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To the people of Connecticut for their steadfast support over more than three decades, without which we would never have had the opportunity we were given in 2000.

and

To the people of America for the warmth with which they greeted us on our amazing adventure.






AN AMAZING
ADVENTURE






Chapter One


[image: squ] It’s hard to call friends with bad news, but on that Sunday night, two of my friends did. Jim Kennedy, my former press secretary, who worked with Al Gore in the White House, called to say: “They’re going to leak the name to the press in time for the Monday morning news shows.” Although he hadn’t gotten official notice about Gore’s choice of a running mate, Jim said signs were pointing increasingly to Senator John Edwards of North Carolina.

Then Dan Gerstein, my press secretary, called. “I hate to be the one to tell you, Senator, but I’ve just heard from somebody at one of the networks. It’s going to be Edwards.”

So that was that. We’d known a decision was imminent; Gore had vowed to announce his selection by Monday. My wife, Hadassah, and our twelve-year-old daughter, Hani, had tried to stay busy to keep distracted, but it wasn’t really working. My eighty-five-year-old mother had been so excited and anxious that she’d come up to New Haven from her home in Stamford, Connecticut, saying, “I’ve just got to be with you. Win or lose, I want to be in the house with you.” Our thirty-two-year-old son, Matt, and my younger sister Ellen and her husband, Bert, all of whom live nearby, were over, too. Now I had to let them all know. After gathering the family, I set glasses on the dining room table and opened a bottle of wine.

“Apparently it’s not going to happen,” I said, adding quickly, “But it’s been a great thrill, a great honor, to be considered. We’ve been very lucky.” We had come very close, and in the process, some political barriers had been broken. We toasted one another and America and went to bed thinking it was over.

My alarm went off at 6:55 on Monday morning, August 7, 2000. Sleepily, I clicked on the television. The local anchor was not dispassionate. “Now let me repeat this very exciting story,” she said. “The Associated Press is reporting that Vice President Gore has chosen our very own Senator Joe Lieberman to be his running mate.”

Now I was awake. “Sweetheart, did you hear that?”

Hadassah groaned in her sleep.

“Al chose me,” I said. “They just said it on TV.”

“Whattt?” Hadassah sat up in bed, stared at the flickering image, then stared back at me in astonishment and said, “Oh, my God, Joey—it’s you!”

[image: line]

[image: squ] Gore’s staff had decided that when the time came to announce the vice presidential running mate, they would break the news through two reporters they trusted. They would give Ron Fournier, the AP’s straight-shooting national political reporter, a jump so he could get the story on the wire; then they would call NBC’s Claire Shipman so she could be first to have a “package” ready for the 7:00 A.M. news on the Today show.

Fournier was told of this general plan early Sunday afternoon, but hour after hour went by, and the call didn’t come. Finally it got to be 11:30, and he was still waiting in his office. He called someone at Gore headquarters and asked, “Am I still doing the story? Is it happening tonight?” Yes, he was told, but go home, and we’ll call you when we’re ready. Fournier went home, sat by the phone, and fell asleep in a living room chair. At 5:45, he was awakened by a call from Chris Lehane, Gore’s campaign press secretary.

“We’ve decided,” Lehane said, but there was a catch: “You’ve got to guess who it is.” A little Lehane five-in-the-morning humor.

Fournier later told me what he’d said. “Well, I’ve been picking up the leaks all weekend, so I’ll have to go with John Edwards.”

Lehane said no.

“John Kerry.”

No.

“I knew it. You’re going to the Midwest!” And Fournier named someone who hadn’t been mentioned lately, Indiana senator Evan Bayh.

No.

Fournier told me he then suddenly broke out in goose bumps. “You’re going to make history, and I’m going to write it. It’s Lieberman.”

Lehane said yes.

It’s a wonderful story, and it still chokes me up when I tell it because of Fournier’s sense of the improbability that there would be a Jewish candidate on a major ticket.

I got out of bed, threw some water on my face, and headed downstairs to make coffee. I passed Hani’s room and she called out, “Daddy, who is it?”

“It’s me,” I said, and she started screaming, hugged me, and then I just kept walking down the stairs. I was basically in my boxers, heading for the coffeemaker, when I looked up. Two TV cameras peered down at me through our kitchen window. I ducked—and ran upstairs to put on some clothes.

As the phone began to ring and everything began to swirl around us, I realized I needed to get hold of myself, so I did what I do every morning: I said my morning prayers, essentially the same prayers that observant Jews have said for centuries in very different places and very different circumstances. I added some special prayers of gratitude and also added pleas for the strength and ability I knew I would need in the days ahead.

[image: line]

We had only recently allowed ourselves the thought that this day might come. In June I’d been told that I’d made it to Gore’s “short list” of potential running mates, but I hadn’t known for sure who the other contenders were until Gore let his campaign staff leak a list to the press later in July. On it were Senators John Kerry, Bob Graham, Evan Bayh, Tom Harkin, and John Edwards, House minority leader Dick Gephardt, New Hampshire governor Jeanne Shaheen, former Senate majority leader George Mitchell, and former treasury secretary Bob Rubin. And there was me. We were all part of what Hadassah called “the bouncing boxes,” the disembodied heads you’d see bounce up as a graphic on your favorite cable news channel.

Earlier in the spring of 2000, when my name first started surfacing as a potential running mate, I told my old friend and political consultant Carter Eskew (who happened to be advising another old friend of his, Al Gore) that while I didn’t expect to be chosen as the VP candidate, I sure hoped I would make it to the short list. I had also talked about that with one of my closest friends and counselors, Al From of the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC), early in January 2000.

“Should you aspire to be on the ticket?” Al asked. “It never hurts to be on a national ticket unless you flop. It doesn’t even hurt a vice presidential nominee to be on the losing ticket,” he added, “as long as there aren’t negative revelations about you and you don’t look ill prepared to be president during the campaign. It didn’t hurt Hubert Humphrey to run for VP, and it didn’t hurt Bob Dole or Ed Muskie to run and lose.”

It wasn’t until May that I was “officially” approached to see if I was willing to be considered. It was the Monday after Hani’s bat mitzvah in Connecticut. Former secretary of state Warren Christopher was heading up the search for Gore’s running mate, and he asked me if I was interested. “As my twelve-year-old daughter would say, it would be awesome,” I told him, “literally awesome, because of my respect for the office. I don’t expect to be chosen, but I would be honored to be considered.”

By June, Christopher had narrowed down the list of thirty or forty possibilities to fewer than ten contenders. When I learned I had made the cut, well, my hopes grew. I still didn’t expect to be picked, but I sure wanted to be. For almost thirty years, I had devoted my life to public service, and now I was in reach of an extraordinary opportunity. After ten years as a state senator, six years as Connecticut’s attorney general, and two terms as a U.S. senator, I felt ready.

As the vetting process went on through June and July, the odds that I would get the nomination seemed to grow slimmer—at least in public speculation. By August, the folks on the Sunday morning talk shows were saying that Edwards had moved into the lead, followed by Kerry. What seemed to be holding me back was that I wasn’t part of the traditional Democratic Party apparatus as some of the others were; my independent, centrist philosophy meant that I was not the first choice of some of the important Democratic interest groups. And the fact that I’m an observant Jew was apparently making some people close to the campaign uncomfortable. It wasn’t my faith per se, it was the fact that no one could predict how voters would take it. Would my religion become a factor in a close race? Was it worth the risk to see if the country was ready for a Jewish vice president?

[image: photo]

Joe and Hadassah on the big screen in Los Angeles.

The Democratic National Convention was coming up fast, and Gore needed to name his running mate, but the decision wasn’t coming easily. All day Sunday, August 6, and into the night in his Nashville hotel suite, he weighed the possibilities with the people he trusted most—his brother-in-law Frank Hunger, Warren Christopher, campaign chairman Bill Daley, Tipper, and the rest of the Gore family. Later in the evening, he met with senior political advisers, including Bob Shrum, Carter Eskew, Tad Devine, Mike Whouley, and campaign manager Donna Brazile. Each argued on behalf of his or her favorite candidate, but by the time they left around 9:30 or so, the consultants still had no sense of what the vice president would do.

One of them later told me that they went back to somebody’s room at the hotel for a drink and, laughing, decided they were so clueless, they might as well spin a bottle to see if they could predict whom Gore would choose. Shrum represented Edwards, Whouley was Kerry, and Eskew stood in for me. Three times they spun the bottle—and each time it pointed to Eskew. Donna Brazile, who had earlier told Gore she was for me, flipped a quarter twice between me and John Edwards, and both times it came out on my side. The next day she gave the coin—a Connecticut quarter—to our son Matt.

I’m not superstitious; I certainly don’t believe I was picked because of a spinned bottle or a flip of the coin. I do think my chances were helped by what Warren Christopher reportedly said to Gore that Sunday. The choice you’re about to make, he told Al, says “what’s in your heart, what’s in your soul, what’s in your mind—and you have to make this choice with that consideration. It’s more about you than about whom you choose.”

[image: line]

In 1992, there had been media speculation that I was being considered for vice president by Bill Clinton, but I knew it couldn’t be serious because I wasn’t being vetted. You know when you’re being vetted. As I learned in 2000, it is a remarkable experience—exhaustive and demanding. When Warren Christopher called to tell me I had made it to the short list and that they would soon have to start vetting me, he warned, “Are you still willing to go forward with it, because it’s not easy, and it can be a painful process, and there’s no way I can reduce the pain.” So I said, “Chris [which is how he is known], you mean this is kind of like having a colonoscopy without anesthesia?” Chris laughed and agreed.

By the time you are chosen, the people running the presidential campaign have a very clear sense of who you are. A vetting team of several people (eight in my case) has analyzed the answers to the enormous number of questions you’ve been asked. They’ve pored over your financial records and read every word you’ve ever written—in my case, four books, countless op-ed articles, and even editorials I wrote for the Yale Daily News as an undergraduate in the 1960s. They have interviewed not only the woman you are married to, but the woman you used to be married to. Almost the first question they asked Betty Haas, my former wife, was, “Did you have any reason to suspect that he was having extramarital relations?” “Did he ever use drugs?” Thank God, two easy-to-answer questions with nice, clean answers. Betty apparently joked: “Well, I tried to get him to try marijuana, but the square just wouldn’t.”

The team investigating me was headed by Jamie Gorelick, a well-known Washington attorney, then at Fannie Mae. I had known Jamie a bit, not well, when she was at the Defense Department and the Justice Department in the Clinton administration; she is very impressive. Because being vetted is arduous, time-consuming, and pressured, I decided to retain someone to represent me and guide me through the process. Jonathan Sallet had been my friend since we worked together on the 1992 Democratic platform. He is a very smart and well-connected lawyer who happened to have just left a good corporate job and so was available. As it turned out, Jonathan and Jamie had practiced law together in their early careers, and their working relationship was strong. That was immensely helpful. Even more helpful, though, was that Sallet and I developed a strategy not simply for surviving the vetting, but for pursuing the nomination.

You’re not supposed to campaign for the vice presidential nomination. You can’t even acknowledge that you are under consideration for it. Early in May, at the end of our first meeting, I asked Warren Christopher, “What should I tell the media, if they ask?”

“You can tell them that I came to see you,” he said, “but don’t tell them anything you said.”

When Chris called a month later to say I had made the short list, I asked again, not only because I wanted to play this by their rules, but because I also realized that how I handled the situation was, in and of itself, a test. “This time,” he said, “I don’t want you to say anything.” I didn’t. Most of my staff didn’t know, our friends didn’t know.

I had awkward moments with two of my colleagues in the Senate who were said to be on the short list. One, a jokester who I’m not certain was ever on it, said, “Did you get that questionnaire from Warren Christopher? Boy, that was amazing, wasn’t it?”

“What questionnaire?” I said. (There was no questionnaire, at least not one that I ever filled out.)

The other guy, who was definitely on the list, said quietly, “What an experience this is! Kind of amazing, isn’t it?” I stopped the conversation. I felt bad afterward that I had been abrupt with him, but I was intent on keeping this secret.

The vetting team’s mission is to uncover everything negative about you; they look for reasons why the presidential nominee should not pick you. But, presumably, there are also arguments that can be made for you. What Sallet and I decided was this: We would not only work to reassure the team that there were no skeletons in my closet, we would also figure out ways to present positive reasons to choose me.

We began by describing the similar senatorial records of Al Gore and me. We had both been certifiable New Democrats, early members of the centrist Democratic Leadership Council. We had both served on the Armed Services Committee and had solid experience in foreign and defense policy. We both chose environmental protection, new economy growth, and governmental efficiency as personal priorities. The policy differences between us were rare; therefore our coming together on a ticket would be comfortable.

We also decided we needed to reach out, in a very discreet way, to a very few people who we thought might be talking to Gore about this selection. We also needed to communicate softly with constituencies within the Democratic Party—especially those I wasn’t sure would favor me. The trial lawyers were mad at me because of my support for tort reform as a way to protect small businesses and consumers. The teachers unions were concerned about my support for a demonstration voucher scholarship program for poor children that their families could use to send them to nonpublic schools. I’d also had differences with organized labor over my commitment to trade because I believe it creates jobs. I needed them on my side, or at the very least not set against me. I didn’t need to be everyone’s first choice, but if somebody close to Gore said, “Hey, he’s thinking about Joe Lieberman, what do you think?” I needed these groups to say, “We like him.” Or, “He may not be our first choice, but he’s fine.” Or even, “If Gore wants him, we can live with that.”

These contacts were to be made subtly, quietly. Some people on their own initiative made the case for me during the vetting process itself, when they appeared before tribunals of lawyers and researchers to answer questions about me and my background. Other friends made contacts with leaders of the key Democratic constituency groups. My Connecticut colleague Senator Chris Dodd was indispensable. I can still see the scene when I asked for his help. It was the first week of July, and Chris and I were in Branford, Connecticut, with Rosa DeLauro, our New Haven congresswoman, to announce federal aid to the lobster industry, which had been suffering terribly because a rare disease had struck the lobster pools. It was a clear, sunny day on Long Island Sound. I took Chris aside and said, “I’ve got to talk to you.”

Even though there was a lot of local media around, we managed to drift away, walking down a dirt road along the harbor shore. “Warren Christopher called. I’m on the short list,” I said. “I’m not supposed to talk to anyone about this, but you’re my friend and my colleague, and I wanted to tell you and ask for your counsel.”

Chris Dodd responded with generosity and good advice. “Joe, this is a moment of opportunity in your life. You have no way of knowing whether anything like this will ever happen again. You should make sure you do everything you can so you will never look back to this time and say, ‘If I had done just one more thing, I might have been the vice presidential nominee.’Of course I understand that you can’t go out and campaign for it,” he added, “but others can help.” He offered to make a few calls quietly to some of those groups that I mentioned.

Al Gore met privately with each of the short list contenders. My turn came early one morning in late July, when I was smuggled into the U.S. Naval Observatory, the vice president’s official residence, in the backseat of a van with darkened windows. Over breakfast, Gore said that this was awkward because we were friends, but he had to interview me.

I told him not to worry. I knew how important this decision was, and he should feel comfortable asking whatever he wanted to know. He then proceeded to ask, in essence, “Why should I pick you?” I told him that while it felt surreal and immodest to say these words, I thought he could make the case to the voters that, based on my public service experience in the federal and state governments, I was qualified to become president should that ever become necessary. I also said that because our policy priorities were so similar, and because we were both so-called New Democrats, we would blend together comfortably. And I added that because we were friends, he could absolutely trust me. Al went on to ask questions about some specific issues, then said, “Let’s talk about some of the groups in the party, and how they might feel if you were picked.”

Okay, I said.

Well, how about…labor? How do you think they’d react if you were chosen?

I’ve got some very good friends in labor, and Chris Dodd talked to so-and-so and he says they’re going to be all right.

I see, said Gore. And the African American community. How do you think you’ll fare there?

Oh, I said, I’ve got some good personal relationships with people in the Congressional Black Caucus, and Chris says he’s had good conversations there, too.

“So, Joe, is Chris Dodd your John the Baptist?”

“In a manner of speaking,” I answered.

[image: line]

When you come in as a VP candidate, you’re boarding a train that’s already moving. In fact, it’s been heading in a direction not just for months, but for years before they hook your car up. It’s a great journey you are starting on—and it’s a wonderfully decorated car—but you’re late.

By the time Al Gore called to offer me the spot—which was late that Monday morning in August—my new campaign staff was in the air, flying from his headquarters in Nashville to New Haven to come get me. “I want you to know there’s a team already in place; we’ve put it together for you,” Al said. “They’re very experienced—and heading in your direction. They should be landing in New Haven any moment now.”

Minutes after we hung up, the doorbell rang and I was leading my new campaign team down into the Bunker, which is what we call our basement. There’s not much down there—a couch, a computer, a television, a telephone, a fax. The walls are sixteen-inch-thick poured concrete; it’s cool and private. The visitors included my new campaign manager, Tom Nides, who was on leave from Fannie Mae, a veteran of previous national campaigns, and a former aide to former Gore campaign chairman Tony Coelho. Tina Flournoy, my new political director, was a lawyer who had worked with the late Ron Brown at the DNC, and was now with the American Federation of Teachers; Paul Orzulak, my new speechwriter, had written for President Clinton and for Sandy Berger at the National Security Council. Kiki Moore McLean, press secretary, had worked with the Gores off and on since 1992 and was a battle-trained professional. I knew Kiki from her days at the DLC, and I liked her, but I had never met any of the others before.

I’ve run for political office since 1970, have been a U.S. senator since 1988; I already had a terrific and dedicated staff, eager to take off with me. But this team that Gore sent was experienced at running national campaigns. More than that, this was the team Nashville wanted. Nashville It became more than a place to me. As the campaign went on, when somebody like Kiki or Nides would say, “Nashville would like you to do this,” I’d say, “Wait a second—’Nashville’? There aren’t many places you can speak of that way: the Vatican, The Hague, maybe ‘Houston.’ But ‘Nashville’? Who in Nashville wants me to do this?”

If John Edwards had been chosen as Gore’s running mate, these people would have flown to North Carolina that day. If Al had picked John Kerry, they would have been in Boston. But they were in my home, sketching out the week’s whirlwind schedule.


	Fly to Tenn. this aft. Dinner with Gores. Staff mtg. at hotel after dinner to discuss plans and Dem. Convention, next week.

	Tomorrow, announcement speeches at War Memorial in Nashville.

	Wed., fly to hometowns of VP and Sen. (Carthage, TN, Stamford, CT.)

	Thursday, VP and Sen. to Atlanta for rally with five Southern Dem. governors; Hadassah and Tipper to H’s hometown of Gardner, MA.



In a matter of hours, I would go from being the junior senator of a relatively small (though clearly wonderful) state, to being the first Jewish American candidate for national office in American history. If all eyes weren’t yet upon us, most soon would be. “Miracles happen!” That’s what I told reporters waiting outside my house that first morning. Hadassah quickly came up with her own description—”Magical trauma!”

Upstairs, Philip Dufour was in our bedroom, working his way through Hadassah’s closet. Did she have something to wear when she walked off the plane in Nashville? Something to wear to the rally tomorrow? A nice pantsuit, perhaps? Du-four was Tipper Gore’s great gift to Hadassah. To all of us. Al had said, “I know how tough the transition can be; I’ve been through it. I want to do everything I possibly can to make it easy for you, and Tipper will do the same for Hadassah.” Philip was manager of the vice president’s residence, personable and superbly efficient. Here’s Hadassah’s description of that memorable scene:

[image: line]

[image: squ] Philip knew what we needed to know. What clothes we’d need, how much to pack. Plus, he worked beautifully with Edie. Edie Goldberg is one of my oldest friends. The minute she heard the news about Joe, she came running over. “How much luggage do you have—and how does it look?” she said as she walked through the door. Edie’s a take-charge kind of person, which has been a blessing for us before. Eighteen years ago, she’d taken charge of our lives. She had known Joe from his synagogue in New Haven. Down in Riverdale, New York, I was in the process of getting divorced (as was Joe), and Edie decided we would make a good match—even though Joe was a politician and she doesn’t usually trust politicians. “But this one,” she told me, “looks you in the eye. I think you’ll like him.” She was right.

So here you had this Orthodox Jewish woman from Connecticut and this French Catholic guy from Louisiana, and you should have heard them going through my things: What length were my skirts? How were my shoes? (Too scuffed.) Panty hose without runs? What color? And it wasn’t just me we had to worry about. What about the kids? And what about our new candidate here?

[image: line]

[image: squ] The first logistical challenge was to figure out how to usher an assortment of delirious Liebermans through a swarm of press and neighbors into a waiting motorcade, which, escorted by motorcycle cops with sirens sounding, would take us to Tweed New Haven Airport to board our chartered jet to Nashville. There was Hani and my mother, Marcia; Matt; his wife, April. Our daughter Rebecca, age thirty-one, was on Cape Cod and would fly down later in the day, as would Ethan Tucker, our twenty-five-year-old, and his wife, Ariela Migdal. En route from Seattle, Ethan and Ariela were waiting at Dulles Airport in Washington, D.C., to hear if they were vacation-bound for North Carolina or Nashville-bound for the campaign! My longtime state political director Sherry Brown was there, too, for the flight to Nashville.

Dave O’Brien, our new trip director sent from Nashville, took over. Dave is one of those political operatives who appears quadrennially to work on national campaigns. He’s from Massachusetts and started out in 1988 with Mike Dukakis. Then he was involved with the 1992 and 1996 Clinton-Gore campaigns, with, of course, normal jobs in between. “Here’s how we’re going to do it,” Dave said. The children walk out to their cars first, followed by my mother. Then, after a pause, Hadassah and me.

I called everybody together in a circle in the center of our kitchen for a prayer. I thanked God, I thanked my family, I thanked everyone for their help and encouragement. And I said I was going to need them all and God’s help in the weeks ahead.

While Dave focused on the nitty-gritty, Kiki McLean kept sight of the big picture. As we were getting ready to walk out of the house in New Haven, she leaned over and whispered, “Sir”—she always called me “sir”—“Sir, don’t stop to talk to the press or anybody else on the way out. Just get in the car.” I have great respect and affection for Kiki, but she and I jousted throughout the campaign, and this was the first of many small struggles over how to deal with the press. It has been my career-long habit to stay accessible to the media, and by and large, I’ve been treated fairly by them. But Kiki’s seasoned approach was different; she thought it was important to manage relations with the press. And one way to do that was to manage access so as not to step on your story if it’s a good story.

[image: line]

[image: squ] Little did I know the campaign had really begun. Suddenly you feel you’ve been body-snatched. You’re in a bubble—no, a capsule. You’re on a mission. You’ve got a timetable, and nothing is going to slow you down. You’re not allowed to stop and put your arms around your neighbors and friends. They cannot get close enough to hug or touch you. Even exiting the house becomes a rapidly executed orchestration.

When we leave the house, we always kiss the mezuzah, the small wooden box with Torah portions in it that’s nailed to the door frame. That’s a routine gesture for us, but this time, I almost forget to kiss it until Joey reminds me to. There I am, in prime time, as the press films me doing something I do every time I leave the house.

Yes, my husband has been in public life. Yes, he’s a senator. But this is different.

[image: line]

[image: squ] As we walked out, I looked over at the reporters staked out in the forsythia bushes next to my driveway. “Senator Lieberman, over here! Joe, come on over!” I saw Mark Davis, who’d been on Channel 8, the ABC affiliate in New Haven, forever. He’d covered me since I ran for the Senate in 1988, and he was a radio talk show host. And there was Tom Monahan from Channel 30 in Hartford, whom I had known since I was in the state senate in the early seventies. I thought, How can I not go over and talk to Mark and Tom? So I walked over. I didn’t say much, but I couldn’t just pass them by.

Kiki leaned in. “Sir,” she said, “the first reactions to your selection are well beyond anything any of us had hoped for. Don’t talk. Just get in the car.”

Our amazing adventure had begun.








Chapter Two


[image: squ] You are always being watched. This is not paranoia, this is just the new reality. So the thing is, how do you maintain any semblance of normalcy? Do you just give up and not try?

There’s garbage to be taken out. We’re leaving New Haven soon for Nashville, so I have to carry it out to the garage. I don’t have any shoes on. We’ve just learned my husband is running for the second highest office in the land. I’m trying to figure it all out, and suddenly there are all these media people falling out of the forsythia bushes, aiming cameras at my face. They’re saying, “What are you doing? How are you doing?” The next thing you know, people around the country are watching me take out the trash: barefoot!

[image: line]

[image: squ] We weren’t naive. We knew that if I was selected, our lives would become open books. When it had begun to look as if I might be a serious contender, Mike Berman, who’d been Vice President Fritz Mondale’s chief of staff, sent an unsettling but essential piece of advice our way. “Tell Joe,” he told my chief of staff, Bill Andresen, “to go home and sit at the table across from Hadassah, and have them both look each other in the eye, and then say to each other: ‘Is there anything you haven’t told me about your life? Because if this goes forward, whatever it is, it’s going to come out.’”

Not only was I aware of this part of contemporary American political life, I had made it clear I believe a politician should be reconciled to it. On September 4, 1998, I publicly criticized my old friend Bill Clinton for his relationship with Monica Lewinsky. In a twenty-four-minute speech delivered from the floor of the Senate, I argued that “the inescapable truth is that the president’s private conduct can and often does have profound public consequences.” Because of this fact, I said, “Whether he or we think it fair or not, the reality…is that a president’s private life is public.”

I had become furious at the president’s inadequate assumption of responsibility during his grand jury testimony a few weeks earlier, and the more I thought about it, the more I concluded I had a responsibility to say so publicly. It was time for a Democrat and a supporter of the president’s to call him to task. There must be “some measure of public rebuke” for President Clinton, I said. His behavior was not only “disgraceful,” but “immoral” and “harmful, for it sends a message of what is acceptable behavior to the larger American family—particularly to our children—which is as influential as the negative messages communicated by the entertainment culture.” It is “embarrassing…not just for him and his family,” I said, “it is embarrassing for all of us as Americans.”

[image: line]

[image: squ] In the weeks before Joe made the Lewinsky speech, as the pressure built up and up in D.C., we’d arranged for a short escape to a beautiful beach in Madison, Connecticut, where, I had fantasized, we could just walk and talk and eat with our children. No such luck. We couldn’t go anywhere the summer of 1998 without someone stopping Joe to tell him about their disappointment, or anger, or support of the president. Then they’d ask Joe how he could attack Hollywood for its immorality and irresponsibility and stay silent about the president’s behavior. Even our family dinners became debates—with our children angry at Clinton and his mother defending the president.

It became clear he had to speak out; he couldn’t stay silent on this. Joe has always been an independent thinker and a straight shooter. There have been times when he’s annoyed fellow Democrats because he puts his personal values before party interests. He’s been tough on the entertainment industry, and that’s rattled some Democrats. But both of us have felt as parents that it’s been an important thing for Joe to do. And he’s never been afraid to reach across the aisle if he thinks he’s found a like-minded lawmaker. When the Senate has been polarized, Republicans against Democrats, Joe often refuses to go automatically along party lines.

But to stand on the floor of the Senate and be the first Democratic senator to come forward and condemn the behavior of the president, I have to think that was the most difficult, wrenching day of Joe’s political career.

We were sitting in our kitchen in Washington, D.C., the night before he was going to give the speech on the Senate floor. I knew what he was going to say, but I was afraid. “Joe, don’t do this,” I said. “You can’t criticize the president in public. How do you know how this will affect your political career?”

He looked at me in disbelief. The joke between us has always been my persistent question—“How long before you can go private and make some money?”

“Since when do you care about my political career?” Joe said. “I’ve made the decision. I’ve got to do this. I can’t turn back.”

So when the press in 2000 analyzed what Joe brought to the ticket, I wasn’t surprised when they emphasized his determination to say what he believed. I had personally witnessed this.

[image: line]

[image: squ] I always wondered what feelings my friend Bill Clinton carried around within him about me after my speech, but he could not have been more gracious or more enthusiastic when he called to congratulate me that Monday in August when I was selected. He even had some advice about how to handle my speech about him. “Now, Joe,” he said, “you know the press may bring up your speech.” I agreed that was likely. He said, “Well, you just tell them, ‘I stand by what I said in that speech. And President Clinton himself has said he agreed with me.’Tell them we’ve known each other thirty years, and of course you were disappointed in my behavior. But you can also remind them that you fought against impeachment because you knew that whatever people felt about me personally, two-thirds of them thought I was doing a good job as president and that I didn’t deserve to be impeached. And I know you agreed with them, Joe, and I remember you argued that the framers of the Constitution could not have intended for impeachment to be used in a case like this. In fact, the impeachment was an abuse of power that should make the voters reluctant to give control of the Presidency and Congress to the Republicans this fall. Then, if they ask you about it again during the campaign, you can tell them you already answered those questions.” (Interestingly, I wouldn’t be asked much about it all during the campaign.)

Bill Clinton and I met when he was at Yale Law School and volunteered for my first political campaign in 1970. He went door-to-door to get me elected to the Connecticut State Senate, and we’ve been friends ever since. We’ve shared much of the same political philosophy and emerged from the same New Democratic political movement. Clinton is a brilliant policy formulator and political strategist. He cares about people, conveys that caring as well as anyone I have known, and has a progressive, layered, and very real sense of America and the American people.

Right from the start of Campaign 2000 in that first phone conversation, he offered me valuable advice. He remembered a speech I had given at the National Prayer Breakfast earlier that year on the appropriate role for faith in our public life; he urged me to circulate it widely. Stand strong against those who might question your religious beliefs and behavior, he said. There will be some people in the campaign who will try to keep you quiet on this, but don’t you hesitate to talk about your religion. And when it comes to your refusal to campaign on the Sabbath, he said, “some people are going to start saying to you, ‘Gee, how can you give up one of the optimum campaign days on Saturday by not campaigning?’ If they say that, just tell them to go straight to hell!” I laughed heartily at that.

Clinton had a clear recommendation about how his vice president should handle the record of the preceding eight years. “Al should get credit for what the administration did right but not get blamed for my mistakes, which were personal and not public. The American people are too fair and too smart to vote against him for that. By choosing you as his running mate, Al has freed himself from being defensive about my personal mistakes. He can now go out and talk about all that we’ve done for the country over the last eight years. I know you’re proud of our record, Joe, so it will be easy for you to talk about how you will build on the prosperity and progress.”

Finally, he offered me good advice on how I should describe the Republican ticket: “Our opponents are not bad people. They love their families and their country. But we have honest disagreements with them. Ideas have consequences. And they have some bad ideas.

“You know all that, Joe,” he said. “Just be what you are.”

[image: line]

[image: squ] On the plane to Nashville, people begin to treat Joey differently.

“Senator, would you like a pillow?”

“Senator, would you like a snack?”

“Senator, would you like some tea?”

“Senator, can I squeeze your teabag?”

He’s going to have to watch out, I think, or his head’s going to get swollen from all this attention. And I have to learn to tune this out in the time we travel together.

[image: line]

[image: squ] When we land, a phalanx of press is waiting, but they’ve been lined up at a distance. For the first time, but as would happen every day for the rest of the campaign, Dave O’Brien and Kiki McLean have everyone exit the plane before us. Then they get off, too, but Dave returns to say, “There are cameras at nine o’clock,” or twelve o’clock, or wherever the cameras are. “As you come out of the plane, pause, and wave to the cameras.”
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