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PROLOGUE



The Road to History


On September 11, 2001, I was the first person to tell President George W. Bush that a plane had slammed into an office tower in New York City and was aboard Air Force One as it crisscrossed the country in the hours that followed. I was caught in the sweep of history, in a moment much larger than someone who came from where I did could have expected to be in. It was a turning point for a presidency and the country. The courage and conviction I saw among those aboard Air Force One and in the White House in the years ahead gave me the confidence of having been on the right side of the fight.


Politics is often considered a contact sport, and it is. But the focus on its play by play can obscure why politics is important in the first place: it provides an arena where Americans determine whose ideas will lead the country and how these will change people’s lives. Leaders with conviction often shape the outcomes in that arena.


Politics is high-pressure, high-stakes, and often frustrating. It’s also flooded with moments of joy, excitement, and victory. One of those moments for me came on January 20, 2001—the day George W. Bush was sworn in as President of the United States. I had made my way to the White House with my wife, Darby, to see my new West Wing office. As I approached the building, I was momentarily taken aback when a Marine snapped to attention and opened a door for us. I hesitated for just a second. I thought, Do we walk through that door? And then, When I do, I become a witness to history.


It was the start of a presidency, and a milepost in my life in politics. Along the way, there were moments where I thought I had sidelined myself—as when I quit George H. W. Bush’s nascent presidential campaign in 1978. And there were moments of luck and even surprise—one of them in my twenties, when I knocked on a door only to find Elizabeth Taylor standing in front of me wearing a revealing nightgown and inviting me in.


There were also moments of peril, enormous stress, and danger. In my desk at home, I keep a copy of a newspaper clipping—a picture of I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby and his wife. Scooter was a friend and the chief of staff to Vice President Dick Cheney. On October 28, 2005, his world came undone when a federal grand jury indicted him for obstructing an investigation and lying to federal agents and a grand jury.


I keep that clipping because it reminds me of how brutal politics can be, and because it captures a moment that is well known but widely misunderstood. What led to Scooter’s indictment was a policy disagreement that devolved into a legal fight. For me, being a subject of a federal investigation was a harrowing experience. But it was a small piece of a much larger debate about a central issue of the Bush presidency—whether it was right to have gone to war against Iraq.


I worked fifteen steps from the Oval Office. From that vantage point, this book will set the record straight. It will pull back the curtain on my journey to the White House and my years there. I will acknowledge mistakes. And I will make the case—defiantly and unapologetically—for many controversial decisions.


I have often wondered how it was that I had landed where I have in life. Growing up, I had a nerdish fascination with our political system. But that’s true of lots of kids. There wasn’t anything special about my family that would lead naturally to a front-row seat to history. When I was young, my family bumped around the Rocky Mountain West, living on the shabby side of the middle class. As a geologist, my dad was often gone for months at a time on work. For a time in college, I had nowhere to live and was lucky to find a space to sleep in the unheated storage space above the porch in a fraternity house. Not exactly a grand start in life.


It was, however, an appropriate one. Everyone’s early life shapes their perspective. Mine grew out of Western values that emphasized limitless opportunities, even when people’s circumstances constrain their lives. The experiences I had early in my life helped make me a conservative and led me both to the Republican Party and to the belief that I could make a contribution to the political battles that are the lifeblood of a democracy.


What follows is my account of the arc of my life, why I bent it one way over another, and how a kid from a broken home could be called “the architect” by a conservative president whose courage and conviction led our nation through consequential times.





CHAPTER 1



A Broken Family on the Western Front
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Have you heard the joke about the Norwegian farmer who loved his wife so much he almost told her? My father—Louis C. Rove, Jr.—was a Norwegian, one of those taciturn midwesterners who held back a lot. But in the last decades of life, Dad began to open up about himself, his marriage, and my childhood. He would meet me and my wife, Darby, in Santa Fe for the opera and the Chamber Music Festival each summer, and while exploring New Mexico, he would reveal secrets of our family life that were shocking because they were so intimate. But I disclose them here because my early years have been painted very differently. There is something to be said about setting the record straight, especially when it involves your kin.


So before I get to my career in politics, I want to tell the real story of my family, with all the love and heartbreak it contained. My father was a geologist. At about six feet tall, trim, with short-cropped blond hair and glasses, he had a kind but somber demeanor. Born in Wisconsin, he served briefly in the Navy at the end of World War II. Afterward, he spent a year at Hope College in Michigan. Inspired by his uncle Olaf Rove, a consulting geologist of some renown, my father then transferred to the Colorado School of Mines, in Golden, Colorado.


It was there that he met my mother, Reba Wood. There were many differences. Dad was college-educated, well-read, and had grown up in a sensibly middle-class home with books, classical music, and opera. My mother never went to college, never had been exposed to books or classical music, and wasn’t interested in them. It may have been that she was the only girl in a family that prized boys, or else it was an early misfortune that was hidden from me, but regardless, while she appeared strong and in control, in reality she was fragile. Her brittleness, emotional pain, and suffering were out of most people’s view. But she and Dad were drawn to each other: he to her beauty and passion, and she to his solid dependability and dashing good looks. For a very long time, they were very much in love.


Mom was the only daughter of Robert G. and Elsie Wood and had three younger brothers. My maternal grandfather never went to college, but he was full of drive, dreams, and integrity. During the Depression, he found work on a Colorado Highway Department crew. Later, from a wooden shelf on the backseat of his car, Grandpa started selling butcher knives he had bought on consignment, to out-of-the-way grocery stores in southern Colorado. He eventually built it into a business—Robert G. Wood & Company, “Quality Butcher Supplies.” It was to provide a good livelihood for three generations of Woods. I was to spend many happy hours in his shop in Denver and around Grandfather Wood and my three uncles.


My grandparents lived in the same house for most of their adult lives, at 3045 Lowell Boulevard in Denver. The only luxury they allowed themselves was travel, recorded on a primitive motion picture camera by my grandfather. Over a twenty-year period, they went to Mexico, worked their way through South America; flew to Hawaii; traveled to Lebanon, Israel, and Egypt in simpler times in the region; visited Cambodia and Vietnam before they became dangerous; and went to Japan when it no longer was. It was a highlight after each trip to go to our grandparents’ house to see my grandfather’s movies, carefully narrated by him. My grandmother decorated their house with things brought home from their travels, whether trinkets, rubbings from the Angkor Wat temples, or Peruvian village retablos.


When my grandfather died of a heart attack on Labor Day 1974, my grandmother attempted suicide by shooting herself in the stomach. She lived another twenty-five years in pain and loneliness, mourning her husband and, I later was to discover, indirectly showing her loved ones that suicide was an acceptable way to deal with hardship.


I was born early on Christmas Day 1950, in a hospital elevator in Denver, Colorado. I guess I started out eager to get going. I grew up on the genteel fringes of the lower middle class, the second oldest in what became a family of five kids—three boys (an older brother and a younger one) and two sisters (both younger). We lived in Colorado until I was nine; in Sparks, Nevada, until I was fifteen; and then in Holladay, Utah, as my father followed opportunities in the mining business.


In the 1950s, being a young geologist specializing in uranium, lead, zinc, and copper was not a lucrative calling, but it was a demanding profession. Dad was often gone for months at a time on stints in Angola and Mozambique; in Aruba; in Manitoba, Alberta, and on the Queen Charlotte Islands of Canada; in Alaska; and all across the western part of the lower forty-eight states. His trips prompted a childish interest in vexillology: I used to draw pictures of the flags of the countries and states he worked in and treasured a small book of flags of nations and history he gave me.


I keep a picture of my father on a shelf near my desk. It was taken in a remote corner of Angola in the early 1950s. He is surrounded by bush children who probably had not seen many Westerners. When I was young, the picture seemed to me to be of a young, tanned demigod. In reality, he was a gangly young man fresh out of college, trying to chart his way in life.


We were brought up on tales of Africa, of his beloved monkey Chico, who later died in the Lisbon Zoo, and how my father had come to possess an eighteen-foot-long snakeskin, a zebra hide, and a rhinoceros horn—revered as sacred family totems in our home. We showed them to our friends with great ceremony.


In Colorado, our family first lived briefly in the company town of Kokomo, near the Climax mine north of Leadville. Then we moved to a house in a big field outside Arvada. There was a large pond in the southeast corner and a ditch meandered over the lower part of the property, providing welcome territory for games and exploring.


We had a chicken coop and a garden that provided us with much-needed eggs, carrots, tomatoes, and green beans. To this day, I think there’s almost nothing better than a ripe strawberry plucked fresh from the garden and nothing worse than eggplant, especially when it’s been fried the night before and served cold for breakfast because you left it on your dinner plate.


We never lacked for anything we really needed, but the family budget was always under pressure. My mother could spend more money to less effect than almost anyone I have ever known. To her credit, she tried earning money, but her ideas usually lasted only a season or two. One year, we collected pinecones and sold them to local nurseries. Then Mom became an Avon lady and my brother and I (and eventually all the kids) became experts at bagging orders. I knew by heart the code for almost every shade of Avon lipstick. We delivered newspapers, cut grass, babysat the neighbors’ kids, sold lemonade, and helped out at Grandfather’s store. As a teenager, I waited tables and washed dishes, ran a cash register at a hippie shop that sold patchouli oil, worked in a hospital kitchen, and held down the night shift at a convenience store. My parents made me quit the last job after I was robbed twice—once with a pistol and the second time with a sawed-off shotgun. I was stoic during the robberies, but shaken afterward and happy my parents insisted I quit.


Even with all these efforts, and especially when we were young, there didn’t seem to be enough money. The Christmas I turned five, the bonus Dad had been promised turned out to be a pittance, leaving him with no money for presents, so he talked a buddy who flew a helicopter like the one in the M*A*S*H television show into landing his chopper in the dusty field surrounding our house and taking us up. Dad explained it was Santa’s helicopter, so we had to take our ride the day before Christmas rather than on Christmas itself. It’s still the best Christmas I ever had.


For my brothers and sisters and me, it seemed like an idyllic childhood, with Boy Scouts, Little League, playing “war” in the fields nearby, stamp and coin collections, trading baseball cards, and fried chicken dinners on Sunday at our grandparents’ house, where we watched Bonanza and The Wonderful World of Disney on their color TV. I looked up to my older brother, Eric, even though he used to beat me up, as all older brothers do. I thought he was the smartest person I knew. He spent his life outdoors, working in highway construction after attending the University of Nevada. Alma, six years younger than me, looked the most like Mom and, like her, had more than her share of misfortune in life. Olaf, eight years younger than me, was a happy and thoroughly content child who grew up to run computer systems. And the baby, Reba—nine years younger than me—was especially smart, disciplined, funny, prone to tricks, and, at least when it comes to her childhood memories, also prone to good-hearted exaggeration. We were an outgoing, active group.


We didn’t have a television at home until we moved to Nevada. Dad said it was because he wanted us to read, exercise our minds, and do our homework. I suspect family finances had something to do with it, too. When he was home and read to us or made us listen to the opera sponsored by Texaco and explained the stories we were hearing, not having a television didn’t matter so much.


During breaks from school, Dad would take his children with him when he had geological fieldwork nearby. It fostered a love of the open spaces of the West and of nature and its processes. Dad’s frequent travels and our family’s mobility made me a natural extrovert, with both the ability and the need to make friends and connect with others. And living in a tidy middle-class household with only a few, but nice, pieces of furniture and art never made me yearn for material things.


Mom ran the household in Dad’s absence and she could alternately act like a Marine drill instructor or a soft, caring figure. She was not stable or predictable and had a penchant for melodrama. The family was always headed over a cliff tomorrow. She would be seized by some crisis and then share her fear with her children. The moment would eventually pass for her, but some anxiety and uncertainty would remain with us.


My father and my grandfather helped organize the First Presbyterian Church of Golden, Colorado, so there was also Sunday school and summer church camp. The young minister they called to the pulpit told me many years later that he and my dad attended a local Presbyterian meeting where the little daughter of one of the pastors played the piano to entertain the group. She was Condoleezza Rice, whose father, John, was an associate pastor at Montview Presbyterian Church in Denver. My parents were later active in helping form Westminster Presbyterian Church in Sparks, pressing me into service as a canvasser and then an usher.


We caught glimpses of life’s casual cruelty, especially after we moved to Nevada when I was nine. Sometimes neighborhood kids would show up unannounced for dinner at our house, which was inevitably spaghetti or macaroni and cheese with hamburger meat. I learned that these kids were from families where the parents had gambled away their paychecks. The experience gave me a lifelong aversion to gambling.


Because my father was often gone and my mother prone to erratic behavior, I took refuge in books. They were dependable, solid, and an exciting escape to a better place. “There is no Frigate like a Book / To take us Lands away,” Emily Dickinson once wrote. I wasn’t good at sports, and my family couldn’t afford entertainment, so books were my savior: you can blame them for my love of politics, and the career it produced.


I still have the first frigate I can remember reading: a gift from my second-grade teacher called Great Moments in History. Its pages on the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the Alamo, and the Civil War fascinated me. I read everything I could get my hands on, especially biographies and histories. The coming of the centennial of the Civil War in 1960 meant I was exposed at the age of seven to a flood of books on it.


To me, the Civil War was not just compelling and stirring, it was real. It was a true drama of real people with real lives whose decisions settled the question of whether the young democracy would remain Lincoln’s “last, best hope of freedom.” I pored over Civil War picture books and even copied the wartime drawings from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper and Harper’s Weekly, which appeared in Fletcher Pratt’s Civil War in Pictures. The maps in the American Heritage Picture History of the Civil War especially enthralled me. They were pictures of the battlefields with drawings of tiny armies, North and South, smashing into each other at Bull Run, Spotsylvania, Gettysburg, Vicksburg, Atlanta, Petersburg, and Appomattox.


But my bookishness doesn’t entirely explain why I fell in love with politics and became a Republican. My parents never expressed an interest in politics. My mother voted Republican in 1970 because I was working for the GOP, but in 1972 she voted for the Peace and Freedom Party, headed by radical Eldridge Cleaver, because my brother was supporting it.


Republicanism fit with my childhood of growing up in the Rocky Mountain West, a place of big horizons, long vistas, and most important of all, a palpable sense of freedom. There is something about the West that encourages individualism and personal responsibility, values I thought best reflected by Republicans. In the West, people tend to be judged on their merits, not their pedigree. From there, Washington seems undependable and a long way away.


At the age of nine, I decided I was for Richard Nixon in the 1960 presidential election. I got my hands on a Nixon bumper sticker, slapped it on my bike’s wire basket, and rode up and down the block, as if that alone would get him a vote. Instead it drew the attention of a little girl who lived in the neighborhood. She had a few years and about thirty pounds on me and was enthusiastically for John F. Kennedy. She pulled me from my bicycle and beat the heck out of me, leaving me with a bloody nose and a tattered ego. I’ve never liked losing a political fight since.


At the age of thirteen, I was wild for Barry Goldwater. I loved that his philosophy celebrated freedom and responsibility, the dignity and worth of every individual, the danger of intrusive government, and the importance of politics to protecting those ideals. I had Goldwater buttons, stickers, and posters, a ragged paperback copy of Goldwater’s The Conscience of a Conservative, and even a bright gold aluminum can of “Au H2O,” a campaign artifact that played on the candidate’s last name. I got ahold of a Goldwater sign, but it didn’t last long in our front yard. I don’t know whether my parents or a supporter of Lyndon Baines Johnson removed it. LBJ not only crushed the Arizona senator, he also crushed me. I was devastated. But for budding Republicans like me, there was nobility in Goldwater’s loss. He went down with guns blazing and his ideology on full, unapologetic display. Goldwater was a “conviction politician,” the kind who shaped a movement.


Economics came on my radar screen when I was twelve or thirteen, when someone gave me a copy of Capitalism and Freedom, by Milton Friedman, one of the greatest defenders and advocates of capitalism. “Government power must be dispersed. If government is to exercise power, better in the county than in the state, better in the state than in Washington,” he wrote. Reading Friedman led me to next plow through Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations. The pin maker, the division of labor, and the “invisible hand”—all of it made sense to me.


Then there was William F. Buckley, Jr. The Sparks, Nevada, library had a subscription to Buckley’s National Review magazine, with its unadorned cover and its bold credenda. I eagerly awaited its arrival each week, devouring articles using words I didn’t know (such as denouement) but whose meaning I could often guess. I couldn’t get my hands on Buckley’s books quickly enough. At age fifteen I laughed out loud all the way through The Unmaking of a Mayor.


When I took my first civics course in the fourth or fifth grade, and classmates were doing their first term papers on “Our Constitution” or “The Congress,” I was writing on the communist theory of dialectical materialism, since I had read Karl Marx. But I wanted a bridge from the world of ideas to the world of practical politics—and at fifteen, I received my first experience in government.


Between junior high and high school, I wrangled a summer internship in the Washoe County clerk’s office in Reno, Nevada. At the beginning of that summer, my family moved from Sparks to Holladay, Utah, near Salt Lake City. I stayed behind, living with my scoutmaster and his wife and spending the summer riding the bus to and from the courthouse to work. Somehow, filing papers and making photocopies in the clerk’s office seemed exciting and fresh. The process of government was thrilling. I spent most of my time filing crime and divorce papers, but I also watched trials and county commission meetings and even sat in on the Board of Equalization, though I couldn’t figure out what they were talking about, other than that it had to do with money and taxes. I was fascinated by county government and read whatever I could find about the esoteric disputes of county government theory.


Summer ended on a thrilling social note. On the final day of my internship, the cute eighteen-year-old clerk asked me to walk her home. Outside her apartment she gave me a quick kiss (my first). But the last bus from downtown Reno home to Sparks was fast approaching its stop a block away, so I had to bid her good-bye and run to catch it.


As we settled into a modest house in Holladay in the fall of 1966, I entered Olympus High School in suburban Salt Lake City feeling lost. I didn’t know anyone. I was a non-Mormon in a school where 90 percent or more of the students did follow that faith. I had no particular skill at sports or with girls. But I did have an ability: I could talk and argue. I was fortunate that at Olympus specifically, and in Utah generally, high school debate was a big deal, an activity where a bookish boy could find affirmation. I joined the debate team, found my tribe, and was off.


The coach, Diana Childs, paired me with Mark Dangerfield, who was a year ahead of me. Mark and I clicked right away. He had a great smile, a sharp mind, a competitive spirit, and the ability to scrape away some of my rough edges. We turned out to be alike in many ways.


For example, we were obsessive about preparation. We wanted better research and more of it than any of our competitors (a habit I still have to this day). We spent a small fortune on four-by-six-inch cards on which we wrote our information in precise block lettering or typed it with a small manual typewriter we had scored at a secondhand sale. We then meticulously arranged the cards in giant boxes behind dividers that made possible the quick recovery of facts, quotes, and authorities. I developed an elaborate color scheme to help us pluck just the right card at that special moment to confound the opposing pair of debaters.


In high school debate, you had to be ready to argue both sides of the question on a moment’s notice. So we picked apart our own arguments, anticipated the counterarguments, and picked those apart, too. Gaming the debate out as many moves in advance as possible was great training for politics. Debate gave me the habit of examining the case of my candidate and that of his opponent. In a campaign, you need to think not just about what you want to say now, but how that train of arguments, and even events, will play out over time. It taught me that staying on offense was important and that once you were on defense, it was hard to regain control of the dialogue.


Being fanatical about research, Mark and I came up with a favorite tactic. We’d quote authorities the opposition had never heard of, and when they rose to dismiss our source, we’d roll out their impressive title such as the “Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs” and express astonishment that our worthy opponents had never heard of that significant policy leader.


The debates were staged in high school classrooms, generally in front of speech, history, or world affairs classes. They were often tough audiences, uninterested in what we had to say but stuck in their seats and forced to listen to the scrawny guys in three-piece suits. If we got them to laugh or otherwise favorably respond, it was almost as good as getting the most points on a judge’s score sheet. We became the only undefeated team in the statewide high school speech and debate competition, and won an important western regional meet as well.


Debate led to other activities. I became involved in Model U.N., which was big in Utah, and eventually became Model U.N. Club president. I took part in speech competitions such as the Veterans of Foreign Wars’ “Voice of Democracy” and the American Legion’s “Americanism” contests. Students delivered patriotic addresses on an assigned topic to veterans audiences. I won several competitions, even traveling to Merced, California, for a western regional contest.


Debate wasn’t the only way my horizons were broadened in high school. My political vista was ready to be stretched as well. The man who would do that was a short, natty, bespectacled, bow-tie-wearing high school teacher named Eldon M. Tolman. He was a lot of things I wasn’t and didn’t like—including a Democrat, and not just any kind, but an LBJ Democrat. Tolman was also a union official, president of the local chapter of the Utah Education Association. If I learned anything from Goldwater, it was not to trust union bosses.


But those differences were far less important than the fact that Tolman loved politics and wanted his students to love it, too. To his credit, he didn’t care what his students’ views were. As luck would have it, he was my teacher in 1968, and he made sure I kept up with all that year’s earth-shattering events. But he also took me aside and in his prim, proper manner told me that if I wanted an A, I had to get involved in a political campaign. At the time, I was a little over five feet tall, had glasses with thick frames, wore hush puppies, and carried a briefcase. A’s mattered a lot to me.


The campaign I chose was that of Utah’s senior United States senator, Wallace F. Bennett. Bennett was seventy years old, having been elected to the Senate the year I was born. A brash, charismatic young professor at the University of Utah named J. D. Williams was running for the Democratic nomination. Anger was rising at the Vietnam War and many young people across the country were flocking to support antiwar candidates like Williams. Bennett supported the war and, unbeknownst to me, was planning a big effort among young people to counter the Democrats’ appeal.


Somehow I became the Salt Lake County high school chairman of Students for Bennett. I cajoled friends to volunteer, handed out stickers, worked at the headquarters, and recruited teams of similarly minded young political junkies to put out yard signs and attend campaign events. There weren’t that many of us, so I pressed my younger siblings into service frequently.


Tolman, meanwhile, decided that in the spring Olympus would have mock conventions in which students would nominate the presidential tickets. I threw myself into helping organize the GOP one. Hundreds of students played the roles of state delegations and party leaders. Like the real Republican National Convention, we nominated Richard Nixon—but not before we’d made the rounds of campaign headquarters, scoring buttons, banners, and baloney to decorate the school cafeteria for our convention.


Tolman’s greatest contribution was to make certain that his students saw all the presidential candidates who came to town. It’s hard today to think of Utah as a swing state, but in 1968 it was. The three major candidates—Nixon, Hubert Humphrey, and George Wallace—appeared at the Mormon Tabernacle in Salt Lake, and I saw them all.


Wallace was angry, belligerent, and nasty, and even to my untrained ears, a pure demagogue. A protester heckled and the Alabama governor taunted him back, saying that if the protester lay down in front of Wallace’s limousine, it would be the last one he’d lie down for. The crowd screamed in agreement. As the Alabama bantam rooster strutted on the Tabernacle stage, I realized this was the first time I had seen a bigot, and the racial hatred he engendered, up close. I actually felt fear: his harangue was practiced and effective, and drew angry shrieks from the audience. These ordinary people were furious with their country and this man fed their frustration.


Nixon was polished and programmed, promising change “from top to bottom.” He was an odd combination: one of the most effective politicians of that year, yet a man who was visibly uncomfortable as a campaigner. He drove himself by force of will to great heights. Vice President Humphrey struck me as nervous and old-fashioned. Nelson Rockefeller came across as a patrician with a nice, unforced backslapping folksiness when he came to open his Utah campaign headquarters. He also had the best campaign materials and plenty of them. Robert Kennedy stirred the crowd into a frenzy but he seemed cerebral, distant, and tired, yet inspiring and sad, all at the same time. I saw Ronald Reagan leave Republicans on their feet screaming and cheering in the loudest room I’d ever been in. The antiwar Eugene McCarthy was aloof and cold at a rally in a downtown park.


I had, then, a front-row seat in a rare, memorable, and consequential year in American politics, all courtesy of a liberal high school teacher who loved politics and his students. I was permanently bitten. I even became a candidate myself. In fact, for the first time I watched a savvy campaign manager (my world history teacher) pick a neophyte candidate (me), run a clever campaign, and produce a winner.


She insisted I run for second vice president of the student body, even though my nerds weren’t numerous enough to elect anyone. But she recruited the senior captain of the basketball team and the popular senior girl with the brand-new yellow sports car to co-chair my campaign. I had instant credibility with influential endorsements and the adroit behind-the-scenes maneuvering of a powerful sponsor. The fix was in.


There were two activities by which Olympus students judged candidates for student body office. The first was the quality of the posters candidates hung in the hallways. A friend who was an art student helped me and my debate team buddies manufacture dozens of posters using cutouts from magazines and then covered them with a shiny shellac to make them stand out. Most of the posters were witty, risqué, and eye-catching. Having the help of people who played with words for fun turned out to be an unanticipated advantage. I recall only one poster: it echoed a popular car ad by encouraging students to “Support the Mini-Brute.” I was confident we had the best ad blitz—but would that be enough?


The second test of the candidates was skits and speeches. My opponent, John, had gotten elected sophomore and junior class president on the strength of being rolled into the gym in a full-sized cardboard outhouse, from which he sprang to give a speech sprinkled with references to his fake outdoor commode. (A john—get it?) It had worked for him twice and we correctly anticipated he’d fall back on the tactic again. Students had seen it before, so its novelty had worn off. But we had a surprise: As my name was announced over the sound system, we fired up a VW convertible, flung open the gym doors, and drove the bright Bug into the packed arena with a basketball hero in the front seat behind the wheel and me in the back waving to the crowd, flanked by two attractive girls. Principal John Larsen, a tall, brooding hulk, reacted to the scene with a scowl that would have scared the bejesus out of the toughest biker gang. But a VW driving across the gym with the nerd in the back between two babes brought the students to their feet cheering and laughing and made my remarks almost unnecessary. I won.


Something else happened to me that fired up my love of politics: I went to Washington, D.C. I was chosen by my state for the Hearst Foundation’s U.S. Senate Youth Program, a seminar in the nation’s capital on American government. I met senators, congressmen, past and future presidential candidates (Barry Goldwater and Ted Kennedy), and a future president (Gerald Ford). But the week culminated in a visit to the White House to meet President Nixon. When it came time to shake the president’s hand in the receiving line, he asked me where I was from. When I told him Utah, he said, “It’s really something when the Mormon Tabernacle Choir begins to sing, ‘This is my country!’” as he warbled the tune for a few notes. I was taken aback by the singing president, which seemed to me so out of character, and wasn’t quite sure what to make of the whole thing.


But for a boy of my interests, the week could not have been more exciting. It wasn’t just the history that permeated every street corner, the famous buildings, the museums and monuments. This was the center of politics for the world’s most powerful nation, a place where high-minded ideas and less high-minded practical politics mingled. I left Washington with a raging, incurable case of Potomac fever. I didn’t know how and I didn’t know when, but I knew someday, some way, I’d be back.


But while I was finding my life’s work, my family was falling apart. In late 1968, Dad had gotten a new job with Getty Oil’s minerals division in Los Angeles. At first the plan was for the family to join him by moving to California after my graduation from high school the following spring. But as the winter turned to spring, my mother hinted that the plans were on hold, raising questions about whether the Getty job would last. So facing application deadlines, I sent my paperwork off to the University of Utah. If we were still going to be living in Salt Lake, it was the only place I could afford to go. Between the mortgage, my father’s small apartment in Los Angeles, and my brother’s expenses at the University of Nevada in Reno, the family’s finances were tight. In the fall of 1969 I entered the University of Utah with high hopes and, I thought, a bright future. I found the College Republicans and a fraternity, Pi Kappa Alpha.


Then it all started to go bad. My brothers and sisters and I were all looking forward to Christmas. Dad was coming up from L.A. for an extended stay. He hadn’t been home since the summer and, I believe, had been out of the country on geological work for part of the fall. There was tension simmering in the household about why the family hadn’t moved to Los Angeles after I graduated from high school. Dad arrived home on the afternoon of Christmas Eve.


Shortly after Dad’s appearance, he and Mom argued—angrily and heatedly. Things were smashed. And Dad left. Before he stormed out the door, he told me where he would be staying until he could get a flight back to California. I didn’t know what had caused the argument, but I knew his decision to leave wouldn’t be reversed. My mother provided no answers and withdrew to her bedroom. A little while after Dad left, I drove to the airport motel he mentioned and found him getting ready to catch a plane to L.A. He said he was sorry it had come to this, that he loved my mother and she him, and that they both loved all of us children, and he asked me never to forget that. He hugged me, I cried, and we parted—him for the airport and me for the worst Christmas of my life.


It wasn’t just that my parents were splitting up. Shortly after New Year’s Day, Mom told me I’d have to find somewhere else to live. She was selling the house and moving back to Sparks. She’d always felt uncomfortable in Utah and wanted to return to Nevada immediately. Whether I survived now depended on whether I let myself falter.


After minor negotiations over child support, my parents’ marriage was dissolved in a Washoe County courtroom in May 1970. After Mom arrived in Nevada in January, she farmed out my three younger siblings for a month or two to neighbors and friends she knew from Westminster Presbyterian Church in Sparks. My young brother and sisters thought she had returned to Salt Lake to sell the house (whose sale closed days after she left town), and I thought she was in Sparks, but she wasn’t in either place. To this day, her whereabouts during that time are a mystery.


My mother’s hasty moves made life a lot more difficult. Being left to shift for myself could have been a shattering event. But when faced with adversity, my tendency is to break the problem down into its parts and tackle what I can. I couldn’t shrug off that Mom had proved unreliable, but I could focus on keeping things from falling further apart. Recovery would start with finding a place to stay.


I had too little money for an apartment. It was too late to get into a dorm—and that was too much for my budget, anyway. Fortunately, the fraternity house had an empty storage closet under the eaves and I was allowed to stay there until a bunk became available. The price tag for the storage area was in my price range: free. I moved in the day Mom left town.


My “apartment” was cramped and the ceiling slanted downward; I couldn’t stand up straight. The floor was the uninsulated ceiling of the outside porch, so the space was cold. I hung my shirts, pants, and coats on a nail and stored everything else in a battered clothes hamper. Like other students, I kept my books on wooden boards held up by cement blocks. Light came from an industrial lamp that was plugged into an outlet with a cord that snaked down the hall. But I had a roof over my head and was grateful for it.


There would be no more meals at home, no family washing machine or dryer, no parents to buy school clothes or provide gas money. I had a few dollars from my part-time job at a gift shop and $500 a semester in tuition and books from a scholarship. I’d have to get more hours at work and figure out how to make ends meet until Mom and Dad were able to send money.


Only it turned out, there wouldn’t be any money. When Mom surfaced a month or two later by phone, she told me Dad wasn’t sending support money even though she was desperately urging him to do so. I found out two years later that my father had religiously sent money to all his children, starting in January 1970, and, starting several months after that, had sent separate checks specifically for me.


My Mom had hidden this from me, as she hid so much from all of us. When it served her purpose and especially when it affected her survival, she had a problem telling the truth.


I asked for more hours and found other jobs, like waiting tables. I got an internship at the Utah Republican Party that came with a small stipend. I watched pennies, ate lots of macaroni and cheese, stopped using my antique light green station wagon—bought during a flush moment the summer after my graduation—and rode the bus or walked instead. A bunk opened up in the frat house that spring after about three months.


But the shocks kept coming. I learned by accident several months later that I had been adopted. My father, it turns out, wasn’t really my father. While working in Illinois that summer for a U.S. Senate campaign, I would visit my aunt and uncle who lived in suburban Chicago. My father’s sister, Louise, and her husband, Colonel William Ver Hey, often invited me over for a home-cooked meal. The colonel was career Army and a paratrooper with multiple tours in Vietnam. He was my childhood hero, and my aunt reminded me of my father. They were terrific.


On one visit for dinner, the colonel presented me with a grown-up drink (a weak gin and tonic, I think) and the three of us began talking about Dad. Then my aunt said something like “When you were adopted.” I dropped my glass. The look on my face must have shaken her, for she worriedly asked if I hadn’t known I was adopted. I hadn’t.


She then told me the real story: Louis C. Rove, Jr., adopted my older brother, Eric, and me when he married our mother. Eric, two years older than me, apparently recalled our biological father. As a teenager, Eric had tried to contact him but was rebuffed. I was blissfully ignorant about the situation, or at least had driven whatever memories I might have had of my life as a very small child into a dark recess.


After Aunt Louise’s revelation, it took me months to finally confront Louis about his failure to mention the fact that he was my adoptive father. After confirming from aunts and uncles on my mother’s side that I’d been told the truth, my head was spinning with questions. Why hadn’t I been told before? What were the circumstances? Who was my biological father? I just couldn’t bring myself to ask Louis these questions over the phone or in a letter. And when we were next together the following summer and I blurted out my questions over dinner in his L.A. apartment, he offered a simple explanation to the first. He said, “It never mattered to me and I hope it never matters to you.” I have often thought about his statement, which could be taken as dismissive or nonchalant. I don’t think it was either. My dad gave all five of his children unconditional love, whether he had brought them into this world or not. He sacrificed to make certain we wanted for nothing important. He nurtured in us an appreciation of art, music, and books, all priceless gifts. What mattered to him was that he was our father and that he loved us and we loved him.


As to my other questions, he told me that my mother had been married before to a fellow Colorado School of Mines classmate. He gave me the man’s whereabouts, but cautioned me not to have high expectations of a relationship. Everything he told me was offered calmly and economically.


It took me more than a dozen years to try to contact my biological father. The delay was partly out of anger that he hadn’t tried contacting either Eric or me; in fact, he’d rejected Eric’s attempts to contact him. But part of the delay was also because I didn’t want anything to interfere with my relationship with Louis. Eventually I reached out to the man who had given me up. I wish I hadn’t. Dad had been right to dampen my hopes. While cordial, my biological father made it clear he did not want a relationship. It could have been devastating, but by then I was at peace with the knowledge that the man who raised me was not the man who brought me into the world.


For a long time, Louis was reticent about discussing his life with my mother. It was clear the breakup of his marriage stung deeply. I raised the topic when I visited him in Los Angeles in the summer after my sophomore year, but he refused to say why or how their marriage had dissolved. He also refused to speak ill of my mother, even when we discovered that his child support checks for my college expenses had been rerouted. He encouraged me to think about my mother’s sacrifices for me and my brothers and sisters and how much she loved and cared for us. It was apparent he still loved her, regardless of what kept them apart. As for my mother, she never offered an explanation.


Over the years, Dad grew closer to all his children, especially after he retired from Getty and moved from Los Angeles to Palm Springs, California, in 1986. He had a large house with two extra bedrooms that were often filled by his children and grandchildren. It was there that, approaching his seventies, he opened up more about Mom. In response to gentle questions from Darby, Dad emotionally explained she was the love of his life and that he had never stopped loving her. The conversation touched a deep regret, and he started weeping, which I’d seen him do only once before, when his stepmother died. It was shocking to hear a stoic Scandinavian like him talk about his and Mom’s physical passion and how, when he returned home from weeks or even months away on geological fieldwork, the “naps” he took were really an excuse to exile the children from the house so the two of them could repair to their bedroom to make love. My parents even tried “dating” years after they divorced, once embarrassing my youngest sister, who found herself their chaperone as they played footsy under the table.


I also think he wept in those later years because he wished he could have saved her. Twelve years after she deserted the family, when I was thirty years old, she committed suicide. Her third, and by now very unhappy, marriage was in the process of ending. It had lasted just three months. She was approaching her fifty-first birthday with the expectation that much of what she had in life—her modest home, her marriage, and her life savings—would all soon be gone. Her house had three mortgages on it. Between her and her latest husband, the little she had of value, everything she had saved, was now gone for boats and gambling and God knows what else. Even my childhood stamp, coin, and baseball card collections were gone. Mom was never good with money, and so a spouse who shared that weakness was a recipe for disaster.


On September 10, she had breakfast with my youngest sister, Reba, and they discussed Mom’s declining prospects. The two of them made arrangements for what Mom would do once she had split from her husband—including a place to live and a car to use. Reba thought she had left Mom in good spirits, but Mom failed to appear at home the next day. However, her husband did not call the police.


While on routine patrol, the Washoe County Sheriff’s Department found my mother, Reba Wood Rove, slumped over in her small pickup truck. It was September 11, 1981. She had driven into the desert north of Reno, found a secluded but visible place to park, run a piece of hose from the tailpipe through the cracked-open rear window of her pickup, methodically taped the area around the point at which the hose entered the vehicle, gotten in the truck, and killed herself by carbon monoxide poisoning.


Like her mother before her in 1974, my mother had dealt with life’s punishing blows by attempting suicide. But unlike my grandmother, Mom succeeded. I was stunned when I got the news but at some deep level I had always known she was capable of this. My mother had struggled, even in placid waters, to keep a grip on life.


Why did she do it? There aren’t easy answers. Mom left two letters in the truck, one to whoever found her and the other to her children. The first was to make it clear to the police that she took her own life and was not a victim of foul play. In the letter to her children, she wrote of her love for each of us and her pride in how we’d “grown up and matured into fine adults.” She expressed her disappointment that after the “great hope” for a life with her new husband, “things hadn’t turned out that way.” “Living alone and being so bossy and making all the decisions that had to be made—made me into a very hard person to share a life with,” she wrote, before saying, “it has also made me very tired, deep inside tired. So I am taking my own life and I know this is a chicken way to do it. Please forgive me for failing all of you.” She wrote a few lines for her granddaughters and then closed, “Love you all—please forgive me.”


I suspect she killed herself because her third marriage failed. Life had been hard for her after she failed to follow my father to Los Angeles in 1969. If our family had moved to L.A. after my high school graduation, as my parents had planned, I believe there would have been no reason for her to drive into the desert, write such a wretched letter, and then so meticulously end her life.


I write about this in more detail than is comfortable for me because some journalists have used her divorce and her death to advance theories about me. One journalist alleged that my father was gay and that my parents separated that Christmas Eve because he “informed his wife that he was gay and that he was coming out of the closet and wanted a divorce.” Another journalist suggested Dad’s coming out meant my mother “suffered emotional damage from which she never fully healed.”


A pair of journalists wrote that as “a man of almost startling intelligence,” I was “not likely to have ignored the possibility that [my] father’s homosexuality might have figured in [my] mother’s choice to end her own life.” Actually, it never occurred to me that this would be the reason she wanted to kill herself. None of the five Rove children heard such a thing or believe that was the cause of their divorce and her lifelong pain. If this was the issue she wrestled with and lost to, she would have talked about it with family or close friends. But to her children, family, and friends she mainly talked of too little money or her fear of being without a loving husband; she never spoke of Louis’s alleged homosexuality. Just over a year after their separation, Mom wrote Dad to admit “I am sorry I caused you so many lonely hours… I made a mistake by not moving [the children] with you to L.A.” She wrote again to deny she’d been having an affair at the time of the breakup. These suggest that other reasons were at the heart of their dispute and they are a reminder of playwright Tom Stoppard’s insight: “No one, no matter how well informed, can possibly know what goes on inside a marriage except the two principals themselves.”


Some reporters—a relatively small percentage, it should be pointed out—speculate on things they know nothing about in order to attack those with whom they politically disagree. They are an example of the ugliness to which journalism and journalists can descend. They are driven by hatred, and hatred submerges everything, including journalistic standards and even basic decency. Some reporters are inclined to practice psychology without a license—one of the modern media’s biggest shortcomings, especially in its political coverage. For these writers, the juxtaposition of my father’s alleged sexual orientation and my personal support for the traditional definition of marriage as being between one man and one woman is just too delicious to pass up. Karl Rove, antigay crusader, had a gay father. Get it? The pair of journalists even used the timing of my father’s death to write that after living as “a gay man” my Dad “passed away quietly at home on July 14, 2004. His son was in the midst of launching the antigay issues campaign that was to lead to the reelection of George W. Bush.”


Could Dad have been gay? I didn’t see it. I know he had gay friends and volunteered for years at the Desert AIDS Project in Palm Springs. But having gay friends or being concerned about whether someone who is sick gets driven to a clinic appointment or gets a delivery of groceries doesn’t make you gay. To this day, I have no idea if my father was gay. And, frankly, I don’t care. He was my father, with whom I had a wonderful relationship and whom I loved deeply.


The writers who are fascinated with whether my father was gay are really more interested in implying that all people who have gay relatives or friends must support same-sex marriage; otherwise they are bigots and hypocrites. And if one of these people happens to be Karl Rove, so much the better.


This mind-set has also led some writers to offer up inaccurate accounts about his death. That same pair of journalists wrote, “The seventy-six-year-old Rove was not buried in either of the two cemeteries in the Coachella River Valley on the southern edge of the Mojave Desert. A close friend said there was no funeral. The final disposition of his mortal remains is known only to Louis Rove’s immediate family. The son, of whom Louis was so proud, has kept a photo of his smiling father in a star-shaped frame in his office in the West Wing of the White House, a few steps from the Oval Office. And Karl Rove is convinced his father was a happy, contented person.”


Actually, there was a simple and moving funeral service, presided over by the pastor whom my father had helped call as the founding minister of the First Presbyterian Church of Golden, Colorado, in the 1950s. My father’s mortal remains were handled precisely as he wanted. I know because as he came to life’s end, worried and anxious, Dad asked me time and again as his executor if I understood his instructions. He wanted to be cremated and have his ashes scattered at his family’s ancestral cabin in northern Wisconsin, at the big rock beside the lake where the ashes of his father, his mother, and his stepmother were all scattered. His instructions were followed to the letter two years after his death on a bright day under a summer sky with his children and grandchildren, his sister, and his best friend as witnesses. Also in accordance with his desires, the ashes of his wife were mingled with his. They lie together again, only now for eternity.


I wasn’t very close to my mother in her final decade. She was erratic and undependable when I was growing up, left abruptly when it was convenient for her, and withheld the financial support my father provided. So I was wary of her. We saw each other infrequently, once in the mid-1970s in Washington, D.C., and every once in a while in Denver, where her mother lived, or on my rare trips to Nevada.


When Mom called, it was generally to ask for money, which I tried to provide within my limited means. Sometimes I would receive, unannounced, packages filled with childhood drawings or elementary school report cards or black-and-white snapshots with scalloped edges or other debris of my early years. It was as if she wanted to share parts of those years when we had been an intact family. There is a picture taken shortly after she and Dad married. She is a young, beautiful woman, but even then there’s a tired quality to her eyes. Sadness never left her. Our relationship was at times shaky and always insecure, but I love her still. And I will miss her always.


Every life contains sorrow and regret, and my father and mother carried their share. But I know that my father, for his part, knew happiness and contentment. Near his end, as I sat in his hospital room, or as he lay on his couch at home, tethered to an oxygen bottle, he would tell me how grateful he was for his life. He would express his thankfulness for a career spent in geology and his gratitude for children and grandchildren whom he loved and who loved him. That was difficult for such an emotionally contained man. If that’s not an expression of contentment and happiness, I don’t know what a life richly and fully lived would be. I am proud he chose to call me his son. And I am proud to call him my father.





CHAPTER 2



King of the College Republicans


[image: images]


One of the stupidest things I’ve ever done, I did as a College Republican.


My association with the CRs started in the fall of 1969, when as a freshman at the University of Utah I joined the organization. By then I was already enthralled with politics and unbeknownst to me was quietly making a name for myself. The previous year I had taken my first real role in politics—as a volunteer in the reelection campaign of Senator Wallace F. Bennett. And I had loved it. Tom Korologos, Bennett’s chief of staff, took me on as part of a broader strategy to draw young people to the GOP senator’s campaign at a time when college students across the country were flocking to anti–Vietnam War Democrats. I threw myself into the job, I had a blast, and got noticed.


The spring after joining the CRs, I got a call from Morton Blackwell, the executive director of the College Republican National Committee (CRNC). He was looking for competent students to help organize campuses in critical U.S. Senate races in 1970, and he had heard about my work on the Bennett campaign. I flew to Chicago, endured a brutal interview that felt more like a prison interrogation, and landed the job. I was to organize college students for the campaign of Senator Ralph Smith, appointed to the seat left vacant by the death of GOP Senate Leader Everett Dirksen. I trundled off to Illinois after the spring semester.


What brought out my stupidity was a remarkably attractive young co-ed who volunteered as a receptionist at the Smith campaign’s headquarters in downtown Chicago.


Her parents were nominally active Democrats and one day she brought to work a fancy invitation they had received to the opening of the campaign headquarters of Alan J. Dixon, the Democrat running for state treasurer. To impress her, I led a few young Turks in preparing a faux invitation to the Dixon event with a summons that read “Free Beer, Free Food, Girls, and A Good Time for Nothing” in bold letters. We listed the date and time of the real opening of the Dixon headquarters and then handed out the fake invitation to vagrants, homeless, and drifters in bad parts of downtown Chicago and at a free rock concert in Grant Park.


The hungry and dispossessed were thrilled to receive such an invitation. The Dixon headquarters was swamped at its grand opening. Elite Democrats were horrified to see a virtual army of what Dixon later described as “derelicts and hippies, some with bed rolls.” It was near bedlam. Thirsty vagrants came close to rioting, while the more well-to-do attendees were unsure of what to make of it all. The press lapped it up. But Dixon flipped it to his advantage by declaring that the crowd showed “the Democratic Party is the people’s party… the party of everyone.”


Back at the Smith headquarters all heck broke loose when the flyer became public. When one of the Smith campaign muckety-mucks said whoever did this would never work in politics again, my superiors told me to make myself scarce in far-flung corners of the state. I regret the prank. It was not only foolish and childish, it was unhelpful. Dixon won his race and the prank didn’t even raise me in the eyes of the attractive receptionist at Smith headquarters. Over two decades later, when President George H. W. Bush nominated me to serve on the Board for International Broadcasting, Alan J. Dixon was then the junior U.S. senator from Illinois. The post was subject to Senate confirmation. If Dixon wanted to make a stink, he could have killed my nomination. It could have been payback time, but Dixon displayed more grace than I had shown and kindly excused the youthful prank.


I learned four vital lessons from Smith’s unsuccessful campaign—beyond the dangers of acting stupidly. The first was that not everybody votes. On average over the past sixty years, 58 percent of eligible voters have turned out for presidential elections and just 42 percent in off-year contests. This means that there is usually a large pool of possible voters on the table who can tip an election, if only they can be enticed to go to the polls. Smart campaigns focus on building the organization necessary to expand the pool of their voters. In my experience, organization can make a 2- to 4-point difference.


The second thing I learned was that a good “brand” matters a lot in politics. Smith was an able state legislator and a competent, long-serving Speaker of the Illinois House, but few people knew him outside his district. The campaign tried to expand the power of his name by resurrecting his middle name—Tyler—after realizing he was related to the tenth president of the United States, John Tyler.


But he was running against Adlai Stevenson III, great-grandson of a vice president, grandson of an Illinois secretary of state, son of an Illinois governor and two-time presidential candidate, and a state treasurer himself. Voters thought they knew a lot about Adlai Stevenson III from the reputation of his father and family and voted for him based on that assumption. It was a lesson I would recall as I worked with candidates whose families were well known. George W. Bush would be the most prominent of these, but neither the first nor the only one.


Third, I came to understand there are years in which one party has a structural advantage. In 1966, conflict over the Vietnam War divided Democrats and caused many swing voters to cast ballots for Republicans. In 1970, with a Republican in the White House, the war was cutting against the GOP.


Finally, I realized how bitter defeat tasted regardless of why my candidate lost. I didn’t feel particularly strongly about Ralph Smith. I grew to like him (sort of), but I hated to lose. Tennis great Jimmy Connors, one of the most competitive athletes of his generation, once said that he hated losing more than he enjoyed winning. I know what Connors was getting at.


I grappled with this loss while back at school after missing nearly two months of classes to finish the campaign. I didn’t know it yet, but a drama was playing out inside the CRNC that would have a big impact on my life.


The chairman of the CRs had stepped down after the 1970 elections and set off a chain reaction of events. The CRs’ vice chairman, Joe Abate, a law school graduate who was studying for the New Jersey bar, automatically became the new chairman and was intent on winning the post in his own right for a full term. The College Republicans were just getting over being divided between two camps: the Eastern, moderate Rockefellerites and the dominant Goldwater conservatives of the South and West.


To consolidate his position, Abate cut a deal with his principal opponent, George Gorton of California. Gorton agreed to deliver votes for Abate in June if Abate would immediately appoint a close friend of Gorton’s to be the CRs’ executive director. It was a deft political maneuver and well above what I as a lowly college sophomore could see.


It turned out that the new executive director, while intellectually bright, was a wholly inadequate manager. But a sloppily run national office could hurt Abate’s election chances. In the era before the Internet, fax machines, FedEx, or even cheap long distance, someone needed to be in the CR office to make certain that mailings went out, correspondence was answered, and other things got done.


I was asked if I could fly standby to Washington, D.C., on a regular basis, work long hours for three or four days, and sleep on a mat on the floor of the apartment of the current executive director. And, oh, by the way, the executive director would probably take umbrage at my presence and I wouldn’t get paid.


How could I pass up an offer like that?


I didn’t, and shortly after winning his election in June 1971, Joe offered me the job of executive director.


The College Republicans were then housed at the Republican National Committee headquarters at 310 First Street, southeast of the Capitol. Befitting our status, the CRs were in the subbasement, under the parking garage and next to the print shop. You couldn’t get lower than that. The staff consisted of a secretary and me and as many interns and volunteers as we could stuff into our workspace.


It wasn’t glamorous, but there was lots of energy and a sense of mission. There was also a slightly subversive atmosphere. Our peers were in rebellion against bourgeois culture and, often, America itself. We were in rebellion against them and their campus dominance. And we got away with things that other people in the building couldn’t, such as printing up a bright orange poster with a drawing of two dancing elephants with “Get It On! Join the College Republicans!” printed on it. We cribbed the drawing from a German artist’s pornographic sketches done during the Weimar Republic. Most of his work consisted of animals in obscene situations. The dancing elephants were one of his tamest works. The posters were a hit, both on campus and in the offices and headquarters of amused party leaders and candidates. We went through dozens of printings.


By and large, however, we were viewed with wariness by our superiors on the building’s fourth floor—including the chairman, Senator Bob Dole. Our bitter infighting had soured many in the RNC on the CRs. Shortly after my arrival, I was summoned for a direct and brusque lecture by Senator Dole. His message was this: We’re glad to have you—but don’t make trouble. He did, however, do me one huge favor. After our conversation, Dole directed me to the office of Anne Armstrong, the RNC’s co-chairman. We would report to her and were not to bother him. I will always be grateful for this crisp order: it led to a lifelong friendship.


Anne was a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Vassar College who married an outgoing rancher named Tobin Armstrong and moved in 1950 from her home in New Orleans to a ranch in the middle of Kenedy County, Texas. The county is six times the size of the five boroughs of New York City put together, and when Anne arrived it had exactly 632 residents. Today it has a more manageable 402.


Anne and Tobin became active in the Texas GOP when its membership could, as they say, meet in a phone booth. Republicans had last elected a statewide officeholder in 1869. There was not a single Republican in the Texas legislature and only a handful of Republican officeholders in small rural courthouses in the historically Republican (and German) Hill Country northwest of San Antonio and in an occasional cow county at the tip of the Texas Panhandle, where enough Kansans had drifted south to make a difference. Texas was a Democratic state because it had been a Confederate state. Its Democratic roots were also deepened by the attention President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had lavished on Texas and by the ascent of LBJ and other Texans to national power.


Not that this deterred Anne and Tobin. They threw themselves into politics and rose up the ranks. Tobin became a widely respected party leader with a statewide network among ranchers. At a time when women in politics were expected to make coffee, Anne became a powerful figure. First as vice chairman of the Texas Republican Party and then as national committeewoman, she played vital leadership roles in the election in 1961 of John Tower as the first Republican senator from Texas since Reconstruction, and in the presidential campaigns of Nixon in ’60, Goldwater in ’64, and Nixon again in ’68. As Nixon geared up for reelection in ’72, he installed Anne as RNC co-chairman. That day in 1971 she laid down the rules: No funny business, stay inside your budget, expect to get regular assignments and complete them, tell us what you plan to do before you do it, and report in regularly. Then she flashed an incredible smile. This is going to be fun, I thought.


My job as executive director was to help state College Republican organizations and individual chapters expand the GOP’s voting and volunteer base on campus. I wanted to avoid being caught in the long-existing rivalry between the Rockefeller moderates and Goldwater conservatives. While Joe was a conservative (as was I), we decided that all CRs would be treated equally. Our great contribution was to expand the “Student Fieldman Schools” (as in a field man for a political operation). We would take our Fieldman Schools program to college campuses on weekends and teach young Republicans how to organize. We covered campus recruitment, student canvassing, communication, and straw polls. We dealt with rudimentary campaign strategy, messaging, planning, fund-raising, scheduling fieldwork, and press work. Each of the participants received a massive notebook of “how-to” materials and the sacred texts of CR organizers, such as Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals, Tony Schwartz’s The Responsive Chord, David Ogilvy’s Confessions of an Advertising Man, and Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. These and other books contained nuggets about how to organize and win political campaigns. Alinsky’s slim volume was especially helpful in showing how our political adversaries thought.


One advantage of having to fly across the country and spend three days on your feet is that you end up meeting some of the smartest people in politics and making them your lifelong friends.


Another advantage is getting to meet local Republican leaders and candidates and soak in a state’s political scene. My Rolodex grew and so did my understanding of the patchwork nature of American politics. Starting in 1971, I was to lead over 150 Fieldman Schools over the next six years with more than five thousand participants.


These schools churned out young GOP activists by the score. And their mission had a special urgency: the Twenty-sixth Amendment, adopted in July 1971, lowered the age to vote to eighteen from twenty-one. Because of student opposition to the Vietnam War, conventional wisdom was that younger voters were solidly in the Democratic camp. GOP leaders were concerned about making sure Republicans were not drowned in the 1972 presidential election by a tidal wave of first-time young voters.


But something else was a little more pressing than the election—the draft. I had to continue working on my bachelor’s degree or lose my student deferment. I applied and was accepted to the University of Maryland for the fall of 1971. But even though I showed up on the Maryland campus, the paperwork to my draft board in Salt Lake from U.M. didn’t. Partway through the semester, I was notified that I had lost my deferment. My draft number was 84 out of 365. I was then placed at the front of the line to be drafted during the first four months of 1972 and there was nothing I could say to my draft board that would change that.


My first reaction was to feel that it was unfair to lose my deferment over a paperwork glitch. Then I realized I was simply going through what many other young men had faced. Some 19 million men turned eighteen between 1964 and the end of the draft in 1973 and 1.86 million of them were inducted during the Vietnam War. Now I could be one of them. I thought about enlisting in hopes of applying for a military specialty that would keep me out of combat, but then I turned fatalistic. This was the way my country decided who would fight. I had supported the war (though not LBJ’s mismanagement of it); maybe this was how I was meant to serve. I prepared myself to be drafted, withdrew from the University of Maryland, and put my affairs in order. Then, on January 31, 1972, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird announced no one would be called up in the first four months of 1972. I would not be drafted after all.


Thirty years later, my draft status was inserted in the 2004 presidential campaign by John Kerry. At an April rally in Pittsburgh he personally attacked Vice President Dick Cheney and me as people “who went out of their way to avoid their chance to serve when they had the chance.” Later that day, en route to another rally, Kerry admitted he didn’t know the details of my draft record but refused to apologize, saying “I’m just not going to be accused by any of these people of not being strong on defense, period.” His campaign returned to the attack in September, questioning my patriotism by issuing a release and unleashing three surrogates to carry its message, including former senator Max Cleland.


It was a real insight into John Kerry. He spoke without knowing the facts, and he sounded as if he were attacking as unpatriotic the 15.97 million men who received student deferments during the Vietnam War. And he was also making two terrible mistakes for a candidate: he let anger drive his decisions, and he concentrated his fire on an aide rather than on the other candidate. Any day Kerry spent attacking me was a day he wasted.


But of course back in 1972, we had a different election to win—one where Richard Nixon would eventually face off against Senator George McGovern, the most liberal and the most vociferous critic of the Vietnam War of all the Democratic candidates.


I was staying focused on increasing the membership of Republican campus chapters. There was tension between the RNC and Nixon’s campaign, the Committee to Re-Elect the President, or CREEP (with all those former Disney employees at his disposal, you’d think the Nixon people would have had better brand sense). CREEP wanted to downplay the Republican label, especially when it came to students, so it set up a parallel Nixon student organization with a budget that dwarfed the CRs’.


We worked with it as well as we could and worked by ourselves when we had to. Somewhere along the way, I was interviewed by a young White House reporter from CBS named Dan Rather, who would emerge as a key figure in an important event almost thirty years later when he published a false report on President Bush that cost Rather his job. Looking back at the 1972 interview, though, I almost don’t recognize his interview subject—an earnest, long-haired kid with sideburns and an artificially low voice sitting on the couch, telling Rather, “You can’t get a thirty-five-year-old to teach the Republican party how to get the young people.”


As the spring passed and summer came, work on the Republican National Convention in Miami consumed everyone at the RNC. And unbeknownst to me, there’d be a special reward for the CRs’ grunt work at the convention. Tickets for Nixon’s acceptance speech were hard to come by, but Miss Josephine Good, who had run every Republican National Convention since 1956, handed me forty-seven—more than the Kentucky delegate had gotten, she said. For a few days, my friend Jim Dyer and I were kings.


We divvied up the tickets, focusing on the CRs who had been gung-ho, and reserved the last four for ourselves and two volunteers, the attractive Colorado CR chairwoman and some nebbishy kid from a place I can’t recall. On the night of Nixon’s big speech, the four of us grabbed a cab to the Convention Center. But the cabbie drove out of the security zone, got lost, and found himself on Collins Avenue, which was swarming with tens of thousands of protesters. Some began rocking the taxi. The cabbie panicked, ordered us out, and hightailed it to safety. At first, the thousands of angry, screaming antiwar hippies didn’t impede our progress toward the Convention Center a few hundred yards away. As we got closer to the gate, however, they grew more aggressive and began spitting at us and pounding the pavement with long bamboo sticks while chanting “guilty, guilty, guilty.”


There was tear gas in the air, fired in response to protesters who had thrown animal blood at those manning the barricades. It was too much for the nebbishy kid, who freaked out and froze up. Thinking fast, Ms. Chairwoman slapped him. Hard. Then she yelled, “Snap out of it! Get moving!” and began dragging him. It was a remarkable performance. With help from riot police and National Guardsmen who ventured out with bayoneted rifles to gather us up, we made it inside the sally port. A few minutes later, we took our seats in an arena filled with delegates, many of whom were coughing or suffering watery eyes from tear gas. It was a surreal way to arrive at President Nixon’s opening speech.


The fall campaign was a blur of activity. The office worked virtually around the clock. I was on the road a lot for debates and training seminars. We joined in hammering McGovern for his far-left views on national security, the war, and spending while heralding Nixon’s efforts to conclude the war honorably and open the door to China and better relations with the Soviet Union. The 1972 campaign’s final weeks saw McGovern drawing huge crowds of enthusiastic antiwar supporters. But Nixon swept forty-nine states on Election Day, leaving Massachusetts and the District of Columbia for McGovern.


Even among the young, Nixon fared well. Exit polls showed the eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old vote went 50 percent for McGovern and 48 percent for Nixon. Students were slightly better for McGovern (52 percent to 46 percent for Nixon) while nonstudents split evenly, 49 percent to 49 percent. While McGovern ran 12.5 points better among the young than he did among all voters, the results showed a latent conservatism among young people.


At the 1973 inaugural, we celebrated Nixon’s victory by hosting a giant block party for the CRs the night of January 20 at a run-down apartment building on Second Street, Northeast. CRs like me had come to occupy most of the eight units in the building and we’d opened our apartments to visitors to crash on couches and floors. Each floor had a big trash can with plastic bag liners filled with grain alcohol punch. I had a blast, even though I didn’t drink. It wasn’t because of any religious precept. I just didn’t like the taste and getting buzzed made me feel uncomfortable.


I learned a lot in those intense two years at the CRNC. For one thing, I learned that politics worked. It was not a crapshoot, an irrational contest in which the results were decided by the best ad and the cleverest sound bite. Sure, elections are colored by the emotions and often cockeyed philosophy of the voters. But within those constraints, it’s a logical process in which voters—with imperfect information and differing amounts of attention—try to do the right thing. It is a process that can be understood, managed, and bent toward a preferred outcome by a campaign that knows what it wants to say and how, to whom, and when to say it.


I also learned that ordinary Americans tend to be conservative. Maybe not conservative in the mold of Adam Smith and Whittaker Chambers, or Barry Goldwater and Bill Buckley with a well thought out and coherent philosophical framework, but center-right in their mind-set and inclinations. The elite who run the media, dominate popular culture, captain the publishing houses, and fill out the ranks of America’s writers are not. A perfect embodiment of this was Pauline Kael, then a film critic for the New Yorker, who complained after the 1972 election, “I don’t know anyone who voted for Nixon.” No, Nixon’s 61 percent, 23-point victory didn’t draw many voters on the Upper East or West Sides of Manhattan. But then, the people who live there don’t reflect the views and attitudes of much of the rest of America.


Being a College Republican gave me and other political junkies a sense of efficacy. We could do this. We learned the power of mastering new technologies to communicate our message. We saw that politics was not about power or status, but about ideas and ideals. To view it as about power was to treat it as a game, cynical and ultimately meaningless and cruel. But to understand that it was about great principles was to understand that politics could be a hopeful and important exercise at the center of our democratic experience. CRs connected me with the GOP’s leadership, helped me realize I was good at this stuff, could do it as well as others much older than me, and gave me a sense that I could contribute.


With Joe Abate’s term as national chairman ending in June, a surprising number of College Republicans thought I should succeed him. I decided I’d make a run for it—and that set off one of the lasting controversies that still swirl around me in some corners.


There were three groups vying to put their guy in the top CR spot in 1973. The first was Abate’s inner circle, the CRs’ “old guard.” It was led by Bernie Robinson and dominated by midwesterners. This group had traditionally run College Republicans and one of its potential candidates was Bob Edgeworth of Michigan. The second was made up of conservative die-hards who had never reconciled themselves to Abate’s “open-door” policy. This group was led by mostly D.C.-based College Republicans such as Terry Dolan (later the founder of the National Conservative Political Action Committee). This crowd was skilled in convention politics and, because of the generosity of Richard Viguerie, the right-wing direct mail company president, they were well funded.


The third group was everyone else, a motley crew that included mostly state chairmen who hadn’t played an active role in CR national politics and weren’t part of either clique. Many of these people supported me because they appreciated how I had run the Fieldman Schools and the CRNC operation as its executive director. But as numerous and enthusiastic as my well-meaning supporters were, I couldn’t win with them alone. We’d be ground down by the superior resources and expert convention talents of the other groups. We needed to create a synthesis of the old guard and the disorganized new crowd.


Fortunately, Joe, Bernie, and a third old-guard figure, John Zemaitis, led an effort inside Abate’s establishment to pull it behind me. It worked.


I soon had two campaigns going. One was focused on preparing a platform and building a team of supporters. The other—more undercover—involved trading favors. To get the establishment to back me, I was told I would have to pick a midwesterner as co-chairman and give another midwesterner the right of first refusal as executive director. These were prices worth paying; there wasn’t any other way to meld the Abate establishment with the Rove ragamuffins.


I had to travel to meet the delegates and personally solicit their votes. This was not easy for me. I was fine at making a speech, but it was difficult to make small talk. If I wanted to win, I had to let the voters know me. One trip stands out. It started with an overnight train ride on March 19 and 20 from Washington, D.C., to Columbia, South Carolina, where I met the “godfather” of that state’s College Republicans, a quintessential southern right-winger named John Carbaugh. He was later to be Senator Jesse Helms’s foreign policy advisor. When I met him, though, he controlled the votes of the South Carolina Young Republicans and College Republicans.


Bernie had cut a deal with him for the support of the South Carolina CR chairman. It was simple: if I’d name the South Carolinian as my southern area campaign chairman and take him on a trip through the South, the state’s vote was mine. It was an easy deal to make. The title was a nothing title. And while I hadn’t met the South Carolina chairman, we’d become friends over the telephone for much of the past year. He struck me as smart and conservative in his politics but not in his approach to life. I thought it’d be fun to take a drive with this guy.


His name was Lee Atwater.


In a rented, ugly yellowish brown Ford Pinto, Lee and I spent six wild days driving through the South. Our first stop was in Atlanta, where Lee was smitten with the state CR chairwoman, Andi Poynter, a cute co-ed who promised to try to lock up her successor. In Gainesville, Florida, the state chairman let us crash at his apartment and promised to do what he could for me. The law student who controlled the Alabama vote couldn’t meet us: he had an exam. His name was Jeff Sessions (now a U.S. senator) and he’d locked up the support of the incoming state chairman. On our way to meet the new chairman, we stopped for breakfast and Lee ordered cornflakes and then doused them in Tabasco sauce.


From there it was on to Mississippi, where we met with Roger Wicker and his buddy Lanny Griffith, who were being pressured by the state’s GOP executive director (and now governor), Haley Barbour, not to vote for me. But after dinner with them, I knew they would stand firm.


Lee and I left Pontotoc, Mississippi, late and didn’t notice that we were low on fuel. So deep into the night of March 23, 1973, somewhere on Highway 78 in the Mississippi piney woods between New Albany and Byhalia, with Lee behind the wheel and the radio tuned (loud) to a Memphis R&B station, we ran out of gas—dead-plumb-rolling-to-a-complete-stop out of gas, with no town or service station in sight.


There were lights in the woods indicating some kind of house or structure. Lee confidently told me he’d check it out and told me to get behind the wheel. He disappeared into the gloom. About fifteen minutes later, he reappeared, running at a full gait, carrying a gas can. He slammed the gas into the tank, threw the can into the ditch, and himself into the passenger seat. “Go!” he yelled. He took over behind the wheel when we got to Memphis and drove into Arkansas, where we caught a few hours of sleep at a motel near the site of next day’s state CR convention. He slept easily. I kept wondering where he got the gas and why he had been running.


Saturday, the Arkansas CR convention went well as we picked up that state’s vote. Lee and I made a late-morning flight out of Little Rock to D.C., arriving about two and a half hours later and grabbing a cab to the Bellevue Hotel on Capitol Hill for a regional CR convention.


There were several hundred students attending the convention from colleges in the District of Columbia, Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, and Kentucky. Its winner would pick up the two votes of the regional director and co-director, which would provide critical momentum as the spring CR state convention season got under way. Dolan was from the region, so he was looking for the gathering to give him a strong boost.


He fell short, in part because we were able to deploy Lee to win over delegates from the then all-women Radford College in southwestern Virginia. The Dolan guys thought of Radford as “their” school.


Lee, ever the ladies’ man, was set loose to lobby the Radford girls. I, on the other hand, never the ladies’ man, was bustled off to backroom meetings, mostly to thank supporters. I was hustled from room to room. While moving from one to another, I rounded a corner to find Lee—his fingertips intertwined, rocking back and forth on his heels, surrounded by a group of the Radford girls, all dressed in their colorful formals. Radford was in the middle of nowhere and the girls didn’t get many excuses to pull out their finery. They were all laughing and holding drinks. Lee had a big grin on his face. He winked at me. I got the message and moved on. Lee was fully in control of the situation.


The next day, the voting at first went as our opponents had forecast and Dolan was confident he’d win. That is, until Radford College was called for its vote. When its chairwoman stood and cast the delegation’s votes for my side, the place went nuts. It was clear to everyone just who would prevail. I glanced at the back of the room: Dolan and his crowd were one angry bunch.


There were other battles to be fought that spring, but the Dolan candidacy had no chance. A few weeks before the CRs gathered in Lake of the Ozarks, Missouri, he quietly withdrew from the race. But that cleared the way for a curious convention fight. Bob Edgeworth, who had earlier promised not to run, broke his commitment and tossed his hat in the ring. We had an overwhelming majority of the vote, but we braced for what we were about to get—an old-fashioned convention fight.


People might think that at the convention I was the central figure, inspiring the troops, providing critical strategic insights, and directing operatives hither and yon to nail down every last vote. But these people would be wrong. In the days leading up to the convention, I was generally assigned the less glamorous job of picking up CRs at the airport or train station. Mostly I sat by myself and read or watched TV in the back room of our headquarters suite while my future was in the hands of others and the swirl of College Republican politics engulfed the little Ozark beach resort.


The convention opened Saturday morning with my name and Edgeworth’s placed in nomination. As the roll call was being read, Edgeworth produced a bullhorn and began reading his own from the side of the room. His purpose was to dispute the outcome of the convention by having competing roll call votes. He knew he’d lose the official count, but wanted a reed, however thin, upon which to allege that he’d been cheated at the convention. It was almost comical. The final official tally was 54 for Rove, 25 for Edgeworth, and 2 dead-enders for Terry Dolan. Bob’s Bullhorn Roll Call produced God-knows-what-margin and arrived at a different conclusion, to which little attention was paid.


The intrigue began almost immediately with a challenge by Edgeworth to the convention’s outcome. He asked Republican National Committee chairman George H. W. Bush to seat him as the rightful College Republican national chairman and sent a blizzard of paper to Bush’s office at the Republican National Committee. Bush appointed a committee to investigate Edgeworth’s claims. The group quickly discovered, by calling the Republican chairman in the contested states, that Edgeworth’s votes were specious. Bush signaled he expected to wrap up the investigation quickly.


But early in the week of August 6, 1973, it became clear that the other side knew they were losing. They escalated the fight. Rich Evans, the CRNC vice chairman whose hopes to succeed Abate had been dashed, had recorded a Student Fieldman School session in Lexington, Kentucky, in August 1972. That was fairly common: many students who attended the sessions made recordings and everyone took voluminous notes. But Evans’s tape made its way to the Washington Post. In the part of the tape provided the Post, Bernie Robinson and I were heard talking in a wrap-up session devoted to the dos and don’ts of politics. I described my embarrassing Dixon episode, and Bernie described going through a Democratic gubernatorial candidate’s garbage in 1968 and finding evidence a major donor was making contributions to both the Republican and Democratic candidates. Bernie’s injunction not to ape his exploits was in the transcript and tape; my similar injunction not to duplicate the stupid thing I’d done was not. The intention seemed clear: to make me too toxic of a figure to be made the new chairman of the CRs by making it appear that I taught dirty tricks. On Friday, August 10, the Post ran a story under the headline “GOP Probes Official as Teacher of ‘Tricks.’” The controversy reached a new level and probably drew more attention than it should have because it was developing just as scandals around Nixon were heating up.


Bush immediately instructed the committee to look into these new charges. It was not difficult to collect evidence. A handful of Edgeworth supporters echoed the line that the schools were nothing more than “dirty tricks” seminars, but Bush’s office received a flood of letters and testimonials from attendees, guest expert lecturers (some of whom were personally known to Bush or the investigating committee members), and candidates and party leaders who were grateful for the young operatives trained at the schools.


Chairman Bush and his committee spent the next three weeks reviewing the matter; on September 6, Bush sent Edgeworth and me a letter announcing his decision. I had been duly elected at the CRNC convention and would be recognized immediately as chairman by the RNC.


I had pledged to the midwesterners to make one of their crowd the executive director, but their choice took a pass because of health problems and the midwesterners let me know the pick was now up to me. I asked Lee Atwater if he’d come to Washington as my executive director. I gave him his first job in Washington.


A few days later, Lee and I went to meet with RNC chairman George H. W. Bush in his office. I expected a quick visit. Instead the new chairman invited us in for a long talk. He touched on the controversy and asked what we were going to do to heal rifts. He seemed genuinely interested in what our plans for the CRs were and encouraged us to think big. He talked plainly about the challenges the party faced as the Nixon White House’s difficulties grew and public confidence in the administration shrank. He was generous with his time and supportive of our efforts.


I was struck by the gentility, calm, and evident integrity of this lanky Texan. There were flashes of toughness, too. For example, he dismissed Edgeworth and some of his followers as irretrievably lost to rational persuasion.


As we stood to leave, Atwater nervously buttoned his jacket and, in a state of agitation that became obvious as he grew more intense, jutted his head forward and asked Chairman Bush, “Do you have a boat on the Potomac?” When the chairman responded that he did, Lee spat out, “Can I borrow it this weekend?” He had the look of anxious concern that came on whenever he was dealing with something really important. Lee went on to explain that a really attractive girl was coming up from South Carolina that weekend and his being able to take her out on the boat would really impress her. He allowed that he was familiar with boats, mentioning the specific kind the chairman had, and pledged to return it fully fueled. He’d done his homework. The request was unexpected, out of left field, edgy and chancy. It impressed Bush. With a laugh, he agreed and told Lee to get the keys from his office before leaving the building that afternoon. Lee would ultimately marry the girl.


A couple of weeks later, Bush’s chief of staff, Tom Lias, called. The chairman wanted to know if I would be interested in working as his special assistant. I was blown away. I moved my office to the fourth floor, six floors above my old digs in the CR subbasement. It was October 1973. My association with people named Bush had started, and it would last a whole lot longer than I could have imagined then.


It wasn’t a glam job—but on Wednesday, November 21, 1973, the day before Thanksgiving, I was asked to meet the chairman’s son in the lobby and give him the keys to the family car. When the call came after lunch, I slipped down to the lobby and waited. George W. Bush walked through the front door, exuding more charm and charisma than is allowed by law. He had on his Air National Guard flight jacket, jeans, and boots. I introduced myself and we chatted about nothing for a few minutes. I gave him the keys to the family car, a purple AMC Gremlin with a Levi Strauss interior. Say what you will about the senior Bush, he has never been car proud. His son, used to driving a red sports car around Harvard Yard, was not impressed. I did not see much of the younger Bush for several more years.


There was another fateful meeting I’d have after entering the Bush orbit—Val Wainright. An attractive, blond, chain-smoking intern and the daughter of one of Bush’s most loyal volunteers, Val was from an old Houston family. She had a great personality, was cute as hell, and had a funny way of crinkling her eyes when she broke into a joyful big smile. I was smitten, though initially I thought I was playing way out of my league. It turned out that I wasn’t. Great and wonderful things were to come from it—and pain, too. But for now, it was fun and not serious, a perk of youth.


In the meantime, there was my job and my duties as CR chairman. Within six months, Lee left to run Senator Strom Thurmond’s intern operation. Fortunately, I convinced Kelly Sinclair, an able and affable Kentuckian, to take his job. Lee was supposed to overlap with him by two weeks to show him the ropes, but on the day Kelly arrived, Lee left at lunch and never returned. That was Lee: you took him on his terms or not at all. And while we were friends for a long time, we were never closer than the first week we traveled southern highways in the ugly Pinto. I am not certain how many really close friends he had, but loneliness may be the normal state of genius. And Lee was a genius at politics—at understanding people and what would move them.


As Bush’s special assistant, I saw the country moving against the president. I was tasked with efforts to generate support for the beleaguered Nixon White House as it was becoming increasingly clear that Nixon and key people around him had been involved in Watergate. It was dispiriting and unpleasant. I found it increasingly difficult to defend Nixon. Had he known about the break-in at the Democratic National Committee headquarters? Had he authorized or known about the hush payments and cover-up and deceptions? What good could have come from burglarizing the DNC? Nixon had been way ahead, the Democratic Party was in disarray, their candidate was on the way to an enormous defeat, so why?


I saw Chairman Bush, an enormously decent man, balance his loyalty to the president who appointed him with his love for the party he led. And as time went on, it became clearer that his loyalty—our loyalty—to Nixon was misplaced. My days began to take on a hellish quality as the latest event in the drama caused the once-fervent Nixon backers I talked to fall away—disenchanted, distressed, and angry at the president’s betrayal of their trust. Out around the country, they knew this was to have an unhappy ending. I hoped for a miracle that would restore Nixon’s credibility and pushed my growing doubts about the president into the far recesses of my conscience.


Then, on August 8, 1974, Nixon resigned. I was on an airplane, returning from a student conference in Europe with another CR, when the pilot came on the intercom to announce the gist of the president’s televised address to the nation. The passengers applauded. I was shocked and sat in silence. The next day, I watched on a television in the chairman’s office as Betty and Gerald Ford accompanied Pat and Dick Nixon to Marine One and the now former president waved to the South Lawn crowd before lifting off from the White House one last time. I saw West Wing staffers and Nixon’s daughters and sons-in-law weeping. I remember feeling anger that he’d let this happen to my party and profound disappointment in someone I’d trusted and worked so hard for.


Less than a month later, President Ford announced the appointment of George H. W. Bush as envoy to the People’s Republic of China. His successor, Mary Louise Smith, asked me to stay on as her assistant, and before long I was shipped out to help one of the many endangered Republicans as their prospects in the 1974 elections dimmed.


My assignment was to help Virginia Haven Smith in Nebraska’s 3rd District. One of the country’s most Republican districts, it was nonetheless an open seat and Mrs. Smith had what barely passed for a campaign. Her manager lived in a little town in far northwest Nebraska, well away from any voters. Her headquarters was in Grand Island, at the other end of the district, and most days lacked someone in charge. She had no set schedule—she just decided each morning where she’d campaign that day. There was no plan for mail, phones, get-out-the-vote, or even what the television and radio messages should be. I plopped myself down in Grand Island and tried to put what I’d been teaching in Student Fieldman Schools to work.


We had one great advantage: the candidate. Long active in the Farm Bureau Auxiliary, she knew people all over the district. And she was knowledgeable about the federal budget, having read every one since the early 1950s. I called for reinforcements, putting one of the RNC secretaries to work as office manager and phone bank director. She’d never done it before.


With less than six weeks to go, we targeted voters, cranked up a phone canvass, organized a real schedule that put the candidate where we needed her, drafted mail pieces, bid out the work to local printer and mail shops, coordinated getting computer labels for the target households, fleshed out the TV and radio scripts, and put to work as many volunteers as we could find. NBC’s Tom Brokaw showed up to cover the race on a day when we had nothing scheduled, so we quickly picked a small town where Mrs. Smith had friends, and then organized an impromptu “drop-by”: supporters would spontaneously spring out of their shops and stores to greet their longtime friend in a display of prairie politics. It worked, leaving Brokaw with the impression this was one popular woman with a heck of a following. She won by 737 votes. In contrast, the GOP lost four Senate seats and forty-eight House seats.


The Virginia Smith race showed me that what I had been teaching at the Fieldman Schools actually worked. We had been saying that the most important decisions are about structuring the campaign. The candidate’s authority should be limited: he or she is in charge of deciding what issues, strategy, and tactics will be employed, but not in charge of the campaign itself. Virginia Smith was trying to do both—and failing at both as a result.


Operating people need to have operating authority (as George W. Bush much later put it, “authority and accountability need to be aligned”). To be successful, a campaign needs someone who has the final say to do something—a shot caller. Even if some of those decisions turn out to be wrong, it’s vital that they are made and that the campaign carries out its broader strategy. Ad hoc changes kill campaigns.


When it came to people, we taught in the Fieldman Schools that the gap between professionals and amateurs is not that large. Smart people like the RNC secretary could be dropped into an unfamiliar setting and, with some guidance and her own smarts, get the job done. And while our existing technology was crude, we used to say, “Machines should work so people can think”—a slogan we stole from IBM ads. It made us open to being on the technological cutting edge.


A good strategy, so we taught in Fieldman Schools, starts with understanding your strengths and weaknesses so you can match your strengths against your opponent’s weaknesses. Smith knew where the waste and fat was in the budget and had testified to Congress about it; making that a strength highlighted her opponent’s failure to frame himself as a fiscal conservative. Good strategy also focuses the efforts on voters who are really up for grabs. For Virginia Smith, we focused on precincts whose Republican percentage swung more widely from one election to another and, in those precincts, on women voters who might be more disposed to vote for another woman.


Choosing the right issues helped strengthen the Smith campaign for its last six weeks. We focused on those on which she was most passionate and credible. In politics, there are two-sided issues, such as abortion, which deeply divide people, and one-sided issues, such as deficits, which tend to draw most of them together. We picked one-sided issues that could draw more people into our candidate’s pool while having crisp, clear answers to the two-sided issues for those concerned about them. It’s better to be clear on two-sided issues than to equivocate; somebody will trust you if you do the former and nobody will trust you if you do the latter.


The Smith victory was a notch in my belt and thus I returned to the RNC to be rewarded with a new assignment: executive assistant to the co-chairman, a Virginia conservative named Dick Obenshain. There were also rewards on the personal front. Toward the end of 1975, Val and I decided that even though we were just twenty-four and had known each other less than two years, we were in love and wanted to get married. I made the pilgrimage to Houston to ask her father’s permission. Bill Wainright gave his blessing and I was accepted into Val’s family.


We set the date for July of the next year, 1976. America’s bicentennial would also mark the beginning of our marriage.


But 1975 also ended on a note of confusion, and then change. I received a call from Bill Royall, a former RNC field operative and at this time executive director of the Republican Party of Virginia. He wanted me to become the Virginia GOP’s finance director. I told him I hadn’t raised money before and besides, I was happy working for Obenshain. He told me Dick had suggested he call me. That floored me. I told Bill I’d think about it and get back to him in a few days. I thought to myself, What is up with my boss?


A few days later, Dick came up from Richmond for a couple of days. I found an open time on his schedule and went in to tell him about Bill’s offer. He glanced up from the papers he’d been scanning and said he knew about it and thought I should take it. I was shattered. I thought about it for a day and then called Bill back and accepted.


The next Monday, Dick Obenshain announced his resignation as co-chairman of the Republican National Committee. A Reagan supporter, he felt President Ford deserved to have someone of his choice as co-chairman. Dick had been planning to go back to Richmond full-time and wanted me nearby in the event he ran for the U.S. Senate in 1978. He’d engineered the job offer but felt he couldn’t bring me in on his secret. He was trusting Bill’s persuasiveness and my instincts. So when 1976 came I was off to Richmond and, while I didn’t know it yet, points farther west and south.





CHAPTER 3



Planting Roots in Texas


[image: images]


Necessity is the mother of invention. I also found it to be the midwife of new skills: I learned fast how to raise money. The chairman of the Republican Party of Virginia, George McMath, found it easier to write checks to keep the party operating than to ask others to contribute. As the party’s finance director, I’d have to raise my own salary or ask George to write more checks, which I wasn’t keen on doing.


Looking around the office, I discovered printouts with names of nineteen thousand people who had previously donated to the state GOP or its candidates. I drafted a letter from Chairman McMath asking them for donations. It was printed, stuffed into envelopes, and mailed. And the money poured in. Well, not poured—but it was satisfying to see the bundle of envelopes delivered each day by the Postal Service and to know that most contained checks or the occasional wadded-up ten- or twenty-dollar bill. The party would have funds, and I’d continue getting a paycheck. My love affair with direct mail had begun.


Direct mail is simple: Collect the names of potential donors to a cause like yours and send them an easy-to-read letter that explains why they should send money. Include a reply form printed with their name and address, along with a return envelope. Make your package stand out in the day’s stack of mail with an attention-grabbing format, colorful stamps, a provocative headline on the envelope, or a popular name above the reply address.


At the same time, test larger lists of nondonors who have a history of contributing to similar causes or buying items through the mail. This is called “prospecting.” Randomly pick, say, five thousand names from a bigger list and split them into two or more slices. Send each slice a different letter and track the results. Mail the best-performing letter to the rest of the names available on the lists that made money or came close to it. Then every year, ask the donors to renew their memberships. Most of them will.


The letter itself is the most important element. On some level, readers know it’s a form letter, no matter how many times their name is used in its text. But while they understand it is advertising, they still want to be persuaded. The more authentic the pitch, the better the response, and more important, the longer the relationship with the donor. There was nothing like writing a letter that hit just the right note at just the right time with just the right list.


As Democrats gathered to nominate Jimmy Carter for president, I stopped politicking long enough to get married. In early July 1976, Val and I walked down the aisle in Houston, surrounded by lots of her family and friends, my dad, and a smattering of my College Republican buddies. We honeymooned by driving back to Richmond the week of the Democratic National Convention. Val was a political junkie, too, and from our Nashville hotel room we watched Barbara Jordan, an African-American congresswoman from Texas, turn in a powerful performance delivering the keynote address.


Carter’s nomination meant that southern states, which had drifted toward the Republican Party since 1964, were likely to slam back into the Democratic column. Virginia would be a battleground for Gerald Ford, Carter’s opponent, and I’d be on its front lines as the state’s Republican Party finance director.


Ford’s campaign in Virginia was primitive in comparison to what happens in battleground states today. Our budget was peanuts, and our guidance from Ford’s high command in Washington was negligible. There wasn’t even a TV blitz. But our mission was straightforward: put the Commonwealth of Virginia in the GOP column, or die trying.


In addition to my day job as finance director, I did everything from draft speeches to ship campaign materials to the far corners of the state. It was a unique opportunity for a twenty-five-year-old, and it paid off sweetly: by just over 1 percent, the Commonwealth became the only southern state to go for Ford.


After the election, I was at a loss for what to do. John Warner, the former Navy secretary and new husband of Elizabeth Taylor, was courting me for his Senate campaign. Warner and I had hit it off when he’d barnstormed the state full-time for Ford, in preparation for his own race for the U.S. Senate. He now asked me to help draft a speech he’d give at the Virginia Military Institute. As a reward, Warner invited me to join him in Lexington for the speech and at a party that was being hosted the night before by the president of Washington and Lee University. At the party, I was completely out of my element. W&L alumni swarmed around the handsome and outgoing Warner and his movie-star wife. Warner never missed a beat, however, and continued our political courtship by asking me to breakfast the next morning to go over the speech one last time. I knew he’d mentally put the speech to bed already, but it was the kind of personal gesture that young guys on the make, as I was, appreciate.


Early the next morning, I arrived at the W&L president’s guesthouse for breakfast. I knocked—and Elizabeth Taylor answered the door. Herself. Alone. In a revealing dressing gown and lingerie. I was agog. Her eyes really were violet. I suspect my jaw was slack and my eyes glazed. She graciously invited me in as Warner descended the stairs, attired again in his black tie, and offered a hearty greeting. She laughed at him and asked if he really intended to make his speech in black tie. He laughed, too, and retreated upstairs to change into a suit. So Elizabeth Taylor and I went into the kitchen, where I had breakfast with one of history’s most beautiful women sitting across the table from me in her nightie, making small talk about her husband’s appearance later that morning. She was thinking about politics; I was not.


Shortly after, I decided to make my way to Texas. It wasn’t because I brilliantly saw the Lone Star State as ripe for Republicans. It was for love. Val missed her family. We packed up our AMC Pacer and drove to Houston in time for Christmas. That move to Texas set the arc of the rest of my life.


I needed a job. Fortunately, as CRNC chairman, I’d met Fred Agnich, Texas’s GOP national committeeman and a senior Republican in the Texas House. I took a job as his legislative aide. So New Year’s Day of 1977 found me in Austin, a city dominated by the University of Texas Tower and the Texas Capitol dome and nestled on two lakes at the edge of the Hill Country. The university and state government were about all there was to Austin at that time.


Republicans like me were quite an oddity. Democrats had occupied every statewide office, as they had since 1872, until the Republican John Tower was elected to the U.S. Senate on a fluke in 1961. There had been little improvement since: in 1977, there were just thirteen Republicans in the 150-member state House and only one Republican in the 31-member state Senate. But change was coming.


The first important change was demographic. Texas was a jobs magnet that drew people from across America. The state had 7,711,194 residents in 1950, but thanks to in-migration and growing families, its population nearly doubled by 1980. The coastal plains outside Houston, the Hill Country northwest of San Antonio and around Austin, and the rolling prairies between and around Dallas and Fort Worth exploded in subdivisions, shopping malls, and office parks. Wherever these new Texans came from was more Republican than Texas had been. Voting and volunteering for and contributing to Republicans came a lot easier to these newcomers.


Politically, there were other changes. The National Democrats became even more liberal, and so did Texas Democrats, with conservative and moderate Democratic officeholders losing more primary contests every election as the ’70s wore on. The liberals who had been an embattled minority within the Democratic Party in the 1950s and ’60s were becoming an emboldened majority that didn’t think twice about driving their opponents out of the party. Most conservative Democrats parked themselves on Independent Street. Some drove on over to Republican Boulevard.


Meanwhile, population growth was pushing more legislative seats into the rapidly growing Republican suburbs. Districts were redrawn every ten years, making the legislature and the congressional delegation more Republican. Then, in 1973, Democrats lost a vital advantage when courts struck down countywide legislative elections. Previously, candidates in the larger urban counties ran countywide, rather than in a district. This had made it difficult for Republicans to avoid being submerged in populous—and Democratic—counties. Once state legislators were elected by district in the big counties, suburban Republicans began winning.


As the state’s population mushroomed, Texas received more congressional seats. For incumbents, self-preservation is more important than maintaining their party’s dominance. So Democratic congressmen were eager to shed Republican neighborhoods, and Texas went from zero GOP congressmen in 1960 to four in 1980, to eight in 1990.


The GOP was also aided by congressional retirements of old-line conservative Texas Democrats, some of them first elected when FDR, Truman, or Eisenhower was president and Texans ran Congress with Lyndon Johnson as Senate majority leader and Sam Rayburn as Speaker. This was especially true in 1978, when four senior Democrats, all conservative and all from rural districts, retired. They had been impossible to beat.


Most of these changes would play themselves out in the years still ahead. As I started my duties in the Capitol in 1977, Representative Agnich had a more immediate task for me: working to standardize baitfish laws. There were over 270 state laws on how many baitfish you could take from the streams and ponds of the state’s 254 counties. Agnich wanted one standard for all the counties’ waters, set by biologists at Parks and Wildlife. It was a small but vital step in his long fight to modernize Texas’s game laws. It was also boring as hell.


I was barely scraping by on my modest salary and a little income from some freelance direct mail letter-writing. Politics didn’t seem like a way I could support a family, especially as a Texas Republican, so I was glad that my father-in-law arranged an interview with a regional brokerage house.


Before going for the interview, though, I called my former boss, George H. W. Bush. After Carter’s victory, he’d left his post as CIA director, returned to Houston, and reentered the business world. He was pleased I’d ended up in Texas and said he might have an idea or two about jobs for me and asked me to drop by.


“I’m thinking of running for President, Karl, and I’d like your help,” he told me. I was stunned and flattered. Ford wasn’t running in 1980, and the other potential candidates didn’t deter Bush. He had come close to being named vice president by Ford in 1974 and his board seats and other business activities gave him the financial freedom to look at the race. Friends had convinced him the next step was to form a political action committee so he could move around the country and test the waters. “Would you like to run my PAC?” he asked.


After recovering from my initial shock, I immediately accepted his offer. What political junkie wouldn’t? Here was a man I deeply admired offering me a job in politics—and not just any job, but the opportunity to be on the ground floor of a presidential campaign. I put my future as a stockbroker on hold.


In retrospect, the next eighteen months seem amateurish, low-budget, and unsophisticated, especially when compared to what candidates do now when they run for president. But it was also a period of valuable lessons. Our chairman was Mr. Bush’s good friend James A. Baker III, a successful Houston lawyer who had seen big-time politics up close and had enjoyed the responsibilities of public service. He would chair the PAC, the Fund for Limited Government, but his eyes were set on running for attorney general of Texas in 1978, so he wouldn’t run the Fund day to day. That’s where I came in.


For half the Fund for Limited Government’s existence—and perhaps in order to embody the smaller-is-better spirit—I was its only staff, handling political invitations, using my CR friends and Bush’s party allies to prompt requests from states we wanted to visit, keeping up contacts with the huge network of Bush friends around the country, traveling with Mr. Bush, and doing whatever a twenty-six-year-old could do to lay a foundation for a presidential bid.


Bush hit the candidate fund-raiser circuit, lining up support among party leaders for a future White House run. He and I flew around the country, carrying our own bags on countless commercial flights and little prop planes. Our model was old-fashioned, perfected by Richard Nixon in 1966. We focused on states and districts with high-profile contests, where Bush’s appearance at a party or candidate fund-raiser or rally could make a difference. We aimed to pick up chits with political leaders by helping them and their candidates.


Traveling with George H. W. Bush was an extraordinary experience. He displayed his essential decency to everyone he came in contact with. There was no elevator operator or busboy or complete stranger undeserving of his respect, nor any party leader or fat cat who merited slavish attention. Civility is something that can’t be faked, though it is a frame of mind that can be cultivated with patience and discipline. I learned it speaks volumes about a person’s character.


Bush had an enormous reservoir of goodwill among state party leaders, members of the Republican National Committee, and old colleagues from Congress. Everywhere we went there were old friends from Andover and Yale, the Navy, the oil business, government, and his days at the RNC, all eager to help their friend. He steadily firmed up old relations and made new friends, carefully cataloging their names and sending many of them handwritten notes—notes that are still proudly displayed in frames and shown as treasured relics.


I saw how Bush’s mind worked, drawing on broad principles that were deeply engrained, and how he constantly collected and sifted information. This made him open to profound growth, such as on the day we were flying into Des Moines in a commuter plane to catch a prop plane into Dubuque. He read in the paper that the number of abortions in the District of Columbia had eclipsed the number of live births. This callousness toward life deeply disturbed him and he began moving more firmly into the pro-life camp. It wasn’t as if he were at one point on the continuum one day and at the opposite point the next day. He had a thoughtful and constantly engaged mind, a habit he passed on to his children.


Working with Bush at that early stage of his candidacy, I saw how important it was that a candidate place people who care about him at the core of his effort. Loyalty matters most at the beginning because candidates can always hire seasoned professionals later, many of whom wait to join a campaign when the race has taken shape.


I saw that party leaders influenced opinion, as they still do now. Long before the polls matter, people who play active roles in the party, political campaigns, and fund-raising begin shaping the opinions of others. It is much better to have these opinion makers leaning toward your candidate earlier rather than later. The senior Bush was in the game in 1980 because so many members of the party’s leadership, broadly defined, had warm feelings toward him. Without them, he would never have been a serious contender and, later, vice president and president.


Candidates also need to draw in people who normally aren’t deeply involved in politics, people whose ties to the candidate may be personal, professional, demographic, or philosophical. The senior Bush had his Yale, oil, and Texas friends. Reagan drew in previously uninvolved conservatives who fondly remembered his movies, radio speeches, and 1964 television appearance for Goldwater, as well as close friends from the entertainment business. John McCain had Vietnam vets, while Barack Obama had young people and African-Americans heretofore uninvolved but inspired by his historic candidacy.


I was happy as Bush’s traveling mate, but more changes were in store for me. It started innocuously enough. A few days after the 1978 election, I met with Jim Baker to discuss melding the Fund staff into the soon-to-be-launched presidential campaign. Baker had lost his bid for attorney general, and Bush’s son had lost his congressional race in West Texas. The senior Bush now wanted Baker running his presidential effort.


When Baker asked me if anybody with the Fund or on Bush’s personal staff would have problems working together, I told him I didn’t think so. But a problem soon developed. Bush had brought a majordomo into his business office, Jennifer Fitzgerald, and she became a problem for me. I had heard her grouse, after a couple of election night cocktails, that “we have a candidate who’s a loser, who’s got a son who’s a loser, and now we’ve got a campaign manager who’s a loser.” She wanted someone other than Baker to manage the emerging presidential campaign. I told Baker about her comment, and he told the senior Bush. This caused a rift between Jennifer and me. So did the fact that I ordered a door cut in the new HQ between Bush’s and Baker’s offices so the candidate could have direct access to his campaign manager without having to go through Fitzgerald’s office.


I hate infighting and this was one of the major reasons I did the improbable thing and didn’t join Bush’s presidential bid. But there were other factors. After being so close to the candidate, I didn’t relish being another smart kid on the campaign’s fringes. I had been promised a job in Washington if Bush ultimately prevailed, but I had seen the wunderkinder of the Carter administration stumble badly because of immaturity and wasn’t certain I would do any better.


Finally, I was a newlywed who had been home only parts of seventeen weekends in eighteen months, and Val and I had hinted around the edges at starting a family. She’d played a big role in Bill Clements’s gubernatorial campaign, running phone banks in Houston, and was being offered many jobs in Austin after Clements had pulled off a miracle and become the first Republican elected Governor of Texas since 1869. So after a complicated deliberation, she and I joined the new Clements administration. Still, in quiet moments, I couldn’t shake the sense that I had closed an inviting door and was unlikely to ever go to Washington.


Bill Clements was a crusty, tough-as-an-old-boot, self-made millionaire. He’d worked as a roughneck in the oilfields before starting the Southeastern Drilling Company, which he built into the world’s largest such company, pioneering offshore drilling and expanding worldwide. He’d also served as deputy secretary of defense under Presidents Nixon and Ford. He was used to making big, expensive bets—and winning them. Now he had made another, gambling his own millions that he could get elected as a Republican. Clements won by 16,909 votes out of 2,369,689 cast. Real change was in the air.


Clements had loaned his campaign $4.5 million, and I was given the goal of raising $200,000 in two years through direct mail to retire some of the $7.2 million debt and fund political operations. The campaign had five thousand donors in 1978, and was dubious about direct mail. I was also in charge of coordinating his political travel and activities, communicating with his county leaders around the state, and helping vet potential appointees.


By the end of the first year, my team and I had increased those five thousand names nearly fivefold and raised $1 million; the entire $7.2 million campaign debt was retired in eighteen months. I was able to supplement my salary with an occasional freelance writing assignment, too. Things on the professional level were going well enough, but not at home. My marriage was on the rocks.


In December, Val’s grandmother, Alzina Mather Oberwetter, died unexpectedly. Miss Obie was eighty-six, but seemed like she would endure forever. Then, the day after Val’s parents, Bill and Jane Wainright, joined us in Austin for Governor Clements’s inaugural, Bill left to attend a barge brokers convention in New Orleans. He was found in his hotel room a few days later, dead of a massive heart attack.


Jane and Val went to pieces, and who could fault them? A heart attack victim herself, Jane had long feared she would suffer a fatal one, but now it was Bill, the steady presence that gave his family a safe and comforting center, who had died. Val and I drove to Houston most Friday afternoons to meet Jane at the family’s Galveston Bay beach house. It was hard for mother and daughter to absorb so much loss so suddenly; they needed to be close. By the summer, things appeared to be righting themselves. Our weekend trips to Houston were less frequent and less emotionally taxing, and Val seemed to be getting over the trauma of losing her father and grandmother.


By then, the interest in me from direct mail firms had turned into more than the occasional assignment; on a trip to Washington I was offered a steady stream of such work, which I could do in my off-hours. I was elated: we could buy a home and start a family.


When I shared the good news with Val, she was cool and distant. She then explained that she hadn’t planned to tell me, but she was leaving the next morning to go home to Houston. She wasn’t certain what she was going to do next or how this would affect our marriage, but she needed time away to think. The next morning, she got in her car and drove to her mother’s town home—and straight out of my life. A month later, her uncle—her father’s executor and next-door neighbor—died. She filed for divorce shortly thereafter.


There was nothing I could do to stop it, though I tried to slow it. Through her attorney, she agreed to a counseling session. I arrived before the appointed hour, nervous and almost overcome with anxiety at what I thought was my last, best shot at reconciliation. This was one discussion for which I could not prepare. Val arrived a few minutes late with a cigarette and an attitude. It turned out her expectations were a lot different. The assistant rector of Palmer Episcopal Church turned blandly to Val to ask if she would like to say anything. She said, “Yes.” She then looked at me and blurted out, “I don’t love you. I’ve never loved you. I never will love you. And I don’t see any purpose in this.” With that, she walked out. The room seemed frozen in silence. Then the assistant rector exhaled deeply, looked at me, and said, “Well, that about says it all,” and closed the portfolio holding his pad and pen. And that was that. Val’s world had clearly come apart, and so had mine.


I have seen her once since. I mourned the end of my marriage and for several years found myself at loose ends whenever I thought about it. I reacted like many people do, I suspect, and plunged into my work to shrink the time my mind would linger on the marriage, mistakes, and recrimination. And whatever the truth of her statements and whatever my failings in helping her cope with her avalanche of grief, I will always be grateful that our brief marriage brought me to Texas and set the course for my future.


By the summer of 1980, politics had swept me up again. That meant for me a role in the campaign to carry Texas for Ronald Reagan and his running mate, my former boss, George H. W. Bush. Clements was determined to put Texas in Reagan’s column in 1980. State parties could organize committees to spend money on volunteer-intensive activities in support of federal candidates, as long as the money was raised under federal campaign limits. A victory committee could run phone banks, conduct registration drives, send mailings, hold rallies, send out surrogates, and do everything a presidential campaign could do, short of running television ads. The governor called me into his office and brusquely told me to move my posterior over to the Victory Committee. He was to be its chairman and I was to be its executive director. The outcome of the presidential election could turn on the results in Texas—and so, he made clear, could my future.


The Reagan high command didn’t fully trust Clements, because the governor was close to Ford, his 1976 primary opponent, and had played an important role at the 1980 Detroit convention in pressuring Reagan to tap Ford as his running mate. So they sent two people to look over our shoulders. One was the Texas Republican national committeeman Ernie Angelo, former mayor of Midland. The other was the campaign’s southwestern political director, Rick Shelby. Both were parked in Austin for the rest of the campaign, and we hit it off. Angelo proved an invaluable link to the Reagan grassroots people, smoothing hurt feelings and helping glue all Republican volunteers into one massive effort. Shelby kept assuring the Reagan folks at Washington headquarters that the crazy Texans really were intent on winning.


Our headquarters was a vacant mortuary and my office was the former body-viewing room. We built a robust, statewide, grassroots organization in every county. Every conceivable voter group had its own state and local leadership, from farmers and ranchers to Hispanics to women to students to small business owners to doctors to African-Americans to left-handed orthodontists who played golf on alternate Thursdays. Well, just about.


The county committees and coalition groups were then drawn into an elaborate voter identification and get-out-the-vote operation run from more than a hundred phone centers and many more local headquarters. We put special efforts into precincts where past election returns provided evidence of lots of swing voters and even focused on Democratic primary voters in precincts where conservative Democrats ran well.


My mentor during my stint with Clements was a remarkable figure named Peter O’Donnell, Jr., Clements’s close friend and the father of the modern Republican Party in Texas. As treasurer of the Victory Committee, he taught me vital lessons. “Your budget is your plan reduced to numbers and spread over time,” he’d say as we started each week by reviewing reports of the committee’s expenditures and income. Every expenditure had to be approved in advance with a paper trail, so there were no surprises. Everything in the campaign had to be measured against goals, from the number of volunteers recruited for each phone in each phone center to the number of county steering committee members to the number of yard signs displayed in each target precinct. If you didn’t measure an activity, it tended to remain undone. We set goals for everything, then set things right where we were falling short.


The Victory Committee was a huge success. We raised $3.1 million—more than all the Victory Committees in America combined. The Reagan national campaign supported our efforts with a modest TV buy and a more-than-adequate number of appearances by Reagan and his home state vice presidential running mate, George H. W. Bush. In Texas, Reagan-Bush walloped Carter-Mondale by nearly 14 points.


My reward was to be named Governor Clements’s deputy chief of staff. As the governor turned his attention to his 1982 reelection, I learned he was going to ask me to run his campaign. I would likely be made chief of staff if he were reelected. But I was hesitant. I was thirty years old. Was this the right course?


I thought about Clements himself. He had started his company when he was about my age. And while I didn’t aspire to build a multigazillion-dollar one of my own, the idea of starting something and making it grow attracted me. I also saw the political changes that were taking place in Texas and I wanted to be part of them. So when I was summoned by the governor to visit with him at the end of the legislative session that May to talk about the future, I went armed with a brash idea.


The governor did ask me to run his reelection campaign and hinted at future rewards when he was reelected. I responded that like him, at my age, I wanted to start a business—a direct mail firm—and I’d like him to be my first client. He thought about it a second and said yes, he would be. He offered some sage business advice—get enough capital and talk to friends who know the pitfalls of starting a business. Then he dismissed me with a smile and a gruff wave of the hand. I think he liked my audacity.


In October 1981, Rove + Company opened its doors on Brazos Street in Austin with a staff of three and a bank of computerized printers. Within a few days, we mailed nearly a million fund-raising appeals for Governor Clements’s reelection. The letter itself came in twenty-six different versions, based on the information we had about the donor, where they lived, how much they gave, and how long they’d been part of Clements’s team. The programmer who wrote the code to match each version to a specific donor said the permutations were impossible. I asked him to do it anyway. I was counting on cutting-edge technology to carve out my niche in the direct mail business. I was glad to be right: the letter brought in more than $2 million in contributions.


Before long we expanded and moved to a nondescript office building outside downtown Austin. A neighbor in the duplex next door was a young cyclist in training. He rode off on his bike early in the morning as I arrived. He seemed dedicated and talented, and I thought he had a shot at doing pretty well at the sport. His name was Lance Armstrong.


While I was building my company, I was also rebuilding my personal life. There was a smart and very creative freelance graphic designer who did work for my firm. Her name was Darby Hickson. She was a cute brunette with a really big heart, a free spirit, and a complete indifference to politics. We started going out because neither of us thought we were ready to be in a serious relationship. So of course, it turned serious. We were married in 1986 and our son Andrew came in 1989. Darby is a fantastic mother. And the shy, soft-spoken artist turned out to have a warrior spirit when she was twice diagnosed with breast cancer. Her sound advice and steadiness made it possible to weather all that came in the years ahead.


I started my business because I wanted to build something and to have an impact in politics. And for the next eighteen years, that’s what I tried to do. We would handle over seventy-five campaigns for governor, senator, or congress—and even more campaigns for other offices, including presidential races and work for the Moderate Party of Sweden.


Rove + Company was hard work, with late nights and early mornings, even an overnight shift at times to feed the printers that churned out fund-raising and voter contact letters. It was fun, too, but the quality of our years depended on whether our clients won or lost. Losing not only meant sometimes waiting to get paid, it could also mean facing retribution. After Governor Clements was defeated for reelection in 1982 by Democratic attorney general Mark White, for example, White’s people called my nonpolitical clients, such as the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and a recreational fishing group, the Gulf Coast Conservation Association, to suggest it would be better if they worked with someone else. Those clients stuck with Rove + Company, but it was a sobering reminder of the perilous field I had entered.


In the 1982 elections, we did direct mail exclusively, which was profitable but not always rewarding. Big decisions were being made in the Clements reelection campaign, for instance, and I didn’t have a seat at the table. I couldn’t veto dumb ideas as they came up. For example, Clements imported a specialist in political tabloids from California, David Janison, who designed a fake newspaper to be mailed to swing voters. That newspaper highlighted a college drinking incident involving White. It was a dumb thing to do and voters reacted negatively. It irked me that I knew something like that was a bad idea but I had no power to stop it.


In the end, it wasn’t the fake tabloid that did Clements in: the national economy was in the tank and there was a Republican in the White House. Texan families were paying record-high utility bills. White blamed the economy on the GOP and wrapped those utility bills around Clements’s neck just as Clements had wrapped Carter around his opponent in 1978. Clements’s defeat forced some Republicans to wonder if the party’s 1978 victory had been a fluke and to ask if GOP candidates could be competitive for governor and other statewide offices in Texas. I wanted to make certain that they would be.


So starting in 1984, I started handling general consulting for Texas candidates. My firm began working on direct mail outside of Texas, too, with clients including John Ashcroft in Missouri, Orrin Hatch in Utah, and Vice President Bush’s presidential campaign. By 1988, most of Rove + Company’s business was for out-of-state clients.


That year was big for Republicans in Texas. The first Republicans to win statewide seats in races other than for governor or for the Senate were both my clients. Kent Hance won a seat on the powerful Texas Railroad Commission, which regulates oil, gas, and trucking, and Tom Phillips was elected as the chief justice of the Texas Supreme Court.


Two years later, in 1990, two more Republicans (Rove clients as well) were elected to statewide office, and they would shape state politics for two decades. Kay Bailey Hutchison was elected treasurer, succeeding Ann Richards. Democrats then abolished the position, which made me wonder if political payback is about the only grounds on which Democrats abolish government posts. Hutchison later became a U.S. senator. The other winner, Democrat Rick Perry, had planned to retire from the legislature until his best friend, David Weeks, and I talked him into switching parties and running for the GOP nomination for agriculture commissioner. Perry swept rural counties because, as a rancher, he actually knew something about agriculture; he won the suburbs because of his marquee good looks and conservative values. He became governor in 2000.


By 1992 I had my hands full with the senior Bush’s reelection campaign, where we handled a lot of the direct mail. It was painful to watch. The Bush campaign was not worthy of the forty-first president. After Bush lost, we became busy with the 1993 special election to fill the vacancy created by the elevation of Senator Lloyd Bentsen to secretary of the Treasury by President Bill Clinton. That special election produced a delightfully shocking result: my client, Kay Bailey Hutchison, led the first round by getting more votes than the rest of the GOP field combined and then, in the run-off, routed Governor Richards’s appointee by more than two to one.


But as my success grew, so did the ranks of my critics, and they propagated many myths about my work in Texas. Some are true; most are not. Here’s the true story behind a few of the Myths of Rove.


Let’s start with the accusation that I destroyed the career of one of the Democratic Party’s rising stars, Texas Railroad Commissioner Lena Guerrero, in order to clear the field for George W. Bush’s ascent in Texas politics.


This myth is true, in part. I did, as two journalists noted, pass “along information that state Railroad Commissioner Lena Guerrero… had lied about graduating from college. The story hit the front pages of Texas newspapers and ended Ms. Guerrero’s political career.”


At the time, I was working on the campaign of Barry Williamson for Texas railroad commissioner. Guerrero, his opponent, was bright, outgoing, confident, and charismatic. She had lots of raw, impressive, natural talent and she also had an important patron, Governor Richards, who understood this young woman could rise very far in politics. That’s why Richards had appointed her to the powerful Railroad Commission. In that job, she once met with a bunch of truckers she regulated. One of them asked, “What’s your bra size?” She shot back, “Not big enough.”


But Guerrero had a problem: she had embellished her past. She claimed to be an honors graduate of the University of Texas at Austin, but in fact had never earned a degree—a fact our campaign had been tipped to by Carole McClellan, whom Williamson had beaten in the Republican primary. We had sketchy information but couldn’t get university records or official confirmation of her status. In late August or early September, I called a reporter and passed on our doubts about her academic record.


The Guerrero campaign began getting calls from journalists and realized it had a problem. That September 11, Lena Guerrero admitted she hadn’t earned a degree. Williamson immediately called for her to resign as railroad commissioner, and our campaign pounded her for inconsistencies. Newspaper editorials began questioning her credibility. After two weeks of growing controversy, Guerrero resigned from her post but did not drop out of the race; Williamson won by 14 points. A brilliant political career had been cut short by a padded résumé.


Did I pass on to a reporter the information that pointed to our opponent’s lie? Absolutely, you bet, and I have no regrets about it whatsoever. Why should I? The information, after all, was true. That should have some bearing on this issue.


In campaigns, the public makes judgments about the values, views, and character of the candidates. The press plays a vital role in that process. Campaigns routinely share with reporters disparaging information about their opponents; it’s the responsibility of journalists to decide whether the charges are accurate and, if they are, whether they are worthy of being shared with the public.


Guerrero was an extraordinary political talent who led a remarkable life after leaving politics. She never blamed others for her defeat: she accepted responsibility for misleading voters and developed a reputation as a savvy, hardworking lobbyist. She died of brain cancer in the spring of 2008 at the age of fifty after a heroic struggle.


Another Myth of Rove is that in 1986, I bugged my own office in order to drum up a negative story against Governor Mark White, when my client Bill Clements was running to unseat him. My detractors say I got the idea from a Richard Gere movie, Power. The real story is that on the morning of October 1, 1986, I had a telephone conversation with George Bayoud, Clements’s campaign manager, about bringing Lee Atwater in for the final weeks of the campaign and raising our television ad buy to 650 gross rating points.


Television gross rating point levels are one of those findable secrets you want to keep locked up as long as possible. Generally, 100 gross rating points means a viewer will see your ad one time in a week. The opposition always wants to know how much you’re buying and where. Opponents can get information on your TV buys, but they should have to work for it by checking individual station logs.


That afternoon, the Clements campaign press secretary received a phone call from a Dallas Morning News reporter, Sam Attlesey, about the two items George and I discussed in our call. It rattled us. How could someone know about both sensitive topics? Since we had not yet placed the additional orders for our buy, it was troubling if the opposition knew what we were going to purchase before we did. What added to our concern was that after our talk that morning, I’d run into George and told him I’d given him the wrong number of gross rating points the buy was being increased to. It wasn’t really 650. But that was Attlesey’s number.


We were entering the campaign’s final month and could leave nothing to chance. Bayoud decided to have the headquarters swept for electronic bugs and picked a Fort Worth firm to do it. The afternoon of the sweep, I was in Dallas attending a prep session for the following night’s televised gubernatorial debate. George called me to say the security team had found nothing in the headquarters. They had finished early and he wanted to sweep my company office as well. I called Jamie Clements (no relation to Bill), who ran my firm’s nonpolitical business, and asked him to let the security team in.


By the time I returned that evening, the security team had told Jamie they’d discovered a listening device in the frame of a small needlepoint elephant that hung on a wall near my desk. George and I agreed we had to let federal, state, and local law enforcement know. By the morning, FBI agents had brought in enough electronic equipment to launch a satellite. After another round of discussions, we decided we needed to say something to the press and so hastily called a news conference Monday. We did not say the White campaign had planted the bug, though I did say, “There is no doubt… the only ones who would benefit from this detailed, sensitive information would be the political opposition.” The White campaign immediately denied having anything to do with it. The incident dropped off the front pages within a few days and, after a long investigation, the FBI never indicted anyone.


Journalists have pointed out that the security team removed the bug from the office and took it to their hotel room with them. But I didn’t pick the firm or direct their work. One member of the security team that swept the office and the owner of Knight Diversified, Gary Morphew, refused to take a polygraph exam. Maybe he refused because being in the security business, he didn’t trust lie detectors. In any case, not taking it was his right. But I didn’t hire him and he certainly didn’t have any reason to cover for me if he had any evidence that would implicate me. In the end, law enforcement officers were just as baffled as I was as to just how the bug got into my office.


The device had a regular six-volt battery with a ten-hour life span and the “juice” remaining on the battery pointed to its having been turned on that day. But I’d been in Dallas, and there had been no plan to sweep my office when I boarded my plane. To bug the office, I would have had to get an electronic listening device, hide it behind the frame early Sunday before departing for Dallas, and wait for Bayoud to decide—at the last minute—to sweep my company’s suite. That’s a pretty cheeky gamble.


Finally, it has been surmised that I got the idea of bugging my own office from the movie Power, in which Richard Gere stars as a rock-star political consultant. I admit I’ve seen the movie. On VCR. From the rental store. Long after the 1986 Clements campaign. I howled at the image of a political consultant who got paid vast sums every month by all his clients and got them elected through contrived ads that would last about five minutes in the real world.


Yet another myth about me calls into question the integrity of the FBI and the Justice Department. It claims that between 1988 and 1990 I directed the FBI to investigate statewide elected Democratic officeholders, including Treasurer Ann Richards, Comptroller Bob Bullock, Land Commissioner Garry Mauro, and Agriculture Commissioner Jim Hightower.


The FBI did investigate Texas officials during that span, but I had nothing to do with it. The investigation was called “Brilab” and was part of a broad anticorruption probe that looked at officials in Louisiana, Oklahoma, Los Angeles, and Washington, D.C., as well as Texas.


What got the most attention in Texas at the time was the agency’s investigation of Agriculture Commissioner Jim Hightower’s office. An official for the U.S. Department of Agriculture spotted expenses claimed by Hightower’s shop that raised red flags. That official alerted the FBI, which dug deeper and discovered enough to indict some of Hightower’s top aides; they were later found guilty and sent to prison. The story became a live political issue in the campaign because newspapers covering the story printed details that embarrassed Hightower.


The myth that I had something to do both with spurring the investigation and with airing all of this has stuck around because it is convenient for some to blame me rather than those aides who ran afoul of the law. Some of the dust kicked up by the investigation swirled around Hightower for a long time, giving him and others an incentive to find someone other than themselves to blame.


Ultimately, the “proof” behind the myth comes down to the claim that I controlled FBI agent Greg Rampton, who led the investigations in Texas. The truth is that I met Agent Rampton once or perhaps twice in person and talked to him on the phone at his request several times. We met because he had sought me out—as he had scores of others involved in Texas politics—to see if I had any information that might be useful in his investigation of corruption at the Texas Department of Agriculture. I didn’t.


As much as I wish I could claim credit for discovering the illegal activity at the Texas Department of Agriculture, I did not. And while it would have been nice during the 1990 campaign to have known in advance how much bad stuff happened beneath the roof of that department under Hightower’s stewardship, I didn’t. I read about it in the newspaper along with everyone else.


Of course, these Myths of Rove that grew up in Texas in the 1980s had consequences for me. I felt those effects with particular force after I had been appointed to the Board of Regents of East Texas State University, now called Texas A&M University–Commerce, by Governor Clements. The appointment was subject to a vote of approval by the state Senate when the legislature next met. In the sixteen months between my appointment and the legislative session, Democrats won back the governor’s office. It was payback time. I was sent word that Senate Democrats would “bust” me and it was in my interest to withdraw. I knew they had the votes to do it, but I get stubborn sometimes. If Democrats were going to “bust” me, they’d have to do it in public.


On the appointed day, I appeared before the Senate Nominations Committee, meeting on the floor of the Senate chamber. Three Democratic legislators, led by state senator Bobby Joe Glasgow, hammered me for what seemed like hours about getting the FBI to investigate statewide Democratic elected officials. Several other Democratic senators rushed in to push a few more lances into my hide before the committee voted five to one to send my name to the complete Senate without a recommendation, which was a death sentence for my nomination.


I was later told that following the contentious Nominations Committee hearing, the powerful Democratic lieutenant governor, Bob Bullock, who’d been watching the sordid little beating from the front of the chamber, sidled up to Glasgow. “Senator, I want you to think about what you’ve just said,” Bullock began. “You have alleged this young man investigated me, Richards, Mauro, and Hightower. If what you’ve said is not true, then you’ve slandered his good Christian name and you owe him an apology.” Bullock paused so his words could sink in before saying, “And if you believe what you said is true, then you’re dumber than you look.” This was a Democrat I could love.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg
COURAGE

AND

CONSEQUENCE

——————

My Life as a Conservative in the Fight

—ee

KARL ROVE

=

THRESHOLD EDITIONS

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here







OEBPS/images/common.jpg









OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/back1.jpg





OEBPS/images/back2.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781439199268_cover.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

“GRAB A HIGHLIGHTER . . . COURAGE AND CONSEQUENCE IS AN ENTERTAINING
AND ENLIGHTENING MEMOIR.” —Mark Halperin, The New York Times Book Review

COURAGE and
CONSEQUENCE

My Life as a Conservative in the Fight

KARL ROVE






