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PRAISE FOR The Nightingale’s Song BY ROBERT TIMBERG

“[A] significant contribution to our understanding of recent political and military history. More than that, it is a fascinating chronicle of the human element behind all history, a story of ambition and sacrifice and how good men can go bad and not-so-good men can skate away…. Mr. Timberg writes like the former Marine he is. That’s not to say he doesn’t write well; only that he can be brutally frank, wielding his pen like a K-bar combat knife.”

—Nicholas Proffitt, The New York Times Book Review

“A tough and fascinating study of war, heroism, politics, and the American psyche at a profound cultural divide…. The Nightingale’s Song cannily differentiates its five main characters, whose portraits have a novelistic fascination.”

—Lance Morrow, Time

“This is an amazing piece of work that could make you cry over descriptions of bravery so bold and so big that you wonder how our country deserves such men who step up to the plate in time of trouble…. It is about the war in Vietnam. It is about politics. It is about character. It is about the soul of a nation…. This is a stunning book.”

—Mike Barnicle, The Boston Globe

“If you want to read a terrific book about courage and cowardice, honor and betrayal, suffering and death, and the indomitability of the human spirit, get The Nightingale’s Song by Robert Timberg, a Naval Academy graduate and Marine veteran of Vietnam as well as a superb reporter. It will help you understand why the unhealed wounds of the Vietnam War still pain and divide this American nation and shadow American politics…. Robert Timberg explains brilliantly the price paid by those who went, by those who didn’t, and by the nation’s leadership that failed them.”

—Mark Shields, The Washington Post

“Historians eager to explain Iran-Contra in terms of hubris and secrecy of the Reagan White House will be startled by this dramatic volume by a former Marine, Annapolis graduate, and current Baltimore Sun reporter…. With novelistic skillfulness, Timberg weaves the lives of these men from their days at the Academy, through the Vietnam War, and into the tapestry of the eighties…. One need not agree with all of Timberg’s judgments to find The Nightingale’s Song both a gripping story and an important contribution to the literature on the Iran-Contra affair. More important, it is an absorbing meditation on the America of the past three decades. When these five men graduated from Annapolis, the last thing anyone would have imagined is that their lives would follow the tortuous paths that Timberg traces. Just as tales at the company level often show more about a battle than the grand, official versions, this book might well be assigned by college teachers as a poignant complement to the history of the era.”

—Michael Beschloss, The Washington Monthly

“[A] thunderclap of a book…. Feel the need to at least get a grip on what went so terribly wrong and how? Then head off to the bookstore and lay your money down. By the time you finish this broadside across America’s last forty years, you will understand. Oh, brother, will you understand…. [D]eserves to become an instant classic.”

—Harry Crumpacker, The Tampa Tribune and Times

“Timberg gives the reader remarkable insights into the Navy, Iran-Contra, the Reagan White House, and those of Timberg’s generation who served in Vietnam in what Reagan called a ‘noble cause.’”

—Peter Braestrup, Nieman Reports

“The five lives that form the narrative of Robert Timberg’s The Nightingale’s Song would be interesting and well worth reading about individually. Collectively, however, they become something greater than the sum of their parts. They take the reader on an odyssey across some of the hardest terrain of recent American history…. The stories of these five men are the story of the great cultural and political fault line of the last three decades, of wounds that will not heal. The stories have been woven into a single narrative that is as seductive and compelling as the best epic novel. This is a book that will last, one that people will be turning to a century from now when they try to make sense of these times.”

—Geoffrey Norman, American Way

“A sprawling, passionate account of the Vietnam and postwar journeys of Annapolis graduates John Poindexter, Robert McFarlane, Oliver North, John McCain, and James Webb…. Timberg uses the stories of five men and the transformation of the Naval Academy to chronicle America’s loss of innocent faith in itself and the consequences of that loss for a generation.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“In the growing library of Vietnam literature, much has been written about disillusioned infantrymen, arrogant policymakers, isolated generals, civilian war victims, and the resulting loss of American innocence and national confidence. Missing from that library has been an unheralded cohort—those dedicated, maybe even naive, men who grew up in a muscular postwar America, made careers in uniform fighting for it, and begged and connived to go fight, and unlike brother warriors over two centuries, returned to a society that reviled their sacrifice…. Timberg has filled that void with graceful prose and exhaustive reporting. His compelling account of five fellow Annapolis grads…is a perceptive, passionate, and more readable companion to Halberstam’s much-heralded The Best and the Brightest.”

—John Kolbe, The Phoenix Gazette

“Timberg devises an original theme: The nation’s best warriors, stung by the lessons of Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s, excessively applied their new resolve about American leadership to the 1980s. He uses revealing anecdotes and access to the principals and their peers to weave a mesmerizing tale…. He is a seamless storyteller. The fractious potential of describing thirty years in the lives of five men already fully scrutinized by media and prosecutors is avoided with a revealing, conversational account of their experiences and thinking. As a former Marine and now an honored journalist, he has the credibility needed to make his points and criticisms thud with truth.”

—Stephen Bell, The Buffalo News

“Timberg has done a masterful job by connecting the experiences of these individuals in a way that reflects, as Timberg puts it, the walking wounded of the Vietnam generation…. His abiding anger and frustration animate this provocative book.”

—Alan Miller, The San Diego Union-Tribune

“Some years ago pollster and social philosopher Daniel Yankelovich described American attitudes toward Vietnam as an ‘undigested lump.’ If you think it’s since been digested, read Robert Timberg’s truly wonderful new book, The Nightingale’s Song. When you’re finished you won’t doubt that there is still smoldering anger among many of the nine million Americans who served in the military during Vietnam.”

—Ben Wattenberg, author of Values Matter Most

“Curiously absent from the painful media rehashing of Vietnam occasioned by Robert McNamara’s recent memoir was one significant viewpoint: that of the members of the sixties generation who believed in America, who sought careers in fighting its wars, and who believed then and now that support for South Vietnam was right morally and geopolitically. Timberg has written a remarkable book about five such men…. They all strove to get into the war, and were all deeply frustrated by the paralyzing restrictions placed on them by the McNamara Pentagon, by the command bureaucracy, and by the military leaders that Mr. Timberg calls ‘terminally inept.’…Timberg has done a remarkable job of biography. His research is thorough and his approach sympathetic (although not always sympathetic to his subjects)…. What emerges is an engaging drama of five very different men, complex and talented, whose personal lives intertwine. Each has been enormously shaped by great events, and each has in turn helped to shape the history of our time.”

—John Lehman, The Wall Street Journal

“The Nightingale’s Song is a rich collection of gripping and insightful stories.”

—Myron A. Marty, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“The product—part biography, part combat leadership instructional, part history, part political science primer—is a captivating work, which I could not put down. Timberg has written a subtle masterpiece.”

—Maj. Michael E. McBride, Marine Corps Gazette

“Combat changes men. Vietnam was no exception, but its effects on those of us who were there have been puzzling. Robert Timberg does a masterful job of deciphering the consequences of the war on the lives of five key figures of this decade.”

—Walter E. Boomer (General, USMC, Ret.)

“Robert Timberg’s The Nightingale’s Song belongs high on the list of memorable literature of the Vietnam War—a book riveting, provocative, and pungent. It is not, nor is it intended to be, a history of the Vietnam War and postwar era, but it polishes facets of that hard stone to brilliance…. This is a book of power and dignity, perceptive and painful.”

—Woody West, The Washington Times
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John McCain

AN AMERICAN ODYSSEY





FOREWORD TO

THE 2007 EDITION



As I write this, in the early summer of the non–election year of 2007, John McCain has just been pronounced a “dead man walking.” ABC’s George Stephanopoulos says that was the collective judgment of his political sources when he polled them on the prospects of the Arizona senator’s campaign for the 2008 Republican presidential nomination. Stephanopoulos delivers this news to McCain as he conducts a televised interview on his Sunday morning talk show This Week. If McCain is shocked, stunned, or otherwise distressed by the message, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he smiles and replies that he’s quite happy with how his campaign is positioned. Whistling past the graveyard? Maybe. Or else he has taken to heart the truth that my old Baltimore Sun colleague, the distinguished political reporter Jules Witcover, brought to light thirty years earlier: a modern presidential campaign is a marathon, not a sprint. But I doubt Jules ever envisioned this.

As we approach the midpoint of the year prior to the 2008 presidential election, there already have been three full-scale televised debates by candidates from each of the parties. So far there are ten Republicans, with an eleventh, ex-senator and veteran character actor Fred Thompson, about to make his entrance. And Newt Gingrich, the polarizing former House Speaker, is dancin’ in the moonlight, observing the others, probing for a soft spot. The eight Democrats cannot be sure their field is complete, either, as they watch for telling shrinkage in the currently ample waistline of former vice president Al Gore—Oscar at the ready, Nobel Prize possibly in the offing come October.

Oh, this just in: the Republican mayor of New York, former Democrat Michael Bloomberg, has announced that he is changing his spots still again, or perhaps completely bleaching them out this time, and reregistering as an Independent. Bloomberg told the press he has no intention of running for President, but aides to the man of many political faces let it be known that he plans to see how the early primaries play out before deciding if there is room in the race for a man without a party, but with a personal fortune in the billions available to make his case.

If McCain is, as Stephanopoulos suggests, a dead man walking, it won’t be the first time, which may account for the senator’s unflappability in the face of the chilling prognosis. Considering the perils he has encountered, he has at seventy had a surprisingly long life, and he has dodged death many times:


	at Navy flight school in 1959 when the engine of his trainer quit and plunged into Corpus Christi Bay;

	when he crashed his plane in Tidewater, Virginia, in 1965;

	on the flaming deck of the USS Forrestal in a fire that took the lives of 134 men;

	in his A-4E Skyhawk over Hanoi during the course of tweny-three bombing missions;

	on the shore of a lake in Hanoi as North Vietnamese captors bayoneted him repeatedly after shooting him down with a surface-to-air missile in 1967;

	in prison a number of times between 1967 and his release in 1973, including an attempt to take his own life after he broke under torture and wrote a bogus confession.



A great deal has happened to John McCain since this book was first published in 1999, just as much has happened to America in those intervening years. That volume concluded with McCain’s announcement that he would seek the Republican nomination for President in 2000. But the odyssey of John McCain had, and I believe still has, a long way to go.

I could, of course, be wrong, and at the moment there are reasons falling just short of compelling that suggest McCain has played out his hand, run out his string, stumbled out of the starting gate. Essentially he has managed to satisfy every cliché that translates into, uh, dead man walking. His fund-raising at midyear has been, if not puny, well below expectations, expectations that assumed he could bring in $100 million in 2007. At the moment he has a paltry $2 million in the bank and has had to lay off a host of campaign staffers and slash the salaries of many others. His campaign manager and chief strategist have just quit. It doesn’t help that he has taken positions, championed legislation, and advocated policies that have turned one bloc of supporters or another against him, or reinforced the doubts of those who already distrust him. In truth, he has been an equal-opportunity antagonist. And the fact that he has taken tough stands, sponsored reform measures, spoken out on nearly every issue, and made himself more available to the press than any of the other candidates of note has gained him no obvious traction. But he’s still in the race. These days he reminds me of fabled Marine Chesty Puller, who told his freezing troops at the Chosin Reservoir, “They’ve got us surrounded. The bastards won’t get away this time.”

They got away in 2000. A dark horse from the beginning in the race against Texas governor George W. Bush, the choice of the party’s power brokers and moneymen, McCain raised his national profile enormously in mid-1999 with the publication of his autobiography, Faith of My Fathers, coauthored by his longtime chief of staff, Mark Salter, a gifted writer who channels his boss’s voice. The book told a stirring, dramatic, and heroic tale, but in a manner so lacking in bravado that few read any self-serving elements into it. It was, without question, a campaign biography, something of a de rigueur item in modern presidential races, but unlike most, it was so well written and the story so compelling that it quickly became a national bestseller.

Faith of My Fathers went a long way toward leveling the playing field for McCain, though he remained a decided underdog against Bush. A few months later, though, he rode his electric-blue campaign bus, the Straight Talk Express, to a stunning 19 percentage-point victory in the first-in-the-nation New Hampshire primary. Central to his success was that he had developed a national reputation as a different kind of politician, one who did not trim his sails whenever the political winds shifted, could not be programmed by his handlers, said what he thought, and was unafraid to take on the tough issues. Only three of his fellow senators (one of them Fred Thompson) were supporting his candidacy, but so what? He had trounced the well-financed Bush in New Hampshire, a stunning upset, and now it was on to South Carolina, a state where Bush had a strong organization, but which had a high percentage of veterans likely to be open to the message of one of their own.

South Carolina was a disaster from which McCain never recovered. Two weeks after the rousing victory in New Hampshire, he was beaten badly by Bush, losing the primary by 9 percentage points and his hard-earned momentum as well. The campaign also lost its cool, though one could hardly fault McCain and his team for their anger. A whispering campaign had swept the state in the days leading up to the primary: it claimed McCain had fathered a biracial child with a black woman and pointed to his dark-skinned Bangladeshi adopted daughter, Bridget, as proof. Bush supporters reportedly employed a tactic called “push polling” to circulate the lie, asking GOP voters by phone under the guise of a public opinion survey if they would support McCain if they knew that he had a black daughter. That wasn’t all. His wife, Cindy, was portrayed as a drug addict on flyers distributed at McCain political events. At one, Mark Salter was seen charging off in pursuit of a man who had been passing them out.

The campaign never regained its footing even though it scored one final major primary victory, in Michigan. Any chance of capitalizing on that triumph went by the board shortly thereafter when McCain, campaigning in Virginia, denounced conservative Christian leaders Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell in their front yard as “agents of intolerance.” McCain lost the Virginia primary and Bush effectively cleared the field a week later in the Super Tuesday primaries, besting McCain in nine of thirteen races, including the all-important California contest.

Bush, with help from McCain on the campaign trail and the U.S. Supreme Court after Election Day, took the White House, besting Al Gore in the electoral college but losing the popular vote to the Vice President. In the months that followed, Bush and McCain engaged in some well-choreographed Kabuki to show there were no hard feelings despite their bruising primary clash. McCain may have been able to tamp down his anger—at least he made a good show of it—but for his campaign and senatorial staff, as well as many of the better-informed voters who had rallied to his standard, emotions ranged from hatred of the Bush team to blind hatred. John Weaver, the campaign’s chief strategist, was so alienated he reregistered as a Democrat.

That anger was not solely an outgrowth of the push polling. Dirty tricks, detestable but legal, had emerged in late 1999, well before the New Hampshire primary. The tale this time was that McCain’s five and a half years in prison had so unhinged him that he would endanger the nation if elected President. The source of the allegation was never fully exposed, but it was widely believed to have originated with a group of pro-Bush Republican members of Congress whose service to the country during the Vietnam War—which most of them supported—did not require the wearing of a flak jacket.

During the years leading up to Bush’s 2004 race for reelection, McCain became one of the most influential and popular members of the Senate. The GOP’s right wing, a not inconsiderable force in any Republican primary, seemed the major holdout. But that distaste for McCain only served to enhance his popularity among the liberals and moderates of both parties, along with Independents, who had been steadily gravitating to him from 2000 on. And he remained a thorn in the side to the Bush administration, initially opposing the President’s tax cuts, denouncing the humiliation of prisoners at Abu Ghraib, leading the fight to forbid torture of detainees, and questioning the conduct of the war in Iraq.

He added to his luster with many Americans by joining with liberal Democrat Russell Feingold of Wisconsin to sponsor major changes in the nation’s campaign finance laws, a body of statutes so riddled with loopholes that it seemed a generation of lawyers had grown rich piloting Mack trucks through it.

McCain and Feingold first introduced the measure in 1995. Both men were unrelenting in their efforts to gain its passage, crisscrossing the country more than once to build grassroots support for the bill. They finally succeeded in 2002. Not everyone was pleased, least of all many of McCain’s fellow Republicans who saw their great advantage in campaign fund-raising being severely curtailed by the measure. Essentially, this related to large contributions given to political parties for “party-building” activities, but which candidates for federal office were forbidden from accepting. Invariably, these funds, overwhelmingly from pro-Republican business interests, would find their way into political campaigns in the form of so-called soft money, meaning money not controlled by the contribution limits that applied to federal elections. Bush had been lukewarm to the McCain-Feingold bill, but eventually signed it into law, saying, “I believe that this legislation, although far from perfect, will improve the current financing system for federal campaigns.” But other Republicans never forgave McCain, even after they found fresh loopholes to exploit.

As President Bush’s first term moved toward its conclusion and he began gearing up for a tough reelection battle, McCain had become perhaps the most popular politician in America. In the eyes of some, he was seen as the inevitable Republican standard-bearer in 2008 despite the continued resistance of the party’s powerful, religiously tinged conservative base. The conventional wisdom was that McCain could handily win a general election if he could get the GOP nomination, which was more problematic. Even many liberals and moderates who opposed the March 2003 invasion of Iraq, which McCain strongly supported, seemed to feel the war would be going better if the Arizona senator were running it and not George W. Bush, the “Bush with Brains” argument.

In a telling, if bizarre, concession to McCain’s standing, Massachusetts senator John Kerry, after wrapping up the Democratic presidential nomination but before his party’s national convention, asked his fellow Vietnam veteran to consider joining him as his vice presidential running mate. Sources say Kerry sweetened the pot with the mind-boggling suggestion that McCain serve as Secretary of Defense as well as Vice President. The political illuminati were aghast when the story broke that Kerry had, at the very least, asked McCain to think about running with him. McCain, questioned about his talks with Kerry on ABC’s Good Morning America, said, “Obviously I would entertain it.” Then, seemingly dismissing the idea, he added: “It’s impossible to imagine the Democratic Party seeking a pro-life, free-trading, nonprotectionist, deficit hawk. They’d have to be taking some steroids, I think, in order to let that happen.”

It didn’t happen, though the Los Angeles Times later reported that the two men had discussed the matter on seven different occasions. Curiously, that summer of 2004 may well have been McCain’s high-water mark in terms of popularity. By the end of the year, two issues had begun to take their toll—The Embrace, aka The Hug, and The War.

Rather than running with Kerry, McCain became George Bush’s most ardent champion, campaigning with the President whenever asked, which was often, as Bush, fighting for his political life, sought the halo effect he believed McCain conferred on him. Jeff Zeleny of the Chicago Tribune put it this way:

Few leading Republicans have aggravated the Bush administration more in the past few years than McCain. But through his wide appeal to independent voters and his indisputable military credential, few Republicans can be more of a symbolic help than McCain.


His efforts on Bush’s behalf set off criticism—which has extended to this day—that he was making a clumsy and pathetic attempt to curry favor with the party establishment in an effort to position himself for the nomination in 2008. To many of his most devoted backers, he had thrown in with essentially the same forces that he had challenged so forcefully—and forthrightly—four years earlier. He was not, they seemed to feel, the man they thought he was. Others saw his pro-Bush activities cynically, but perhaps more realistically, viewing them as an unpleasant burden he had to shoulder if he hoped to win the nomination of a party that had long been wary of him. This group was able to make the telling distinction between 2000, when his freewheeling, antiestablishment campaign never truly had a prayer, and 2008, when he might actually have a chance to win.

McCain’s perfidy, as many of his supporters considered his stumping for and often with Bush, was made flesh in August when at a campaign event in Florida Bush turned to McCain, threw his arms around him, and clasped him in a warm embrace that observers described as a bear hug. Overnight, The Hug became proof positive of the gnawing suspicion among McCainiacs that the revered captain of the Straight Talk Express had made a Faustian bargain. In the months and years that followed, it came to symbolize for many McCain’s betrayal of himself, of his message, and of the men and women whom he had wooed and won and had now cast into existential despair. I saw less symbolism in The Hug. As I recall, Bush was the aggressor, or the initiator, stepping toward McCain and throwing his arms around him. It seems to me McCain was in a most awkward situation: he could either just let it happen and try to enjoy it, or, to maintain his purity, punch the President of the United States in the mouth.

Not everything was wine and roses between Bush and McCain. Pretty much lost in the ambient noise of the 2004 campaign was an incident that belied the belief that McCain had become an American breed of “Bush’s poodle,” a homegrown version of the label British critics had slapped on their Prime Minister, Tony Blair. In August, McCain called on the President to disavow the televised antics of a group of Vietnam veterans calling themselves Swift Boat Veterans for Truth who had mounted a campaign questioning Kerry’s wartime heroism. They promoted their views through at least four TV ads, interviews, and a book trashing Kerry, Unfit for Command. Kerry’s initial reaction was to ignore them. By the time he challenged them it was too late; they had already drawn blood.

“I think the ad is dishonest and dishonorable,” McCain told Associated Press political correspondent Ron Fournier. “As it is none of these individuals served on the boat [Kerry] commanded. Many of his crewmates have testified to his courage under fire. I think John Kerry served honorably in Vietnam.” Bush never disavowed the Swifties.

Over the next few years McCain disappointed his early and still most fervent supporters by a number of actions that collectively became known as “pandering to the Right.” Declaring peace with the Reverend Jerry Falwell, one of the conservative Christian leaders he had denounced as one of the “agents of intolerance” during the 2000 campaign, became the most grievous and symbolic gesture. Not only did McCain meet with Falwell, he gave the 2006 commencement address at Falwell’s Liberty University. As ABC News put it on its Web site, “Since McCain denounced him in 2000, Falwell has said that Jews can’t go to heaven unless they accept Christ, that the Prophet Mohammed was a terrorist, and that gays and feminists bore responsibility for 9/11.”

That pretty much nailed it.

The problems McCain faces within his own party mirror broader difficulties resulting from widespread opposition to The War, meaning the war in Iraq. McCain has supported it from the beginning, right up through this writing. On this issue, he has been Bush’s most dependable foxhole buddy even as the country has soured on a conflict that has ground up a new generation of Americans, killing more than 3,500 and leaving thousands more bearing grievous scars of battle. Today, national polls show McCain’s support draining away because of Iraq, but he has resisted turning against the war, vowing to be the “last man standing” if necessary, and so be it if that means the end of his quest for the presidency. Whatever grudging respect his consistency has earned him has not been reflected in poll numbers, but in the early days of summer 2007 there was a sense that the question he has asked repeatedly was gaining purchase in the minds of a growing number of Americans:

What happens if we pull out?

He has not been a passive supporter of the President’s policy. Since the end of the war’s first phase, the conventional combat portion, he has time and again questioned the manner in which the conflict has been waged. His has been a constant refrain: not enough troops; not the right mix of troops; torture is un-American and counterproductive. The Bush administration, he has said and continues to say, has badly mismanaged the war. Not exactly the words of a poodle. And, while he supports the so-called surge of 28,000 troops Bush ordered to Iraq in early 2007, McCain said at the time that he preferred a substantially larger contingent.

There is a personal element to his support as well, one that echoes the McCain family heritage of service to the nation. His son Jack is a midshipman at the U.S. Naval Academy, and Jimmy, Jack’s younger brother, enlisted in the marines in 2006.

On issue after issue McCain is accused of pandering either to the Right or the Left. On the Right, Falwell and The War. On the Left, Abu Ghraib, torture, and immigration, the issue that galvanized Washington and much of the nation into the summer. Hard to figure why every position he takes falls into the category of pandering to the [your call]. Maybe, just maybe, he believes in the positions he embraces. Kind of reminds me of Breakfast at Tiffany’s and what O. J. Berman, Holly Golightly’s fast-talking agent, says about her: “She believes all this crap she believes. You can’t talk her out of it.”

I don’t know how long McCain’s run for the presidency is going to last or how it’s going to turn out. I love reporters, having been one myself for the better part of my adult life, and admire their hard work and professionalism, often under stressful and perilous circumstances. But they are perhaps the world’s worst prognosticators. They can tell you what’s happening and what it means. But, though few will admit it, the future is a black hole to them. I remember back in 1983 when I was covering the Reagan White House for the Baltimore Sun. One of my colleagues, an exceptional reporter, looked at the severe economic problems the nation was experiencing and said Ronald Reagan’s chances for reelection were nonexistent. The next year Reagan carried every state but Minnesota, the home state of his Democratic rival Walter Mondale. He even carried what then White House chief of staff James A. Baker III called “the People’s Republic of Massachusetts.” So here’s what I think: Only a fool underestimates John McCain.

In the acknowledgments to his memoir, Faith of My Fathers, McCain says of me: “Bob Timberg…often gives me the unsettling feeling that he knows more about me than I do.” That comment relates to my first book, The Nightingale’s Song, which chronicled the intertwined lives of McCain and four other Naval Academy graduates against the backdrop of the Vietnam War and its aftermath. Much of this book is distilled from that one, though there is an abundance of fresh material as well.

Of course, McCain’s comment is not true; I don’t know him better than he knows himself. But, as you will see as you read through this book, I know a lot and it’s a helluva tale.

ROBERT TIMBERG

Annapolis, Maryland

July 2007







AUTHOR’S NOTE



In July 1995, when my book The Nightingale’s Song was published, John McCain was in recovery; that is, he was still working his way through the aftermath of his involvement, such as it was, in the Keating Five scandal. That he had been effectively cleared of any wrongdoing mattered to him, but not as much as one might have thought. Although I don’t recall him using the words, his feelings seemed to mirror those of Ray Donovan, Ronald Reagan’s first Labor Secretary, who, on being acquitted of the criminal charges that had forced him to resign, angrily turned to the prosecutor and said, “Which office do I go to to get my reputation back?” In McCain’s case, he had paid a fearsome price for his good name, and he wondered if he would ever be able to retrieve it.

Today, though it hasn’t been easy, he has done so. He is now a candidate for the Republican presidential nomination in the year 2000.

John McCain was one of five U.S. Naval Academy graduates whose lives were chronicled in The Nightingale’s Song. Taken together, their stories were meant to dramatize the tortured legacy of the Vietnam War and how it continues to haunt the nation more than three decades later. The other Annapolis men were Oliver North, Robert McFarlane, and John Poindexter, all of whom had been caught up in the Iran-Contra scandal, and James Webb, author, highly decorated combat Marine, and later Secretary of the Navy. Each played a part. McCain was the one who, despite having the worst war of any of them—nearly six years as a prisoner of war—had moved the furthest beyond it. Or so he would have us believe.

This is John McCain’s story. Much of it has been distilled from The Nightingale’s Song, but there is a considerable amount of fresh material. There are new chapters on his boyhood and youth, on the Keating Five scandal, and on the years since that ordeal ended. The Prologue has been recast and the Epilogue is new. As with The Nightingale’s Song, McCain neither sought nor was given any control over the content of this book.

A small book, but a big story. John McCain, warts and all, soldier, ladies’ man, maverick, hero. He may become president, he may not. But it has been more fun than should be legal to get to know him and a privilege to tell his remarkable tale.

ROBERT TIMBERG

Bethesda, Maryland

April 1999







PROLOGUE



Last year at the dedication of the National Prisoner of War Museum in Andersonville, Georgia, former Attorney General Griffin Bell, a Democrat, introduced Senator John McCain, the featured speaker, with these words: “We often hear people now say, where are our heroes, where have all our heroes gone? Well, Senator McCain is an authentic, living American hero.”

Over the years, the Arizona senator with the hard-won head of white hair has survived three plane crashes, a firestorm at sea, North Vietnamese prison camps, a national scandal, as well as his own mercurial and lusty temperament, to emerge as a major player on the national political stage.

During four years in the House and twelve in the Senate, he has defined himself as a mainstream conservative, though neither a dogmatic nor a predictable one. He has earned a reputation for independence that some say borders on stubbornness while displaying a willingness to take on tough, often thankless issues. He is called a maverick, which in some ways is accurate and may appeal to voters. But the term can be a two-edged sword in that it may trivialize the decade and a half he has spent in Congress as a hardworking, effective legislator.

Today, having just won reelection to a third six-year term, he is running for the Republican presidential nomination. He faces formidable obstacles—modest name identification, no national political or financial base, and the hostility of many fellow Republicans because of his efforts to pass campaign finance and antitobacco legislation. But, as with Ronald Reagan, one of his enduring political heroes, only a fool underestimates John McCain.

Nor should anyone underestimate the impact on McCain of a long-ago war, a war that fractured a generation of young Americans and created a divide that may never be bridged. McCain spent five and a half years in North Vietnamese prisons, thirty-one months in solitary. Brutally tortured, he left prison crippled. And yet, almost immediately upon his release in 1973, he began putting Vietnam behind him. He told himself that whatever destiny had in store for him, good or bad—and it had both—he was going to fulfill it, prison or no prison. And somehow he has. But this sunniest, most life-affirming of men rarely loses sight of what he has called “the shadow of Vietnam.”

To understand McCain and how he arrived at where he is today, one must first recognize the role played by Ronald Reagan in bringing Vietnam veterans—and with them the rest of the armed forces—back into the mainstream of American life. Absent Ronald Reagan, there certainly would have been a John McCain. But there may never have been a Senator John McCain, let alone the prospect of a President John McCain.



In the fall of 1980, a few weeks before Election Day, my newspaper job took me to Carter campaign headquarters in Austin, where I hoped to get a sense of how the presidential race was taking shape in Texas, a crucial battleground state. Talking with Carter political aides, still a cocky bunch at that point, I noticed some news clippings tacked to the wall, an irreverent mishmash, like “Far Side” cartoons slapped on the refrigerator door.

The articles on display related to the Reagan campaign, selected to demonstrate the essential looniness of the GOP standard-bearer. The one I remember was about a speech he had given a few days earlier. The headline, as I recall, was “Reagan Calls Vietnam ‘Noble Cause.’” One of the Carter guys smirked as he gestured toward it, as if to say, Can you believe this antediluvian horseshit?

Though I had served in the war, I had long since moved beyond thinking of Vietnam as a noble cause, or so I thought. “Nobility” was not the word that sprang to mind in light of the costly misjudgments and tawdry machinations of the men who got us into the war, then found themselves stumped for a way to get us out.

I was thus surprised to find myself seeing red when Reagan’s remark met with such ridicule, not just by the Carter aides in Austin but by press colleagues who dismissed it with superior grins and smug putdowns, the newsroom equivalent of boos and hisses.

Years later, as three of John McCain’s fellow U.S. Naval Academy graduates—Oliver North, John Poindexter, and Robert McFarlane—were being swept up in the Iran-Contra scandal, that scene in Austin came back to me, made me wonder whether the attitude I encountered there had played any role in driving them to do the things they supposedly had done. I had a strong but vague sense that it had, but I was having trouble putting it together.

Barbara Feldon did it for me. One day in 1987, as Iran-Contra was at its height, old Agent 99, Maxwell Smart’s trusty sidekick, spoke at a Labor Department symposium in Washington. Appearing in her capacity as president of the Screen Actors Guild, she told a little story.

“Did you know,” she asked, “that a nightingale will never sing its song if it doesn’t hear it first?” If it hears robins or wrens, she said, it will never croak a note. “But the moment it hears any part of a nightingale’s song, it bursts into this extraordinary music, sophisticated, elaborate music, as though it had known it all the time.

“And, of course, it had.”

She explained that scientists had learned that the nightingale has a template in its brain that contains all the notes for the music, but that the bird cannot sing unless its song is first triggered by the song of another nightingale.

Feldon’s speech had nothing to do with Iran-Contra or John McCain. However, the tale of the nightingale, it seemed to me, harmonized perfectly with the burgeoning scandal. I began to think of McFarlane, North, and Poindexter in their pre–White House years as akin to young nightingales, voices caught in their throats, awaiting the song of another nightingale. And, on finally hearing the melody, responding with a vigor and enthusiasm that resulted in several notable achievements, but perhaps Iran-Contra as well.

The “noble cause” speech was part of the song that attracted McFarlane, North, and Poindexter to Ronald Reagan. It did the same for John McCain and millions of other Vietnam veterans. Not that Reagan or McCain did not know by then that incompetence, cynicism, and double-dealing had gone into America’s failed commitment to South Vietnam. What Reagan was saying, and more important, what John McCain and men like him were hearing was that when they or their fellow soldiers headed off to war, they did so believing that the cause was just—indeed, in its way, noble.

They were also hearing Reagan say that even if the mission was later tarnished beyond redemption, in a distant land under the most brutal of circumstances their friends and comrades, in some cases they themselves, often acted with a raw courage that by any measure qualified as noble.

Reagan was not a newcomer to the issue. In his unsuccessful 1976 presidential campaign, he had repeatedly declared, to what Reagan biographer Lou Cannon remembers as rafter-shaking applause, “Let us tell those who fought in that war that we will never again ask young men to fight and possibly die in a war our government is afraid to win.” By 1980 he had distilled it to its essence: “No more Vietnams.”

The Nightingale’s Song, as rendered by Ronald Reagan, did more than attempt to recast Vietnam as a noble cause. Throughout that 1980 campaign and well into his presidency Reagan regularly portrayed servicemen not as persons to be feared and reviled—ticking time bombs, baby-killers, and the like—but as men to whom the nation should be grateful, worthy of respect and admiration. To the men of the armed forces, he had a single, unvarying theme: I appreciate what you have done. The whole nation does. Wear your uniforms with pride.

Vietnam veterans, of course, were not nightingales waiting to sing for the first time. Before the war, their voices had been lusty and full-throated, their pride a seemingly immutable part of them. But the vocal cords of many had been stunned into silence during the Vietnam era by the hostility and ridicule heaped on them by their own countrymen.

John McCain had been silent by choice. Vietnam, he knew, could kill dreams as surely as it had once killed men. Best not to monkey with it. Use it when you can, learn from it, but don’t get too close to it.

For him, the Nightingale’s Song performed different roles. At first it served as his overture, priming the audience for his entrance onto the national political stage. After that it became his theme, a tune that greeted his every appearance without his ever having to hum a note, though occasionally, when it suited his purposes, he did.








CHAPTER ONE

The Punk




As a teenager, John McCain didn’t talk much about the Navy, but when he did it was evident that he understood he was the inheritor of an uncommon seafaring legacy.

“That’s my grandfather, right there,” he would tell friends, pointing excitedly to a framed photograph of the historic Japanese surrender ceremony aboard the battleship Missouri in 1945.

On such occasions, he abandoned his studied nonchalance toward things military. With good reason. The solemn, somewhat cadaverous figure in the picture had evoked both cheers and howls in his lifetime, but never indifference.

John Sidney McCain defied the image of the senior naval officer. Bony, wizened, with a hooked nose and sunken cheeks, he turned sixty during World War II and looked at least ten years older, according to naval historian E. B. Potter.

Poorly fitting false teeth, which caused his speech to be plagued by whistles, compounded the problem, as did a herky-jerky gait and a high-strung, fidgety nature, characteristics he passed on to his son and grandson.

“There were few wiser or more competent officers in the Navy than Slew McCain, but whenever his name came up, somebody had a ridiculous story to tell about him—and many of the stories were true,” said Potter.

One tale unearthed by Potter goes back to January 1943 when McCain, Pacific Fleet commander Chester Nimitz, South Pacific commander William F. “Bull” Halsey, and Navy secretary Frank Knox were making an inspection tour of Guadalcanal. The island was secured by then, but Japanese aircraft still bombed regularly. That night, as the visiting dignitaries slept in a hut, they launched a vicious bombing attack. Nimitz, exhausted and afraid of mosquitoes, stayed inside, but the others, half-naked, raced from the shelter and dove for the nearest trench. McCain landed in a warm, soupy hole that until a few hours earlier had served as the receptacle under a portable latrine.
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