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To

Kathy, of course, and Adam, Kristin, and Kate,

and all who paved the road to opportunity for us.



When you come to a fork in the road, take it.

Yogi Berra
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Preface

I CAME OF AGE in a muscular and dynamic America that was the envy of the world. It was a country of unmatched vision, promise, and inspiration during the early 1960s, but violent social and political upheaval as the decade closed. It was a time when great leaders dared incite us to higher levels of innovation, achievement, and service for the greater good of country. But when several of those leaders fell to assassins’ bullets and we became mired in a controversial war, a generation of Americans lost faith in government and our elected officials. Since that time we have been participants in technological revolution and social devolution, economic boom and dot-com bust, and political swings left, right, and back again, and our disaffection with government has grown. Yet despite all this upheaval and the rapid pace of change, I found one constant: Leadership matters.

My career in business, and indeed much of my life, has been the study and practice of leadership. Each enterprise with which I engaged and every person with whom I worked taught me lessons in the value of forceful and responsible leadership. I have seen the power of great leaders to transform institutions and the power of poor, self-interested leaders to destroy them. I have seen government lift us up when its leaders have vision, courage, and imagination, and I have witnessed uninspired, irresponsible leadership hobble our country economically and diminish its standing in the world. Yet as I have traveled through this country, I have been elevated by the level of volunteerism, faith, and determination of our people. Invariably, they yearn and hope for a return to a better time when we shared the burdens of democracy and affirmed the promise of the American Dream.

Our country suffers from a leadership crisis. Too many private-sector leaders have abdicated their fiduciary responsibilities and become parasites on their clients, customers, and shareholders. In the public sector, our politics have been hijacked by a cadre of self-perpetuating careerists devoid of the substantive experience and acquired skill necessary to lead our country during this time of unique challenge. As our society has become more complex, we have become more interdependent, and institutional power has become more concentrated. Accordingly, the wisdom and skill of our leaders—and their commitment and fidelity as stewards—are more important than ever.

I have written this book because I am concerned that the fundamental promise of America is in peril. The uninterrupted record of each successive generation creating a higher standard of living for the next, our continued ability to assure individual opportunity, and our position of global preeminence hang in the balance. Understanding the role of strong leadership and its power to transform our public and private institutions is the key to rebuilding our country and maintaining our position as the world’s indispensable nation.



PART I



One

Salinas, 1998

SALINAS ON A HOT and dusty afternoon seemed as good a place as any to end my campaign for the Democratic nomination for governor of California. Six days out from the June 2, 1998 primary, after nearly two and a half years of research and planning, hundreds of speeches, thousands of miles, countless meetings, and the investment of nearly $40 million of my own personal funds, the bright yellow school bus that had become the rolling symbol of my candidacy pulled off the highway and immediately took a wrong turn.

No one had said that success would be easy, and after three generations in the New World, the Checchi family knew something about struggling. The path to upward mobility had been paved with hard work and heartache. Because of the sacrifices made by my immigrant grandparents and parents, I had full access to the American Dream. I had been taught to work hard and play by the rules. And I had been extremely lucky. I was given the opportunity to participate in the transformation of three of America’s largest institutions; achieved national recognition as a corporate innovator and leader; and soared into the upper reaches of the Forbes 400. And in California in 1998, I brazenly challenged the political establishment of America’s most populous state. But here I was, one week shy of my fiftieth birthday, crammed into the seat of a school bus. Lost. And going . . . nowhere.

Less than two hours earlier, Darry Sragow, my campaign manager, had phoned in the numbers that confirmed my breathtaking drop from first place among the Democratic challengers.

I had achieved a statistically significant lead in the Democratic field just four weeks prior, but there had been clear warnings since then that my primary opponents’ major blitz of paid advertising was taking its toll. “This has become a race for second place,” said Darry. “That’s what we’re facing.”

My wife, Kathy, and I spent a few minutes alone in the windowless office where we’d received the news to compose ourselves. We talked about how to tell the many volunteers, who had worked so hard for so long to help us, that we could not succeed. There was nothing for us to do now but what we had been doing for almost two and a half years, and indeed for most of our twenty-five years of marriage: “Keep on keeping on,” as the Bob Dylan song says. We had achieved success, and we had tasted failure. We had turned defeat into victory and victory into defeat. This would be a defeat, a large one. But as always, there would be no excuses, no whining, and no quitting.
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My wife, Kathy, and me on the campaign trail.

Why did I run?

California has always been the place where Americans came to fulfill their dreams, whether in the image-factories of Hollywood or the high-tech companies of the Silicon Valley. As the laboratory of the American Dream, California is where America continually reinvents, rejuvenates, and renews itself. The state’s leaders and citizens had shared a vision and commitment to bearing the collective cost of creating opportunity and investing in the future.

However, over the previous two decades, California had lost this animating spirit and, with it, its preeminence. California was no longer prepared to cultivate its population with the schools and infrastructure investment needed to make it a more prosperous place for all.

The state that had developed the best public education system in the nation and led the country in the construction of highways and ports, whose extensive waterworks system had even transformed its vast deserts into fields of plenty, was now dead last among all fifty states, in terms of public infrastructure investment. To anyone who had traveled the world, as I most certainly had as the former chairman of an international airline, the decline in California’s infrastructure, particularly its public education system, reflected the failure of our entire country to keep pace with the public and private investments that were surging in countries like China, Japan, India, and Korea. California—and America—was losing the race for the future.

This “Mississippification” of California, as one pithy scholar dubbed it, was accompanied by soaring juvenile- and violent-crime rates and falling per-capita income. Additionally, California, which had always struggled with immigration—whether the Chinese who built the railroads, Dust Bowl refugees of the 1930s, or African Americans from the Cotton Belt—was once again uneasy with the latest wave of immigrants from Mexico and points south. These issues, too, were becoming increasingly contentious all across America.

For hundreds of years, America and its most populous state have attracted the very best of human capital—the world’s risk-takers, adventurers, and strivers—people willing to forsake the relative comfort of home and country and take a chance to seek and build a better life.

We have evolved a distinct, even an exceptional American culture. Time and again, as a country we have demonstrated our capacity for producing unmatched growth, unrivaled prosperity, and innovation limited only by imagination. We are protected by and enjoy the enormous benefits of the world’s most enlightened and enduring constitution, buttressed by an extensive network of public and private institutions that support, nurture, and facilitate the actualization of human potential, while safe-guarding our most unalienable rights.

I had entered the race for governor of California because I found it incomprehensible that a state and, by extension, a country so magnificently endowed could be allowed to fail so unnecessarily. Given such an extraordinary base of human and material resources, I felt that I could lead the process of change necessary to restore California’s positive trajectory and so set an example for the entire country.

I built a career based on the belief that leadership matters. A belief that the ability to enlist and inspire others in a shared vision, manage and direct human and material resources to achieve agreed-upon ends, and actualize human potential is the most powerful force in affecting the human condition. Throughout my career, in various capacities, I had seen leaders effect change—to observe, analyze, consult, create, plan, recruit, and execute to produce significant and measurable results. This was how I had seen change happen—not with slogans, but with action. This was how I drew upon experiences, built skills, and developed my own modest history of achieved results. To my way of thinking, nothing material had changed in California. The resources were still there, the human capital continued to be plentiful, the cultural foundation and institutions remained in place.

What had happened, however, was a massive decline in the capacities, motivations, and ethics of our leaders: political, economic, and social. During my career, I have seen numerous institutions rise, fall, and rise again based solely on changes in leadership. I also had witnessed a general decline in the fiduciary character of our leadership, that most essential prerequisite to the beneficial exercise of individual power. It seemed clear to me that California and America were continuing to endow their leaders with enormous and increasing power, and that those leaders exercised that power with increasingly less regard for the interests of the citizenry.

That hot afternoon in Salinas, we were, as we had been in so many other places around the state, trying to focus attention and shine light, pose the right questions, expose the problems, propose solutions, and enlist others in a crusade to reclaim and renew America’s preeminence. The Salinas Boys and Girls Club, adjacent to a public elementary school, was a model for the state. It offered after-school programs for low-income children, who were showing noteworthy improvements in academic performance.

As our yellow bus drove into view, the orderly formation of schoolchildren that had been arranged on the grass dissolved and surged toward the sidewalk. Here was a different and welcome rhythm: the frenzied energy of a well-attended campaign event.

An advance man waved the bus to a stop and grabbed a box of The Checchi Plan, the ninety-page tract outlining my detailed strategy for shepherding California into the twenty-first century.

As Kathy and I stepped off the bus, four television cameras bobbed above the heads of the children, who waved their hands and squealed, “Check-key, Check-key.” At least here in Salinas we would be engulfed by the impetus for our campaign, the bright and shiny faces of young schoolchildren, the future of California and the nation.

The cameras were there only to record another in a series of campaign stops; but we hoped they would also shine some light on the needs and potential of these children.

The club director ushered us through the crowd of children ranging in age from eight to thirteen. They tugged at our clothes, offered high-fives, and asked for autographs. We were led into an area that had been set up for the children to do crafts. The television crews circled the conversation with lenses and microphones, but they did not remain passive for long. A correspondent in a bright red dress interrupted the scene, citing the deadline for the early newscasts. The whole press corps leaned in, en masse, for their important sound bite: my assessment of the political race and what I planned to do in the final week of the campaign. I dutifully but half-heartedly complied. I hadn’t come to Salinas to talk about campaign mechanics.

The cameras had left by the time the Boys and Girls Club staffers calmed the children, corralling about sixty of them in an asphalt courtyard for a conversation about the school and the club programs. The children sat in a triangular patch of shade cast by the wall, each one clutching a copy of The Checchi Plan, several of them employing it as a makeshift fan.

I began:

“Do you see all these buildings here?” I pointed to the library and classrooms ringing the dusty playground.

“Do you see all the people who are here? All this is here—and all these people are here—because you are special.

“Here and at school, you get to learn some pretty great things. You get the chance to learn what you are good at. You also get the chance to learn what your friends are good at. You see how you are different and how you are alike. You also get to learn what people can do when they work together. You learn about history—what happened long ago and how we got to be where we are today. This is a good way to learn where you are going.

“I am running for governor of California, and if I win, I want to make sure that everyone has a club just like yours. This is the kind of place that I would like to see in other parts of California, and that’s what this book is about,” I said, pointing to The Checchi Plan. “I have written down ideas of what we should do to make every school as good as this one.”

Having dazzled these children with my oratory, I then took questions:

“What’s a governor?”

“Where do you live?”

“Do you have any children?”

“What do they do?”

All of which I answered to their apparent satisfaction.

Then a girl in a flowered dress, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, raised her hand.

“But have you ever worked in the fields?”

I looked at the faces arrayed in front of me. They were expectant. Not one seemed surprised by the question. The fields were an integral part of their lives.

I had been all over the state, spoken to thousands of people, in countless venues, and nobody had ever asked this question:

Have you ever worked in the fields?

Yet to understand these children and their lives, and those of their parents and uncles and aunts and older brothers, sisters and cousins, you had to understand leaving your native country, rising long before dawn, being away from family and loved ones, sometimes for weeks at a time, toiling in the sun and the heat, and earning wages barely sufficient to put food on the table and shelter and clothe your family. You had to understand migrant housing—dormitory-style, with scant privacy, poor sanitation, no sense of permanency—schools that changed with the seasons, addresses that rotated with the crops.

Had I ever worked in the fields?

My circumstances were such that I never experienced the hardship of that type of work, but I knew these people. My great-grandparents had worked in the fields: in Italy as farmers, and on the sea as fishermen, and in this country doing backbreaking manual labor. They, too, had braved the challenge of trying to establish themselves and assimilate into a new land. They had worked in the fields, so that their children and their children’s children would not have to.

Win or lose—and by the time I rolled into Salinas, I was surely headed for defeat—the reason I had run for governor of California was to sound the alarm that we had to change our ways. We could not continue to vest power over our lives and the futures of our children in the hands of the political careerists who were running the state and country into the ground. I had run because I saw the need for change. I had run to prepare the way for a better future for California, and especially for the forgotten Californians: those who had come to harvest hope, those working in the fields.



Two

Beginnings


	Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost, to me,




	I lift my lamp beside the golden door!




	Emma Lazarus



MY FATHER’S PARENTS, ATTILIO Checchi and Dina Pisani, landed in Boston during the great Italian and Irish migrations of the early twentieth century. They had come, separately, from the same rocky outcropping in the Tyrrhenian Sea, Porto Azzuro, on the island of Elba. Home to olive groves, goats, and generations of fishermen, Elba had remained essentially unchanged for centuries. Its feudal economy offered little more opportunity to people of modest ambition than it had the rapacious Napoleon, its most famous exile.

My grandmother Dina, who was the matriarch of our family and one of my greatest influences, stepped ashore in Boston with her mother and two young brothers on the Commonwealth Pier in 1912, when she was fourteen. They had departed Elba before receiving the final letter of my great-grandfather, Alfredo, who had preceded his family a year earlier. “Stay home,” he wrote in that missive. “America is not what we expected.”

The streets of the New World, he had found, were not paved with gold, but rather littered with sorrow. His heartache for a missed homeland was compounded by slums, discrimination, prejudice, and a new and difficult language. Work was scarce; once found, it often paid little.

While Elba had been a place of narrow hopes and opportunities, it was also a familiar place of beauty, refinement, and repose, of fields tilled since time immemorial and churches with marble steps worn smooth by centuries of devotion.

America, on the other hand, was raw energy and motion. It offered opportunity, but only to those who overcame its brutal rites of initiation. And Boston, with its cold tenement flats and bare-knuckle politics, was a particularly forbidding place at the dawn of the twentieth century. No matter how circumscribed the life left behind, it was infinitely more certain than that produced by the competing cultures grasping for a foothold in the New World.

But my grandfather’s warning had arrived too late. The family was reunited, and there would be no turning back. They would have to keep on keeping on. What drove them forward, however, was not just the circumstance of their arrival, but the evolving belief in the promise of America that drives all its initiates. The gap between that promise and the reality of life here had seemed so vast that at first my great-grandfather had perceived it as unbridgeable and sought to turn back. Yet, for new immigrants struggling to adapt, America offered the potent tonic of hope, the unshakeable and distinctly American belief in a better tomorrow. So, fortified by this potent elixir, the Pisanis of Boston, like millions before them, began the process of becoming Americans.

The family settled into a crowded apartment on Chelsea Street in East Boston, just a few blocks from the bustling waterfront and mariners’ hotels of Maverick Square. Their life in East Boston was the hard life of factory workers. As my father used to say, “My family arrived in East Boston poor, and we left poor.”

School was an unaffordable luxury. Young Dina found work dipping chocolates at the Cynthia Sweets confectioner’s factory along the East Boston waterfront. It was monotonous, backbreaking work, but since she had more refined talents (her mother had taught knitting, lacemaking, and embroidery in Elba), she soon found employment at a fashionable dressmaker’s shop on Newbury Street. She took the penny ferry ride each day across the harbor, but saved on trolley fare by daily walking the five-mile round trip from the North End docks to Copley Square.

The store owners and patrons appreciated my grandmother’s fine embroidery work, but she soon learned that she earned half as much as less talented, more assimilated seamstresses who spoke English. In the first, but by no means last, act of family defiance in the New World, this young girl—my Nona, by far the most talented seamstress in the shop—confronted the owners, winning not only a raise, but back wages as well. She was on her way to pursuing the American Dream.

Several years later, Attilio Checchi paid a courtesy call on the Pisani family, whom he had known in Elba. He himself had immigrated to Boston earlier in 1905. He, too, had landed an apprenticeship dipping chocolates, and after a series of other odd jobs, he learned of an Italian family that needed help running their fruit and vegetable store in Saint Stephen in New Brunswick, Canada. Attilio moved there, and when the owners decided to return to Italy, he and his brother Tonino took over the store.

On his visit to Boston, the thirty-five-year-old Attilio casually asked my great-grandmother about her “cute little girl, Dina,” whom he had not seen since she was five. It was not long after he laid eyes on the beautiful eighteen-year-old that Attilio and Dina were married. Attilio surrendered his interest in the Canadian store to his brother, and the newlyweds began their lives together in Calais, Maine, where they opened their own store, named in honor of their homeland, the Elba Fruit Market.

Calais wasn’t then, and isn’t now, the Maine of Bar Harbor and North Haven—loon-haunted summer enclaves for New York bankers and the First Families of Boston—but a hard-working lumber town of approximately six thousand. The move to a small, remote town where they were isolated from the immigrant-packed ghettos of the big city required rapid assimilation of my grandparents’ family into their adopted land.
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The Elba Fruit Market, circa 1922.

Attilio kept the inventory and Dina, who displayed a remarkable affinity for numbers, kept the books. I recall my grandmother poring over the store ledger, seeking to divine profit, loss, and opportunity in the rows of figures. I’ve often thought of her in the course of my own career, built in part by a similar flair for analysis.

Neither Attilio nor Dina ever attained more than a sixth-grade education. Nor did they ever really master English. But they knew that learning would pave the road to the opportunity they had never had. It was a lesson they reinforced continuously with their children. From the earliest age, my father and uncle were drilled in the value of education and encouraged in their schoolwork. The long hours at the store ingrained in them the work ethic that is the legacy of every successful immigrant family. Both brothers excelled in school and were admitted to the University of Maine.

Like the store, education was a family enterprise. My father and uncle both worked at the Elba Market while supporting each other through school, at times alternating semesters off from college to ensure the continued operation of both the Checchi family business and their respective educations.

My mother inherited the same conviction about learning. Her parents, Gemma and Arturo Soldati, from a farming village near Parma in the Romagna region in Northern Italy, were married there in 1907 and immigrated the same year to the United States, settling near cousins in Somersworth, New Hampshire. Having lost one child to disease during the Atlantic crossing and three more to a host of childhood maladies common in that pre-penicillin era, they shepherded the remaining seven Soldati children through high school at a time when most teenagers in the predominately French-Canadian mill town left the classroom to work in the factories.

My mother, the youngest, graduated from McIntosh Business College, a sister completed nursing school, and her four brothers parlayed their football-playing prowess into college scholarships. Their mother, Gemma, never did learn to read or write English, but when she later presented herself before the local judge to take the citizenship exam orally, he waived the formalities. “I know you, Mrs. Soldati. You raised a fine family. You are a great American.”

My parents would eventually meet through the extended kinship ties that at that time connected Italian families throughout New England. The first Checchi-Soldati match was made when my father’s maternal uncle married my mother’s oldest sister—eventually, my father was his own brother-in-law!

My father finished college with a degree in chemistry, married my mother, and moved to Boston, where he joined the fledgling Food and Drug Administration (FDA) as a fish inspector on the Boston piers. There was remarkable esprit de corps in public service in those days. My father would forge lifelong friendships with a “band of brothers” comprised of fellow G-men scattered across the country. With geographic distance between them, they were nevertheless united in tracking down the bad guys who were scamming the public with unhealthy food and bogus drugs and medical devices.

My parents rented an apartment in Somerville, a densely populated, working-class community abutting the tough Charlestown neighborhood of Boston. I was born around the corner from our home, in Somerville Hospital. Children with names like Maria and Tony and Sal and Vinnie spilled out into the streets from every floor of the distinctive triple-deckers in the neighborhood. Our social lives revolved around the close-knit families of first- or second-generation immigrants, who watched out for each other as the fathers went off to work in the blue-collar manufacturing industries still operating at the time in Boston and Cambridge.

In the hierarchy of the era, the best jobs were in the public sector. Court officers, firefighters, cops, bus and subway drivers, and utility workers were near the top of the neighborhood’s socio-economic food chain. My father was a member of the “company man” generation of the Eisenhower years, one of the nomadic young professionals who would transform the potato fields of Long Island, the horse farms of Maryland, and the orange groves of California into suburbs to house their upwardly mobile families. Dad served among the largely unsung heroes of a unique and professional American civil service that helped lay the foundation for the unprecedented, meteoric, and still unmatched rise in national prosperity.

There was more security in public life and, for my father, more fulfillment. But for those in federal service, it was also a relatively rootless existence, as he was transferred often to pursue promotions in jurisdictions around the country. Before the beginning of my kindergarten year, our family moved to Kansas City, Missouri where my father assumed his first supervisory role with the FDA.

It is remarkable how we are formed by our early life experiences. Kansas City would mark the beginning of my training in leadership. During a music exercise in school, the teacher selected one of my classmates to lead our percussion band. Taller than the rest of us, he seemed more mature and authoritative as well when he guided us through the cacophony of banging and clanging that passes for harmony among five-year-olds. I recall, even at that early age, being acutely conscious of something distinctly different about our conductor: He had the cut of a leader, and I wanted to emulate him.

In the middle of my first-grade year, our peregrinations took us from the banks of the Missouri to the swamps of the Potomac, as we settled back east in Alexandria, Virginia. Enrolled in the local parochial school mid-semester, I was seated in the back of a class of nearly fifty students, every one of us subjected to the stern focus of Sister Mary Zita.

On my first day in this new school, we were given a math exercise, a series of simple addition problems presented horizontally, one figure following another in a straight line across the page. The alignment left me puzzled. I was used to tackling addition Missouri-style: vertically, one number atop another, the answer to be scribbled below.

I didn’t understand what we were expected to do, so I did nothing. Sister Mary Zita took one look at my copybook and promptly delivered a monster whack to the back of my head. I burned with resentment and embarrassment. Then she added a healthy measure of insult to my already throbbing injury by making me stay after school, where my copybook, along with those of a few other unfortunate souls, was handed over to a small group of my fellow classmates to be corrected. Not surprisingly, they wielded their red pencils with abandon, clearly relishing the authority they now had license to exercise over the rest of us. Even at six, I didn’t think it was right. My determination to be a leader was born.

Leaders, I observed, didn’t get whacked. And neither did good students. They weren’t left to the mercy of others; leaders would never allow themselves to be put in that position. The value of leadership was apparent, and so, too, was the inherent responsibility leadership required. With the unpleasantness of that first school day’s experience foremost in my young mind, I resolved that if I ever had the opportunity to exercise power over others, I would never abuse it. I would treat others as I, myself, wished to be treated.

Could I have put all these emotions and convictions into words back then, at age six? Certainly not. But that’s not important, because the lesson was real. My resolution was set. And this new mission—to lead, and to excel—would prove not only a good defense against foul-tempered nuns (whom I would endure for the next seven years), but also a strong foundation for achievement and success. By the close of that school year, Sister Mary Zita was offering me accolades rather than the back of her hand. And I never again missed another math assignment.

At the end of the second grade, our peripatetic lifestyle and my father’s impressive performance on behalf of the FDA necessitated another move, this time to Denver, Colorado. Six months later, it was back to the nation’s capital, where we would finally settle. I had attended schools in four states in three years. But from the first grade forward, my commitment as a student and as a leader would be unchanged. I was elected president of every class from the fourth grade through high school.



Three

Washington, DC, 1960s


	Sometimes when our fights begin,




	I think I’ll let the Dragons win . . .




	And then I think perhaps I won’t,




	Because they’re Dragons, and I don’t.




	A. A. Milne



OUR FIRST HOME IN Maryland was a two-bedroom apartment, where I shared a room with my two younger sisters. Our youngest sister slept in my parents’ room. Happily, the squeeze was soon relieved with a bit of help from the Catholic Church, which rented us a house at a discount on a property adjacent to Saint Michael’s Church.

Growing up in the Washington, DC, suburbs at that time in a home headed by a rising civil servant guaranteed that you’d be deeply influenced by the city’s events and public figures. Whereas early in the century, the figures who commanded the public imagination were the robber barons and captains of industry—men like John D. Rockefeller, Henry Ford, Andrew Carnegie, and Jay Gould—the men who actually ran government captured the attention of postwar baby boomers.

To the adolescents of the early 1960s, no public figure was more exciting than the young presidential candidate Senator John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts. His energy and charm made the American Dream seem attainable for every son and daughter of immigrants—especially the Catholic ones.

Kennedy’s victory over Richard Nixon vindicated those hopes and unleashed a national faith in the power of government that approached evangelical zeal. When the newly sworn-in president summoned forth a New Frontier and asked every American to play a role, we younger Americans were already signed up and ready to go, in spirit at least, to the villages of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, as emissaries of American goodness, hope, and charity.

We were even on board to explore outer space. When the Russians sent a cosmonaut into the void, all the United States had accomplished was to put a small metal ball in orbit. It was a humiliating display of the disparity in capabilities between two rival countries. When President Kennedy challenged the country to look beyond the planet and to land a man on the Moon by the end of the decade, the country did exactly that. To a young boy intent on immunity from slap-happy nuns and self-serving contemporaries, this was leadership.

Kennedy forged a politics not only of hope, energy, and optimism, but of sacrifice and duty—virtues much in demand at a time of turmoil in domestic and international affairs. Government was important. We lived in perpetual fear of nuclear annihilation from the Russians, which peaked during the Cuban Missile Crisis. But the Washington of my youth was taking on much more than just the Russians. The country was also engaged in an internal struggle over legal apartheid. This battle was fought simultaneously in the American South and on the TVs in our living rooms, as riot-geared police with trained dogs and fire hoses attacked peaceful civil rights demonstrators. This wanton violence was particularly repulsive to families like ours who, as recent immigrants, readily identified with the aspirations of African Americans not only to win basic civil rights protections, but also to gain the respect of their fellow Americans for their contributions to the nation and their communities.

The decision to use federal troops to open up school doors across the South was admired in our household. We believed in equality as a matter of civic virtue and deplored discrimination as a doctrine of religious faith. But it was frankly a faith that had little visible impact on our daily lives. At that time, the Maryland suburbs were segregated de facto, as were many suburbs in the North. No African American families lived in our neighborhoods, and no African American children studied in our schools. It was not until I attended Catholic high school at Our Lady of Good Counsel, in Wheaton, Maryland, that I sat in a class with an African American student—and he was the only one in the entire school. And it was years later, as I traveled the South, that I came to appreciate the traditions and strength of Southern culture and its extraordinary capacity to adapt to changed times and transform the region into a focal point of national economic growth.

It was only through my frequent weekend bus rides into the District of Columbia that I remotely glimpsed the reality of the two Americas—separate and unequal—that the protesters were seeking to change: the dilapidated schools, playgrounds, and rowhouses of Northeast Washington. Then in the summer of 1963, as Washington lay gripped in a late-August heat wave, my father took me down to the National Mall for the March on Washington, the greatest civil rights demonstration in US history. There we heard the extraordinary leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. deliver his famous “I have a dream” speech.

My father was a federal civil servant, but above all, he was an American. Our presence that day was an expression of his belief in the power of democracy. I was only fifteen, but I felt the weight of the moment. The great turning of the tide of history, as Americans—black and white, Jew and Gentile—stood witness to the nation that we could be. In the wake of that march, President Kennedy, his brother Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, and all of the federal government would be indelibly linked with the tide that intervened on the side of justice in Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana. That movement would transform and redeem the South, as well as the rest of the country, fulfilling Lincoln’s promise of a government of, by, and for all the people.

In my family, and among my peers in the DC suburbs, there was a profound belief in the promise of America. Working hard at school, playing halfback on Our Lady of Good Counsel’s football team, participating in the dating rituals of the day—I took these all equally seriously, approaching every moment with the conviction that if I worked hard, played by the rules, and embraced my responsibilities, any sacrifices along the way would be rewarded and lead to something better.

I had been raised in a household headed by a man who exemplified public service at its best. I had witnessed firsthand the positive application of government action to keep us safe and free and to extend promised constitutional protections and opportunity to all people regardless of race, color, or creed. And in spite of that fateful November day when an assassin took the life of a president, I had watched government resume its commitment to civil rights and stand firm against the perceived continuing threat of our Communist adversaries. I, like many of my contemporaries, had clear ambition at the time: make the best grades to get into the best college, go to the best law school, make the law review—and maybe, just maybe, you could get a job in the Justice Department. That was America as I closed out my high school years. But it wasn’t the America that greeted me upon my high school graduation. As the song said, the times, they were a-changin’.
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My high school picture, 1966.

As I prepared to go to college, things were also changing perceptibly in the relationship between the American people and their government. By 1965, the pendulum of faith in activist government began to swing in the opposite direction. US involvement in Vietnam increased, and Americans began to question the purpose of a war in a place and on behalf of a regime with so little strategic value or connection to our own country. I was approaching draft age and the warm embrace of a college deferment as this growing conflict developed into a monster that would result in over 60,000 American deaths, 250,000 American casualties, and dragoon several million conscripts from the ranks of young Americans under the age of twenty-six. Vietnam engulfed a generation in a whirlwind that would topple a president, set father against son, and permanently destroy the faith of a generation in their political leadership.

As I looked toward the next stage of my life, it was Robert F. Kennedy who best captured the spirit of unease that many people my age felt about the direction America was heading. The senator from New York had an edge and an attitude. And he seemed to possess tremendous compassion for those in need, even while exhibiting zero tolerance for those who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—recognize our mutual interests. He challenged us to work together to heal social divisions and reestablish the primacy of hope in households everywhere, from the impoverished hollows of West Virginia coal country to the crumbling tenements of Bedford-Stuyvesant. Kennedy’s presidential campaign, which would be launched during my sophomore year in college, was a direct assault on two fronts: the Vietnam War policy of the Johnson administration, and the nation’s utter paralysis over the crisis of race relations.

Bobby Kennedy, like Dr. King, saw the two inextricably linked: There could be no War on Poverty while we fought the war in Vietnam. And whatever the merits of our commitment to the Domino Theory of Communist expansion, it became apparent that we could not possibly pursue a war abroad while we were so destructively divided at home. Kennedy and King, of course, argued further that we were guilty of moral failure, sending young men to fight while children starved at home, but debates over guns or butter are never easily settled.

Bobby Kennedy earned extraordinary loyalty because he required more than just moral commitment. He demanded action. And he took action. While decrying welfare dependency, he helped inner-city residents develop new housing and jobs to get their neighbors off the dole. He invoked the power—and the responsibility—of government to step in and provide opportunity where none existed. “Have you ever told a coal miner in West Virginia or Kentucky,” he asked, “that what he needs is individual initiative to go out and get a job where there isn’t any?”

He spoke movingly of the need to reach across the racial divide and view America as a single, powerful, cohesive nation, not one segregated into various and vaguely united individual nations of skin color. Bobby Kennedy even challenged apartheid directly in a speech in Cape Town, South Africa, where he defined the quintessentially American image of hope as a power that could bring all people closer to realizing their promise. “Each time a man stands up for an idea,” he said, “or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring, those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.”

Less than two months later, in the violent aftermath of Dr. King’s assassination, Bobby Kennedy could still invoke the mantra of hope to keep America’s eyes on the promise of a better day. “But even now, there is cause for hope,” he said. “Even now, the upheaval of the last few days is not the only aftermath of tragedy. Even now, citizens have proven that possibility still remains: for peaceful reconciliation, for a common effort by black and white to eliminate the other America of deprivation and want, and build a new America of justice and freedom.”

Six weeks later, on my twentieth birthday, Bobby Kennedy would also fall victim to an assassin’s bullet. In different ways, both he and Dr. King sought, as Bobby quoted Edith Hamilton, “to tame the savageness of man and to make gentle the life of the world.”

Their passing left a void, diminishing the respect and confidence in American political leadership of a generation and bringing an end to America’s political adolescence. Idealism died as my generation mourned its passing anesthetized by a cultural cocktail of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll.



Four

The Rhodes Scholar


	Education has for its objective the formation of character.




	Herbert Spencer



I MATRICULATED INTO AMHERST College in September 1966. My father’s aspirations had been limited to the University of Maine, where he could pay in-state tuition. Thanks to his sacrifices, I could go anywhere my abilities would take me. With little parental experience upon which to rely, I had determined to go to the most selective school in the country. If it was “the most selective,” it stood to reason (at least to my mind) that it must be the best. Amherst, a small all-male college in the Pioneer Valley of western Massachusetts, was a member of the “Little Three” Ivy League and the most selective (determined by the ratio of applications to acceptances) college in the country. I applied, was accepted early decision, and went without any thought as to whether this was the best environment for an action-oriented, private sector–directed, sheltered Catholic-school product of suburban Washington, DC. It would prove one of higher education’s greatest mismatches.

I had blissfully marched off to college, a top student, a nearly-ten-yard-per-carry high school football halfback, the student government president, acknowledged Most Likely to Succeed, and squire to a stunning girlfriend (a finalist in the Miss USA Pageant). I was convinced that I would continue my record of achievement, take Amherst by storm, date all the most popular women at nearby Smith and Mount Holyoke Colleges, graduate Phi Beta Kappa, and culminate my college career at Oxford University as a Rhodes Scholar.

Instead, I passed on athletics, disdainful of what I considered a third-rate program (of course, one of my classmates, Doug Swift, would go on to be a star in the NFL as a starting linebacker for the undefeated Miami Dolphins Super Bowl team of 1972). The stunning girlfriend promptly dispatched me with a short but pointed Dear John letter (this was mercifully before text messaging). I lost all interest in my studies, removing the cellophane from my calculus textbook only the night before the final exam (and reaping a grade commensurate with my evening’s mastery of the calculus). And I became a recluse.

Amherst was an amazing place with one of the most awe-inspiring teaching faculties in American higher education; it just wasn’t for me. Six weeks into my freshman year, its legendary dean of admissions, Eugene Wilson, recruited me to go to Washington and speak to a convention of the National Association of College Admission Officers and High School Guidance Counselors. I had done a lot of speaking as a student leader, but my local roots were probably the deciding factor in my selection.

I delighted to address this convention of people at whose mercy I had been, as an aspiring college applicant, just the previous year. I got on quite a roll that day, and when I returned to Amherst, Dean Wilson gratefully suggested that I moonlight and tour the country as an ambassador for the college. I said that I had a better idea; he could help me transfer to some place that I belonged.

I asked him, “Why did you admit me?” Without hesitation, he responded, “I thought it would be an interesting experiment.” I had to admit he had me there. The campus psychologist had once said, “Amherst is an interesting place; the person living next to you may be a complete psychotic and people will say, ‘My, isn’t he an interesting person?’” Based on this, I would fit right in. Also, the residual Calvinism that Amherst’s early founders had infused into the ivy-covered walls had a certain “appeal” to a product of the Catholic-school premise that if it hurts, it must be good for you.

It did hurt, a lot, but I remained at Amherst for four years and graduated—without distinction. In the end, it was probably good that I was taken down a peg or two or three (hell, probably more), because in the depth of my self-induced misery, I found myself in the field of American Studies. The interdisciplinary inquiry into the evolution and development of America’s unique culture would not only help me piece together the forces shaping my own identity, but would also help make sense of the chaos that was engulfing the country during the late 1960s.

I had originally been an Economics major and spent the better part of my freshman and sophomore years trudging though the required curriculum of theoretical macro- and microeconomics and statistical analysis without any great intellectual enthusiasm. I found economic modeling appealing as a way to conceptualize problems and would use it to great advantage throughout my career; but the field of theoretical economics was not personally satisfying. I dutifully showed up for classes but was absent from the extracurricular life of the college. I was sleepwalking through “the best years of my life,” until two events blasted me out of my somnolence.

The first occurred during the summer after sophomore year. After working all day on a construction site, I went to the Silver Spring home of one of my best friends from high school, Bobby Rafferty. Bobby, a good student and quarterback of my high school varsity football team, had a spiritual side that I had always admired. Although he had won the starting varsity quarterback spot at his college, at the end of his freshman year he decided to enter the seminary and become a Catholic priest. I remember a letter that he sent me during our sophomore year: “I have found a deep sense of inner peace, but oh, how I miss the girls.”

That evening, we took advantage of the long summer twilight hours at the local public golf course. With three holes to play, I was down by two, but somehow managed to best him in each of the last three holes and win the match. As I began to get into the backseat of his brother’s Volkswagen Bug, Bobby stopped me and said, “You won, big Al, you ride shotgun.” Before I could respond, he squeezed into the backseat, giving me the place of honor in the front. Five minutes later, a car ran a stop sign at an intersection, flipping the Bug upside down and slamming the roof into a nearby telephone poll. Bobby was killed instantly, his neck broken by the impact, while I received only minor cuts and bruises.

The tragedy left me stunned, but also reflective: Why had I survived? Metaphysics didn’t come naturally to a twenty-year-old, but I instinctively believed a better man had died and I had been spared—perhaps to one day become a better man myself and provide justification for my survival. I would ultimately find meaning in Bobby’s death when, twenty-five years later, I donated a gymnasium to our old high school in his honor. I spoke at the dedication:


	Many people have considered Bobby’s death a great tragedy and loss. But I would submit that it need not be viewed this way. By the tender age of nineteen, Bobby had lived life to its fullest and achieved an understanding of its meaning that few achieve even into their dotage. He figured it all out: It is not what you are born with, but what you do with it. It is not what you take, but what you give. It is not about the quantities that you attain, but the qualities. And what ultimately define a man are his relationships, with God and his fellow men. These are things that Bobby knew. These are things he taught me and all of us who knew him. These are the things we hope that countless Good Counsel students will learn as they use these facilities and hear the story about the boy for whom they are named. It is through these students, our children, and our children’s children that Bobby will remain forever young and forever among us.



The summer of 1968 was a summer of discontent. Protests continued against the war, the cities raged, and the tattered remnants of idealism were hijacked by Mayor Richard Daley’s Chicago policemen when they beat and tear-gassed demonstrators in Grant Park during the Democratic National Convention. I was still an emotional basket case as sophomore year came to a close. But Bobby Rafferty’s tragic death, his inner peace and spiritual commitment, gave me pause as I contemplated the waste that I had made of my two years at one of America’s greatest educational institutions. I resolved to go back to school, put my nose to the proverbial grindstone, and try to figure out what I was meant to do.

Early in my junior year, a second jolt sprung me from my malaise for good. Professor Leo Marx taught a three-semester survey class in American Literature, so popular that he conducted his over-subscribed lectures in a 150-seat amphitheater (the entire college had only 1,200 students). He was a mesmerizing lecturer, but one day decided to do something “different” and asked for student volunteers to adopt the characters of Benjamin Franklin and T. S. Eliot and prepare to debate the political and cultural aesthetics of the American spirit.

Predictably, everyone in the class wanted to be the anglophile Eliot, the urbane Harvard expatriate, fashionably alienated, multilingual, virulently anti-immigrant, who had drowned his Missouri roots in the fog-shrouded waters of the Thames. Franklin, by contrast, was the crass American aphorist and ink-stained apologist for business and commercial interests. Predictably, I was the only volunteer for the creator of Poor Richard’s Almanack.

I approached the assignment like an adventure, immersing myself in the practical literature of Franklin, preparing a defense of his straightforward vision of a society grounded in middle-class values with middle-class ambitions. The day before the debate, I made, as requested, a preliminary presentation to Professor Marx. Spreading my binder out in front of me, I proceeded to run through my arguments. As I built to the climax and turned the page, I realized that I had misplaced the conclusion. I froze, paralyzed in silence. Professor Marx looked at me and, with genuine concern, asked if I was sure that I was up to the task.

Exhaling, I explained with some emotion, “I used to be an articulate and engaging speaker, a leader among my peers, and a very outgoing person, but lately, I’ve had a pretty miserable run.”

He looked at me, unsure whether to offer sympathy or a sedative.

I stared back. “But I assure you, I will be ready.”

At the debate, I let rip. Like the impoverished Franklin the day he arrived in Philadelphia with nothing but a loaf of bread and a head full of notions, I had nothing to lose. I launched into a spirited defense of liberty founded on an even prosperity. I brought down the house and was even invited by Professor Marx to prepare an encore for the next class.

Unbeknownst to me, auditing the class was Barbara Ward, the wife of one of Amherst’s most distinguished scholars, John William Ward, who had been a professor of English at Princeton University before changing venues and disciplines to teach at Amherst as a professor of History and American Studies.

Several weeks after the Eliot-Franklin debate, as luck would have it, I hitched a ride in Professor Ward’s car en route to Northampton, where I was taking a course at Smith College. His wife, riding in the car with us, remarked kindly on my performance in Professor Marx’s class, and Ward subsequently quizzed me during the ride about Franklin and my interest in the inventor-patriot, who turned out to be one of his favorite historical characters.

As a result of that trip, I would later become an American Studies major and, in my senior year, an Independent Scholar, free of formal classes, under the tutelage of John William Ward who, in spite of my dismal academic performance, would go on to be appointed president of the college. Professor Ward taught me to seek out and study the links between the literature of a particular period and the moral, economic, and political cultures of its time. Through the interplay between a distinct American culture and its institutions, I slowly came to see culture as an organic entity—societies and their institutions possessing, like human beings, life cycles and personalities. In this way, I came to better understand the antecedents of my own American identity.

Professor Ward was an extraordinary mentor. He encouraged my natural propensity to “think big,” but also tried to keep me grounded, remarking on one of my more imaginative papers, “This may be genius—I’m really not sure—but I’m certainly not going to give you the benefit of the doubt—B!” Thanks to this remarkable man and several other extraordinary scholars and teachers who comprised Amherst’s American Studies department, my intellectual compass was set not only for the remainder of my college years, but also for much of the thinking, reading, writing, and speaking that I would undertake over the subsequent decades. Because of these educators, and their unique ability to help me cultivate my talents and inquisitiveness, I immersed myself in those unique accidents of history and those diverse personalities and events that make up the American mosaic and contribute to render America the “world’s indispensable nation.”

At Amherst, one of the most powerful literary influences on my thinking was The Education of Henry Adams. The autobiography of the aristocratic historian examined the formative influences of modern western history through the metaphors of the Virgin and the Dynamo. In an argument suggesting the organic shape of culture, Adams presented Mother Mary as the driving force of the Middle Ages, the feminine ideal who inspired the greatest economic and architectural achievements of medieval Europe: cathedrals.

As Adams observed, these stone monuments to Mary were not only centers of devotion, but also repositories of learning and the locus of trade. Population centers rose and fell in the feudal ages depending on the ability of the local bishop to marshal the political and economic resources necessary to raise flying buttresses and commission windows of colored glass to shine the light of Heaven on the faces of awed churchgoers. Kings and queens were interred beneath their stone floors, a sepulchral reminder of the power vested in the holy pulpit.

The Industrial Revolution, Adams argued, overthrew the cult of the Virgin and replaced the Mother of Christ with the Dynamo, the electromagnetic deity of the Modern Age. Streetlamps, railroads, waterworks, and factories all rose in obeisance to the holy generator. A new spirit seized the nineteenth century and would utterly reshape the twentieth—nowhere more so than in America, which recognized in material advancement evidence of divine approval.

Here was a way of thinking that transcended the static limits of fact and category. It was as seductive as the Virgin and as powerful as the Dynamo. Intellectually, for me, it was like soaring: loosed from the bounds of gravity and seeing the great sweep of history from a vast height. Later, I would seek this heightened perspective when devising solutions to problems and designing strategies for both the private and public sectors.

Henry Adams, scion of America’s first family, great-grandson of one president, grandson of another, found himself a displaced person in the vortex of America’s evolving culture in the middle of the nineteenth century. Yet by the middle of the twentieth, someone like myself could be similarly displaced, a stranger in an estranged land, where millions of citizens marched in protest in the streets; volleys fired and felled students at once-bucolic universities like Kent State; self-styled “revolutionaries” occupied administrative buildings at nearby Columbia University and across the country; less fortunate men my own age became military conscripts, some of whom destroyed villages “to save them” and slaughtered defenseless women and children at My Lai; iconic leaders fell to assassins’ bullets; urban fires raged; looters rampaged; a bunkered machine gun graced the front steps of our Capitol; common terms like “weatherman” and “panther” took on new meaning; and “Burn, baby, burn” became, for some, a new national anthem.

But this was America, or at least America at one moment in time: the end of the seventh decade of the twentieth century. Amid this chaos, there could be only one certainty: It would all change—quickly. The essence of the American experience is its dynamism. To truly appreciate what this country is all about, to live in and cope with this roller-coaster culture, you have to understand change, actively embrace it, and if you can, anticipate it. America! Love it—or leave it? I decided that I was all in—I loved it and looked forward to immersing myself fully in its dynamism.

The deeper I penetrated America’s mysteries, the more I came to appreciate her founding principles. We are uniquely dedicated to a messy proposition: We all are equal and endowed with unalienable rights. So committed are we to the maintenance of individual freedom that we persist even while careening off the deep end, as we assuredly did during the decade that started when I first set foot at Amherst College, my inconvenient but necessary way station on my would-be journey to Oxford.

In the brave new world that I envisioned, Henry Adams was theoretically no more and no less American than the grandson of Italian immigrants. The essence of our nationality is forged in our pursuit of the horizon, such that the newly arrived immigrant, barely speaking English, searching for work in the lettuce fields of Watsonville, California, may be considered as American as the contented, passionless suburbanite seeking to shore up the past from the inexorable forces of the future.

What I learned from Henry Adams and John William Ward profoundly shaped not only my thinking, but also my career choices. Applying those lessons to the political economy, I recognized that our opportunity society is predicated on America possessing the most powerful economy on Earth, and that our upward mobility depends on having somewhere to go—a tangible destination in an expanding economy.

In that society, public service could be rendered not solely by public servants, but by private entrepreneurs who create jobs and wealth, and with their own hard work ensure that mobility is possible for the rest of us. These are the captains who conceive of, embark upon, and then underwrite the American voyage that transports us all to the ports of progress and the shores of prosperity.

I was certain now of the kind of leader I wished to become. And while Professor Ward had been a valuable guide, it was my father who had provided inspiration and caution.

Growing up, our material means were sufficient, if modest. But my father always told me I was wealthy. He said that you start out in life with an unblemished reputation. Your reputation, he maintained, was your precious natural resource—the one thing of enormous value with which we are each born, regardless of inherited station. It was paramount to your life’s career—literally more important than everything else—that you preserve and protect your reputation.

Since my father was a careful and proper steward of his own reputation, he was accurately regarded as a man of intelligence, integrity, honesty, and hard work. He loved, provided for, and educated his family and took all of his responsibilities seriously. And when he wasn’t working, he spent his free time with the wife he loved and the four children they raised together. I aspired to his work ethic, determined to build an equally happy home life, and hoped to earn a similarly sterling reputation.

There was, however, one element of my father’s life that I was determined not to emulate: the incompatibility of his passion for public service and the crushing economic demands of raising and educating four enterprising children. He had risen through the ranks to become the number-three man at the FDA, but was forced to shelve his ambition to head up the agency in order to provide for me and my sisters. He left the government service he loved, and at which he had excelled, to join his older brother Vincent’s consulting firm, based in Washington, DC. There, he built an enviable client list of America’s top food, drug, and cosmetic companies. He earned a comfortable living, taking satisfaction from the regard in which he was held by his corporate clients and his ability to bring them into compliance with the safety and efficacy requirements that ultimately served the public. But he never again achieved that full measure of satisfaction that can come only from doing what one loves most.

I resolved never to be confronted with the choice between fulfillment and meeting my responsibilities. I had no desire to entertain such compromises in my life or career. I determined first to attain independence and economic security, and then to allow myself the luxury to pursue my dreams wherever they might take me.

And so I decided to write the opening chapters of my public life in the private sector.
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