Gingrich’s partner in developing the Contract, was described by the Washington Post’s Michael Weiskopf as “steeped in the power of anger” as a political weapon.3 Luntz had abandoned President George H. W. Bush in 1992 to work in two campaigns that exploited the anger phenomenon: Patrick Buchanan’s challenge to Bush in the Republican presidential primaries, and later that same year Ross Perot’s assault on both political parties. But Gingrich was willing to forgive Luntz for his apostasy because his message was what Gingrich now wanted.


In urging Republican leaders to adopt the Contract in early September 1994, Luntz wrote, “To say that the electorate is angry would be like saying that the ocean is wet. Voters in general and our swing voters in particular have simply ceased to believe that anything good can come out of Washington.” In his article Weiskopf concluded, “Rather than modulate the anger, Luntz wants Republicans to be a ‘megaphone’ for it.”4


Gingrich and Luntz carefully chose their themes to target not only Republicans but swing voters and low- and middle-income Democrats, including blue-collar workers angry about what they thought were free riders on welfare, suburbanites frightened by crime and other urban problems, and the religious right. They chose the concept of a contract because it implied an obligation to follow through on campaign promises, unlike the Democrats, who had been unable to deliver on their promise of expanding health care coverage in America. It was no accident that there were ten items in the Contract just as there are Ten Commandments in the Bible.


Many of the items they put in the Contract were not new but rather a creative repackaging of standard Republican campaign themes: cut taxes, cut spending, fight crime, slash welfare, build up the military, embrace right-wing “family values,” and enact term limits. Luntz had made an art form out of identifying particular words to present issues in their most advantageous way. He used focus groups and polling to test different ways of describing the points Gingrich wanted in the Contract. The trick was to run a highly negative campaign that would exploit voter anger, while appearing to be uplifting and positive. To that end, Luntz and Gingrich chose words that seemed benign but actually masked a startlingly aggressive intent when the fine print was examined. More than just a platform, the Contract was designed for a tactical purpose, to “nationalize the election,” in contrast with the Democrats, who were running 435 separate elections without a coherent or common agenda.


The Contract was a remarkably cynical document on a number of levels. Many of the proposals were modest and relatively unobjectionable, though couched in grandiloquent language. But no one relying only on the Contract as a guide to what the Republicans would do if elected would have realized how far-reaching their legislative assault on the social safety net or on basic government responsibilities would be.


The first item in the Contract was the “Fiscal Responsibility Act,” the centerpiece of which was the pledge to enact a balanced budget amendment. The not so subtle message of the title was that opposition to the act was a vote for fiscal irresponsibility. Whatever the pros and cons of deficits as a general matter, the Republicans had a second, more fundamental goal in mind. For Gingrich and company, the balanced budget was an engine to drive a dramatic scaling back of government. Tax increases would be banned unless approved by a supermajority of three-fifths of the House and Senate. The first item also provided the president a line-item veto of spending bills, but not bills creating new tax expenditures. This construction was necessary because the Contract also called for large tax cuts—cuts that primarily benefited the wealthy and business. And since the Contract also called for increased defense spending, it was not hard to read between the lines of the Fiscal Responsibility Act to figure out where the burden of the balanced budget would fall.


The Republican route to achieving a balanced budget would have slashed the nation’s historical commitment to critical social programs such as Medicare and Medicaid, education, student loans, and nutrition programs. But of course Luntz and Gingrich weren’t going to put any of these proposals in the Contract. The titles of some proposals were Orwellian: the first item was called the “Fiscal Responsibility Act” because they weren’t about to call it the “Slash Spending on Medicare, Medicaid, Education, and Nutrition Act.” It was this masking of the true Republican agenda that made the Contract salable politically, but the failure to enunciate central goals of the conservative revolution also meant that the successful Republican candidates viewed their mandate very differently from the country at large.


Other titles went straight for the angry white voters Luntz and Gingrich saw as a key to electoral victory. For their anticrime item, they chose the “Taking Back Our Streets Act.” The focus was heavily on punishment and enforcement. It suggested that our streets were occupied by a dangerous force; for the Contract’s target audience, that force was clearly black criminals. And the harsh message was that the only way to deal with criminals was to increase the prison population and the use of the death penalty.


The “Personal Responsibility Act” was a mean-spirited version of welfare reform and built on the anger Luntz found in his polls. Here too there was a racial subtext. Although the majority of welfare recipients were white, the voters Luntz and Gingrich targeted envisioned black single mothers when they thought of “welfare cheats.”


Four of the next five items in the Contract promised tax cuts for important constituencies that Gingrich and Luntz wanted to court: the religious right, middle-income families, senior citizens, and especially prime Republican constituencies among investors, corporations, and the wealthy. Despite the lofty language of the Contract, however, the tax benefits for individual families and senior citizens were far smaller than the proposed new tax breaks for businesses and wealthy individuals. The “Family Reinforcement Act” proposed a $5,000 tax credit for families adopting a child. The “American Dream Restoration Act” called for a $500 per child tax credit and reforming the so-called marriage penalty. No Republican agenda would be complete without support for an increased defense budget, and the “National Security Restoration Act” played that role. The “Senior Citizens Fairness Act” was the centerpiece of the Republican proposal for senior citizens; it proposed a modest cut in taxes on Social Security benefits for middle- and upper-income seniors. The Republicans also proposed to raise the amount a senior could earn without losing Social Security benefits.


Gingrich and Luntz saved their largest benefits for their strongest constituencies among businesses and the wealthy, and they disguised them under the title “Job Creation and Wage Enhancement Act.” The changes promised by this item would provide significant tax cuts for the wealthy and for businesses and scale back the government’s ability to issue regulations to protect workers against unsafe practices, consumers against unsafe products, and the environment against industrial pollution. For investors, the Republicans proposed to cut capital gains taxes by 50 percent. For businesses, they would increase investment depreciation levels and expensing levels for investments and equipment. The next item, which made product liability suits more difficult for plaintiffs, served a different purpose from any of the others in the Contract. It was designed to reward business and insurance companies, a key Republican constituency, and to punish trial lawyers, who were a prominent Democratic constituency.


The final item introduced another dimension to the Republican agenda: an attack on the “discredited and entrenched” Democratic membership in Congress. The “Citizen Legislature Act” called for a vote on limiting members of the House of Representatives to three terms for a total of six years and of the Senate to two terms for a total of twelve years. Unlike the other items in the Contract, there must have been disagreement within the Republican Caucus on how hard to push this item, with senior Republican members not anxious to commit political hari-kari. As a result the Contract did not promise to enact term limits, only to hold a vote on term limits.


Building on this theme of a corrupt Democratic Congress, in addition to the ten legislative initiatives, there were eight congressional reforms that the Republicans proposed. These included conducting an independent audit of Congress for fraud and abuse, cutting committees and staff, opening all congressional meetings to the public, and requiring a three-fifths majority vote to pass a tax increase. The Republicans promised to make these changes on the first day of the new Congress to, in the words of the Contract, “restore accountability to Congress. To end its cycle of scandal and disgrace. To make us all proud again of the way free people govern themselves.”


After unveiling the Contract, Gingrich and the Republicans went home to their districts across the country to wage their campaign to take over the House. But they weren’t finished with campaign pomp and ceremony. A week later state legislators and candidates gathered on the steps of their state capitols, followed the next week by local candidates at city halls around America, and held similar signing events with their own contracts to limit government and cut taxes at the state and city levels. Gingrich himself campaigned in over 130 districts in the month before the election.


In what would turn out to be a colossal misunderstanding of the voters’ mood and of the power of the Republicans’ overriding message, Democrats were initially delighted that the Republicans had been so explicit in describing their agenda. But these Democrats misjudged the extent of voter anger and the desire for change in Washington and overestimated their own ability to pin the Republican candidates with the specifics of what the Contract actually called for.


The Republicans’ success was a testament to the failure of Democrats nationally to produce their own agenda, to get off the defensive, to campaign with any kind of coherence or energy. It was, in part, a Republican victory by default.


There was no lack of opportunity for the Democrats. Missing from the Republican Contract was even a nod to compassion. There was no kinder and gentler conservatism, no point of light to take the hard edge off the Contract, as the first President Bush had promised in 1988. The Contract assumed—correctly, as it turned out—that mobilizing voter anger at government, at Democrats who had governed for forty years in the House, and at a Democratic president who had been hovering around a dismal 40 percent favorability rating for the past six months provided everything they needed in the election. The Contract said nothing positive about improving the schools or making college more affordable, about health care, or about easing the pressures on workers and the middle class beyond token tax cuts. It offered nothing to raise their wages or to secure their retirement. You might have thought the absence of any of these initiatives would have left a hole big enough for the Democrats to drive a juggernaut of their own through, since just two years earlier the country had thrown out Bush for being out of touch with the average American, a vulnerability Clinton had emphasized in the election with his “Putting People First” agenda.


Thus the stage was set for January 1995, when the new Congress convened. For the first time in over forty years, Republicans controlled both houses. Emboldened by this historic victory, the new leadership believed it could make dramatic changes in the shape and direction of government even without control of the White House. Republicans thought Clinton would adopt their agenda and cave in the face of their power; in the worst case, they could override his vetoes with the acquiescence, if not outright support, of accommodating Democrats in the House and Senate.


ELECTORAL TSUNAMI


Political shifts of the scale of 1994 are shocking even if foreseen, but the impact of this one was compounded by the fact that neither the Democrats, the press, nor political commentators saw it coming. Most of us had not even imagined such a reversal as a possibility. A forty-seat Democratic majority in the House and a six-seat majority in the Senate seemed irreversible.


Political observers competed to describe the magnitude of the change. “Tuesday was potentially one of the most important days in 20th-century political history,” Michael Beschloss, the presidential historian, said the next day. “It could mean that we are headed back into a period of Congressional dominance and Presidential weakness such as we had in the late 19th century.”5 William Kristol, the conservative theorist, voiced a typically expansive Republican assessment when he said, “[Sixty] years of Democratic dominance of American politics, established by Frank D. Roosevelt, have been effectively ended by two years of Bill Clinton.”6 William Safire, the New York Times columnist, called the election a tsunami and identified the source as “the majority’s growing belief that government is growing too big, intrusive, domineering and remote—wasteful of tax dollars at all levels.”7 He didn’t mention that the senator who stood most prominently for the effective role of government in enhancing the lives of working families had survived the tsunami.


A House banking scandal, which involved revelations of check-kiting by Democratic members of Congress, undoubtedly played a role in the Republican triumph, but more important was the disappointment and frustration of Democratic voters, who felt the Clinton administration and the Democratic Congress simply hadn’t delivered for them. Clinton’s performance was perceived as lackluster, and the Democrats in Congress looked divided and impotent. Clinton had backed away from key appointments and had lost the bid for a more tolerant policy on gays in the military. One of his first legislative programs, a $30 billion economic stimulus package to repair and construct roads and bridges in nearly every state, was pulled off the Senate floor when head counts failed to find a majority. Once Republicans saw that the president lacked the nerve to battle one of his first big proposals through to victory or defeat, they were emboldened to bloody him further at every opportunity. And the congressional Democrats’ failure to use their majority effectively reflected both on them and on the president. By Election Day, Clinton’s approval rating had fallen to a weak 44 percent.


A balanced view of Clinton’s first few years, however, would recognize a number of groundbreaking achievements. He signed the Family and Medical Leave Act, which required employers to provide workers with unpaid time off after the birth of a child or to care for a family member who was ill. Bush had vetoed the same bill several months earlier. Some Democrats boasted that the 104th Congress should be known as the Education Congress because it enacted a far-reaching series of education bills. In the summer before the election, Congress passed a Clinton initiative popular with conservatives to put 100,000 more police officers on the streets of communities across the nation, but the measure had to be scaled back considerably after Republicans complained about other crime-prevention programs included in the bill, most notably proposals for nighttime basketball leagues to keep at-risk teenagers off the streets. Several gun-control measures banning assault weapons and opposed by the National Rifle Association were also included in the bill, and votes by Democratic incumbents to support these provisions were used effectively by Republicans and their NRA allies in pro-gun districts. In the biggest legislative struggle of 1993, Clinton passed a tax and deficit reduction bill that laid much of the groundwork for the prosperity that continued for the remainder of his presidency. Yet none of these accomplishments, not even all of them put together, could offset the political fallout that resulted from the effort to pass a universal health care plan that the president had made the centerpiece of his 1992 campaign and of his first two years in office.





Chapter 3



THE FAILED STRUGGLE FOR HEALTH REFORM





CLINTON’S UNIVERSAL HEALTH PROPOSAL


When President Clinton took office in January 1993, a Democratic proposal for universal health care already existed in the Senate, having been developed by Senators Kennedy, Mitchell, Rockefeller, and others. This legislation was relatively simple, understandable, and ready to go with broad Democratic support. Both employers and employees would contribute to the cost of employees’ health care. Employers would either “play or pay”: they could either contribute directly to a health care program for all their employees or pay a fee to a general fund that would help cover the costs of insuring workers not covered by company plans. This plan was built on two earlier universal health care proposals sponsored by Kennedy and reported out of the Labor Committee in 1987 and 1989.


For Kennedy, who had made universal health care a top personal and political priority since 1971, the prospects for success had never looked so good. Clinton made enactment of universal health care a central part of his first State of the Union message, as he had made it a central part of his campaign. When he approached Kennedy on the House floor after the State of the Union, Kennedy told him that he “had been waiting thirty years for a president to make that speech.”


At that point the momentum for change seemed irresistible. Republican senators such as the minority leader, Bob Dole, and John Chafee of Rhode Island were developing their own proposals for universal health care.


The new White House team was headed by Ira Magaziner, a brilliant management consultant and the president’s fellow Rhodes Scholar at Oxford in 1968. First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton was appointed the overall head of the effort. A large number of task forces was soon in place. Hundreds of health experts were assigned from departmental offices and borrowed from universities to work under Magaziner. Working groups made presentations at marathon “toll gate” sessions chaired by Magaziner; if a presentation passed muster with him, its proposals would pass through the toll gate for further refinement. Clinton invited members of Congress and their staffs to participate in the process of developing the plan. Most chose to stand back and wait for the White House to deliver a proposal that they would then consider—or not—as a starting point for their work. Kennedy, however, saw the offer as a chance to get in on the ground floor and participate in shaping the proposal. At one point, his whole health staff was essentially working two jobs: one for him and one for Magaziner and the task force.


When Congress took up the federal budget resolution in May 1993 for fiscal 1994, Senators Kennedy and Mitchell saw that the best chance of passing universal health care lay in attaching instructions to the legislation that would allow health reform to be included in the subsequent budget reconciliation bill. Under Senate rules, opponents of a reconciliation bill cannot filibuster it, and only fifty-one votes are required to pass it. If health care legislation came to the floor independently and was filibustered, it would take sixty votes to break the filibuster and bring the measure to a vote. However, practically speaking, attaching health care to the budget bill required the consent of Robert Byrd, Democratic senator from West Virginia and chairman of the Appropriations Committee, and he was in principle opposed to such attachments.


Kennedy and Mitchell appealed to Byrd to drop his opposition; the president too appealed to him. But Byrd stood firm. It was a second fatal blow. When the opportunity to attach health care reform to reconciliation evaporated, so did the opportunity to bypass the task force process and produce a bill quickly. Instead, the task forces ground on and on. Kennedy urged the Clintons to move quickly, even if a health care bill could not be attached to the budget, but Clinton’s economic team universally advised him against putting forward a big-spending health care bill until his economic program was passed. Kennedy brought polls to the White House showing that even Reagan’s approval ratings dropped below 50 percent by the autumn of his first presidential year, but to no avail.


Spring passed into summer. Clinton was putting all of his energy into passage of a tax and deficit reduction bill, which, after eleventh-hour appeals to Senator Bob Kerrey of Nebraska, the Senate Democrats barely managed to pass in July. Even with Kerrey’s vote, the bill passed only when Vice President Al Gore broke the 50–50 tie. But Clinton had used up most of his chits with the Senate majority. There was negative fallout in the House as well, where many Democratic members were furious at the administration for forcing them to vote for unpopular provisions in the original legislation, most notably the environmentally sound but politically unpopular BTU tax, that were dropped from the final bill.


The plan specified in the Health Security Act that Magaziner finally brought to Capitol Hill in September 1993 was artfully constructed. Hillary Clinton defended it brilliantly before Kennedy’s Labor Committee in the Senate Caucus Room, the same room that had housed the announcements of John and Robert Kennedy’s presidential bids, the Watergate hearings, and the second set of hearings on Clarence Thomas’s nomination to the Supreme Court.


The plan combined market-based managed care that promised reduction of costs and an employer mandate to finance health care for working Americans. It provided for the pooling of employees from businesses, large and small, into “alliances” that would in turn contract with medical insurers and health care providers. Employers and employees could choose their insurance plans. The benefit package included preventative care and prescription drugs. The plan strengthened Medicare and Medicaid. All Americans would be covered by the year 2000.


HARRY AND LOUISE OPPOSE UNIVERSAL HEALTH


While Magaziner toiled, so did the opposition, led by small business lobbyists and the insurance industry. The length of time it took to produce the administration proposal opened the door for opponents to charge that the White House was secretly drafting a massive bureaucratic takeover of the health care system. As time passed and the president’s approval ratings sank, the aura of inevitability around health reform began to evaporate. Interest groups that originally scrambled to find a compromise with the administration now felt emboldened to oppose it. The health insurance industry launched an extensive and effective television campaign depicting a middle-class couple, Harry and Louise, sitting at their kitchen table. Harry and Louise concluded that they would lose the benefits of their existing health insurance and would lose the right to choose their own physicians if the Clinton plan were enacted. They portrayed it as a suffocating bureaucratic monster.


Public opinion, which had remained favorable to universal health coverage well into the fall of 1993, began to turn against Clinton’s plan late in the year. The Harry and Louise ads did their damage, but there was also a barrage of carefully planned oppositional radio talk shows, newspaper columns, letters to editors, op-eds, and direct-mail messages. I don’t think the country had ever seen the equivalent of the conservative infrastructure of think tanks and foundations coordinated with media that matured just in time for the anti–health bill campaign of 1993–94. Fighting it was swimming against a powerful incoming tide.


As Republicans saw support for the Clinton plan beginning to wane, their tactics shifted, and whatever willingness there had been to compromise began to evaporate. William Kristol, a scion of the neoconservatives and a powerful opinion maker on the right, circulated an influential memo laying out the case that the “predicate” for Republican success in the 1994 elections was preventing Clinton and the Democrats from passing a health plan—any health plan.


By November 1993, when the Clinton plan was finally introduced in legislative language, the country was entering the first phase of the 1994 congressional election campaign. The Republicans’ strategy was complete obstruction. Less than two months before Election Day 1994, Republican senators met at their weekly caucus lunch in the Mansfield Room in the Capitol. The 103rd Congress was about to adjourn for good. The Clinton health care plan was dead. Senator Bob Packwood, the ranking Republican on the Senate Finance Committee and floor manager for the Republicans during the health care floor debates, spoke up: “We’ve killed health care reform. Now we’ve got to make sure our fingerprints aren’t on it.”1


Democratic Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan of New York, chairman of the Finance Committee, and usually our strong ally, was very public about his opposition to Clinton’s timing for health care. He had been critical of the Clinton plan from the beginning. For him it was a matter of priorities; he wanted Clinton to deal with welfare reform, his particular interest, before health care reform. He made critical statements in the Finance Committee hearings about the financial and budgetary assumptions in the Clinton plan and criticized the Magaziner task force and Hillary Clinton’s projections on the financing of the program. Tactically, he decided, and announced publicly, that as chairman of the Finance Committee, whose support was vital to health care, he would not move the Clinton legislation through his committee promptly but would wait until he and Senator Dole, the minority leader, had reached agreement on an approach. The goal of bipartisanship is always a laudable one, but in this case Moynihan effectively gave the Republican Caucus veto authority over any bill. Dole, moreover, had no incentive to reach agreement because the Republicans had become committed to killing all versions of health care legislation.


In the days of the solid South, many southern Democrats were jokingly called “Yellow Dog Democrats” because they were so loyal to the Democratic Party they would vote for a yellow dog if he were on the Democratic ticket. Now, as the Republican Party gained traction in the South, a group of moderate and conservative southern Democrats dubbed themselves the “Blue Dogs” to indicate their independence from the national party—an independence that they hoped would help them with their increasingly conservative constituencies. This group was as likely to vote with conservative Republicans as with liberal Democrats. The Blue Dogs were difficult to hold in support of the health reform program, mainly because of the opposition from small business and because they were vulnerable to charges that the program represented an inappropriate, overregulatory expansion of the role of government.


THE STRUGGLE FAILS


In January 1994 President Clinton stressed universal health insurance in his State of the Union Address. If legislation didn’t provide coverage for all, he said, he would veto it. He held up a symbolic “health security card” akin to a Social Security or Medicare card. Progressive Democrats greeted the defiant gesture with applause and cheers. The Republicans sat on their hands. The Blue Dogs shifted uncomfortably.


There was a laudable and sustained effort by the old Democratic coalition—public interest health groups, labor, civil rights activists, women’s groups, liberal religious groups—to build support for the Clinton plan. Representatives of over a hundred groups met in Kennedy’s Labor Committee hearing room several afternoons a week from early in 1994 through the summer to share information and plan strategies. I became the master of ceremonies for these sessions. In a takeoff on the popular children’s Nickelodeon channel programming, they came to be referred to as D.C.’s version of Nick at Nite.


Legislation as comprehensive as universal health care invariably comes before more than one committee in both the Senate and the House. In the Senate, Kennedy led the Labor and Human Resources Committee carefully through the Health Security Act, amending as necessary to get majority support, and reported it to the floor of the Senate in early June 1994, after the Committee approved it by 10 votes to 6. Only Senator Jim Jeffords from Vermont among the Republicans voted for approval in the final vote. The Kennedy version provided universal coverage.


The Senate Finance Committee did not take up the Clinton plan until July. A bipartisan group self-labeled “the Mainstream Coalition,” led by the Republican Chafee and the Democrat John Breaux of Louisiana, broke away to formulate their own plan, which would have provided expanded but not universal coverage. Their bill set a coverage target of 95 percent of Americans. If that goal were not met, a new commission would report on recommendations to reach the target with procedures for expedited floor consideration of the commission’s recommendation. Their alternative passed the Finance Committee, but then it stalled.


Under Finance Committee procedures, unlike most other Senate committees, legislation and amendments are presented and voted on in “conceptual” form—a prose description—rather than actual legislative language. After the markup, Moynihan’s staff worked with Senate legislative counsel—nonpartisan legislative draftsmen who work for the whole Senate—to put the conceptual legislation passed into legislative form. Inexplicably, they did not involve Finance Committee members from the Mainstream Coalition in this effort—and Mainstream Coalition members were outraged when they saw the legislative language, believing it did not accurately reflect their bill.


In the House, the Labor and Education Committee reported out a bill similar to the Clinton plan. The Energy and Commerce Committee deadlocked and couldn’t agree on any legislation at all. And the Ways and Means Committee reported out a bill that looked less like the Clinton plan and more like a universal Medicare plan. There was much to recommend this approach, building on the acknowledged success of Medicare, but if the Clinton plan worried Harry and Louise (and the insurance industry behind them), the Medicare-like plan would have driven them crazy.


George Mitchell, justly celebrated for his ability to move complex legislation through the Senate, had to decide which bill to bring to the floor: the original Clinton bill, the Kennedy Committee’s version of the Clinton bill, or the Mainstream Coalition’s bill from the Finance Committee. Since only Jeffords among the Republicans had shown any regard for the Clinton bill or the Kennedy variation on it, and additional Republican cooperation was essential to breaking a filibuster, Mitchell brought up the bill reported out of the Finance Committee for debate and offered an alternative that incorporated many of the Mainstream Coalition’s ideas.


But it didn’t matter which version of health care insurance Mitchell brought up. The Republicans were extremely well organized in opposition. Each time Mitchell offered a revision to even one page in the bill, the Republicans demanded reprints of the entire thousand-page document, which they then stacked on their desks and ridiculed as “Mitchell 1,” “Mitchell 2,” “Mitchell 3.” They complained the bills were too long and that no one had had a chance to read them. They picked apart each one, searching for vulnerabilities. Each day they highlighted a different criticism. They endlessly paraphrased the dialogue from Harry and Louise. They attacked the president and Mitchell and Kennedy and other proponents of universal health insurance relentlessly. They did not hesitate to distort the provisions of the bill or make outlandish claims about its consequences.


In late August, with no prospect of a vote in sight, Mitchell yielded to a recess over Labor Day weekend and into early September, during which he would try to work out a version of the Mainstream Coalition’s proposal that might gain majority support. Staff for Mitchell, Chafee, and Kennedy remained in Washington, trying to assemble a bill that could attract wider support. But the break seemed to do the opposition more good than the proponents. There was no relenting in the Republican ranks, and even Republican participants in the Mainstream Coalition backed away from the program they had previously endorsed.


Meanwhile Democrats facing reelection were worried that the extended debate on health care was preventing them from conducting their campaigns, and they repeatedly urged Kennedy and Mitchell to give up. Kennedy exerted all his influence to bring a health care bill to a vote during the session. Passing a bill would give the Democrats an historic achievement to run on. Even losing the vote would give them political ammunition because they could put the blame on Republicans for defeating universal health coverage. But a significant number of Democrats did not want to vote on the bill, believing that the Republicans had created enough noise around the concept of universal health care that a vote even on a scaled-down bill would hurt them in their election campaigns. On September 26, 1994, just forty-three days before the general election, with no prospect of getting the sixty votes needed to break a Republican filibuster, Mitchell pulled the bill from the floor.


The Senate never voted on universal health care, so there was never a moment when each senator had to stand up and be counted. Until the fall of apartheid in 1996, the United States would remain the only nation in the industrialized world other than South Africa not to guarantee health care as a basic right for all its citizens. The number of uninsured, which during the health care debate was roughly 37 million, was growing by at least one million each year.


The failure of the Clinton health care proposal was central to the outcome of the election. Its passage would have shown the Democratic Congress to be effective and responsive to social needs. Instead, Republican campaigns, right-wing think tanks, and industry lobbyists successfully spun the bill as a threat to the health care that insured Americans already had, a harbinger of a large and intrusive bureaucracy rather than a guarantee of quality care for all. The debate kept vulnerable and threatened Democratic congressmen in Washington when they might have been campaigning, and ended sourly, so dispiriting Democratic voters around the country that enough stayed home to turn the election. Tellingly, for the first time since 1970 more Republicans than Democrats voted.2


The day that Mitchell finally pulled the health care bill was the day before Gingrich unveiled his Contract with America on the steps of the Capitol. The high level of enthusiasm and unity at Gingrich’s rally should have provided fair warning of the right-wing juggernaut that was rolling toward us. But, like the rest of the Democrats, we were blissfully unaware of what was to come.





Chapter 4



KENNEDY IN THE MINORITY





HELLO, TEDDY


The day after the election there was one last victory celebration at Kennedy headquarters. All the volunteers who had come to Boston for the campaign showed up early, bleary-eyed and punch-drunk from too little sleep for days, but excited over our decisive victory. We gossiped and hugged and high-fived each other over mounds of bagels and pitchers of orange juice and coffee. The senator and Mrs. Kennedy wandered through the crowd thanking each of us individually. Then a surprise guest appeared. The Broadway star and musical theater legend Carol Channing was performing at the Shubert Theatre in Boston in a revival of Hello, Dolly! more than thirty years after her New York triumph in the title role. She arrived at headquarters wearing bright red lipstick and a full-length white fur coat, her snow-white hair in a pageboy cut. She hugged the senator, said how happy she was to be up so early to celebrate his reelection, and began singing, drawing out each word in her trademark deep voice.


Hello, Teddy, well, hello Teddy,


It’s so nice to have you back where you belong.


She sang several more choruses, then flashed an open-mouthed smile and gave the senator, who was blushing and laughing, another hug. He thanked her and reminded her that he had first seen her in Hello, Dolly! at its pre-Broadway tryout in Washington when his brother was president. The staff applauded and cheered enthusiastically, although many of the young staffers probably had no idea who she was. Then she swept out of the headquarters almost as quickly as she had arrived.


After Channing left, the senator thanked the staff again, and we all went back to finishing the food, still in high spirits from the night before. No one mentioned the national drubbing the Democrats had just received or what those of us soon to return to Washington would face when we got there.


BACK TO WASHINGTON


From the party I went directly to the airport for my flight back to Washington. My transition from euphoria to grim reality was about to occur. I was returning to a city that I knew was already changed. For most of the hour-long flight, I stared out the plane window and wondered what was in store when I went back to work in the Senate. Approaching National Airport, I could see all the way down to the nation’s stunning Capitol building, dominated by the marble dome at the center and flanked on either side by the Senate and House wings. It was the same U.S. Capitol, the people’s building, the heart of our democracy, that I had left two weeks before, but my relationship to what went on there had changed.


In the majority, Kennedy had done much to set the agenda for the party and the country, and through the legislation he had enacted he had made a difference in the lives of millions of Americans. When I joined his staff in February 1989, President George H. W. Bush had been inaugurated a month earlier, and the 101st Congress had just begun. When the Senate Democratic Policy Committee set its legislative agenda for 1989–90, they identified sixty-three priority items for action. Of those enacted into law by the end of 1990, almost half, twenty-eight, came out of our committee: the first minimum wage increase in ten years, reforms to job training and math and science education, and reauthorization of the National Endowment for the Arts and the National Health Service Corps. We passed the Ryan White AIDS CARE bill, created a major new federally supported child care program, and in a step that truly changed our society, passed the Americans with Disabilities Act—a bill of rights for the disabled.


The second Congress under Bush, the 102nd, was somewhat less productive, as Bush moved to the right to try to placate his conservative base. His chief of staff, John Sununu, set the administration’s tone when he said, “There’s not a single piece of legislation that needs to be passed. . . . In fact, if Congress wants to come together, adjourn, and leave, it’s all right with us. We don’t need them.”1 But in spite of this, Kennedy still managed some legislative achievements. He and Senator John Danforth of Missouri led the successful effort to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1991, expanding remedies for employment discrimination. The Labor Committee reauthorized the Higher Education Act, which included an important direct loan program to bypass the banks and increase the amount of money that students would get. We reauthorized Head Start as well as a number of other important social programs. We passed the Family and Medical Leave Act, which Bush vetoed but which later became the first law signed by the new president, Bill Clinton. And Kennedy persisted in declaring that jobs, education, and health care all needed government action to address the needs of American families, while Bush focused exclusively on the first Iraq War.


The defeat of universal health care overshadowed just about everything else during Clinton’s first two years—the 103rd Congress of 1993 and 1994—but Kennedy was nevertheless extraordinarily successful in advancing important elements of the progressive agenda. When Senate Majority Leader Mitchell gave his wrap-up speech identifying the principal accomplishments of the 103rd Congress, more than half were Kennedy bills, including Family and Medical Leave, Head Start expansion, Goals 2000 school reform, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, School-to-Work, further reform of student loans, and the establishment of the National Service Program.


Now the environment was very different, and I was going to have to figure out how to adapt. Democrats would no longer set the agenda. Instead we would be reacting to the Republican majority’s priorities and searching for ways to exert some influence, a very new experience for me.


I began looking for clues to where the Republicans would try to go with their new power. An indication came from the first pronouncements of Newt Gingrich, soon to be speaker of the House. When the election results became known the night before, Gingrich started out being rather conciliatory. By morning, however, he was focused on reaffirming his party’s commitment to enacting the Contract with America. Then, during the day, he reverted to the posture he had presented during the campaign: the belligerent attack dog targeting Democrats and liberals. Gingrich adopted all three modes within twelve hours after the election results became known, and all before anything was heard from the Democratic president.


Gingrich celebrated Election Night in his congressional district, at a victory party in a suburban shopping mall in Marietta, Georgia. Maureen Dowd, the sharp-eyed political satirist of the New York Times, was there. She reported that the mood was one of “vengeful glee.” The master of ceremonies, a local Republican official, “made fun of Mario Cuomo losing his race in New York, and observed that President Clinton was about to ‘feel the pain.’ Inside the ballroom little girls waved placards reading ‘liberals, your time is up.’ ” She observed that Gingrich himself was more statesmanlike, promising to be “Speaker of the House and not Speaker of the Republican party.” He said, “The Republican success in the elections proved Americans wanted the Contract with America enacted,” but he made a point of noting that “at least half of our contract are things the President supports, that we should be able to work on together.” He urged “the President in the next few days to invite Bob Dole and myself to sit down and let’s talk in a candid way and see if there isn’t some common ground.”2


On the television news shows the following morning Gingrich was explicit about his reading of the elections. On CBS This Morning, he said, “I think we have an obligation to listen carefully to what was clearly a voice for lower spending, for less government, for lower taxes, for much tougher provisions on criminals.” On CNN’s morning news show he said, “I think that the American people want very bold dramatic change.”3 In an interview with Maureen Dowd later in the day, he was back on the attack: “Although Mr. Gingrich said it might take a decade, he promised to bury any remnants of what he disdainfully calls the Great Society counterculture, McGovern legacy, and return America to a more black and white view of right and wrong.” Gingrich told Dowd “he expected a ten to twelve year battle between conservatives and leftist elites over the direction of the country, before conservatives would be able to recast the government as a force for traditional morals.”4


Clinton spent Election Night at the White House with the first lady and close friends, according to the Washington Post’s Dan Balz.5 For most of the evening he remained in the family quarters, where he watched the returns on television and placed and fielded phone calls from Democrats around the country, many of whom had already lost. Several times during the evening and night he ventured down to the West Wing, where his staff was tabulating the results and grimly monitoring one bad outcome after another. The next morning Clinton woke to learn that the New York Times and Washington Post had interpreted the election results as a referendum on him—a referendum that he had lost badly. The Times front-page headline was “A Vote against Clinton,” and the Washington Post lead story was titled “An Historic Election Message of Repudiation to President Clinton and His Party.”


There was no public statement from the president until the afternoon. Even then the event was delayed by an hour while Clinton huddled with his aides, deciding what to say. Not surprisingly the president was deeply shocked by the one-sided results. He had campaigned for Democrats in state after state almost nonstop for several weeks before the election, and everywhere his candidates were losing. He looked haggard and tired at the press conference, which was held in the East Room of the White House. The location gave his remarks the full formality of presidential pomp, to remind the country that he was still president even though his party had been clobbered in the election and it seemed as if the leadership of the country had passed to Gingrich and his Republican allies. The Post’s veteran and insightful columnist Mary McGrory described Clinton’s mood: “He was pretty much in the Ancient Mariner mode, haunted and babbling. He couldn’t stop talking about the shipwreck that had just occurred, but he couldn’t think of anything to say either.”6


Not surprisingly, Clinton pledged, “I will do everything in my power to reach out to the leaders and members of this new Congress.” Reaching out was one thing; I was more worried that he seemed to agree with Gingrich on the meaning of the election. He said, “Not enough people . . . believed we were meeting their desires for a fundamental change in the role of Government in their lives. . . . It must be possible for us to give our people a government that is smaller, that is more effective, that reflects both our interests and our values.”7


By the time I returned to my office in the Senate for the first time since the election, I had read the clues from Gingrich and the president from the day before. The president was interpreting the election the same way as the leader of the radical right, that voters were calling for less spending, fewer taxes, less government. He was saying he wanted to reach out to the Republicans and meet them in the center. In contrast, the Republican leader was talking about bold and radical change, about “burying” the Great Society and “recasting” the government after a ten-year “battle between conservatives and liberal elites.” All I could think of was that if one side in any political struggle is hell-bent on achieving total victory and is conceding no ground to the other, and the other is nodding in agreement with its opponent’s interpretation of events and priorities and emphasizing how much it will reach out and work with that opposition, the end result will inevitably be dramatic movement in the direction of the more aggressive party.


Passivity usually doesn’t work in politics. The party setting the agenda, bringing energy and vitality to the contest, clear in its convictions, beats the party that is confused, sullen, reactive, defensive, incoherent, and accommodating. It doesn’t work in policymaking either. In one hundred days in 1933, President Franklin Roosevelt marshaled all his political capital and pushed through Congress the bulk of the New Deal agenda, while a demoralized and disorganized Republican minority watched, consigned to defeat. President Lyndon Johnson used his huge majority after the 1964 election to push through Congress the raft of far-reaching liberal social legislation that became the Great Society. Gingrich was now poised to ram through a radical conservative agenda, and the Democratic president was already conceding ground.


WHAT A DIFFERENCE AN ELECTION MAKES!


Arriving at my office, I was surprised when the door of the Labor Committee administrative office next to mine suddenly opened and Senator Nancy Kassebaum’s chief of staff, Susan Hattan, stepped out, nearly running into me. I knew Susan well. After the election Kassebaum would replace Kennedy as chair of the Committee, and she would choose the new staff director. Now change stared me in the face. Susan had been in the Committee office already. She must have been talking to the Committee administrator, making plans for Republican control, scoping out my office, which would soon be hers.


“Susan, congratulations! Would you like to inspect your new office?” I said, being as upbeat as I could be.


A broad grin escaped her normal composure. “No, not now, but I’d like to get together with you soon to talk about the transition.”


My instinct was to be as cooperative as possible. “Sure, just tell me when. I’ll come over to the Hart Building to your office. I’d like to see where I’ll be moving.”


Susan was from Nebraska. Having worked for Kansas senators Dole (five years) and Kassebaum (sixteen years at that point), she was an experienced moderate Republican staffer. I am sure she had chafed under Democratic control of the Senate because Kennedy had controlled the Labor Committee agenda and a good deal else. While I was staff director and Kennedy was chairman, I had tried to be accommodating to the Republicans, but being accommodating and cooperative did not mean giving up on our ambitious goals or lessening the intense workload. Now the positions were reversed. Susan was not only liberated; she was poised to lead, to take control herself. At least she wasn’t a Gingrich Republican bent on getting even with us or, as Gingrich had put it, “burying” the remnants of our legacy.


I asked Susan what she intended to do about Committee funding for the minority.


“You know Senator Kassebaum is very frugal, and I suspect both the majority and the minority will be facing big budget cuts,” she responded. “I’ll call you later to set up a time to meet.”


My heart sank. I had calculated that our share of the Committee budget would automatically be reduced by at least 50 percent when we went into the minority, but now I feared Kassebaum would cut the whole Committee budget even more. There were over forty staff members working for the ten Democratic senators on the Committee. At least half of them would have to find another job.


Other than Nadine Arrington, the Committee administrator, I was the first in my office that morning. Nadine arrived early most mornings, and I’m sure she especially wanted to be there early today in case Susan Hattan came by. Usually the Committee administrators would change as control shifted from one party to the next, but Nadine had survived at least two turnovers over the past fifteen years. She was an elegant woman whose soft, cultured voice masked an iron determination to see that her job was carried out efficiently and effectively, and I thought it was likely that she would survive this turnover as well.



WHAT WE WILL BE HIT WITH


I called our first staff meeting to assess the impact of Republican control in Washington on the issues each of our staff members worked on and to respond to the matter on every Democratic staff members’ mind that day: the future of his or her job.


The impending loss of staff was upsetting, but the threat the Gingrich agenda presented to the continuation of a strong government role in the lives of middle- and low-income Americans was even more so. These families depended on the federal government for health care, college loans and grants, job training, and aid to elementary and secondary schools, among other programs. Millions of others depended on the federal government to monitor safety conditions in the workplace, to enforce the safety of the food, drug, and water supplies, to regulate conditions in the nation’s nursing homes, and to assure the security of their pensions. Years later it is hard to remember that Gingrich targeted each of these programs for massive reduction or elimination. Our Committee had jurisdiction over most of these issues, but even in other key areas, such as Medicare and Medicaid, which belonged to the Finance Committee, Kennedy had historically taken a critical leadership role. He—and we—would be at the epicenter of the Republican crusade to reduce the role of government in American life.


The Kennedy staff assembled at lunchtime in the Committee hearing room. The room is very grand, rectangular in shape, with wood-paneled walls, ornate moldings, bronze Art Deco lighting fixtures, tall ceilings, and large, wide windows draped with deep green, heavy, floor-to-ceiling curtains. At the end of the room opposite the public entranceway is an elevated U-shaped stage fronted by a long, U-shaped desk. This stage or dais is where the Committee senators sit in high-back leather swivel chairs for hearings. Along the wall behind the dais are small metal chairs for staff members. In front is a long table for the witnesses; behind that are rows of chairs for spectators, and, on each side, tables for the press. The room is used not only for hearings but also for markups, where bills referred to the Committee are amended and voted on and for press conferences, meetings, and even holiday parties.


The Committee room had been the scene of many memorable events as well as confrontations between Democrats and Republicans over labor, education, and health policy issues. More than any other place this room impressed me with what we had lost. We didn’t control the hearing room anymore. We would not be the ones scheduling hearings on issues we chose or moving legislation we wrote or consistently winning votes in Committee on bills and amendments. I looked behind the dais and focused on the row of empty metal chairs along the wall where our staff members sat behind their bosses at hearings. In January many of those seats on the Democratic side would be empty.


The Committee education and health staff arrived together, followed by the labor and employment staff, all from the Hart Senate Building next door. The immigration and judiciary staffs, along with a small contingent focused on children’s issues, our general counsel, our oversight staff, and our press staff all came from offices in the Dirksen Building. Legislative Director Carey Parker and Kennedy’s foreign policy staff came from the senator’s personal office in the Russell Building.


Since I started working for Kennedy I had carried a six-by-nine-and-a-half-inch spiral notebook to every meeting, and I had made a habit of writing down, verbatim when possible, whatever was said in a form of shorthand I had developed while I was a prosecutor writing down witnesses’ statements during interviews. My notes from this first meeting of staff after the election debacle reflect the alarm we shared about Gingrich’s intentions.


We had all read the newspapers that morning and knew in broad strokes what Gingrich and Dole were intending and that President Clinton was offering to work with them. Every staff member had followed the campaign discussions of their issues and had studied the Contract with America and the policy statements by Gingrich and his allies, which provided details beyond the relatively brief and general provisions of the Contract. Our staff had worked with many of the Republican staff members whose senators were soon to assume leadership roles in shaping the Republican strategy and agenda. In some cases our staff had already met with their counterparts on our Committee and staff of Republicans in leadership roles and had learned more details of what they were planning. So it was likely that the predictions at this meeting were well founded.

OEBPS/images/9781476796178.jpg
LION o THE SE

WHEN :
TED KENNEDY 5
RALLIED
the DEMOCRATS
inaGOP
CONGRESS

2%
NICK LITTLEFIELPI}ND DAV@W XON
inTrRoDucTION BY DORIS KEARNS GOODWIN









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
LION
of the SENATE

When Ted Kennedy Rallied the

Democrats in a GOP Congress

Nick Littlefield and David Nexon

SIMON & SCHUSTER

NewYork London Toronto Sydney ~New Delhi









