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Prologue
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On the evening of April 4, 1968, about an hour after Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, Robert F. Kennedy responded with a powerfully simple speech, which he delivered spontaneously in a black neighborhood in Indianapolis. Nearly forty years later, Kennedy’s words stand as a sublime example of the substance and music of politics in its grandest form, for its highest purpose—to heal, to educate, to lead—but also, sadly, they represent the end of an era: the last moments before American political life was overwhelmed by marketing professionals, consultants, and pollsters who, with the flaccid acquiescence of the politicians, have robbed public life of much of its romance and vigor.

Many people believe Kennedy was standing on top of a car, in the midst of angry chaos, when he addressed the crowd that night. Actually, he spoke from a podium on the back of a flatbed truck, and the crowd was quiet and orderly and unaware, until Kennedy told them, that King was dead. It was a cold and extremely windy night. The only light came from floodlights trained on the podium, illuminating a smoky stand of oaks behind the stage. No one knows how many people were gathered in the small park—maybe a thousand, not much more. There was no police estimate of the crowd, because there was no police presence in the park that night. Robert Kennedy was unprotected as he was lifted onto the stage: no secret service, no local police. The Indianapolis police chief, a man who was actually named Winston Churchill, had warned Kennedy against going into the ghetto. The police were cordoning off the area to prevent the expected violence from spilling over into the rest of the city; they wouldn’t be able to protect a visiting, showboating politician. And Kennedy’s aides were worried that the crowd—which had been waiting in the park for more than an hour—would explode as soon as the senator told them that King was dead. But there was no chance Kennedy would beg off, play it safe, disappoint the people. None of his aides even thought to dissuade him. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the senator began, tentatively, clearing his throat. “I’m only going to speak to you for one or two minutes tonight because I have sad news for all of you . . .”

Robert Kennedy’s presidential campaign was two weeks old at that moment, and it was a wild, passionate, frightening thing—part insurgency, part restoration, a portable mob scene. The crowds were unbelievable from the start, larger and more intense than any since in American politics. Almost every evening on the television news, there were scenes of Kennedy—a small, taut, diffident man—swarmed and crushed by throngs of loving supporters. At the time, his words and policies almost seemed superfluous. What mattered was that he was a Kennedy, that he seemed so much like his brother in looks and ideals and Boston accent, that his candidacy promised the resumption of a violently truncated American public romance.

Indiana was Robert Kennedy’s first primary campaign; April 4 was one of his first full days on the stump. He began with a rally at the University of Notre Dame, then another at Ball State. He spoke about race and poverty at both schools; at Ball State, he was confronted by a black student who was skeptical about white America’s willingness to address those issues. “I think the vast majority of white people want to do the decent thing,” Kennedy said.

Afterward, at the Muncie airport, word came that King had been shot. “That was all the information we had,” Frank Mankiewicz, Kennedy’s press secretary, later recalled. “There were no cell phones in those days, no way to find out more while we were in the air to Indianapolis. But I remember that Bob’s eyes went vacant when he heard the news; he became very quiet and withdrawn, which was not unusual for him. We talked a bit about what he should say in Indianapolis. I suggested that he ask everyone to say a prayer for the King family, also that he remind them of King’s nonviolence and plead with them not to retaliate. He told me that sounded good, that I should write it up.”

Apparently Kennedy was still thinking about what he’d said to the black student at Ball State. “You know, it grieves me,” he said to John J. Lindsay of Newsweek on the short flight to Indianapolis. “I just told that kid this and then walk out and find out some white man has just shot their spiritual leader.”

And then, in Indianapolis, word that King was dead. Lindsay saw Kennedy recoil at the news “as if he had been struck physically.” Kennedy got into a car with Fred Dutton, a campaign strategist. “What should I tell them, Fred?” he asked. Dutton didn’t know what to say; Kennedy was staring out the window, a million miles away. Finally Dutton told him, “You know what to say, Bob. Just speak from your heart,” knowing that the advice was banal, but sensing that’s what Kennedy was going to do anyway.

Mankiewicz was thinking the same thing, but he wrote some notes for Kennedy as he rode downtown on the press bus. He noticed—everyone noticed—that the police escort dropped off as they entered the black neighborhood. The motorcade shattered in the traffic near the rally, the press bus cut off from the candidate’s car. By the time the bus arrived, Kennedy was onstage, beginning to speak, and Mankiewicz had no chance to give the senator his notes.

Adam Walinsky, Kennedy’s young speechwriter, had preceded the campaign staff to Indianapolis and was having dinner downtown when he heard that King had been shot. He immediately started drafting remarks for Kennedy on a yellow legal pad, then jumped in a car and headed for the rally. The police had already set up blockades, and Walinsky’s car was stopped as he entered the black neighborhood. “You can’t go in there,” the cop said.

Walinsky asked, why not? “Because we can’t protect you in there,” the cop replied. “We’re not going in there tonight.”

“Hey, it’s okay, I’m with Senator Kennedy. He’s in there. I’m going in,” Walinsky said, and the policemen gave him a be-my-guest-but-you’re-nuts look.

Walinsky arrived at about the same moment as Kennedy. He noticed, from a distance, that Kennedy wasn’t moving side to side, working the crowd as he normally did; he was plowing straight ahead, head down. “Senator,” Walinsky shouted, and pulled the notes from his pocket.

Kennedy, who was wearing a dark-blue raincoat, gave Walinsky a grim look and a quick, curt hand signal: no, he wouldn’t be needing any words that night. Walinsky saw Kennedy pull some notes from his pocket, which he’d probably scribbled in the car on the way in from the airport. Mankiewicz, in the back of the crowd, saw Kennedy up on the podium and wondered if Bobby could keep it all together, keep his composure, say the right thing and calm the crowd, which still—remarkably—wasn’t aware of King’s death. And then, for the next four minutes and fifty-seven seconds, Robert Kennedy spoke . . .

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, rather formally, respectfully. “I’m only going to speak to you for one or two minutes tonight because I have sad news . . .” His voice caught, and he turned it into a slight cough, a throat-clearing. The crowd hadn’t quite settled in yet; his supporters were still waving signs. He couldn’t go on if they were celebrating. “Could you lower those signs over there?” he asked, and the crowd quieted. “I have sad news for you, for all of our fellow citizens and for people who love peace all over the world—” he paused, his voice still uncertain, then gathered himself up and said—“and that is that Martin Luther King was shot and killed tonight in Memphis, Tennessee.”

There were screams, wailing—just the rawest, most visceral sounds of pain that human voices can summon. As the screams died, Kennedy resumed, slowly, pausing frequently, measuring his words: “Martin Luther King . . . dedicated his life . . . to love . . . and to justice between fellow human beings and he died in the cause of that effort.”

There was total silence now. Rather than exploding, rather than indulging their anger, the crowd was rapt. One senses, listening to the tape years later, a trust and respect for the man at the podium, a man who knew all about assassinations, as well as a yearning to be reassured, to be comforted.

“In this difficult day, in this difficult time for the United States, it is perhaps well to ask what kind of nation we are . . . and what direction we want to move in . . .

“For those of you who are black—considering the evidence,” he stumbled here, “evidently there were white people who were responsible.” A shudder went through the crowd at the powerful unadorned word: responsible. “You can be filled with bitterness, with hatred, and a desire for revenge.

“We can move in that direction as a country, in great polarization—black people amongst blacks, and white amongst whites, filled with hatred toward one another.

“Or we can make an effort, as Martin Luther King did, to understand and comprehend,” he paused, perhaps considering whether or not to take the next step, whether to lay himself bare before that crowd—the next few phrases seemed to be placeholding, preparation as he gathered himself emotionally, “and to replace the stain of bloodshed that has spread across our land, with an effort to understand, with compassion and love.”

Then he plunged ahead: “For those of you who are black, and are tempted to be filled with hatred and distrust of the injustice of such an act, against all white people,” he paused again, “I can only say that I feel”—his voice broke—“in my own heart the same kind of feeling. I had a member of my family killed, but he was killed by a white man.” Walinsky’s head snapped up: he had been working for Kennedy for five years and had never heard him speak before—publicly or even privately—of the death of his brother. It was just too painful, a place Kennedy would not go, a topic skidded away from whenever anyone came close to raising it. No one who knew him ever spoke of it in his presence. And yet here he was, tentatively—he still could not say the words “my brother,” it was “a member of my family”—and somewhat confusedly (why did the race of his brother’s assassin matter?) stripping himself before strangers, evaporating the distance between himself and the crowd. They were suffering together now; you could hear it in the quality of the silence, which seemed a conscious, cooperative thing, a group achievement. “We have to make an effort in the United States, we have to make an effort to understand, to get beyond these rather difficult times.”

And now, he drew them closer still: “My favorite poem, favorite poet was Aeschylus. He once wrote: Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget, falls drop by drop upon the human heart,” he paused, still speaking softly, his voice shaking a bit as he caressed every word. Again, the silence of the crowd was stunning. “Until . . . in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom through the awful grace of God.”

He proceeded briskly from there, with a poetic lilt to his phrasing:



What we need in the United States is not division; what we need in the United States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence or lawlessness but love and wisdom, and compassion toward one another, and a feeling of justice for those who still suffer within our country, whether they be white or whether they be black.

So I ask you tonight to return home, to say a prayer for the family of Martin Luther King—yes, that’s true—but more importantly, to say a prayer for our own country, which all of us love, a prayer for understanding and that compassion of which I spoke.

We can do well in this country. We will have difficult times; we’ve had difficult times in the past. And we will have difficult times in the future. It is not the end of violence; it is not the end of lawlessness; and it is not the end of disorder.

But the vast majority of white people and the vast majority of black people in this country want to live together, want to improve the quality of our life, and want justice for all human beings who abide in our land.



Someone shouted, “YAY!” There were other shouts, which melted into a warm, buttery round of applause.

Kennedy seemed to exhale. “Let us dedicate ourselves to what the Greeks wrote so many years ago: to tame the savageness of man and make gentle the life of this world.

“Let us dedicate ourselves to that . . . and say a prayer for our country, and for our people.”

Over the next few days, there were riots in seventy-six American cities.

Forty-six people died, 2,500 were injured, 28,000 jailed.

Indianapolis remained quiet.

         

I was a senior in college when Kennedy delivered that speech; he passed away the week I graduated. His death was, for me, the saddest of the trinity of killings that punctured my youth. I had been shocked by President Kennedy’s death and outraged by Martin Luther King’s; but Bobby’s passing marked not only the end of my schooldays but also the beginning of a darker, less idealistic time. Having come of age in a decade breathless with nobility—the incredible courage of the Freedom Riders and other civil rights workers; the soaring rhetoric of the Kennedys and King—I entered the world of work bereft, heroless. A year later, I began my career as a political reporter. I have covered all or part of eight presidential campaigns since then. I tried to quit the business after the endless, depressing 2000 race, but—somewhat to my dismay, and very much to my family’s—I was back on the trail four years later. When people ask why I keep coming back for more, I try to make a joke of it: “They don’t have twelve-step programs for political junkies.”

But that’s not it, not entirely. There’s also the memory of Robert Kennedy. Not that I expect to see another campaign as gracious, eloquent, and true as his brief flight. Kennedy’s situation was unique. He had been liberated by suffering and family legacy. The personal doubts and rigorous internal moral colloquy that had burdened him throughout his life suddenly became a sword. He was able to take chances—to challenge his audiences and himself—in a way most politicians never would. A few weeks before his Martin Luther King speech, Kennedy confronted students at the University of Oklahoma about the unfairness of their military draft deferments; service, he told them, should be required of the educated and the uneducated alike. A week later, he was discussing heath care with doctors in Indiana and was asked who was going to pay for his health-care proposals. “You are,” he replied. Indeed, there was a freshness, an unpredictability, often a naked emotional intimacy to Kennedy’s transactions with the public—an intimacy that was more than the sum of the public grief, especially among the poor, for the gaping wound of his suffering; it also was about the visceral recognition, among the white working class, of Kennedy’s innate toughness, of his effulgent Roman Catholicism, of his eleven children. It had to do with the fact that he was an aristocrat who had taken the trouble to understand and respect the exhausting routines and difficulties, the tragedies and occasional pleasures of everyday life. It was quite unique, the most personal presidential campaign I’ve ever witnessed.

Thirty-five years later, I still find myself hoping for Kennedy-like moments of spontaneity and courage from the politicians I trail after—moments when they deviate from their script and betray a real emotion. Moments when they tell their supporters an inconvenient truth, or force their detractors to think in a different way; moments when they stumble across a new and gorgeous locution, when they inspire a crowd without high-flown or overblown or pretested words. I’ve been lucky enough to experience a few such moments in each of the presidential campaigns I’ve covered, but they come less frequently now, almost always in the early primaries, when the crowds are sparse and human contact is unavoidable; practically never in a general-election campaign, when the entire nation is watching and any wisp of unscripted humanity—a gesture, a sigh (as Al Gore found out in 2000)—can prove disastrous. This is a book about that loss of spontaneity, and what it has cost us.

Listen to Kennedy’s Indianapolis speech and there is a deep respect for the audience, which is not present in modern American politics. It isn’t merely that he quotes Aeschylus to the destitute and uneducated, although that is remarkable enough. Kennedy’s respect for the crowd is not only innate and scrupulous, it is also structural, born of technological innocence: he doesn’t know who they are—not scientifically, the way postmodern politicians do. The audience hasn’t been sliced and diced by his pollsters, their prejudices and policy priorities cross-tabbed, the turns of phrase most efficient to their ears focus-grouped. He hasn’t been told what not to say to them. (Aeschylus would never survive a focus group.) The crowd has not been fragmented and objectified by all those numbers and data. They are not part of a demographic sliver to be courted in a certain way; nor is the candidate specifically aware of the words and issues he has to avoid in order not to alienate other such slivers. He knows certain things, to be sure: they are black, they are poor, they are aggrieved and quite possibly furious. But he doesn’t know too much. He is therefore less constrained than subsequent generations of politicians, freer to share his extravagant humanity with them.

“I had a member of my family killed, but he was killed by a white man,” he says. One of Kennedy’s speechwriters—Walinsky or Mankiewicz—might have made it more direct: “My brother was killed by a white man, too.” No doubt, the gratuitous “by a white man” would have been eliminated. But because of its diffidence and awkwardness, the line remains one of the most memorable and revealing of that speech. It sticks in the mind because it is so raw, so imperfect, so real.

“There’s something about the sound of the genuine,” the Reverend Jesse Jackson once told me. “You know it when you hear it. I remember once in South Carolina, way back when I was a kid, a singing group, the Five Blind Boys of Mississippi, came to our church. They had a tenor named Archie Brownlee with a really sweet voice. And before they sang that day Archie Brownlee said, ‘This is my last tour through the South. And I hope you’ll forgive me if there’s a little liquor on my breath’—now this was in a church and so there was some rustling in the pews—‘but I’m not using it for pleasure. I have the cancer and I need it to ease the pain . . . But don’t worry about me, because I’m going cross the river. I hear there’s a man on the other side who cures cancer and can make the blind to see.’ Well, the place just went crazy. The power of a simple truth.”

I asked Jackson who was the first politician to move him that way. “Well, the politicians were all white, and we couldn’t vote,” he said. “When Kennedy was getting elected in 1960, I was getting arrested for trying to integrate a library. But I do remember, some years later, I was coming out from the jail in Greenville and I heard Robert Kennedy’s voice on the radio. He was talking about Birmingham. And I remember him saying, ‘We will defeat segregation because we have the legal right and the moral right, and segregation is legally and morally wrong.’ I’d never heard a white person say it so plainly, so powerfully. I’ve never forgotten it.”

Compare that, if you will, with this:



All my life I have stood up for people who do the right thing and play by the rules.

Respect for the law, respect for others and respect for property: these values are at the heart of a successful society.

These are my values.

And they are the values of the forgotten majority—the hardworking men and women who make up the backbone of our country.

These families abide by the law, they take responsibility for themselves and they teach their children to respect others.

Like me, they are appalled that today too many people who do the wrong thing are allowed to get away with it.



These words could have been uttered by . . . anyone. As it happens, they were written for Michael Howard, the leader of Britain’s Conservative Party, for delivery on April 19, 2005, in the midst of his dismal campaign for prime minister—by which time they seemed hilariously banal. Why? Because they smack of the synthetic, market-tested language peddled by two generations of political consultants. Michael Howard’s “forgotten majority” is an amalgam of Richard Nixon’s “silent majority” and Bill Clinton’s “forgotten middle class.” It was Clinton, I think, who first spoke of “people who do the right thing and play by the rules.” Words like “responsibility” and “respect” and “values” are beloved by focus groups everywhere. They may have been effective once, but they are easily spotted now—they are, in fact, rhetorical snooze buttons: clear signals that the politician speaking has absolutely nothing of interest to say. And they are what passes for political discourse on both sides of the Atlantic in the early twenty-first century.

There are perils to writing a book about the decline and trivialization of American politics. The good old days weren’t so terrific, either. Political greatness has always been the exception to the rule. After a founding generation populated by geniuses, the majority of American presidents have been overmatched mediocrities. Happily, the greatest of leaders—Washington, Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt—rose to the occasion at the most crucial moments; indeed, it is inherent in our extremely conservative system of checks and balances that “greatness” is near impossible absent a crisis. In any case, eloquence and honor have rarely been the coin of the realm; bloviation and expediency were more like it. And while there has been nonstop bleating in recent years about how politics has gotten so much worse because of the vast sums of money and the smarmy influence of lobbyists, there have always been toads and rodents like Jack Abramoff—poster boy of the 2006 congressional scandal—eager to spread money about to morally retarded elected officials. Indeed, we have moved past the days of cash-on-the-barrelhead bribery; politicians solicit contributions mostly to fund the television advertising in their next campaign, not—with certain appalling exceptions—to aggrandize their lifestyles. Doubters should compare latter-day power brokering with the nineteenth-century Washington described in the wonderful novel The Gilded Age, by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner.

The intellectual elite’s pristine disdain for the tawdriness of politics and disgust with the egomania of politicians has been a running American theme since the early nineteenth century. A hundred years ago, Henry Adams dreaded the pure gust of testosterone that marked the arrival of Theodore Roosevelt, who often walked across Lafayette Park for dinner at the adjoining town houses of Adams and John Hay. The disdain has always been mutual, and politicians usually came up with the better names for their detractors: “mugwumps” in the late nineteenth century, “goo-goos” and “nattering nabobs of negativism” in the twentieth.

I don’t know about you, but I’ve always found rogues more fun, and often more useful, than reformers. The efforts of reformers—especially their muddled attempts to cleanse and regulate the campaign-finance system—have resulted, as often as not, in unintended consequences that have made public life more perverse and corrupt. A vibrant democracy is a messy spectacle, dependent on grease, horse manure, and prestidigitation. Furthermore, and to lay all my cards on the table, I am a pro-peccadillo journalist. I want a president who has intimate, personal knowledge of human frailty, who has been humbled by what Woodrow Wilson once called his own “imperious passions,” who has the wisdom that comes from failing, falling down, and getting up again. Consequently, I have usually taken the side of the fox and not the hounds in the post-Watergate run of scandalettes and circuses, regardless of partisan disposition—from Justice Clarence Thomas to President Bill Clinton, from Speaker Jim Wright to Speaker Newt Gingrich. These witch hunts threaten to drive everyone interesting, and anyone you’d want to have over for dinner, from our public life. This will not be a book proposing the sterilization of politics; quite the opposite, in fact. I abhor the prospect of government by goody-goodies.

Another problem with books lamenting the sad state of American public life is that they are mostly written by losers. That means they’ve tended to be written by Democrats in recent years, especially by academic sorts blind to the achievements of the conservative revolution led by Ronald Reagan (which is not to say Reagan was perfect, or even close, but he did get some very important things right). Inevitably, such books decry the shallowness of American public life because mainstream candidates refuse to talk about such high-minded, vegetarian notions as state-run health care and the imperialistic cruelty of the American empire. There are plenty of issues that have been insufficiently or stupidly discussed in recent years, but the covert thesis of this book is not that American politics has fallen on hard times because the last thirty-five years have been dominated by conservatives. Some of the finest moments I’ve witnessed in politics—the moments of passion and courage and conviction—were provided by Republicans.

But this book is a lament, nonetheless—and perhaps a bit of a screed, too. I am fed up with the insulting welter of sterilized speechifying, insipid photo ops, and idiotic advertising that passes for public discourse these days. I believe that American politics has become overly cautious, cynical, mechanistic, and bland; and I fear that the inanity and ugliness of postmodern public life has caused many Americans to lose the habits of citizenship. This lack of interest may have been understandable during the half century of unprecedented prosperity that followed World War II, although public lassitude was briefly replaced by passionate involvement during the civil rights movement and the war in Vietnam: Robert Kennedy’s time. But lassitude is not an option now. Big changes are afoot—the economic changes wrought by globalization, the demographic changes made possible by miraculous medical developments, the probability of a long-term, slow-burning war against Islamist extremism—and big decisions have to be made about the nation’s future. In order to make the right decisions, we are going to need citizens who see politics as something more than a distant cloud marring the eternal sunshine of the American day.

A final caveat: this book should be regarded as a subjective and somewhat quirky tour of the battlefield, a compendium of my prejudices, a reflection of the things I’ve seen and learned over the past thirty-five years. It is a book about the aesthetics, not the mechanics, of politics. It is not meant to be comprehensive—although someone should haul off and write a full-fledged history of politics in the television age.

         

“Television,” Adam Walinsky said many years after his apprenticeship with Robert Kennedy, “has ruined every single thing it has touched.” There was some puckishness to this—he was talking about professional basketball, if I remember correctly—but Walinsky is a serious man, an Old Testament prophet given to brilliant diatribes about the slovenliness of modern life, and he wasn’t really joking. Yes, yes, television has been a wondrous thing. Vast numbers of people now watch presidential debates, State of the Union messages, prime-time press conferences, not to mention terrorist attacks, hurricanes, assassinations, and wars in real time (and dedicated nerds like me can watch the proceedings of Congress, or presidential hopefuls on the stump, on C-SPAN).

But television also set off a chain reaction that transformed the very nature of politics. Suddenly, a politician’s ability to perform in public became his or her most important asset (Abe Lincoln’s screechy voice, it is commonly said, just wouldn’t fly nowadays). Suddenly, politicians were able to use televised advertising to communicate in a more powerful and intimate (and negative) way than ever before—and suddenly politicians had to raise vast sums of money to pay for those ads. The hours they had spent studying issues, chatting with colleagues, or napping in the past were now devoted to working the phones and trolling for dollars. The need for money empowered the special interests of left and right: they provided the bulk of campaign contributions and campaign workers. An enormous special-interest industry seemed to sprout instantaneously in Washington, starting in the late 1960s—lobbyists and researchers and fund-raisers for corporate America, labor unions, environmentalists, abortion advocates or opponents, you name it. In presidential election years where no great issues were at stake—1984, 1988, 1996, and 2000, for example—politics almost seemed to be the special interests’ private game.

At the same time, the secret ceremonies of politics were no longer viable: 1968 was the last year that the Democratic Party chose a candidate, Hubert Humphrey, who hadn’t captured the nomination by winning the most delegates in the primaries. Television demanded transparency and the rules of presidential politics were changed. The voters took control, selecting the candidates in a maddening chaos of state-by-state campaigns. By 1976, the process had been turned upside down: a politician most Americans had never heard of—Governor Jimmy Carter of Georgia—won the nomination to the bemusement of the Democratic Party’s leaders (and Ronald Reagan nearly unseated the sitting Republican president, Gerald Ford). Presidential politics was now a matter of self-promotion rather than smoke-filled selection by political experts. Over time, journalists found convenient, and often foolish, ways to quantify the anarchy: money raised, standing in the polls, endorsements. These, rather than a sober assessment of character and leadership ability, became the yardsticks for presidential plausibility.

Gradually, the languorous, and often bipartisan, deliberation that marked the discussion of serious issues in Washington slipped into history as well. Partisanship—the more fervent, the better—became the easiest way to gain the attention of the media and the support of the special interests, and thereby the money necessary to get reelected. Those who were reluctant to play this game, moderates mostly, either were defeated by better-funded fanatics or saw the handwriting on the wall and left Congress voluntarily. A new generation of TV politicians—the Republican congressman Newt Gingrich was a brilliant pioneer—displayed electronic impatience with the dainty traditions and glacial pace of the legislative process. They were soon joined by a new class of journalists and para-journalists—that is, people whose main function was not to report but to perform—whose bilious on-air patter required immediate, simplistic answers to complicated questions . . . if complicated questions were discussed at all. More often, serious stuff was avoided and journo-performers were rewarded for their ability to construct clever lines about the prurient political trivia of the moment. A generation of Americans came to believe that political discourse consisted mostly of rabid hyperbole: Rush Limbaugh ridiculing Bill Clinton, Michael Moore ridiculing George W. Bush, frothing packs of journalists screaming questions at evasive or discursive officials, or yelling at each other on The McLaughlin Group, The Capital Gang, or Crossfire.

“Can you imagine sending Lincoln out with the Gettysburg Address in this atmosphere?” the Republican consultant Mike Murphy once mused to me. “My biggest worry would be: What sound bite would you get on the evening news? And whatever you got, it would be immediately subsumed by some blowhard reporter saying, ‘Lincoln campaign insiders said the speech was an attempt to win support from veterans groups and a test of a new, shorter speaking format.’ Why should any politician even try for eloquence in those circumstances?”

Most politicians tend to be cautious, straitlaced people. Confronted by the raging television torrent, by the strange new theatrics of public performance which transformed every last word or handshake into a potentially career-threatening experience, they sought creative help to navigate the waters. And so, the pollster-consultant industrial complex was born.

Politicians had been communing with advertising and public relations specialists for decades. According to Sidney Blumenthal—whose 1980 book, The Permanent Campaign, was one of the first to describe the impact of consultants on politics—“the first overt act initiated by a media adviser for a President” was a pancake breakfast with vaudevillians that the public relations specialist Edward Bernays arranged to make the dour Calvin Coolidge seem more human. The New York Times headline: ACTORS EAT CAKES WITH THE COOLIDGES . . . PRESIDENT NEARLY LAUGHS. By the 1950s, politicians were routinely hiring advertising experts to make their TV and radio ads, and pollsters to tell them how the race was going. But these were peripheral advisers; they didn’t run the campaigns. “The relationship was much different from what it later became,” the pollster Peter Hart told me. “When Lou Harris was polling for John F. Kennedy, he once said, ‘Here are the numbers. Let me tell you what they mean.’ And Kennedy replied, ‘Just give me the numbers. I’ll figure them out for myself.’”

Robert Kennedy had Lou Harris, too, and he also had people to make his television ads. But the campaign was run by his staff and a core group of longtime family retainers like Ken O’Donnell, Ted Sorensen, Larry O’Brien. In a way, Kennedy’s candidacy was every bit as old-fashioned as that of his establishment rival, Vice President Hubert Humphrey. Eugene McCarthy’s coalition of college students, women, academics, white-collar professionals (especially lawyers), teachers, and other public employees was a harbinger of the new, post–New Deal Democratic Party that would stagger through the next thirty-five years.

But it was Richard Nixon who really represented the future in 1968. He ran a campaign rife with consultants who had greater power than in any previous presidential candidacy. They “rebranded” him—to use a later, loathsome marketing term—as the “New Nixon,” a supposedly more amenable edition of the mingy, petulant Nixon who’d lost to Kennedy in 1960 and to Pat Brown for governor of California in 1962. After the latter race, Nixon had undressed himself memorably in a press conference: “You won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore.” Unscripted moments of that sort would have to be controlled in 1968. Equally important for the long-term interests of his party, the Nixon campaign intended to move the Republicans down-market from their Wall Street/Main Street business base into more fertile demographic fields, making a coded racial appeal to working-class whites, especially in the South. An angry populist third-party candidate, George C. Wallace of Alabama, would win the Confederacy in 1968, but Nixon began the tectonic shift of the South from fervently Democratic to fervently Republican (apparently, Southerners don’t do tepid)—a landmark political transformation caused, at bottom, by the Democratic Party’s honorable decision to support the civil rights legislation that desegregated the region. The Democrats have been swimming upstream ever since, which has probably made them more dependent on the consulting industry than the Republicans. Their attempts to communicate with voters—with the exception of an occasional public genius like Bill Clinton—have been less comfortable, more opaque, more tortured.

Actually, Nixon’s 1968 campaign seems quaint and relatively honorable now. Joe McGinniss’s groundbreaking book The Selling of the President, 1968 begins with a scene meant to be shocking (and it was, at the time): Richard Nixon sitting in a New York television studio, filming television ads, repeating the same words—more or less—over and over. McGinniss’s intent is to convey the robotic vacuity of the New Nixon. He quotes from Daniel Boorstin’s book The Image: “The qualities which now commonly make a man or woman into a ‘nationally advertised’ brand are in fact a new category of human emptiness.”

But the scene in the television studio looks different thirty-five years later. The reason why Nixon is repeating the words over and over is because they’re his own words. To the dismay of his handlers, he’s not reading from a script. “I wish he’d use a TelePrompTer,” says Harry Treleaven, one of his media advisers.

“That’s been bugging me for a year,” replies another hired gun, Al Scott. “People think he’s reading, anyway.”

Nixon insists, however, on what would soon become an entirely radical concept in the world of politics: inventing his own words. In fact, toward the end of the session he decides to try a completely unplanned ad, a local spot discussing the New York City teachers’ strike and the teachers’ right to impose discipline in the classroom. His handlers hate the idea, but Nixon riffs it, off the top of his head—and impressively so: the words are coherent and on message, if looser than a professional might have written them. “Yep, this hits it right on the nose,” Nixon says afterward, Nixonially. “It’s all about law and order, and the damn Negro–Puerto Rican groups out there.”

The other memorable scenes from The Selling of the President, 1968 concerned the staging of Nixon’s town meetings, which were choreographed by a young television producer named Roger Ailes, who would invent the Fox News Channel thirty years later. Ailes packed the town-meeting audiences with Nixon supporters. This soon became standard operating procedure for Republicans. The 2004 George W. Bush campaign made some news by kicking out people who tried to attend the president’s fake public question-and-answer sessions without the prior approval of local party officials.

Nixon’s 1968 town meetings were far more compelling than Bush’s 2004 charades, though. Ailes insisted that Nixon face panels of hostile questioners—it made for better television. After staging a particularly raucous joust between Nixon and an anti–Vietnam War interrogator in Philadelphia, Ailes told McGinniss, “Boy, is [Nixon] going to be pissed. He’ll think we really tried to screw him. But critically, it was the best show we’ve done.”

Nixon had been awkward and—this almost seems impossible, given his public formality—near human during the confrontation. At one point, the hostile questioner asks the candidate why he won’t appear on Meet the Press. “I’ve done those quiz shows, Mr. McKinney. I’ve done them until they were running out of my ears.” Nixon, it seemed to McGinniss, was skating the edge, very close to losing his temper. Ailes loved it: Nixon was strong, pummeling a nitpicking peacenik. “This is the beginning of a whole new concept,” Ailes later said. “This is it. This is the way they’ll be elected forevermore. The next guys up will have to be performers.”

Ailes was right, of course, about the need for politicians to be performers in the future. But the messy emotions he coaxed from Nixon would soon be bleached from the process: unscheduled—un-market-tested—humanity would be deemed too risky. In the future, almost all performances would be staged.

         

Some of my best friends are consultants. They tend to be the most entertaining people in the political community: eccentric, fanatic, creative, violently verbal, often extremely funny—the sort of people who sat in the back of the room in high school and tossed spitballs at the future politicians sitting up front. But their impact on politics has been perverse. Rather than make the game more interesting, they have drained a good deal of the life from our democracy. They have become specialists in caution, literal reactionaries—they react to the results of their polling and focus groups, they fear anything they haven’t tested.

In early 2003, I had dinner with several of the consultants who had advised Al Gore in the 2000 presidential campaign. I asked them why Gore, a passionate environmentalist, had spent so little time and energy talking about the environment during the campaign.

Because we told him not to, the consultants said. Why? I asked. Because it wasn’t going to help him win. “He wanted to talk about the environment,” said Tad Devine, a partner in the firm of Shrum, Devine and Donilon, “and I said to him, ‘Look, you can do that, but you’re not going to win a single electoral vote more than you now have. If you want to win Michigan and western Pennsylvania, here are the issues that really matter—this is what you should talk about.’”

Gore won Michigan and Pennsylvania, but lost an election he should have won—and he lost it on intangibles, on qualities that it was difficult to quantify. He lost it because he seemed stiff, phony, and uncomfortable in public. The stiffness was, in effect, a campaign strategy: every last word he uttered had been market-tested in advance. I asked Devine if he’d ever considered the possibility that Gore might have been a warmer, more credible and inspiring candidate if he’d been able to talk about the things, like the environment, that he’d really wanted to talk about.

“That’s an interesting thought,” Devine said.

Bob Shrum, who was Devine’s partner and one of the very best speechwriters in the Democratic Party, once told me about the quality that made Harry Truman a memorable speaker even though he lacked Franklin Roosevelt’s confidence, John F. Kennedy’s eloquence, and Ronald Reagan’s dramatic modulations. “He never sang, but goddamnit his off-keyness touched people,” Shrum said. “For example, in the midst of his acceptance speech at the 1948 convention, as he’s challenging the ‘do nothing’ Republican Congress, he says that he’s going to call them back to Washington on ‘the 26th of July, which out in Missouri we call Turnip Day.’” Shrum paused, and shook his head in admiration, “Turnip Day!”

Actually, Truman was a day off. The old Missouri adage was, “On the 25th of July, sow your turnips wet or dry.” But then, Harry Truman was riffing! He was working without a text. He was accepting the nomination of his party, one of the most hallowed moments in the life of any politician, without a prepared speech. He had decided to speak from the heart at, arguably, the most desperate moment in his political career. His stand-in presidency, after the death of the beloved Franklin Roosevelt, was considered a complete failure. His Republican opponent, Governor Thomas Dewey of New York, was the front-runner; his Democratic base was shattered by the candidacy of Henry Wallace on the left and Strom Thurmond’s Dixiecrats on the right. The Democratic convention had been dull and dispirited, and he was to deliver his speech well past midnight. “Considering the time, the fatigue of the crowd, it was a scene made for failure,” Truman’s biographer David McCullough wrote. “Any radio or television audience that Truman might have hoped for was long since asleep.” And then McCullough continues:



He advanced to the microphones, his natty white suit gleaming now in the full glare of the lights . . . Wasting no time with pleasantries or grand phrases, his head up as he spoke without a script, his voice strong, hands chopping the air, he brought the convention immediately to its feet cheering.

“Senator Barkley and I will win this election and make these Republicans like it—don’t you forget that.” Not until this moment had anyone used the word “win” as though he meant it . . .

For the first time since 1945 he was speaking not as a leader by accident, by inheritance, but by the choice of his party. He was neither humble nor elegant nor lofty . . . He was cracker-barrel plain, using words like “rotten” (for the Republican tax bill) and “poppycock” (for the Republican platform promise to increase Social Security benefits) . . . It was exactly in the spirit of the vehement backcountry politics that he loved, and where he knew he belonged . . .



The Turnip Day moment was the climax of the speech. He was calling the Republicans’ bluff.



On the 26th of July, which out in Missouri we call Turnip Day, I am going to call Congress back and ask them to pass laws to halt rising prices, to meet the housing crisis—which they say they are for in their platform . . . I shall ask them to act upon . . . aid to education, which they say they are for . . . civil rights legislation, which they say they are for . . .



Truman’s support for civil rights legislation was particularly courageous. It was the reason why the solid, Southern wing of the Democratic Party was splitting off to support Thurmond’s segregationist candidacy. “The cheering and stomping in the hall was so great he had to shout to be heard,” McCullough writes. And then the conclusion:



Now, my friends, if there is any reality behind the Republican platform, we ought to get some action from a short session of the 80th Congress. They can do this job in 15 days, if they want to do it. They will still have time to go out and run for office.



After the speech, the president demonstrated for reporters how he had sowed his turnips as a boy, with a broad sweep of the arm: “A half-pound of seed sows a couple of acres of turnips,” he told them. In the process, Truman was able to remind the voters who he was—an average guy, a man of the soil, who was plainspoken often to a fault. The mention of Turnip Day was a throwaway, a tiny gesture, perhaps an unwitting one, a small seed of humanity planted in the public mind—but the seed blossomed into the “Give ’em Hell, Harry” persona that won one of the greatest upsets in American presidential history that November. “He walked out there,” recalled Clark Clifford, Truman’s closest adviser, as quoted by McCullough, “and reached down within himself, found the strength and the inspiration to make that fiery speech which was necessary to put him over.”

         

Bob Shrum understands the music of oratory as well as anyone I’ve met in politics. He knows that awkward, seemingly extraneous touches like “Turnip Day” have great subliminal power. And yet he has spent much of his adult life smoothing out the rhetoric of the politicians he works for, taking out the bumps and spontaneity, and in his latter years as a professional consultant—long after he left Ted Kennedy’s staff—eliminating the risky ideas . . . and, in the process, dulling the passion of politics.

But thanks, Bob, for Turnip Day: it offers a handle on the ineffable. For the purposes of this book, it will represent all those tiny and not so tiny things—not just the intermittent bolts of unmassaged oratory but also the spontaneous moments of honor and cowardice, the gestures, the body language, the smirks and sighs—that give us real insight into those who would lead us. It encompasses Bobby Kennedy quoting Aeschylus and Richard Nixon saying that we won’t have him to kick around anymore. In The Reasoning Voter, the political scientist and sometime pollster Samuel Popkin argues that these intangibles, which he calls “low-information signaling,” are what many civilians use to make up their minds about politicians. A truckload of academic studies have proven that voters have only a vague sense of the issues; they don’t sweat the big stuff. But they do have fierce antennae for phoniness. They sense courage, they honor principle, they love humor and common sense.

If you’re going to ask them to make a sacrifice—to pay higher taxes, to go to war—you’d best have your act together. If you’re going to lead, you’d best be willing to show them something of yourself, something that hasn’t been pureed by pollsters. If you want them to take a risk, you’re going to have to take one yourself. Sadly, most politicians are neither risk-takers nor leaders. They are followers—of convention, of public opinion—and while leadership is an art, followship has become a science, measured in polls and focus groups.

Turnip Day is an appropriately inelegant shorthand for everything I love about politics. It represents a good deal of what we have lost—and a quality of humanity that I hope we can recover.
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