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			Introduction

			Over the three decades I have been a US senator, I’ve been the subject of many profiles. I usually play the villain, according to the standard good guy/bad guy accounts favored by most Washington reporters. The more positive ones tend to focus on my ability to broker deals with supposed adversaries, keep my head when others don’t, and win elections I’m not supposed to. Until now, though, no one has ever tried to write the story as I see it, which is really my doing. I only talk to the press if it’s to my advantage, and I always discourage my staff from revealing details of my meetings with presidents and other public figures. It’s rare that I attend the kind of social events where people tend to engage in the gossip and intrigue for which Washington is famous. I’ve only been to Nantucket a few times, and I didn’t like it. My idea of a good time is a quiet evening at home with my wife, Elaine Chao, or—although I may hardly strike people as the tailgating type—gathered with friends in the parking lot of the University of Louisville’s Papa John’s stadium, before a Cardinals football game, a tradition I’ve enjoyed for decades.

			Beyond that, the place I feel most at ease is the Senate, an institution that rewards patience and confounds those who lack it. Every serious student of the institution, from Tocqueville to my late colleague Robert Byrd, has viewed the Senate as uniquely important to America’s stability and flourishing. In their view, as well as in mine, it has made all the difference. Why? Because during the most contentious and important battles throughout our nation’s history—from the fierce early fights over the shape and scope of the federal government, to those that preceded and followed a nation-rending Civil War, to those surrounding the great wars of the twentieth century, or a decades-long Cold War, or the war on terror—the Senate is the tool that has enabled us to find our footing almost every time.

			At its best, the Senate exists to keep the government from swinging between extremes as one party loses power and another gains it. The Senate is the only legislative body on earth where a majority is not enough—most things require sixty votes to pass. Without this moderating effect, today’s majority passes something and tomorrow’s majority repeals it; today’s majority proposes something, tomorrow’s majority opposes it. We see that in the House of Representatives all the time. But when the Senate is allowed to work the way it was designed to—meaning a place where nothing is decided without a good dose of deliberation and debate, as well as input from both the majority and minority parties—it arrives at a result that is acceptable to people all along the political spectrum.

			In recent years, however, we’ve lost our sense for the value of slow and steady deliberation, for the type of work that depends more on patient diplomacy than on power plays and media manipulation. Under Democratic leader Harry Reid, the Senate Chamber frequently became little more than a Democratic campaign studio. Many of the bills that Reid allowed for consideration were bills his party did not intend to pass. And none of us—no senator, no American—should be at peace with that. Because if America is to face up to the challenges we face in the decades ahead, she’ll need the Senate the Founders in their wisdom intended, not the hollow shell of the Senate created in recent years under Reid.

			No better example exists of this than the story behind the passage of Obamacare. When Democrats in the Senate couldn’t convince even one Republican that this bill was worth supporting as written, they decided to do it on their own and pass it on a party line vote. And now we’re seeing the result. The chaos this law has visited on our country isn’t just deeply tragic, it was entirely predictable. That will always be the case if you approach legislation without regard for the views of the other side. Without some meaningful buy-in, you guarantee a food fight. You guarantee instability and strife. It may very well have been the case that on Obamacare, the will of the country was not to pass the bill at all. That’s what I would have concluded if Republicans couldn’t get a single Democratic vote for legislation of this magnitude. But Democrats plowed forward anyway. They didn’t want to hear it and the results are clear. It’s a mess.

			The problem, admittedly, originates not solely from the Left alone, but also, disappointingly, from a very few on the Right. Just as the Democrats have used every gimmick to push through radically liberal policies, some on the Right have demanded that if they don’t get every single thing they want, we may as well burn the place down, even if it means scorching the reputation and future success of our own party. People are not elected to the Senate to get everything they want. This is not an all-or-nothing place. And these are not the type of people we want to be the leaders in the Senate, or of anything else.

			A big part of the problem with the Senate today is the way many politicians on both sides of the aisle style themselves as saviors. It’s not only self-serving nonsense in most cases, it’s exploitative of the voters. And it reflects a fundamentally un-American view of how our political institutions were meant to function. The proper basis of government, James Madison believed, was human frailty. That’s why it was just as important to Madison, in devising the government we have, not only to protect the people from their own worst impulses, but also to protect them from the worst impulses of those they put in office. And that’s also why the moment we conclude that our political institutions are no longer up to the task of resolving the challenges we face is the moment we give up on the American project altogether. Why? Because in the end it’s the institutions, not the flawed men and women who pass through them, that will save us from ourselves and from the politicians we’re all so fond of criticizing.

			All these things have always seemed obvious to me, to the point that I never felt the need to unburden myself of any of it in a book, let alone tell my own story. But I’ve come to realize that those ideas—and many other constitutional principles—are anything but obvious to most people today. And when I was reelected in 2014, winning by a fifteen-point landslide against all odds and attracting a level of attention I could only find amusing, I realized it was time for me to write this book.

			From the moment I made that decision, I was determined to make it true to who I am. So much of politics today is about artifice and obfuscation, and that extends to the standard political memoir, many of which seem artificial to me. They’re either cloyingly grandiose, or dishonest about what usually motivates people in my business. I didn’t want my book to be either. The truth is that very few of us expect to be at the center of world-changing events when we first file for office, and personal ambition usually has a lot more to do with it than most of us are willing to admit. That was certainly true for me, and I never saw the point in pretending otherwise. It doesn’t mean we don’t bring deep and abiding concerns to the job. It does mean that the standard story of the humble idealist who unexpectedly finds him- or herself in Washington, carried by a wave of encouraging friends in a selfless pursuit of justice and truth, is largely a fable. We’re all the flawed politicians Madison worried about, and the hero pose isn’t a good look for anyone.

			I’m free to say all this because, unlike so many other senators, I’ve never had an interest in running for president. And since trashing the Senate seems to be a prerequisite for a presidential run these days, it falls on people like me to write books like this, defending this precious institution and telling the true story of what politics in America is actually like.

			Anybody can enter politics, but I believe that being good at it—meaning winning elections so that you can impact policy—comes only as a result of an extraordinary amount of preparation. My ascension as leader of a new Republican majority was years in the making. Depending on how you look at it, preparation like the kind I’ve practiced seems either admirable or overly calculating. But it happens to be the new reality of politics in America. Unless you are blessed with extraordinary gifts of charisma or step into the national spotlight at a particularly opportune moment, making it in the world of politics today frequently involves incredible feats of preparation and endurance. Fortunately for me, that’s the only way I have ever approached life. Maybe that’s because I learned at an early age that nothing worthwhile comes easy. Maybe it’s because I’ve had to work hard to overcome obstacles of birth and circumstance. Whatever the reason, I have never had to quarrel with the realities of life as a senator. Success in politics is a lot of work, and pretending otherwise isn’t just pointless, it never seemed right to me.

			This is a big, boisterous, complex country. Getting to the top in any field should be tough. The reward for that effort is the knowledge that you have truly earned your place at the table, and that, in politics at least, the privilege of serving your fellow citizens is something that’s been hard-won, and for that reason, worth the effort, before and after the votes are counted. This book is the story not of one particular campaign, but a lifetime of campaigns. It is the story of how patience and perseverance have been the keystone of my four decades in public life, and why I think both qualities are needed now more than ever if we are to meet our greatest challenges as a nation. It is the story of how a little kid from Alabama found his purpose in life and pursued it with everything he had.

			It’s the story of the long game, and it begins in a small hospital room in Warm Springs, Georgia.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			A Fighting Spirit

			You can walk but you can’t walk. That’s what my mom would say to me after I was struck with polio at the age of two, to explain why she wouldn’t let me get up on my feet.

			It was the summer of 1944, ten years before Jonas Salk developed the polio vaccine. The disease was sweeping the nation, prompting full-blown hysteria not only in urban communities in the Northeast, but in rural towns like Five Points, Alabama, in a house like ours. Our real home was about two hundred miles north, in Athens, Alabama, a town of fewer than six thousand people, but my mom and I had come to Five Points to live with my mother’s sister, Edrie Mae, while my dad was off fighting World War II. Without even a single stop sign, there was little reason to slow down on your way through Five Points. Edrie Mae, who we called Sister, ran a country store she and her husband, Julius, owned. It was in their house, just after I turned two, and not long after my dad left for basic training, that I first came down with what my mother thought was the flu. But when she took me to see the local doctor, hoping for something to make me feel better, she learned the diagnosis was far more grim.

			The thing about polio—a virus that invades the nervous system and can, within a matter of hours, cause total paralysis—was how unpredictable it was. Some kids might get it and be permanently paralyzed; others might never see any effects. The disease struck and weakened my left leg, the worst of it my quadriceps. It’s one of my life’s great fortunes that Sister’s home was only about sixty miles from Warm Springs, Georgia, where President Franklin D. Roosevelt had established a polio treatment center and where he’d often travel to find relief from the polio that paralyzed him at the age of thirty-nine. My mother took me there every chance she had. The nurses would teach her how to perform exercises meant to rehabilitate my leg while also emphasizing her need to make me believe I could walk, even though I wasn’t allowed to.

			“If he tries to walk, his leg will stiffen and we won’t be able to help the muscle,” they told my mother. “So do not, under any circumstances, let him walk. But if he comes to believe he’s crippled, that’ll be just as bad.”

			It was a distinction lost on me at two years old. All I knew was that as other kids my age were easily learning to run, jump, and climb, I was fighting from the confines of my bed for the chance to one day do the same. Four times each day—fiercely determined to keep me, her only child, from experiencing any disadvantage—my mother would lead me in long, aching exercises to stretch and tone my leg muscles. This went on for two very long years. She was both strict and emboldening, watching me like a hawk to keep me off my feet, and yet reminding me to deeply believe that this was temporary; that one day I would, in fact, walk.

			My mom managed this with tremendous patience and grace, which was her way. She was from a little town called Wadley, Alabama, in a dirt-poor county about twenty miles from the Georgia border. She was the youngest of seven, born into a family of subsistence farmers in a region where the land was too dry to yield very much. Her mother died when she was five months old, leaving the job of raising her to Edrie Mae, just eight years old at the time. With the help of his five sons, my grandfather Shockley lived off the land: feeding his family with what they grew in the spring, and canning what they could for the winter. I was nineteen when Grandpa Shockley died in 1961, and unlike my patient and often reserved mother, I knew him to have a feisty, often angry, temper. Of course, I think he had good reason. As he was the youngest of seven kids, his parents never got around to giving him a name. After his birth, they called him Babe, and it stuck. The fact that he was never officially named made him mad as hell.

			While her own parents didn’t make it out of grade school, my mother graduated from Wadley High School in 1937. Soon after graduation, she found her way out of rural Alabama and into Birmingham, where she moved in with a brother who worked in a factory there. She’d been known her whole life not by her first name, Julia, which she loved, but by her middle name, Odene, which she detested. So in Birmingham she began to call herself Dean, and with no thought of ever returning to Wadley, she took a job as a secretary at CIT, a finance company. It was here that she met A. M. McConnell II.

			My dad was born in Limestone County, Alabama, near the Tennessee line, to a long line of hardworking and often colorful McConnells. James McConnell, from County Down, Ireland, who came to this country as a young boy in the 1760s, went on to fight for the colonies in the American Revolution. My dad’s grandfather was a circuit-riding Calvinist preacher who sermonized at a different church every Sunday, carrying his Bible in the saddlebags I still have.

			When my dad was born in 1917, his parents—known to me as Big Dad and Mamie—harbored high expectations for him, their youngest son. They sent him to Darlington, a respected prep school in Rome, Georgia, where he was good enough at football to go on to play for Wake Forest. He transferred to Auburn his sophomore year, but stayed only a year before dropping out of college.

			My dad was known to be stubborn, at times impetuous, and was extremely outgoing—open, bold, and often unfettered. At CIT, he found a job to match his personality and physical brawn: repossessing cars from customers who hadn’t paid their loans. But he held greater ambitions than this job and soon left for the so-called oil patch of Baytown, Texas, just south of Houston. Arriving in Texas, he had quite a difficult time forgetting about Dean Shockley, the pretty twenty-one-year-old secretary he’d left behind. The fact that she was already engaged to another man didn’t discourage my father’s pursuit of her one bit. Luckily for him, she was mutually enchanted; by his warmth and good-natured obstinacy, not to mention his promise to do everything he could to provide her a stable and happy life. On September 19, 1940, she boarded a train to Houston with the few possessions in her hope chest—some bedding and dishes, an apple corer, and a can opener—and the next day, in a simple dress and fur stole, she married my father.

			I was born two years later, in 1942, at Colbert County Hospital, about forty miles from Athens, Alabama. In another two years, my dad left for the war. He was exempt from fighting on two accounts: having a child, and his job as a civilian employee for the army at Huntsville Arsenal. But like so many men of his generation, he felt a duty to participate. He was an able-bodied man, and a citizen who deeply loved his country. The idea that he had taken the out offered to him, while millions of others wore the uniform—and many he knew had been killed—ate away at him. He wouldn’t ignore that nagging for long. Just after I turned two years old in 1944, he enlisted in the army at the age of twenty-six.

			On top of having to care for a baby sick with polio, my mother also had to deal with my father’s absence, and her fear he wouldn’t survive the war. Every day she’d check for one of his letters, in which he’d write of the things he was allowed to share: about the ham and eggs he ate at midnight in a German home, his first home-cooked meal in a long time; the wool underwear that didn’t keep him warm enough; the flowers on people’s lawns that made him miss spending time tinkering in my grandparents’ backyard. What he didn’t write about was the experience of being “in the thick of it,” as he later described it, like the night his company lost two-thirds of its men.

			It was only much later, after I became a husband and father myself, that I could appreciate what this time must have been like for my mother, how vast her worry for both my dad and me. There are simply no words to describe how grateful I am for her commitment to our family, and to me. Without it, I never would have had the experience that remains not only my first vivid memory, but one of the most significant moments of my life: stopping at a shoe store in LaGrange, Georgia, on the way out of Warm Springs, where she bought me my very first walking shoes—a pair of low-top saddle oxfords. The nurses had just told my mother that our two years of hard work had paid off and we’d won the fight. I could walk. Without a brace, without even a limp. We had beaten polio, and because of my mother’s tenacity and patience, I was given the promise of a happy, normal childhood.
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			Which, for the most part, it was. On May 8, 1945, my father wrote a letter to my mom, and for the first time since he’d left for the war, he was able to say where he was: Pilsen, Czechoslovakia. It was VE Day, and the war in Europe was over. “I’m in a large city,” he wrote, “and the people have literally gone wild. When we went through the towns coming here, every man, woman and child lined the streets, waving flags, throwing flowers, giving us cognac, wine, cake, cookies, etc. And kissing us and shaking hands with us. It has not been easy here until today but now we are the victors.”

			He boarded the USS Monticello in Le Havre, France, on July 13, 1945, and made it home a little over a week later. We were all extraordinarily relieved he was back, unscathed other than a nick on his chin where he’d been hit by shrapnel. He was then issued jungle gear, and given orders to head to the Pacific. But to the substantial relief of our family, President Truman dropped the A-bomb on Japan. Knowing the potential suffering this saved my dad, and the great number of lives spared by bringing an end to the war, there’s never been any second thoughts in our family about the wisdom of that decision.

			I was too young at the time to know the pride I’d later feel about my dad’s service in Europe, or to fully appreciate his bravery. He didn’t offer a lot about his experience, although he would later tell me he’d been a scout, meaning he walked ahead of his squad as it advanced. What a dangerous and courageous thing to do. As time passed and I got older, I noticed subtle ways in which the war had impacted him. Where he once enjoyed hunting a great deal, he took me squirrel hunting just once after returning home from the war. As we roamed the field together in the early dawn of a perfect spring day, just like so many southern fathers and sons before us, my father put his rifle to his side and said we were going home.

			“I think I’m done with shooting anything for a while,” he said. He never hunted again, and nor would I.

			My mom and I both grew very close to my dad’s parents, Big Dad and Mamie. They owned a funeral parlor in Athens and Big Dad’s real name was Robert Hayes McConnell. He was born in 1877, a month before Rutherford B. Hayes was sworn in as the nineteenth president. The 1876 race between Hayes and Samuel J. Tilden had been exceptionally close. Tilden had won the popular vote by a small majority, and after some ballot counts were disputed, Congress created an electoral commission to decide the election. The haggling began, and a deal was eventually cut between the Hayes forces and the electors in Louisiana, South Carolina, and Florida: they would give Hayes their votes, and thus the presidency, if he ended Reconstruction. Hayes kept his word and shortly after taking office, he withdrew federal troops from Louisiana and South Carolina, bringing an end to the era of Reconstruction. I’m sure that my grandfather was given his middle name after the president. It surely couldn’t be a coincidence that he was born February 23, 1877, and Hayes was sworn in ten days later, especially since this name doesn’t appear to have been used at any time in our family history. And nearly a hundred years after Big Dad’s birth, I would pass the same middle name on to my firstborn daughter.

			Having lost her own mother as an infant, my mom came to think of Mamie as her own, and I don’t think there could have been two people that either of us loved any more. I’d spend every Friday night sleeping in the spare bedroom in their big yellow house with the wide porch at 201 East Bryan Street, waking up the next morning to meet my friends at the picture show, as we called it then. My dad would give me fifteen cents—ten for admission and five for popcorn. The main attraction was usually a Roy Rogers or Gene Autry cowboy movie, but it was the short serial they’d play following the movie that I liked best. The hero would be left hanging from a cliff by his fingernails, forcing me to wait an entire week to see what happened. On the weekends, I’d join the other kids in my neighborhood for a game of cowboys and Indians or, more frequently, Civil War. Of course, in the South of the early 1950s, it was nearly impossible to find a single boy—many who, like me, had great-grandparents who fought under Robert E. Lee, whose grandmothers belonged to the United Daughters of the Confederacy—willing to be a Yankee. At night, I’d join my parents in front of the radio to listen to The Shadow, Amos ’n’ Andy, and Jack Benny.

			It was a simple but happy childhood. As their only child, I never wanted for my parents’ attention, and while they were never too strict or severe, there was no question that when offered the choice, I must always choose right over wrong. They taught me, both in what they said and in how they lived their lives, about personal responsibility and hard work, and it was here in Athens that I learned many lessons that would serve me well throughout my life. Like, for instance, how to stand up to a bully. His name was Dicky McGrew, and he lived across the street from us. His dad owned the local newspaper, and Dicky was as big as he was bossy. I was thoroughly intimidated. He had an annoying tendency to push me around while we played together, and sometimes I’d notice my dad silently watching from our lawn. But he didn’t remain silent for long. One afternoon, my father stopped his yard work and called me home from Dicky’s.

			“Son, I’ve been watching the way you interact with him,” he said. “That’s got to change, and it’s got to change right now.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“That kid’s been pushing you around for too long. You’re going back across that street, and you’re going to beat up Dicky McGrew.”

			I felt my stomach drop. “Dad,” I protested, “he’s bigger than I am. And older.”

			“Well, I’m bigger and older than you too,” my dad responded. “And I’ve had enough of this. It’s time you showed him who’s boss. Now go.”

			There I was: torn between my father and Dicky McGrew. Not being a foolish child, I decided I had a far better (if still highly unlikely) chance at winning a fight with Dicky than I did with my father. Steeling myself, I crossed the street, approached Dicky, and started swinging. I don’t know if it was because my punches were on point or Dicky was too startled to defend himself, but I won the fight. I even bent his glasses. From that moment forward, Dicky never bullied me again.

			This experience made a lasting impression on me, teaching me a few lessons I’d return to again and again throughout my life: standing up for myself, knowing there’s a point beyond which I can’t be pushed, and being tough when it’s important to be tough. In the line of work I would choose, compromise is key, but I’d come to find that certain times required me to invoke the fighting spirit both my parents instilled in me. Every time I’ve had to be tough, I’ve gotten a lot of criticism, but it’s almost always worked, just like bending Dicky McGrew’s glasses.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			From Baseball to Politics

			I got my first baseball glove the summer of 1954, when I was twelve years old. My father and I split the cost of it, with my share coming from money I’d earned cutting my neighbors’ lawns in Augusta, Georgia, where, four years earlier, my family had moved. My father had continued to work with the army after his discharge from the military, and in 1950, just after I turned eight, he was transferred to Camp Gordon, now Fort Gordon, in Augusta. It was not easy to leave Athens, Alabama, having to say good-bye to Big Dad and Mamie, but as we settled into life in Georgia, we all tried to make the best of it. For me, this meant finding baseball.

			I’m not sure what, exactly, drew me so strongly to the sport. Maybe it was my way of trying to find someplace to feel at home at a time I otherwise felt so uprooted. Or that even by the age of twelve, I had come to realize that I’d never truly gain the respect of my peers if I didn’t excel in something athletic. Or that the polio, which left me unable to run for long distances, narrowed my choices.

			It was probably a mix of all those things, but either way, I loved the game. So did my father. The summer of 1955, he took me to see the Augusta Tigers, a Detroit Tigers farm team, no less than thirty-five times. We’d sit in the bleachers, filling up on hot dogs and popcorn, and then race home. Before the screen door even slammed shut behind us, we’d be in front of the radio, turning the dial to the Brooklyn Dodgers game. The Dodgers were my team, and 1955 was their year. It was the fifth time in nine years they’d gone up against the Yankees in the World Series. They’d lost every time, but I believed their day had come. The Yankees won the first two games but the Dodgers came back. The series was tied at 3–3. Just before the seventh and final game, my family and I traveled back to Athens, Alabama, to attend the funeral of my great-uncle Ad. While everyone gathered somberly in the kitchen, I was in the living room, trying to pick up the game on the radio. I had to press my ear against the speaker and constantly jiggle the dial to try to hear the game over the static, wishing the whole time I were at home watching on TV, listening to the commentary offered by Vin Scully, the famous voice of the Dodgers. In one of the final plays, Yogi Berra hit a line drive to Sandy Amoros in left field. Amoros threw it to Pee Wee Reese on second for an out, and then Reese to Gil Hodges at first, for a double play. This would be the play that decided the game, which ended 2–0 Dodgers, handing them the series for the first time in the franchise’s history. Trying to respect the mourning adults in the next room, I jumped up and down as quietly as I could.

			This was all well and good, but when it came to my own attempt at the sport, I had a serious problem. I was terrible at baseball. I picked up a bat to find I couldn’t hit; nor could I throw particularly well. It was a dampening realization, to say the least, but I also knew I had a choice: I could accept my limitations and move on, or I could work hard to overcome them. I chose the latter, and the summer I turned twelve—a summer that saw Hank Aaron hit his first home run, the polio vaccine get introduced in the United States, and the Supreme Court pass down the historic Brown v. Board of Education decision—I approached my goal of getting good at baseball as if it were the most important task in the world.

			Our house at the time—2311 Neal Street—was the first home my parents owned, after almost ten years of marriage, and I bet they didn’t pay any more than $8,000 for it. It was a modest house, made more modest by the telephone pole that, for some reason, had been erected right smack in the middle of our front lawn. It was a little embarrassing. My parents looked into having it removed, but were told it would cost more than they’d paid for the house. (The telephone pole would remain.) One of the best things about this house is that we were just two doors down from the home of Bernie Ward, the principal at my elementary school. Before he became our principal, Bernie played professional baseball in the minor leagues, and he certainly knew a lot about the game. Often, when he saw me practicing with my friends in our backyard, he’d stop by to offer some instruction—showing me how to grip the ball to get a more accurate pitch; how to throw a curveball. We worked on my batting and fielding, and after he’d gone home, I’d convince the other kids to stick around, to practice with me a little longer.

			To my amazement, the effort paid off. I started hitting the ball well. My pitches were good. It seemed to happen suddenly, as if something had clicked. By the end of the summer, I’d found that with nothing other than persistence and hard work, I had turned myself from a crummy ballplayer into a pretty darn good one.

			It was extremely gratifying, and by the time I was thirteen, playing in the local Little League, I was feeling very confident in my baseball abilities. I was no longer just a student of the sport; I was now a serious competitor. In fact, I’d say I was even feeling a little full of myself. Maybe I had a future in the sport, I thought. Maybe I was going to even play in the big leagues. And then the all-star game came along and with it another important life lesson.

			At the end of the summer, I was chosen as a county all-star, which meant I got to play in the exhibition game against the city all-stars. All season I’d hoped for the chance to play in this game, and had been looking forward to it for weeks. But that excitement gave way to fear the moment we arrived at their field.

			They were bigger than we were. They had better uniforms. Their field was nothing like the dusty, pebbled patch behind Wheeless Road Elementary where we played, but an actual baseball field with freshly cut grass, a pitcher’s mound, and a home-run fence.

			The game was seven innings, and the other pitcher on my team was slated to pitch the first three and a half innings, and I’d pitch the last. This gave me plenty of time to sit on that hard wooden bench, gripping my glove and realizing how overmatched we were. Come the fourth inning, I made my way to the mound on shaky legs, praying my nerves wouldn’t show themselves in my pitches. I wasn’t so lucky.

			I walked the first guy. And then the second. And then the third and the fourth. That was one run in. As the next batter approached the plate, I reminded myself of how hard I’d worked, how good I was, how I had every reason to be confident. I was going to get that ball in the strike zone, the way I had hundreds of other times.

			Well, I did, only to watch the batter knock it over the fence and out of the park. Needless to say, we lost the game. Afterward, my dad knew enough to allow me the car ride home in silence. I kept my head pressed against the glass so my dad couldn’t see my disappointment, and knew I’d just learned another important lesson. As soon as you start to believe there’s nobody smarter or stronger or better than you, you will undoubtedly come up against the kid who’s going to clear the bases with a home run, knocking the ball far over the fence, and taking your overconfidence right along with it.
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			Just as I was finally growing accustomed to life in Augusta, Georgia, my dad came home with an unexpected announcement: we were moving to Louisville, Kentucky. Three years earlier, he’d left his job with the army to work for the DuPont company, which was building the Savannah River nuclear plant in Aiken, South Carolina, right across the Savannah River. The company had offered him a promotion in Kentucky. It was a step up, with a higher salary, and he couldn’t turn it down. Before I even had the chance to protest, we were once again packing our things into boxes, and loading Button and Cookie, our two Boston bulldogs, into our 1956 Chevy for the eight-hour drive north. We arrived in January of 1956. Big Dad was concerned about our move. Not because it brought us even farther from Mamie and him in Athens, but because in his view, as a man who felt a lot of pride and patriotism to have spent his whole life in the Deep South, moving as far north as Kentucky meant moving to Yankee territory.

			We rented a small house in a middle-class neighborhood in the southern end of Louisville. Having to uproot our lives for the second time in six years was hard on my mother. She missed Big Dad and Mamie, and with her roots in rural Alabama, Louisville felt too urban and unfriendly. It was hard on me as well. I was halfway through the eighth grade, preparing to enter high school. The idea of starting over in a wholly unfamiliar place made this already daunting transition feel even more so. I enrolled at duPont Manual High School, housed in an ornate Gothic building across from the University of Louisville. The only thing that excited me about this new school was that it was the alma mater of Louisvillian Pee Wee Reese, a member of my beloved Brooklyn Dodgers, who had captained the team to its 1955 World Series victory.

			It was the biggest high school in the state, and I didn’t know a soul. With my southern accent and tendency to be on the quiet side among so many strangers, I didn’t make friends easily. While most other kids were discovering Elvis and cruising downtown’s Fourth Street, looking for girls to ask to the next YWCA dance, I spent most of my time with my mom, both of us battling homesickness. I’m pretty sure we survived that winter thanks largely to the pleasure we found watching the University of Louisville basketball team, which, under all-American Charlie Tyra, went on to win the 1956 NIT championship.

			The one bit of good news was that Louisvillians took their youth baseball far more seriously than we had in Augusta. The local Beechmont League played on nice fields and wore impressive uniforms, and boys had to first try out. The team managers came to watch the tryouts, attended by at least three hundred kids, and after a few days, a draft was held. I was the number one pick, and was placed on a team called the Giants. I was exceedingly proud, and really wanted to live up to this honor, but after my experience in Augusta, I knew I shouldn’t allow my highs to be too high or my lows too low, and I remained cautious. This ended up being a wise decision. After a good year with the Giants—hitting over .300, pitching well—I was not chosen as an all-star player, passed over for one of the manager’s sons. By tenth grade, I wasn’t even good enough to make the Manual High School team.

			It wasn’t easy, but I accepted it: if I was going to excel at something, it wasn’t sports. And the more baseball faded, the more something else was beginning to entice me, something that shared the same sense of competition, the team spirit, the need for endurance: politics.
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			When I was quite young, my father shared with me the story of how his father, Big Dad, had first explained politics to him.

			“Sit down, son,” Big Dad said. “This won’t take long.” My dad did as he was told. “Okay,” my grandfather continued. “The Republican Party is the party of the North. The Democratic Party is the party of the South. You can go now.”

			From what I could tell, my grandfather’s words remained true. In Athens, I’d sometimes tag along with Big Dad to the funeral parlor he owned, where the men from the neighborhood would gather on the comfortable leather chairs in the large front foyer to talk politics. I heard the story of one local election. This was back in the days of paper ballots, and when the polls closed, the election officials counted the ballots back at the courthouse. It was pretty routine: Democrat, Democrat, Democrat. But once, a ballot for the Republican appeared. Then, after a while, another was pulled from the box.

			“What do we make of this?” one official asked the others.

			“Throw it away,” someone said. “The poor son of a bitch voted twice.”

			When my dad voted for Dwight Eisenhower in the 1952 presidential election, it’s therefore very likely he was the first McConnell ever to support a Republican. But he’d fought the war under Ike, who served as the supreme commander of the Allied Forces in Europe. I greatly looked up to my dad, and if he was loyal to Eisenhower, then so was I—so much so that in my fifth-grade class photo, attached to the wide lapel of my button-down shirt, is a pin reading “I Like Ike.”

			The election of 1956 four years later, a rematch between Eisenhower and Adlai Stevenson, was the first to capture my attention. Both the Democratic and Republican national conventions were broadcast on television, taking over several hours of programming, replacing shows like As the World Turns and The Johnny Carson Show. The broadcast was nothing more than a view of the podium, with intermittent observations offered by Chet Huntley and David Brinkley or Walter Cronkite. In other words, it was deadly boring and I would venture a guess that I was probably the only fourteen-year-old boy in America interested enough in politics to watch both conventions, gavel to gavel.

			Watching these conventions helped to move me beyond simply adopting my father’s political loyalties to feeling sure of my own. It may have been unusual to identify as a Republican in Kentucky at the time, but it didn’t feel that way when considered from a wider lens and a longer view. Americans have always tended to be a fairly conservative bunch. The colonists overthrew the English not because they wanted to create some radically new political order, but because they liked the country they had put together here and wanted to preserve a way of life they had come to enjoy. Even as a boy I could see that the Constitution was meant to limit government, reserving power for the people. And I was proud to call myself a member of the party created on February 28, 1854, when about fifty opponents of slavery got together in a little white schoolhouse in Ripon, Wisconsin.

			The year 1956 would sure turn out to be an exciting one for a budding Kentucky Republican like me. Eisenhower won a second term, and not one but two Republicans were elected to the US Senate from Kentucky: Thruston Ballard Morton, who beat the Democratic incumbent; and John Sherman Cooper, who was elected in a special election to fill the seat made vacant by the death of former majority leader Alben Barkley. In the vicinity of these unlikely successes, it was not only a lot easier to form my party affiliation, it also led me to think that holding elected office might be something I could do—an idea that I’d first attempt to put into practice at Manual High School.
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			I’d been a student at Manual for a few hours when the teacher announced it was time to head to the convocation, an all-student assembly that customarily took place once a week. I joined the other students in the vast auditorium, and surrounded by hundreds of strangers who all seemed to have grown up together, I took a seat toward the back, where I could hide in a poorly lit corner. Sitting there, I felt a pang of homesickness. When my dad had first told us we were moving to Louisville, it was a moment just like this that I had most dreaded: being an outsider. I was overwhelmed by how big this school was—so much so that I think that while I might have once been considered outgoing, I immediately became an introvert. But, although I couldn’t know this at the time, these first uneasy months at Manual, and this day in particular, would spur me to set a clear, if seemingly out-of-reach, goal that would set the course of my life.

			The convocation was presided over by the president of the student council, a boy from the senior class. I found the idea of public speaking to be utterly daunting, and the confident ease with which he spoke impressed me. He didn’t seem the slightest bit intimidated. After school that afternoon, I rode the city bus back to my house, where my mom was eagerly waiting to hear about my first day. I couldn’t help but share every detail of the convocation, and how in awe I had been of the student council president. It wasn’t just that he himself had particularly impressed me, but it was also the fact that one person could have the envy of everyone at the school. What teenage boy didn’t desire that?

			“That would be something,” I said. “Getting to be president of that big school, and having the respect of your peers and an influence over the direction of the school.”

			She must have sensed what was behind my words. “I bet you could do that.”

			“I doubt it,” I said. “I don’t know a soul at that school. I don’t have even one friend.”

			“That won’t always be the case,” my mom said. “Later, if it’s something you want to do, I’m sure you could make it happen.”

			Her words stayed with me, and by the time I was a junior at Manual, things had improved. My grades were good, I’d made a few friends, and I even had a steady girlfriend, Annell Samuels, who was sweet and as pretty as can be. Her mother would drive us to the dances, and then out for a burger at the Ranch House drive-in. Annell and I would sit in the backseat, trying to forget Mrs. Samuels sitting silently in the front. I liked Mrs. Samuels, but was very happy when I got my driver’s license at sixteen, and could take Annell out on my own.

			At the end of my junior year, my desire to lead the school and know I’d earned the respect of my classmates had not abated. If I was going to do it—put myself out there and make a run for it—it was now or never. I walked into school one morning and entered my name into the race, feeling proud, excited, and pretty sure I was going to lose. My opponent, Terry McCoy, was by far the odds-on favorite. He was a better student than me, and enjoyed the obvious support of the student council adviser, Mr. Purnell. My mom’s advice was to stay positive, my dad’s: to work hard.

			“You can’t be one of those kids who puts your name on the ballot, sits back, and hopes for the most votes,” my dad told me. “You have to be smart and focused about this.”

			I agreed. To win the election, I needed to run a better campaign. Because I was not particularly well known, I needed the support of those who were. Just like Kentucky candidates today seek the endorsement of the Louisville Courier-Journal, I began to seek the endorsement of the popular kids, like Janet Boyd, a well-known cheerleader; Bobby Marr, the best high school pitcher in the state; and Pete Dudgeon, an All-City Football player. I was prepared to ask for their vote using the only tool in my arsenal, the one thing teenagers most desire. Flattery.

			I’d find them in the hallway or lunchroom. “People follow your lead,” I told Janet and the others. “If you vow to vote for me, I think others will too.” Not one person said no, and others quickly followed suit. I designed a pamphlet entitled “We Want McConnell for President” and listed the names of the popular students whose endorsements I’d secured. A classmate convinced her father to make copies. During my time between classes, or after school, I walked the long, tiled halls, sliding a pamphlet into the locker of every single student, even the underclassmen, often overlooked in these campaigns.

			A few weeks before the election, it was anybody’s win, and I went at it full-on. Enlisting my parents and some friends for help, we gathered in my basement and painted “McConnell for President” onto a twenty-five-foot-long banner. I carried it to school under my arm, and hung it on the wall of the school’s central stairwell, where it was impossible to miss.

			The day of the election, the school administrators set up three voting booths, and later, Terry and I went to Mr. Purnell’s office to receive the results. I’ll never forget the surprised and somewhat disappointed look on Mr. Purnell’s face as he handed me the returns.

			“Congratulations, Mitch,” he said. “You’ve won.”

			I rode the bus home with Terry after school, exhilarated. Although I did feel a bit sorry for him, I’d simply outworked him. Of course, my jubilation over winning was sobered a few days later, when I felt the pressure to prove to my fellow students that they had made the right choice in electing me. On the first day that I took the stage as the leader of my school—the same stage from which I’d watched the student council president speak a few years earlier as I hid in the back of the auditorium—I vowed to work hard over the next year to show they had. Walking onto that stage was a proud moment. I’d been tireless and smart and had run a better campaign. I knew that I’d earned that win.

			And I knew something else too: having had my first taste of the responsibility and respect that came with holding elected office, I was hooked.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE 

			Seeing Greatness

			Soon after moving to Louisville, I had made a vow to myself: if I ever got used to Kentucky, I was never going to leave. The two moves I’d made as a child were downright traumatic, and I wasn’t interested in going through that again. In 1960, I enrolled at the University of Louisville. I remained living with my parents, and my dad bought me a little red Corvair to drive back and forth to campus each day.

			Whereas it had taken me a few years to find my footing at Manual High School, I immediately felt at home at U of L. I joined Phi Kappa Tau, a highly respected fraternity, and quickly made a group of close friends. Although I lived at home with my parents, I spent most of my free time at our frat house. Greek life provided the epicenter of social activities at our college, and every weekend, I was on campus, attending a party or dance. I became a rabid fan of the U of L Cardinals football and basketball teams, rarely missing a home game. This was the beginnings of a love that endures to this day.

			At the insistence of my college girlfriend, I attempted to expand my interests beyond politics. I signed up for an art appreciation class, and committed to take it seriously. For our first assignment, we were asked to write a paper on a painting of our choosing. I put a great deal of effort into that paper, and felt quite proud of it. It earned a D. Somebody’s trying to tell me something here, I thought, accepting the idea that I was probably never going to be a Renaissance man.

			Instead, I happily focused my studies on political science and, perhaps my favorite subject, American history. Later, as a law student at the University of Kentucky, my love of history was so great that I briefly considered dropping out to pursue a doctoral degree in history, and an eventual position as a history professor. I obviously thought better of this idea, but I’ve been interested in history since I was very young, especially in learning about the lives of great men and women who stood strong in their beliefs regardless of popular opinion. People like John Marshall Harlan, the Kentucky-born Supreme Court justice who is best known as the lone dissenter in the 1896 case Plessy v. Ferguson, which upheld segregation. And another fellow Kentuckian, Senator Henry Clay, the so-called Great Compromiser. I’d spend my senior year at U of L studying Clay for my honors thesis, admiring his efforts to hold the union together in the years prior to the Civil War. Learning about Clay, seeing what he was able to accomplish from his place in the US Senate, was the first time I began to feel the stirrings of hope that I might, in my very wildest dreams, follow in Clay’s footsteps and serve as a US senator myself. Learning about great men like Harlan and Clay—coupled with the experiences I would have with contemporary political leaders over the next few years, as I finished my undergraduate degree and went through law school—only crystalized this ambition.
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			At U of L, I was fortunate to fall under the tutelage of Grant Hicks, a political science professor who inspired me, on a more personal level, to practice my own independent thinking, especially about the type of government that can best serve our country. In a university where most professors were liberal Democrats, Grant Hicks was the lone conservative. The poor guy probably had to eat lunch by himself, but unlike most other political science teachers I had, Hicks didn’t give conservative thinking short shrift. In learning about both sides of the political coin, I had a way to make a comparison, allowing me to further cement my conservative views. In Democrats, I saw a party more concerned about prioritizing the state over the individual and whose playbook was filled with plans to bloat government, enact out-of-control spending, and then raise taxes to pay for it all. My studies greatly confirmed my growing skepticism about big government. Whereas Democrats wanted to place their trust in the government and its agents to guide our institution and direct our lives, I felt it far wiser to put our trust in the wisdom and the creativity of private citizens working voluntarily with each other and through more local mediating institutions, guided by their own sense of what’s right and fair and good.

			A Barry Goldwater enthusiast, Hicks turned me on to Goldwater’s The Conscience of a Conservative. Reading this book made me excited about Goldwater and what he meant for the future of my party. Since FDR, cowed by the success of the New Deal, Republicans had sacrificed a lot of their ideology and essentially went along with Democrats. In fact, the liberal orthodoxy was so entrenched in the middle of the century that William F. Buckley, one of the nation’s leading intellectuals and the founder of the National Review, often reminded people of the prevailing idea at the time, first espoused by a prominent liberal intellectual—that there were no conservative ideas in general circulation in America at this time. None.

			But here was Goldwater, moving Republicans away from the “me too” way of thinking embraced by Dewey and Eisenhower, advocating more conservative policies, emphasizing the need to rail against the ever-increasing concentrations of authority in Washington. He pledged to present voters “a choice, not an echo” of the way it had been.

			I was so inspired by Goldwater, in fact, that Grant Hicks encouraged me, in my role as the president of the College Republicans, to invite him to speak on campus. I was proud, and more than a little surprised, when Goldwater accepted, and prouder yet to be the one to introduce him before the speech he gave to the large crowd that had gathered on the university
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