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Dedication

For my radiant sister Kelly

&

For those who have patiently served:

Walter Mondale, George H. W. Bush, Dan Quayle, Al Gore,

Dick Cheney, Joe Biden, and Mike Pence
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	RICHARD M. NIXON AND DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER,
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	1974–1977




	WALTER MONDALE AND JIMMY CARTER,

	1977–1981




	GEORGE H. W. BUSH AND RONALD REAGAN,

	1981–1989




	DAN QUAYLE AND GEORGE H. W. BUSH,

	1989–1993




	AL GORE AND BILL CLINTON,

	1993–2001




	DICK CHENEY AND GEORGE W. BUSH,

	2001–2009




	JOE BIDEN AND BARACK OBAMA,

	2009–2017




	MIKE PENCE AND DONALD TRUMP,
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On the Vice Presidency

I do not propose to be buried until I am really dead and in my coffin.

—MASSACHUSETTS SENATOR DANIEL WEBSTER’S REPLY WHEN OFFERED THE RUNNING-MATE SPOT ON THE WHIG PARTY TICKET IN 1848

I would a great deal rather be anything, say professor of history, than Vice-President.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT, VICE PRESIDENT UNDER PRESIDENT WILLIAM MCKINLEY

Once there were two brothers: one ran away to sea, the other was elected vice president. Nothing was ever heard from either of them again.

—THOMAS R. MARSHALL, VICE PRESIDENT UNDER PRESIDENT WOODROW WILSON

The vice presidency is not worth a bucket of warm piss [later cleaned up to “warm spit”].

—JOHN NANCE GARNER, VICE PRESIDENT UNDER PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

The vice presidency is “that rare opportunity in politics for a man to move from a potential unknown to an actual unknown.”

—SPIRO AGNEW, VICE PRESIDENT UNDER PRESIDENT RICHARD NIXON

Dick, I don’t know how you ever took the job.

—GERALD FORD, WHO SPENT LESS THAN A YEAR AS RICHARD NIXON’S VICE PRESIDENT, TO DICK CHENEY, VICE PRESIDENT UNDER PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH

You die, I fly.

—GEORGE H. W. BUSH, VICE PRESIDENT UNDER PRESIDENT RONALD REAGAN, ON VICE PRESIDENTS BEING DISPATCHED AROUND THE WORLD TO ATTEND DIGNITARIES’ FUNERALS

Let me make this pledge to you right here and now: For every American who is trying to do the right thing, for all those people in government who are honoring their pledge to uphold the law and respect our Constitution, no longer will the eight most dreaded words in the English language be: “The vice president’s office is on the phone.”

—JOE BIDEN, VICE PRESIDENT UNDER PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA, LAMPOONING HIS PREDECESSOR, DICK CHENEY

Iron sharpens iron.

—MIKE PENCE, VICE PRESIDENT UNDER PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP, QUOTING FROM HIS FAVORITE BIBLE VERSE, PROVERBS 27:17: “AS IRON SHARPENS IRON, SO ONE MAN SHARPENS ANOTHER.”

“Sue, did the president call?

“No.”

—SELINA MEYER, FICTIONAL ONETIME VICE PRESIDENT ON HBO’S VEEP, TO HER BELEAGUERED SECRETARY, SUE





Prologue: “Safe Hands”

They felt called to do this. They knew what they were getting into, they knew the history, they knew the challenges, and they accepted that as part of their calling.

—JIM ATTERHOLT, MIKE PENCE’S GUBERNATORIAL CHIEF OF STAFF, ON MIKE AND KAREN PENCE’S DECISION TO JOIN DONALD TRUMP’S TICKET

The Trumps were hunkered down at their golf club in Bedminster, New Jersey, in the summer of 2016. It was the final meeting in a series of discussions to decide on Donald Trump’s running mate, and, as always, it was a family affair. Some combination of Trump’s eldest children—Donald Jr., Eric, Ivanka—and Ivanka’s husband, Jared Kushner, had been mainstays at meetings with Washington lawyers in charge of vetting vice presidential candidates. But at this final decisive meeting it was Melania Trump, the aloof former model married to the outspoken and impulsive real estate tycoon, who drew the bottom line. Whoever is chosen must be “clean,” she insisted. That meant no affairs and no messy financial entanglements. In short, it meant no drama. She realized that her husband had a surplus of that already.

Melania was an important voice in the room during that last critical meeting, even though she was conspicuously absent when her husband actually announced Indiana governor Mike Pence as his running mate. It was the first time in modern campaign history that the wife of a presidential candidate was not at the public announcement, and it was an early indication of how uncomfortable she would be as first lady. It was decided at that final meeting that what they needed was someone with “safe hands,” as vetting lawyers call it. Someone who would be calm in a crisis; someone who could instill a sense of confidence in the Republican base that remained deeply skeptical of Trump. Most of all, what they needed was someone who could take over the presidency, if necessary.

Melania was keenly aware of the need to balance her husband, who has spent much of his public life—and most of his life was lived clinging to the spotlight—awash in scandal. She wanted to make sure that there were absolutely no skeletons in his running mate’s closet. But one finalist had a closet full of them (still, Donald Jr. backed him until the end), and another contender was so controversial that he would be ousted within the first few weeks of the administration when he served in a different position. Melania’s shrewd instincts proved correct; Mike Pence was by far the least controversial on Trump’s list of vice presidential candidates, and Pence could help Trump win over conservative Republicans. Melania is described by people who know her as “stubborn” and “unapologetic about who she is.” “No one speaks for me,” Melania once said when her husband promised a TV news anchor that she would do her show. In this case, she was decidedly in Pence’s corner.

Trump came late to the search for a running mate and did not reach out to Arthur B. Culvahouse, the well-connected Republican lawyer who led the vetting for John McCain in 2008, until late May. Trump’s campaign chair, Paul Manafort, even considered paying a law firm to do the vetting, seemingly unaware of the long-held tradition of lawyers in Washington and New York clamoring to do it for free. Lawyers put together detailed reports on each of the candidates, including their tax returns and any history of psychiatric treatment, and they dig into rumors of affairs. In that secretive vetting ritual, Culvahouse makes a point of only using lawyers from his own Washington firm to guard against leaks. Kushner, the then-thirty-five-year-old real estate scion married to Ivanka, teased Culvahouse that one of his write-ups on a candidate read “like a legal treatise,” and another “like the script for House of Cards.”

Trump’s options were limited. “Trump was hard to get your mind around if you’re vetting vice presidential candidates because he had made a number of provocative statements that would be potentially disqualifying in a conventional vice presidential nominee,” said Culvahouse, who was White House counsel to Ronald Reagan and contributed to Jeb Bush’s and Marco Rubio’s 2016 campaigns. A couple of Trump’s picks, including Republican senator Bob Corker of Tennessee, took themselves out of the running, not because of personal entanglements, but because of moral objections—they felt they could not defend Trump every day, which is a key element of the vice presidency. The two finalists who would be one heartbeat away from the presidency could not have been more different, both in temperament and reputation.

Trump crowdsourced the process, asking anyone and everyone he met who he should pick. And even though he never released his own tax returns, Trump asked for his potential running mate’s financial information. He was looking for someone who fit the part, someone who looked like a vice president. “Straight from central casting,” Trump is reported to have said of Pence. Culvahouse said Trump’s long list of candidates was much shorter than McCain’s (nominees have a longer list of names at the beginning of their search and a whittled down, shorter list toward the end of the process). McCain had almost twenty-five people on his long list, and Trump had just ten on his, including Michael Flynn, a controversial retired U.S. Army lieutenant general and former intelligence officer who was once the director of the Defense Intelligence Agency during Barack Obama’s administration.

“He [Trump] was clearly fond of Flynn,” Culvahouse said, shaking his head. Even though Culvahouse says he did not interview Flynn for the position, Flynn remained on Trump’s list for a while, no matter how many people tried to talk Trump out of it. There was some discussion among Trump’s campaign staff and Culvahouse’s team of lawyers about whether Flynn was actually a registered Democrat until someone on Culvahouse’s staff produced a photo of his voter ID card confirming it. It turns out, of course, that that was the least of Flynn’s problems. Though Flynn did not make it on Trump’s short list of VP candidates, Trump made him national security adviser, where he served for less than a month before being forced out. Flynn is one of the key figures in special counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation into Russia’s interference in the 2016 election and the Trump campaign’s alleged ties to Russian meddling. By the end of 2017, Flynn had pled guilty to making false statements to the FBI about his conversations during the transition period with Russia’s ambassador to the United States.

Unlike with Cabinet picks, the FBI does not do a background check on vice presidents—when Trump picked Rex Tillerson as secretary of state, the FBI did a background check, but not so with Trump’s number two, the man who is next in line for the presidency. “The real problem with vice presidential vetting that just terrifies me, Flynn is the best example, is that you don’t have the FBI to help you,” Culvahouse said, exasperated. Unlike a Cabinet officer, whom a president can fire, there is no way for a president to easily remove his vice president from office—only Congress can impeach him. The FBI is not involved in the vice presidential vetting process because nominees for vice president (like nominees for president) are not technically being considered for federal office, they’re being considered for the nomination of a political party. “It’s a huge hole I think in how we pick our vice presidents,” Culvahouse said. “It absolutely should be changed.” The FBI has considerably more resources than law firms do, and in the case of Flynn, likely would have picked up troubling signs. Armed with that information the FBI could have flagged the campaign to go slow and think twice before giving him a role in the administration.

In the end, it was down to two men. Mike Pence, a devout evangelical Christian in his late fifties, won out over former speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, the much more controversial finalist, who, like Trump, was also in his seventies and had been married three times. Gingrich left his first wife when she was in the hospital recovering from cancer surgery and did not take his seat for a third term as Speaker in part because of ethics violations. He was far from “clean.” Pence had served six terms in the House, had strong ties to Republican leaders, and, most important, he could help Trump win votes in the Midwest.

David McIntosh, a friend of Pence’s, is a former Indiana congressman who now heads the influential conservative group the Club for Growth: “Trump needs Pence there as a less mercurial and more stable conservative leader,” he said. Trump, who had very little knowledge of how Capitol Hill works, told Culvahouse he wanted Pence to be the COO, or chief operating officer, of the White House. In this redefinition of the executive branch, Trump, then, would be the CEO of the United States—an unprecedented approach to the presidency. But how would someone so different from the man he was being asked to serve respond to the offer? One longtime friend of Pence’s said that Pence considered the vice presidency his “divine appointment.” Pence told another close friend, “It isn’t about Donald Trump. It’s about the country.”

Two years before Pence became vice president he and his friend then–Indiana senator Dan Coats talked privately about their political futures. Pence was weighing whether to run for governor for a second term or to seek the presidency in 2016 and Coats was trying to decide whether to run for reelection to the Senate. “We talked about the future and where God might lead each of us,” Coats recalled. “We prayed that God would be clear, and I think I raised the question that we should pray for clarity, not for what we want but clarity for what God would want. I’m always a little hesitant to discuss it in these terms because people say, ‘Oh, you think you were ordained.’ That’s not it at all, I think we both feel that it was a question of how God could best use our talents in whatever direction He wants to take us . . . a whole number of miraculous things happened in the political world that affected both of our lives.” Coats went on to reluctantly accept Trump’s offer to head the intelligence community as director of national intelligence only after Pence repeatedly asked him to take the job. “We need someone with experience,” Pence pleaded with him. Both these men see themselves as bulwarks against chaos.

The “miraculous” offer to be Trump’s running mate would rock the Pences’ lives. Pence likes to say, “There are two types of people in the world: Those who are called and those who are driven.” But it is always a little bit of both. Jim Atterholt, who was Pence’s chief of staff when he was governor of Indiana, said Pence and his wife, Karen, “prayed a great deal” when they were considering the job. Karen is her husband’s top adviser and the Pences are a “buy one, get one free package,” not far off from Bill and Hillary Clinton. Pence said he had two conditions before accepting Trump’s offer: Their families had to get to know each other and he needed to understand the job description. Trump replied, “I’m going to have the most consequential vice president ever. That’s what I want. That’s the job description.” It was music to Pence’s ears. Pence called Trump with Karen on the line to accept his offer. There was no specific agreement reached between Pence and Trump about what Pence’s role would be as vice president, but in the end there was very little hesitation on the part of both Pences. “They felt called to do this,” Atterholt recalled. “They knew what they were getting into, they knew the history, they knew the challenges, and they accepted that as part of their calling.”

But Pence was not truly expecting to win—no one was. A week after Trump’s shocking victory, Trump was still asking friends, Can you believe I won this thing? Before election day, one of Hillary Clinton’s campaign aides approached the residence manager at the Naval Observatory, where the vice president lives, to see if he would agree to stay on and help transition Clinton’s running mate, Virginia senator Tim Kaine, and his family into the residence. No one from the Trump campaign ever bothered to call.





I

You’re a Guest in My House

I am Vice President. In this I am nothing, but I may be everything.

—JOHN ADAMS, AMERICA’S FIRST VICE PRESIDENT, WHO SERVED UNDER PRESIDENT GEORGE WASHINGTON

The vice presidency plays head games with you. You start to wonder if you matter that much.

—MIKE DONILON, A LONGTIME CONFIDANT OF JOE BIDEN’S

Even the best relationships between modern presidents and their vice presidents can be difficult at times, especially when they were once rivals for the nomination. Barack Obama roundly beat Joe Biden in the 2008 Democratic primaries and aides say Biden always respected Obama because of that. “Joe Biden is not a humble person in some ways and he has great respect for his own judgment,” quipped Ron Klain, who was chief of staff to Biden and Al Gore, “but he does believe in the democratic process, so there was never any confusion in his mind about how all this worked out.” Obama was a global superstar who had run laps around Delaware’s longest-serving senator. “I don’t think on his best day Joe Biden believes that Barack Obama won in 2008 because of Joe Biden,” Klain added. So, he said, Obama clearly had the upper hand in their relationship. According to Klain, Obama’s perspective was simple, if not a bit condescending: This is my house,  these are my things, I’m interested in your views, Joe, I like your input, I want you to be happy here, but you’re a guest in my house.

The thirteen men in this book, from Richard Nixon to Mike Pence, eight Republicans and five Democrats, all share one thing in common: the deeply humbling experience of being the president’s understudy. When asked for his greatest accomplishment during his eight years as Ronald Reagan’s vice president, George H. W. Bush, still not wanting to take credit for any achievements, replied: “That is for others to judge.” Vice presidents have only two constitutional duties: to succeed the president if he is unable to serve for any reason, and to act as president of the Senate to cast tiebreaking votes. (Biden cast none, whereas Mike Pence cast nine tiebreaking votes in just over a year on the job.) No matter how integrated they are, vice presidents always play second fiddle; at best they are the politician who was almost good enough, at worst they are a virtual unknown who embarrasses the president.

The vice presidency has been a much-maligned and oft-deprecated position. An important member of the constitutional convention, Roger Sherman, thought the vice president would have to be assigned the role of presiding officer of the Senate because, he said, without it the vice president “would be without employment.” Benjamin Franklin suggested that the vice president be addressed as “Your Superfluous Excellency.” Warren Harding’s vice president, Calvin Coolidge, said: “I enjoyed my time as vice president. It never interfered with my mandatory eleven hours of sleep a day.” It is indeed an often-thankless job, the butt of countless jokes, many of which are from vice presidents themselves, from both parties. Harry Truman, who served for less than three months as President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s vice president, complained, “The vice president simply presides over the Senate and sits around hoping for a funeral.” Upon hearing the news of a foreign leader’s death George H. W. Bush would tell aides, only half-joking, “You die, I fly.” When President Theodore Roosevelt grew irritated by the tinkling of a glittering eleven-foot-high chandelier, purchased by Thomas Jefferson and hanging in the Oval Office, Roosevelt said, “Send it up to the Vice President. He never has anything to do and the tinkling will keep him awake!” The chandelier was brought to the vice president’s Senate office (the vice president at the time was Charles W. Fairbanks) and remained there until then–vice president Lyndon B. Johnson got rid of it.

The job occupies what the late journalist David S. Broder called “the strange no-man’s-land between legislative and executive power.” It comes with a job description that is only slightly more defined than that of first lady—which has none whatsoever. Historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. called the vice presidency “a job of spectacular and, I believe, incurable frustration.” In a vivid example of the office’s muddled position, the vice president as president of the Senate is paid by the Senate and makes $230,700 a year compared to the president’s $400,000 (for Mike Pence, $230,700 is more than twice what he made as governor). His retirement income is paid by the Senate as well, but, unlike the president’s, it is not guaranteed. In order to receive retirement benefits, the vice president would either need to have served in Congress or in some federal office for at least five years, or served more than one term as vice president. When they leave office, vice presidents are given a budget to help them ease back into civilian life, but even that budget is allocated to them by the presidents they served. When they left office, President George H. W. Bush and Vice President Dan Quayle were awarded a total of $1.5 million, of which Bush gave Quayle and his staff $250,000. And unlike former presidents, who receive lifetime Secret Service protection for themselves and their spouses should they want it after they leave office (the children of former presidents are allowed protection until they are sixteen years old), vice presidents and their spouses and children under sixteen years of age only get Secret Service protection for up to six months after they leave the White House.

But in recent decades the vice presidency has been nothing to laugh at. Like the president, modern vice presidents are followed twenty-four hours a day by a military aide who carries a forty-five-pound aluminum briefcase (called the “football”) and they carry a card (“the biscuit”) that contains the nuclear verification codes used to authorize a nuclear strike. If the president were to become incapacitated, the vice president would have access to the “football” and the authority to order a launch. In a 2008 interview, Dick Cheney said of that power: “He [the president] could launch a kind of devastating attack the world’s never seen. He doesn’t have to check with anybody. He doesn’t have to call the Congress. He doesn’t have to check with the courts. He has that authority because of the nature of the world we live in.” The president or vice president, if the president is unable, has an estimated twelve minutes to decide to launch missiles if the United States is under attack. A nuclear launch now would be unimaginably destructive and much more powerful than the bombs that destroyed the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. If the president is dead, or incapacitated in any way, the vice president carries that enormous responsibility.

* * *

Modern presidents have at least five times the staff of their vice presidents in the White House complex alone, and the rest of the government, including the vice president’s staff, technically works for the president. Vice presidents typically have about eighty aides who work out of the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, an enormous granite, slate, and cast-iron post–Civil War–era building next door to the White House. The center of power, though, is the Oval Office, and the most influential vice presidents are the men who have spent the most time there advising the president. They are constantly fighting for “unstaffed” access to the president—or alone time—and watching to make sure they are not excluded from Oval Office and Cabinet meetings. Most vice presidents save disagreements with the president for private conversations. “All of us as human beings would rather have something said in private,” Al Gore remarked, when asked whether he disagreed with President Clinton in front of others. But no matter how influential, vice presidents are utility players who go to events that do not merit the president’s attendance, and when they campaign they often play to big crowds in small ponds. What tends to go wrong in these relationships between the president and the vice president is that this gap eats at the understudy, who almost always sees himself as better equipped for the top job than the president he serves. Biden sometimes got tired of the role, but it rarely affected his relationship with the president because he was so personally fond of Obama. Al Gore, however, had a more difficult time of it.

During the 1992 presidential campaign, Gore’s old Harvard professor, the noted political scientist Richard E. Neustadt, sent him cautionary notes about the complexity of the role he was seeking. “The VP reminds the P [president] of his mortality,” Neustadt warned him. “The White House staff lives in the present, the VP’s staff in the future.” Three decades earlier, when it was suggested that Kennedy’s vice president, Lyndon Johnson, move from his house, which was miles from downtown Washington, and into a townhouse across the street from the White House, Kennedy moaned, “You think I want Lyndon [Johnson] listening across the park for my heartbeat? NO!”

In the modern era, Dick Cheney is the only vice president who had no presidential ambitions because he had abandoned them years earlier. Vice presidents and their advisers insist their primary job is to advance the president’s agenda, and not their own. But always, in the back of their minds, the vice president is considering how the president’s policies will affect him and his own chances of one day being elected president. “I can’t say I was never thinking about my own political career,” Jimmy Carter’s vice president, Walter Mondale, confessed, “but I believe I made an honest commitment that I would put his presidency above all other considerations and I believe I did do that.”

Access and information are key. “The vice president’s real power derives from his relationship with the president,” says Bruce Reed, who was a policy adviser in the Clinton White House and Biden’s chief of staff after Klain left. “In the end, the leash is only as long as the president chooses to make it.” Powerful vice presidents, like Gore, Biden, and Cheney, had an agreement with the presidents they served that they would see every piece of paper that came across the president’s desk. Biden and Cheney tried not to take on many specific assignments like Gore’s mission to “reinvent” government and to cut down on waste; instead, they saw themselves as the president’s most influential adviser. Even so, all of these men, at times, felt underutilized. Dan Quayle, who became the butt of endless jokes as VP and was less powerful than most of his fellow vice presidents, said he had more interaction with George H. W. Bush on national security matters when he was a senator on the armed services committee and Bush was VP, than when he was serving as Bush’s own vice president.

Even travel for vice presidents is fraught. There is a fleet of planes called the Presidential Airlift Group docked at Joint Base Andrews (formerly Andrews Air Force Base) in Prince George’s County, Maryland, just outside of Washington. They work almost like a carpool for VIPs and are made available to the vice president, the secretary of state, the first lady, and, on certain occasions, the second lady. Two Boeing VC-25As, referred to as Air Force One when the president is on board, are everyone’s first choice. There is a precedent and an order to who gets which plane, and in the past, if then–secretary of state Hillary Clinton had a long trip and Biden was traveling domestically, Biden would get a smaller plane and he would sometimes not be happy about it.

But the vice presidency has its own perks and traditions. Like former presidents, there is a unique camaraderie among vice presidents forged not in the understanding of what it’s like to be the most powerful political leader in the world but in the shared experience of proximity to power coupled with the ultimate powerlessness that so often accompanies the vice presidency. Former vice presidents do talk with Mike Pence, but they are reluctant to go into details. One of them explained: “If I tell you and it’s written then I’d drastically undercut him. He’d get his head chopped off [by Trump],” he said, swiping his hand across his neck. They see him as a stabilizing force in an unstable White House. Cheney has been advising Pence, who finds himself in an incredibly perilous position, not wanting to lose influence by upsetting Trump while also not wanting to stand by statements from his boss that might hurt his own chances at the presidency. Cheney was not as interested in advice when he was vice president. A couple of months after taking office, he invited Richard Moe, who was Vice President Walter Mondale’s chief of staff, for lunch at the White House to go over Mondale’s approach to the vice presidency. Moe remembers a lot of long silences. “My lasting impression of that was that Cheney was very incurious,” he said. “I don’t know why he was going through the motions. He clearly had his own idea of what to do. He had his own power center and a separate policy center.” Cheney’s chief of staff Scooter Libby did most of the talking.

Pence has been seeking advice from one very unlikely former vice president: Joe Biden. Biden has become one of Donald Trump’s most vocal critics. Shortly after the deadly 2017 white nationalist protest in Charlottesville, Virginia, Biden wrote in an Atlantic op-ed, “We are living through a battle for the soul of this nation.” But Biden and Pence talk at least once a month, which stands in stark contrast to Trump and his predecessor, Barack Obama, who have not spoken since the inauguration, nor have their wives, Melania Trump and Michelle Obama. Biden says Pence told him how much he admired his relationship with Obama and asked for his advice on the office. Pence calls him occasionally to ask questions about foreign policy. “Joe,” he says, “this is the decision that has to be made. What went before it?” Biden says he has made himself “available to him on mostly background things, to give him perspective.”

Biden has long-standing friendships with foreign leaders from his years in the Senate and as vice president, and he frequently fields calls from worried heads of state. He says he is in touch with a dozen world leaders who ask for advice on how to work with the Trump administration and how to interpret new policies. “The king of Jordan comes to meet with him [President Trump] and gets in a helicopter to come meet with me in Delaware,” Biden said, sounding pleased.

During one trip to speak at a conference in Athens, Greece, five months after leaving office, Biden met with Greek prime minister Alexis Tsipras. “I thought it was going to be a ten-minute conversation, and it was two and a half hours,” he recalled. “What I do is, whenever that occurs, I pick up the phone and I call Mike. What I tell these leaders, who are somewhat diffident about the president, I suggest they go see Mike. I explain it this way: I say that a lot of this doesn’t fall within the president’s bandwidth, because he has no experience in this area.”

Biden is quick to point out how different he and Pence are in their politics, but, like so many others, he treats Pence like a lifeline to a White House in a constant state of upheaval. “Mike and I have talked about it a few times. I have fundamental disagreements with Mike, particularly on social policy and what I consider basic civil rights, civil liberties, but Mike’s a guy you can talk with, you can deal with, in a traditional sense. Like [Bill] Clinton could talk to [Newt] Gingrich.” Biden says he tries not to criticize the president during private meetings with foreign leaders, though it is not always easy biting his tongue, and in some cases it sounds like he is working as a conduit for the administration. Before he met with former Ukrainian president Viktor Yushchenko, Biden checked in with Pence to make sure he did not misrepresent administration policy and called him after the meeting and gave him a readout.

* * *

Unlike presidents, who leave notes behind for their successors, vice presidents sign a drawer in their desk in the ceremonial office in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building. The desk was first used by Teddy Roosevelt in 1902 and has been signed by the occupants of the office since the 1940s. And marble busts of the vice presidents are placed throughout the Senate wing of the Capitol. “Being cast in marble is something every vice president looks forward to,” said Cheney. “It’s not only a high honor, it’s our one shot at being remembered.”

The vice president is the only member of the president’s team who cannot easily be fired (a fact Joe Biden liked to repeat), and he is also usually one of the last people left standing in the administration as other aides either resign out of exhaustion or are pushed out. In the Obama White House it was top adviser Valerie Jarrett and Joe Biden who were among the only people left after eight years. And the relationship between a president and his vice president has historically been forged in fire. The White House is a relatively small place with fewer than a hundred people who are most intimately involved in presidential and vice presidential decision-making. These are weighty decisions and occasionally vice presidents can help share the president’s burden.

In nearly every modern administration, beginning with Dwight D. Eisenhower and Richard Nixon, the relationship between the president and his vice president has deteriorated over time. Cheney admits his influence waned in Bush’s second term, and the relationship between Gore and Clinton almost fully unraveled at the end of their administration. “I think Vice President Gore was increasingly living in the future, President Clinton was increasingly living in the ticking clock that’s created by the Twenty-second Amendment,” said Klain, referring to the constitutional amendment that created term limits. Joe Biden and Barack Obama are the only exception to the rule (George H. W. Bush and Ronald Reagan grew closer, but they did not develop a close personal friendship). But while Biden and Obama’s relationship did not start out as well as people might think, it grew significantly over their eight years together. “Their friendship is more interesting than it’s often portrayed because it was not always easy,” said former White House press secretary Josh Earnest. “They were a political odd couple whose strengths were complementary and mutually reinforcing. But there were significant differences in style—and occasionally in perspective.” A close aide to Biden said the message was clear from the president’s staff from the beginning: We matter, you don’t. Biden’s style clashed with the “no-drama Obama” team. “Like most vice presidential nominations it was kind of a shotgun wedding,” said Obama senior campaign and White House aide David Axelrod. “They didn’t really know each other well and all of a sudden they were married. That takes some adjustment.”

“You know what surprises me,” Obama told Biden at one of their weekly lunches, about eight months into the administration.

“No,” Biden replied.

“We’ve really become close friends,” Obama said.

“Surprised you?” Biden replied with laughter. “What do you mean it surprised you?”

They are two very different men. Working for Obama, an aide said, there were days with twelve meetings on twelve different subjects and the ball would be moved forward on each topic of discussion. “When I worked for Biden,” the former staffer said, “there were days when I’d spend eight or ten hours just sitting in his office and he’d say, ‘Let’s have a meeting,’ and the meeting would be three hours long.” Despite their different management styles, Obama and Biden became remarkably close.

* * *

Fourteen vice presidents have become president, eight of them ascending to the highest office because of the death of the sitting president. The eight vice presidents who succeeded presidents who died in office are John Tyler (upon William Henry Harrison’s death in 1841), Millard Fillmore (upon Zachary Taylor’s death in 1850), Andrew Johnson (upon Abraham Lincoln’s assassination in 1865), Chester A. Arthur (upon James Garfield’s assassination in 1881), Theodore Roosevelt (upon William McKinley’s assassination in 1901), Calvin Coolidge (upon Warren Harding’s death in 1923), Harry Truman (upon Franklin Roosevelt’s death in 1945), and Lyndon Johnson (upon John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963).

In the post–World War II era, the vice presidency has become more and more consequential. “Vice presidents are generally an uninteresting lot,” Cheney admitted. “There are fascinating relationships now. I think you’d have to say that the really consequential vice presidents are the ones who get to be president”—an ironic statement coming from the most powerful vice president in modern history. Beginning with Harry Truman in 1945 and up until George H. W. Bush, five out of nine presidents were former vice presidents: Truman, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and Bush—two by election, two by death, and one because of resignation.

In that same time span, four vice presidents became losing nominees for the presidency: Nixon, who lost in 1960; Humphrey, who lost in 1968; Mondale, who ran and lost four years after serving as Jimmy Carter’s VP; and Gore, who lost in 2000. But vice presidents have a huge advantage over their rivals for the highest office if the president they serve allows them to use it: they can do early fund-raising and capitalize on the president’s supporters. Yet they have to use their position wisely so that it does not look as if they are preoccupied with their own ambition—either to the president they serve or to the people whose votes they want to receive. It is a difficult needle to thread; only four men have successfully run for president as sitting vice presidents: John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Martin Van Buren, and Ronald Reagan’s vice president, George H. W. Bush. (Richard Nixon ran and won in 1968, eight years after he served as vice president.) “It’s been a long time, Marty,” Bush said at his first news conference after the 1988 election, when he became the first incumbent vice president to win the presidency since Van Buren in 1836. Part of Bush’s victory can be attributed to Ronald Reagan’s popularity, and his win was a virtual third term for Reagan. Bush won 80 percent of the votes of those who approved of Reagan’s job performance, and lost nine to one among those who disapproved. So while winning their party’s nomination is all but guaranteed, vice presidents sometimes have a difficult time closing the deal.

* * *

When the founding fathers gathered in Philadelphia in 1787 to write the Constitution, the vice presidency was not at the center of their attention. Article I, Section 3 of the Constitution states that the vice president will preside over the Senate “but shall have no vote, unless they be equally divided.” The Founding Fathers, wary of anything resembling a monarchy, were concerned that a president may become too powerful if the vice president had any role in the Senate greater than serving as tiebreaker, so the vice president’s job description was kept deliberately diminutive. The line between the executive and legislative branches of government was not to be blurred, and too much power was not to be concentrated in the White House. So, while a vice president can sit in the presiding officer’s chair, he cannot speak on the Senate floor without permission. Article II, Section 1 states that the vice president shall succeed the president upon the death, resignation, or removal of the president. Alexander Hamilton of New York wanted the most fundamental aspect of the job—presidential succession—to be strictly temporary. The vice president, Hamilton wrote in a draft of the Constitution, would “exercise all the powers of this Constitution vested in the President until another shall be appointed.” The Constitution’s wording on succession was never clear until the Twenty-fifth Amendment, which was ratified in 1967, and even then at least one vice president, Dick Cheney, thought it should be made more transparent. George H. W. Bush agrees. Bush has the distinction of serving as president and vice president and says that the Twenty-fifth Amendment should “probably” be revisited so that succession is made more clear.

There was debate among the founders over an even more basic concept: who would elect the president. In their quest to create a democracy and their attempts, however vain, to avoid the creation of competing political parties, some delegates to the Constitutional Convention wanted the members of the national legislature to vote for president, while others argued that it would lead to tyranny if the president was beholden to the members of Congress who had voted for him. So instead they created a system—the electoral college—in which each state has a number of electors equal to the number of the state’s senators and members of the House of Representatives. But there was no differentiation between presidential and vice presidential candidates on the ballot, and each elector cast two votes for president (for different candidates, sometimes from different parties) and no vote for vice president. The candidate who won the majority of electoral votes would become president and the runner-up would be named vice president. The House of Representatives would break a tie. As runner-up, the vice president was heir apparent to the presidency, which explains why John Adams and Thomas Jefferson were the nation’s first two vice presidents and its second and third presidents. But the system was complicated and led to a president and vice president from two different political parties being elected. In 1796, Adams, a Federalist, was elected president and Jefferson, a Democratic-Republican, was the runner-up and therefore became Adams’s vice president. Adams never consulted Jefferson on important national issues and Jefferson used his time as vice president to secure his place as leader of his party. The system was untenable. The presidential election of 1800 was another bitter contest that in the end changed the way a vice president is elected. Instead of becoming vice president as a result of the presidential vote, the next vice president would assume office as part of a party slate. In 1804 the Twelfth Amendment was adopted recognizing the reality of political parties and dictating that each elector cast separate votes for president and vice president. This significantly weakened the position, making the vice president a stand-in and not the second-most-qualified politician for the presidency.

In 1940, Franklin Delano Roosevelt only agreed to seek a third term as president if he could pick Henry Wallace as his running mate; his demand that party convention delegates go along with his decision changed the way vice presidents were chosen yet again, taking the power away from party leaders. Since 1960 almost every presidential candidate has named his running mate either at his party’s national convention or a few days before. In the event that the president died or was incapacitated for any number of reasons, the Constitution did not make succession clear. An August 1961 Chicago Tribune headline, “KENNEDY PICKS JOHNSON TO BE HIS STAND-IN,” suggests just how tenuous the arrangement was at the time. Kennedy and Johnson had an agreement that if Kennedy became incapacitated and could no longer serve, he would tell Johnson, who would then assume the presidency. If Kennedy was unable to communicate with Johnson, then Johnson could assume the powers of the presidency after consulting the Cabinet. The president could then decide at any time when he would be ready to take up the powers of the presidency again. It seemed like a haphazard way to make such an important decision.

Kennedy’s assassination changed everything. On February 10, 1967, less than four years after Kennedy was killed, the Twenty-fifth Amendment to the Constitution was adopted. The amendment allows the vice president and Cabinet to remove the president from power if they believe he is incapable of holding the job, and it makes clear that the vice president will succeed the president: “Section 1. In case of the removal of the President from office or of his death or resignation, the Vice President shall become President.” Under Section 4 of the Twenty-fifth Amendment, the vice president and a majority of either Cabinet officials or “such other body as Congress may by law provide” may declare in writing that the president “is unable to discharge the powers and duties of his office.” The amendment places the power to replace the president squarely with the vice president—unless the vice president agrees that the president is unfit to serve, he cannot be removed. Such a declaration would be submitted to the Senate president pro tempore, who presides over the Senate in the absence of the vice president, and the Speaker of the House. If the president objects, which he probably would, then a two-thirds vote by Congress would sanction his removal. If a vice president dies or is unable to serve, the amendment states that the president must name a successor to be confirmed by Congress (after Kennedy’s death, Johnson did not have a vice president until he won the presidency himself in 1964).

But Cheney still does not think the wording is clear enough. In March 2001 he asked his loyal general counsel, David Addington, “to make absolutely certain that we’re squared away because my main job here is to take over if something happens.” Cheney said Addington reviewed all the procedures, statutes, and precedents, and the one very serious concern he had was that there was no procedure for removing the vice president in the Twenty-fifth Amendment. “Dave and I were concerned, especially given my health history.” By that point Cheney had already had four heart attacks, his first when he was just thirty-seven years old running for Congress in Wyoming, and his fourth while he and George W. Bush waited for the Florida recount in November 2000. He thought of President Woodrow Wilson, who was incapacitated by a major stroke while he was in office and who left his second wife, Edith Bolling Galt Wilson, to run the country for well over a year. An added concern was that, in order for the Twenty-fifth Amendment to be carried out, the vice president would have to be part of the effort to get rid of the president. An incapacitated Cheney would mean that an incapacitated Bush could not be replaced. “I thought it was very important that we not get into the situation where I was in the office but I was incapacitated and unable to function,” Cheney said, “so we came up with the idea of the signed resignation.” He told Bush about his plan to write a resignation letter. Bush was a little taken aback by the idea but thought it made sense, given Cheney’s health issues. On March 28, 2001, Cheney took out his stationery with the vice presidential seal and wrote: “Dave Addington—You are to present the attached document to President George W. Bush if the need ever arises.—Richard B. Cheney.”

He told Addington that it would be Bush’s decision alone if the letter should be delivered to the secretary of state. “I won’t give specific instructions about when this letter should be triggered, but you need to understand something. This is not your decision to make. This is not [his wife] Lynne’s decision to make. The only thing you are to do if I become incapacitated, is get this letter out and give it to the president,” Cheney instructed Addington. “It’s his decision, and his alone.” Addington slipped the resignation letter inside two manila envelopes and hid it in a dresser drawer at his home—where he thought it would be safer than in the White House. In a twist of fate, his house was destroyed by a fire a few years later and, after getting his family safely out of the house, Addington retrieved the folder.

* * *

The vice presidency has expanded from understudy to true presidential partner. Presidential candidates now look for someone who can complement them in office, not someone who simply comes from a different part of the country and can balance the ticket geographically so that they will be elected. “The rapid evolution of technology, communications, and speed of travel has reduced many of the perceived ticket balancing needs of the old politics from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,” said Jimmy Carter, whose vice president, Walter Mondale, was picked in part because he was from the north and could balance Carter, a Southerner. “I believe personal compatibility, the balance of task assignments, and political and intellectual skills needed for governing in the complex world of today are much more important.”

Contrary to the experience of fictional vice president Selina Meyer, who, in HBO’s Emmy-winning show Veep, always got a resounding “No” when she asked her secretary if the president had called, the reality can be remarkably different.

“I worked for two vice presidents who spent most of their days, every day with the president,” White House adviser Klain said. “They didn’t have to sit by their phones and wait for a call.” But no matter how close vice presidents are to the presidents they serve, they cannot escape the reality that they are guests in the White House.





II

Two Men, Two Hotel Suites

Shit, shit, shit.

—BOBBY KENNEDY, AFTER HIS BROTHER TOLD HIM HE WAS PICKING LYNDON JOHNSON AS HIS RUNNING MATE. NINTH FLOOR, BILTMORE HOTEL, LOS ANGELES, 1960

Now, where the hell’s Bush?

—RONALD REAGAN, SEARCHING FOR A NEW RUNNING MATE AFTER GERALD FORD TURNED HIM DOWN. SIXTY-NINTH FLOOR, DETROIT RENAISSANCE CENTER HOTEL, 1980

When John Kennedy was a young senator recovering from a serious back operation, he wrote a letter to then–Senate Majority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson requesting a spot on the coveted finance, appropriations, or foreign relations committees. Johnson sent him a note: “It has been many years since I have enjoyed working with anyone as much as I have with you.” But three days later Kennedy received another letter from Johnson, this one much less collegial: Kennedy would not be getting a seat on any of the committees he requested. Johnson’s power over him at that moment was absolute, and he intended to use it.

Years after that exchange, much had changed. In 1960, Kennedy, forty-three, overwhelmingly won the Democratic Party’s nomination and Johnson, fifty-one, was his main opponent. Johnson, who was a looming presence in the campaign even though he had not participated in the primaries, came in second in delegate voting at the convention. Before he won the Democratic nomination, Kennedy told his aides that he would name a “Midwestern liberal” as his running mate. The other two men who were challenging him for the Democratic nomination, Minnesota senator Hubert Humphrey and Missouri senator Stuart Symington, were at the top of Kennedy’s list. But Johnson had not only come in second in the balloting, he had also won the South by a large margin, and no Democrat had ever been elected president without carrying the South. With only twenty-four hours to pick a running mate, Kennedy had to reconsider. If elected, Kennedy would be the first Catholic president at a time when many Americans feared that a Catholic president would take orders from the Pope and disregard the constitutional separation of church and state. In order for a Catholic to win, Kennedy had to carry the South, and he felt that he needed to bring Johnson on board—Johnson’s home state of Texas alone had twenty-four electoral votes.

Both men were staying in Los Angeles’s elegant Biltmore Hotel, where a delicate dance unfolded as the selection of a vice president consumed Kennedy and his younger brother, Bobby, who ran his campaign. Kennedy, Johnson, and their respective campaign teams were in matching large corner suites two floors apart in the art deco hotel, each with three main rooms and a series of standard hotel bedrooms stretching down a poorly lit corridor—Kennedy’s on the ninth floor and Johnson’s on the seventh. In both suites, the doors to the bedrooms were kept open and the atmosphere felt more like that of a standard company office than a luxury hotel.

Johnson and Kennedy were from two different worlds—Johnson had grown up Protestant and dirt poor in Texas, Kennedy was an Irish Catholic New Englander and the child of Joe Kennedy, the incredibly wealthy former U.S. ambassador to the United Kingdom. Johnson graduated from Southwest Texas State Teachers College (now Texas State University), Kennedy from Harvard. Johnson was unrefined and unaware of the absurdity of some of his remarks (for instance when John Kennedy Jr. was born, Johnson sent Kennedy a telegram: “Name that boy ‘Lyndon Johnson’ and a heifer calf will be his”). Johnson was six feet, three inches and a powerful Senate leader who had a reputation for looming over colleagues, an act of physical intimidation so famous that it became known as the so-called Johnson treatment. Kennedy was much more sophisticated and reserved, and so were most of the people he surrounded himself with. As Kennedy’s personal secretary Evelyn Lincoln would later write of the Johnson and Kennedy aides, “It was almost as if Romeo and Juliet had gotten married, and now Mr. Montague must somehow try to get along with Mr. Capulet.”

But the union almost did not happen. Kennedy always thought Johnson would reject an offer to join his ticket, but the night before, when Kennedy won the nomination, Johnson sent him a telegram that suggested otherwise. It read, “LBJ now means Let’s Back Jack.” Johnson was not-so-subtly signaling his interest. He had already asked his aides to research how many vice presidents had become president (ten at that point) and to report back with the number of presidents who had died in office (then seven). At around 8:00 a.m. on Thursday, July 14, 1960, the morning after the Massachusetts senator won the Democratic nomination, Kennedy called Johnson’s suite. Johnson’s wife, Lady Bird, picked up the phone and shook her husband, who was sleeping in the twin bed next to hers. Kennedy told Johnson he wanted to talk with him in private, and they agreed he would come down to Johnson’s suite at around 10:00. Johnson jumped out of bed and told a secretary to tidy up the suite’s living room—he knew what this meant. Then he called his closest advisers, the future Texas governor John Connally, and his campaign manager James Rowe.

“Kennedy is coming down here in a few minutes,” Johnson told Rowe, “and I think he’s going to offer me the vice presidency. What should I do?”

“What do you want that for? You’ve got the power now,” Rowe replied, referring to Johnson’s position as Senate majority leader.

But Johnson was interested. “Power is where power goes,” he said. He estimated his odds of ascension to the presidency if he became vice president to be approximately one in four. He is said to have told the politician and diplomat Clare Boothe Luce, “I’m a gambling man, darling, and this is the only chance I’ve got.”

Before the call, the Kennedy brothers had huddled and, in hushed voices, John told Bobby that he wasn’t going to choose labor union leader Walter Reuther for vice president, as Bobby had hoped. Several Southern governors had visited him and said he needed Johnson on the ticket to win. Bobby was furious—“Shit, shit, shit,” he muttered as he left his brother’s suite. Bobby hated Johnson, and that hatred clouded his thinking and could not be masked. Other Kennedy aides were just as apoplectic. “I was so furious I could hardly talk,” Kennedy confidant Ken O’Donnell recalled. “I thought of the promises we had made to the labor leaders and the civil rights groups, the assurances we had given that Johnson would not be on the ticket . . . I felt that we had been double-crossed.”

O’Donnell insisted on talking to Kennedy himself. Bobby brought him up to the ninth-floor suite and when Kennedy saw O’Donnell’s devastated face he told him that the offer was only pro forma and that maybe Johnson wouldn’t accept, and if he did there was an added benefit of keeping him off Capitol Hill. “I won’t be able to live with Lyndon Johnson as leader,” Kennedy reasoned. “Did it occur to you that if Lyndon Johnson becomes vice president, I’ll have Mike Mansfield as the leader. . . . Somebody I can trust and depend on.”

Johnson’s loyalty to Kennedy would be tested from the very beginning during the humiliating behind-the-scenes ordeal at the convention. Johnson had said that he could not accept the offer without the blessing of his fellow Texan and mentor, Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn. But Rayburn was against Johnson being vice president, and he told Johnson and his wife that he “would not be happy” without him on the Hill. Rayburn knew that Johnson had wanted to be president ever since he was a young boy, and he knew he would not be content with being number two. Rayburn was all too aware of the terrible experience of FDR’s first vice president, John Nance Garner—in fact, he considered Garner a mentor and had seen what happened after his friend, who was himself Speaker of the House, accepted Roosevelt’s vice presidential offer in 1932: Garner became so bitter and vengeful toward Roosevelt, who he likened to a “dictator,” that he became part of a “Stop Roosevelt” movement when FDR sought an unprecedented third term. But maybe this would be different. Now, Kennedy personally visited Rayburn in his hotel suite, promised to treat Johnson well, and persuaded Rayburn to support the idea, with caveats.

“I’m dead set against this but I’ve thought it over, and I’m going to tell you several things,” Rayburn told Kennedy. “If you tell me that you have to have Lyndon on the ticket in order to win the election, and if you tell me that you’ll go before the world and tell the world that Lyndon is your choice and that you insist on his being the nominee, and if you’ll make every possible use of him in the National Security Council and every other way to keep him busy and keep him happy, then the objections that I have had I’m willing to withdraw.”

But the Kennedy-Johnson alliance would always be difficult, in part because of Bobby Kennedy. Bobby more than disliked Johnson—he called him “mean, bitter, and vicious . . . an animal in many ways.” It began when Bobby was a young aide to the powerful Wisconsin senator Joe McCarthy. He had heard Johnson delight in telling a story that made fun of his father, family patriarch Joe Kennedy. As Johnson told it, when he was a young Texas congressman, President Franklin Roosevelt summoned him to the White House and told him of his plans to fire Kennedy, who was then ambassador to the United Kingdom. Bobby idolized his father and was deeply offended that Johnson would make light of his father’s dismissal. Johnson and Bobby first met in the Senate cafeteria in 1953, when, one morning during breakfast, Johnson walked by the twenty-seven-year-old, who was sitting with McCarthy and several other aides. Everyone stood to shake Johnson’s hand and pay homage to the powerful senator. Everyone, that is, except Bobby. Johnson aide Horace Busby described the look on Bobby’s face as “sort of a glower.” After Johnson shook everyone’s hand he looked down at Bobby, who was still seated, and hovered over him until Bobby could not avoid standing and shaking his hand, too. But even then he refused to make eye contact. “He didn’t want to get up,” Busby recalled, “but Johnson was kind of forcing him to.” To make matters worse, during the campaign Johnson implied that the Kennedy patriarch had been friendly to the “appeasement” government of British prime minister Neville Chamberlain when Kennedy was U.S. ambassador to Britain before World War II broke out. Johnson even said that Joe Kennedy thought “Hitler was right.”

Also during the campaign, Johnson’s decision to bring up John Kennedy’s poor health—dispatching campaign aides to relay Kennedy’s afflictions to the press during the primary—only deepened Bobby’s disdain. Kennedy needed daily doses of cortisone because of his Addison’s disease, a painful illness that results from damaged adrenal glands. Johnson described the older Kennedy brother as a “little scrawny fellow with rickets” and “not a man’s man.” Then he attacked Kennedy for his long campaign and said, “Jack was out kissing babies while I was passing bills, including his bills.” Johnson made it clear that he considered Kennedy an entitled elitist who was too young and too inexperienced for the job. “Have you heard the news?” he asked a congressman. “Jack’s pediatricians have just given him a clean bill of health!” Bobby vowed never to forget any of it.

Bobby spent three hours and made several feverish trips between that morning and Kennedy’s midafternoon announcement of Johnson as his running mate, using the back stairs between his suite on the ninth floor and Johnson’s on the seventh in a persistent but vain attempt to get Johnson to reject his brother’s offer. At around 1:30 p.m. Bobby went to the suite wanting to see Johnson but Johnson refused. Rayburn and Connally instead agreed to sit down with Bobby. They saw the younger Kennedy in a state of sheer panic. “We’ve got to persuade Lyndon not to take this vice-presidential thing,” Bobby begged. “I don’t know why my brother made the offer, but it’s a terrible mistake. There’s a revolt brewing on the floor. Labor is off the reservation, the liberals are in revolt. You’ve just got to persuade him not to accept this.” Bobby wanted to know if Johnson would be satisfied being chair of the Democratic National Committee instead.

“Shit,” Rayburn replied and went to the bedroom where Johnson and Lady Bird were mulling over the confusing events of that morning. Rayburn asked if Johnson would agree to meet with Bobby. Lady Bird told her husband not to do it, that Kennedy needed to personally withdraw the offer himself. Although Bobby was not able to convince Johnson to bow out, he did cement a bitterness between the two men that would last until the end of each of their lives.

Finally, at about 3:30 p.m., Kennedy called Johnson, who was still sitting on his hotel room bed, and read him the press release announcing Johnson as his running mate. “Well, if you really want me, I’ll do it,” a confused and exhausted Johnson replied. Incredibly, about a half-hour later Bobby made one more visit to Johnson, begging him to reconsider, but Johnson again refused.

Bobby recalled later, “He is one of the greatest looking sad people in the world—you know, he can turn that on. I thought he’d burst into tears. He just shook, and tears came into his eyes, and he said, swallowing his pride: ‘I want to be Vice President, and, if the President will have me, I’ll join him in making a fight for it.’” Up until a few minutes before Johnson announced that he had accepted Kennedy’s offer, Bobby was still pressuring him to say no. Finally, Washington Post publisher Philip Graham, who was in Johnson’s suite part of the day, called Kennedy and asked him what he wanted Johnson to do. “Oh,” Kennedy said, sounding completely calm, “that’s all right; Bobby’s been out of touch and doesn’t know what’s been happening.”

“Well, what do you want Lyndon to do?” Graham asked.

“I want him to make a statement right away,” Kennedy replied.

Johnson and Lady Bird, his dutiful wife, stood on chairs in the hallway outside their suite to make the announcement as reporters jammed tightly together. Kennedy had made a statement at a packed press conference a few minutes earlier. “We need men of strength if we are to be strong and if we are to prevail
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