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				“If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person? Dear children, let us not love with words or speech but with actions and in truth.”

				—1 John 3:17–18

			

		

	
		
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			I began researching this biography long ago, and by the time I finished writing, the political winds had shifted yet again, blowing the country into dark, dangerous, uncharted waters. We live now within an immense and profound cruelty, in a resurgence of white supremacy and the vile hatreds of racism and nativism and misogyny and homophobia and Islamophobia, in an anti-intellectual farrago in which large segments of the public display an aversion to indisputable facts and regard hard science as subversive, in a polarization so wide and hostile that Americans cannot even agree on protecting one another from a virus that, as I write, has taken the lives of one million citizens, in a bizarre, dizzying derangement that has a large number of self-described “patriotic” Americans extolling authoritarian dictators as heroes to be lionized and models to be emulated, and in a deep crisis for democracy itself, now surprisingly as fragile as an eggshell, and which virtually the entire rank and file of one of the nation’s two major political parties now eschews.

			None of these terrors came out of the blue, and the story I tell in these pages about the demise of liberalism and of the liberal consensus that had once been the prevailing American ideology, and the rise of conservatism, which, by the 1980s, had displaced liberalism as the dominant ideology, is certainly a predicate for the crisis in which the nation now finds itself—a crisis in which supporters of a former president march triumphantly with swastikas and wear T-shirts emblazoned with anti-Black and anti-Semitic slogans and insist an election—and, more, a nation—was stolen from them. Ronald Reagan oversaw a moral recalibration. This is something else: a moral extirpation. As Thomas Mann, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution and a longtime political observer, recently put it, the Republican Party has undergone a transformation that precludes having a “moral sense: honesty, empathy, respect for one’s colleagues, wisdom, institutional loyalty, a willingness to put country ahead of party on existential matters, an openness to changing conditions.”

			If this book tells how the foundation was laid for that extirpation, which threatens to move the tectonic plates of the nation’s politics yet again, this time from conservatism to reactionary populism, so might it suggest a way back from the political and moral abyss that we face. Edward Kennedy was a deeply flawed man, for which he was reviled. But for all his faults, he was a good man, a caring man, an empathetic man, a man who sought to make this a better world. His were faults of the flesh, not the soul. He is arguably—an argument I have tried to make—the most consequential public servant of the last fifty years and the one who did more to help his fellow men and women than any other in that period. To the extent we reflect upon him and his times, I hope that perhaps, albeit in some small way, his political life might serve as a model for future public servants and for citizens generally; that it might remind us of our better selves; that it might show us how one individual can provide a ripple of hope in what seems an angry ocean of hopelessness; that it might challenge the ugliness that seems to have overtaken us; and, finally, that it might move us to rediscover our virtue and restore our nation’s moral purpose when it is under assault.

		

	
		
		
			INTRODUCTION

			A Countervailing Wind

			In that tense school year that ran from the fall of 1974 to the spring of 1975, Boston seethed as Federal Judge W. Arthur Garrity, Jr., tried to enforce a plan to desegregate the city’s schools, and scores of white parents resisted the attempt—resisted it angrily, forcefully, resentfully, and even violently, until the seething erupted into explosion. Among the angriest, most forceful, resentful, and even violent of those parents was forty-three-year-old Elvira Palladino, or “Pixie,” as she was known. But Palladino was no pixie. Though small of stature, she was loud, tough, coarse, vulgar, unfiltered, impolitic, and impolite—she once gave a monsignor who supported busing the Sicilian “kiss of death”—more a hellion than a sprite. Some called her “Garbage Mouth.” The daughter of immigrants from the South of Italy, her father had worked in a shoe factory, and she sewed stitches in a clothing factory herself, which was where she met her future husband. Even after she became a civic leader, helping rouse those furious white parents against the establishment, she preferred to think of herself as a mother—she had two school-age children—and it was her children who had brought her to the forefront of the antibusing movement that year as the head of the East Boston chapter of Restore Our Alienated Rights, or ROAR, a perfect acronym for an organization that shouted down proponents of busing.

			Palladino was blunt. She did not want her children bused out of East Boston, nor did she want Black children bused in. Races shouldn’t mingle, she said. She had led a contingent at the antibusing rally on Boston’s City Hall Plaza on September 9, 1974, three days before the opening of the schools and at the beginning of implementation of the desegregation plan—a rally at which Senator Edward Kennedy, who supported the court desegregation order, had foolishly waded into the restive crowd hoping to calm them and instead incited them, so that he was forced to retreat and race into the federal office building named for his brother John, under a torrent of vitriol and a hail of missiles, including a raw egg. And Palladino had led another contingent the following spring as tensions over busing were still thick, this one in front of South Atlantic High School in Quincy, where Ted had made a speech and where angry protesters, massing outside, deflated the tires of his car, rubbed dog feces onto the car’s door handles, and chased him down the street when he exited the building, screaming at him, until he raced into a subway station, leaped through the doors of an incoming train, and survived. (A photo of another rally showed Palladino being forcibly carried away by two policemen.) All that year and into the next, at speeches and hearings and meetings, Palladino, sometimes wearing a tam-o’-shanter over her curly black hair, sometimes wearing a stop forced busing T-shirt, showed up to harass Ted Kennedy, harass him for forsaking the white working class of Boston and favoring Black people, whom she called “pickaninnies” and “jungle bunnies.” “First among his tormentors,” the political scientist Ronald Formisano, who wrote a book about the Boston busing acrimony, would call Pixie Palladino due to her hostility to Ted Kennedy. Ted agreed, saying that she seemed to pop up wherever he was, shouting at him “at the top of her lungs.” She came. She never stopped coming. She was even accused of punching him in the stomach during the fracas at the City Hall rally.

			But Pixie Palladino and her army of angry Italian and Irish mothers who would drive their cars in motorcades through the Boston streets blasting their horns to protest busing were not anomalies that year. In fact, they had drawn encouragement from the new president, Gerald Ford, who had ascended to the office after Richard Nixon was driven from it by his Watergate depredations and who had argued forcefully against court-ordered busing for the purpose of desegregating schools. Far from anomalies, these women had become the face of America, ordinary folks, salt of the earth, a no-longer-silent majority, tired of being taken for granted, taking to the barricades, and their hostility toward Ted Kennedy, who had once been their champion and hero, was a sign of how dramatically the country had changed since he took office late in 1962. As a young senator, only thirty at his swearing-in, Ted Kennedy had caught the liberal wind and then, after his brothers’ deaths, sought to be the voice of the dispossessed, which had, at the time, included these working-class ethnic Americans. Instead, the wind had died, and that voice belonged now to the Pixie Palladinos, who were carried by a countervailing wind.

			

			—

			Volume one of this biography, Catching the Wind, traced Edward Moore Kennedy’s personal journey, which conflated with his political journey: how the youngest of the Kennedys, America’s most famous family, was also regarded as the least of the Kennedys, a dull boy of little intelligence and even less character; how, after being expelled from Harvard when he asked a friend to take a Spanish exam for him, he enlisted in the army, returned to Harvard, was graduated, and then attended the University of Virginia Law School in hope of following his brothers into politics; how, by the dictates of the Kennedy family succession, he ran for the Senate when he was scarcely old enough to qualify for the office and had no legislative experience; how he entered the Senate with a cloud hanging over him and a preconception among his colleagues that he was a spoiled princeling; and how he used the deference he had learned in his own family as the youngest to ingratiate himself with the Senate leaders; and how he worked hard, very hard, to disabuse his colleagues of the impression they might have had of him; how, after the death of his brother John, the president, he took up John’s causes, giving his maiden speech in support of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that his brother had initiated; how he survived a terrible plane accident the very night the Civil Rights Act was passed and spent the next six months in the hospital with a broken back; how he used that time productively, inviting Harvard professors to his hospital room to tutor him, so that when he returned to the Senate, he was fortified with knowledge to go along with his charm and his drive; how his brother Bobby, who had entered the Senate in 1965, pushed him to be a better senator; and how, after Bobby’s assassination, he assumed his brothers’ mantle as a leading liberal, perhaps the leading liberal, even a prospective president, not only borne along by the liberal wind that his brothers had helped generate, but also now generating that wind himself, in no small measure because, as the least of the Kennedys and as someone who had suffered humiliations, he identified with the disempowered.

			

			—

			That was how Edward Kennedy entered 1974: no longer in his brothers’ shadow but as a force in his own right.

			That year, as the Boston busing protests would demonstrate, was a political inflection point. The coalition assembled by Franklin Roosevelt, a coalition forged largely between the white working class, people like Pixie, and Black Americans, had endured through the presidencies of Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower, a Republican, and of John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. It had not only endured in Johnson’s but in many ways crested with it and with his Great Society—the most impressive legislative blitz since the New Deal. Some historians called the period of Johnson’s early presidency the “liberal hour” and the political alignment at the time the “liberal consensus” because Republicans and Democrats were largely in accord about the fundamental purposes of government, if not on the means to achieve them. But now the coalition was beginning to splinter. Now Richard Nixon had managed to pry apart those white and minority cohorts, which had been bound by their economic affinities and by their reliance on government action on their behalf, and, projecting his own resentments onto those of the nation, Nixon had begun to replace the affinities with cultural divisions. The antibusing riots in Boston, where white citizens attacked Black citizens, even attacked those citizens’ children with beer bottles and rocks and soda cans as those children sat terrified on their buses, were only one demonstration of Nixon’s success in fracturing the country he had proclaimed he would bring together.

			But Richard Nixon had only brought the fraction to fruition. The demise of the political coalition had been aborning for a long time, a story also told in Catching the Wind—the story of how, despite Ted Kennedy’s best efforts, the end of the liberal hour was tolling. Whatever the politics behind it, the Great Society was primarily the product of something extrapolitical, of moral momentum propelled in no small part by the assassination of John Kennedy and the shock with which it had shaken the nation, and by Lyndon Johnson’s desire to use that shock to create a legacy for himself that could stand beside Franklin Roosevelt’s. Drawing on the national mourning for its lost leader and using his own considerable legislative skills, Johnson had created antipoverty programs, programs for neighborhood empowerment, a Medicare plan to provide health insurance for the elderly, and a Medicaid plan to provide it for the poor. Perhaps most important, he had engineered the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and then the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which bestowed the blessings of full citizenship on Black Americans. The political benefits of doing so were, for liberal Democrats like Ted Kennedy, scarce; the civil rights initiatives would cost the Democrats the South, which had been a fundamental part of the Roosevelt coalition. But the liberal hour wasn’t just about politics. It was about doing the right thing. As the British journalist Godfrey Hodgson observed of that period, “From roughly 1963 to 1968, at any rate, the attention of the United States had been all but monopolized by two groups. One consisted of those—the poor, blacks, other underprivileged minorities—whose interests were served by posing the moral issue; the other—the young, intellectuals and the professional upper-middle class—was made up of people whose interests were in any case so securely protected by the status quo that they could afford the luxury of interpreting politics in moral terms. These two groups joined forces to put the issue of national morality at the center of American politics.” And in those few years, with that moral focus, the nation had done the right thing.

			It was powerful, even epochal, this moment of moral exhilaration, but it would be brief. Lyndon Johnson erected his Great Society and then, almost immediately, razed it with the Vietnam War, which came to be seen not just as a tragic military blunder but, by the very liberals who had supported Johnson’s domestic efforts, as a moral catastrophe marked by the deaths of some two million Vietnamese civilians and the displacement of millions more; by the deaths of 58,000 American troops; by the use of flesh-burning napalm and by the decimation of the Vietnamese environment through chemicals like Agent Orange that also ruined the health of so many American soldiers there; by the slaughter of women and children by American soldiers at My Lai; and by a general sense of moral anomie, perhaps best captured by Eddie Adams’s famous Pulitzer Prize–winning photograph of South Vietnamese national police chief Nguyen Loc Loan coolly executing a suspected North Vietnamese collaborator with a gunshot to the head in the middle of a Saigon street. Vietnam, it would be said, corrupted the American soul. Vietnam, it would be said, prompted doubts that Americans had seldom felt about themselves, even as Lyndon Johnson and then Richard Nixon encouraged their fellow citizens to see the war as a grand messianic mission to defeat Communism, promote liberty, and protect the world.

			And so if the liberal hour was a product of moral fervor, it was a casualty, in no small measure, of moral abdication. Ted Kennedy, adhering to anti-Communist Cold War doctrine, had supported the war long after others, including his brother Robert, turned against it. Then he too flipped, though this was less a political decision (despite a growing chorus of Democrats beginning to recognize the corrosive effects of the war), than a family decision (he didn’t like being at odds with his brother), and finally a moral decision. Ted Kennedy was the chairman of the Senate Subcommittee on Refugees, which made him the trustee for the Vietnamese civilians whom the war had uprooted and who were caught between North Vietnamese forces on one side, and American and South Vietnamese ones on the other, and his opposition to the war was largely framed less as anger over the pointlessness of the war than as advocacy for those civilians harmed by it. When Bobby, in his own effort to end the war, announced his candidacy for the presidency in March 1968—after Senator Eugene McCarthy had, with more courage than Bobby, mounted an antiwar campaign against Lyndon Johnson and had embarrassed Johnson in the New Hampshire primary by coming close to defeating him—he called it a campaign for the soul of America, a campaign to restore the country’s moral fiber. But the promise of moral restoration, which seemed to excite the country for the eighty days of Bobby’s campaign, didn’t succeed. The deaths of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., and then of Bobby, just two months apart in the spring of 1968, removed two of the country’s foremost leaders of conscience and sent America into a moral tailspin from which it never fully recovered, not even decades later.

			That story was told in Catching the Wind as well—the story of how the liberal hour ticked down because it could not survive the waning of the morality that had seemed to drive it. Johnson, himself so undone by Vietnam that he chose not to stand for reelection, was followed into the White House by Richard Nixon, whom liberals had long viewed as deceitful and self-serving and who burned with personal vendettas against those who, he felt, seemed to think they were his social betters. Nixon had no interest in restoring America’s soul, which, in any case, he felt had been lost not because of Vietnam but because of those who had protested the war and because of the civil rights movement and because liberal permissiveness—“permissive” became a conservative epithet—undermined traditional morality, and because cultural changes seemed to threaten white Protestant working-class and middle-class America with which he so closely identified, just as Ted Kennedy had identified with the underclass. In Nixon’s view and that of his supporters, America had been a great country before the disruptions of the 1960s sent it off course, and it was still a great country, but the silent majority—those hard-working white Americans—had been shouted down, drowned out, marginalized by the left. And in this respect, Nixon was surely a man of his moment. He seemed to channel precisely how that so-called silent majority felt as their world seemed to be crumbling around them. After the death of Bobby Kennedy, a man who had seemed uniquely suited to maintaining the liberal coalition, many Americans concluded that Bobby had been wrong. America didn’t need to restore its moral fiber. It needed to restore its past—the time before the 1960s.

			Lyndon Johnson had helped kill the liberal hour through his hubris. His successor, Richard Nixon, made sure that it would not be resurrected. That too is a story told in Catching the Wind.

			

			—

			Ted Kennedy certainly understood what Nixon’s project portended: To him, the end of the liberal hour meant the end of social and racial progress. And believing that, Ted Kennedy fought back. He had his brothers’ legacies to maintain and his own legacy to begin. He spent the Nixon presidency carrying the “fallen standard” of his brothers, as he put it after he emerged from his seclusion the summer Bobby Kennedy was assassinated. Catching the Wind tells of that emergence—of how Ted, of whom so little was expected, turned himself into a sedulous legislator and became a kind of “shadow president,” creating a liberal alternative to Richard Nixon’s presidency; how he pushed liberal legislation and a liberal foreign policy; how he assailed Nixon for forsaking the country’s moral traditions; and how he tried to champion the disempowered. And it tells how Richard Nixon, who both feared and despised Ted Kennedy, nevertheless tried to co-opt him so that Nixon’s presidency, if not his rhetoric, turned out to be far more liberal than anyone might have suspected when he came into office.

			But even as Richard Nixon was trying to blunt Ted Kennedy’s assaults, Kennedy’s own moral authority would collapse, and that is one of the stories of Catching the Wind as well. Ted was never the moral exemplar that his brothers purported to be. He was, in his own mind and in the minds of many, the most impaired and fallible of the Kennedys, which was why he worked so hard to convince them, and to convince himself, otherwise. And with that work, he seemed to expunge the doubts about him and inherit his brothers’ moral authority. And then in July 1969, with Nixon only six months in office, Ted Kennedy squandered his authority on an automobile accident late at night on Chappaquiddick Island, off Martha’s Vineyard, in which a young woman was killed—an accident he failed to report until the next morning. Kennedy had been one of the few bulwarks against the conservative enterprise to end liberalism, and the accident was a conservative godsend. (Nixon couldn’t stop ruminating about it.) No one wanted to hear moral bromides from a man who seemed as morally compromised as Ted Kennedy now seemed. He had been the only national figure who might have revived the moral passion that Vietnam had destroyed—a Kennedy restoration was Nixon’s deepest fear—and that Nixon had worked so hard to prevent. Now Ted couldn’t.

			After a triumphant reelection in 1972, in which he trounced Democratic nominee George McGovern and trounced liberalism, too, Richard Nixon seemed to construct a new political coalition for a new postliberal era. Pundits would later talk of “Reagan Democrats,” white blue-collar workers who had abandoned the Democratic Party, but they were first “Nixon Democrats,” and their defections were a harbinger of what was to come. And yet Richard Nixon, who seethed with resentments, was never a man to leave well enough alone. Determined not just to beat the Democrats but to eliminate them, he had encouraged his minions to sow discord among the opposition, to play “dirty tricks” on them, to sic the government on them, to investigate them—Ted Kennedy was a major target—to burglarize their headquarters. In the process he wound up undoing his own presidency when the burglary of the Democratic National Committee office at the Watergate office and hotel complex in Washington was interrupted by a security guard and when Nixon was revealed to have approved paying off the burglars with laundered money to buy their silence. Needless to say, in a period of uncertain morality, this also had moral implications, just not the ones most Americans might have thought. Testifying before the Senate select committee to investigate the administration’s malefactions, Nixon’s men, one after another, defended themselves on the basis that they had been conducting a moral mission themselves—a mission to save the nation from the permissive rot of the liberals. John Ehrlichman, the president’s chief domestic adviser, called Nixon’s henchmen “idealistic.” Bob Haldeman, Nixon’s chief of staff, admitted that he had penned “good” and “great” in the margins of a memo that predicted Nixon would be greeted by hostile demonstrators in North Carolina during a visit to the evangelist Reverend Billy Graham, not only hostile but “violent”—“good” and “great” notwithstanding that violence, because seemingly it would expose those demonstrators as dangerous. And G. Gordon Liddy, one of those Watergate burglars, would write: “To permit the thought, spirit, life-style of the ’60s movement to achieve power…was a thought as offensive to me as was the thought of surrender to a career Japanese soldier in 1945.” This was obviously politics wrapped to look like morality, but the sentiments were no less sincere for that. Conservatives genuinely feared the 1960s, feared the direction the country had taken then, feared the end of white Anglo-Saxon Protestant power (power that John Kennedy’s election as a Catholic had seemed to imperil), feared the rise of Black Americans, feared the doubts that Vietnam had sown about the deployment of military force, feared feminism, feared what they saw as moral depravity that was the inevitable result of permissiveness—feared these things so much that they were willing to use covert, illegal means to arrest them. And added to the irony here of moralism defending itself against morality, there was another irony: Watergate, as the collection of Nixon’s crimes would be called, would further undermine the sense of American morality, but rather than hurt the conservatives who had promulgated the crimes, it would undermine the very trust in government on which liberalism had been predicated. Richard Nixon went a long way toward destroying liberalism, just not the way he had wanted to. He did so by stripping Americans of their faith in their institutions and their leaders.

			And that is a story told in Catching the Wind.

			

			—

			Richard Nixon’s resentments, which had devoured him and led to Watergate, lived on long after he departed the White House. And when the liberal hour wound down, those resentments, now national resentments, would consume American politics and not just for a brief period, not just for a conservative hour, but for decades. Those resentments would trigger a backlash against liberalism—a backlash against the way it was transforming America and a backlash that John Kennedy’s death had only delayed and muted.

			And that backlash was what was transpiring in Boston in the mid-1970s, when Pixie Palladino led her demonstrations and hounded Ted Kennedy “like a banshee,” as scholar Ronald Formisano would put it, and shouted him down, and chased him into the subway. Race was clearly a large part of that backlash, since liberalism was so closely associated with racial progress and since the white working class had come to see racial progress as a threat to its own neighborhoods, jobs, and schools. When the issue of integrating Boston’s schools was first raised in the 1960s, the leader of those opposed to busing, Louise Day Hicks, disavowed racism—at least overt racism. She wanted only to maintain neighborhood schools, she claimed. But that was the 1960s, John Kennedy’s decade, Lyndon Johnson’s decade. (Later, in 1967, Hicks would run for mayor, lose narrowly, and lose again four years later, then win a seat in the House as the face of Boston’s white ethnic citizens. “You Know Where I Stand” was her slogan in that first mayoral race, meaning where she stood on integration.) By the 1970s, when forced integration was on the table, Hicks, disappointed by the violent turn the movement had taken, both stepped aside and was pushed aside by protesters like Palladino who didn’t hide their racial prejudice. “Sure we’re racists,” Formisano would quote protesters. “Isn’t everybody?” And for those protesters, race was closely tied to crime—a conjunction that Richard Nixon had cleverly exploited, after dozens of American cities erupted in racial violence, using “law and order” euphemistically to refer to race, as if Black Americans posed a physical threat to white Americans. Black people had waited one hundred years after the end of the Civil War to gain their rights during the liberal hour. Over the following decade, working-class white Americans reacted with grievance, feeling they had been forgotten or been pushed aside, marginalized, stripped of their rights, as Black Americans were gaining theirs—losers of a giant zero-sum game. Decades later the political observer Thomas Edsall would describe what happened to America after the Great Society in terms that Pixie Palladino and her army would have understood and endorsed. “Beginning in the mid-60s,” he wrote, “the priorities of the Democratic Party began to shift away from the white working- and middle-class voters—many of them socially conservative, Christian and religiously observant—to a set of emerging constituencies seeking rights and privileges previously reserved for white men: African-Americans; women’s rights advocates; proponents of ethnic diversity, sexual freedom and self-expressive individualism.” School busing seemed to both symbolize the transition and ignite it.

			But Pixie Palladino, though a racist, had other resentments, even deeper than her racial ones, and in these too she reflected how America was changing. She not only detested Black Americans, who she feared were displacing white working-class Americans like her; she also detested those who had advanced their cause. In this, Palladino wasn’t far from her predecessor, Louise Day Hicks. As J. Anthony Lukas wrote of Hicks, she had “tapped a much broader sense of grievance, rooted less in race than in class: the feeling of many working-class whites that they had been abandoned by the very institutions—City Hall, the Democratic Party, the Catholic Church, the popular press—that until recently had been their patrons and allies.” Abandoned. And Richard Nixon, whose own resentments very much paralleled theirs, had known how to take advantage of their umbrage. And that sense of abandonment had only intensified when Hicks, who was still in many ways an establishment figure—her father had been a judge, and she was lace-curtain Irish who was a devout Catholic—gave way to the less rarified Pixie Palladinos, who roared against everything. Ronald Formisano would make the same observation as Lukas: “Pixie’s pugnacious style was pure backlash,” he wrote. But the greatest backlash was her “ferocious anger toward upper-class types such as [Ted] Kennedy and [Judge] Garrity,” whom she scornfully called the “beautiful people.” And Pixie and her troops would invade meetings of city committees—committees of “beautiful people” mainly from the Boston suburbs—and shout them down to shut them down. In a perfect blend of her racial and class antagonisms, Palladino would say: the “Kennedys look down on people of color like me.”

			So what happened in City Hall Plaza in September 1974 when Ted Kennedy was rattled by a crowd that pilloried him, and outside South Atlantic High School in April 1975 by a crowd that threatened him, and again and again over the following year pointed both to Ted’s loss of moral authority among those ethnic white Bostonians and to the direction of the country now that the liberal wind was weakening. Bostonians like Pixie Palladino felt that they had been not only abandoned but also disrespected—that government, and the beautiful people who ran it, felt they knew better than the ordinary people, Nixon’s once-silent majority. And that disrespect would ultimately release long-pent-up anger at having had to play by liberal rules. And now all the disaffected and aggrieved who had chafed at those rules, who had felt that their values were trashed by the permissiveness of the 1960s and by the rise of the young and the Black and the gay and the feminists, were getting their revenge—the revenge of the 1970s against the ’60s.

			And that revenge, intensifying, billowing, gusting, an angry political tornado roaring across the country and blowing down everything for which the Kennedys had stood and for which Ted Kennedy had fought—everything for which he would continue to fight—is the story of Against the Wind. If Catching the Wind was about the brief blast of moral wind that filled the sails of the Great Society and that Ted Kennedy caught in helping advance that society as a tribute to his brothers and as an obligation to those Americans whom, he believed, needed him, Against the Wind is about how, despite Richard Nixon’s disgrace after Watergate, the wind shifted and reversed, and how Ted Kennedy attempted to defy it, then bent into it, charged into it, even as he realized that the moral moment had passed and the nation’s values had changed, as Pixie Palladino so amply demonstrated. Under Franklin Roosevelt and for thirty years thereafter, America had been basically a liberal country, expounding a sense of charity and generosity and hope and community, even when it failed to live up to those pronouncements, as it so often did. And while the turn against that generosity began under Richard Nixon, the vestiges of liberalism were still strong enough that he felt compelled to speak in code about his racial animosities rather than openly about them, even as he sought to divide the country along racial lines. But what Nixon had sown, his Republican successors would reap. Nixon dreamed of a permanent majority—a majority that united traditional conservatives and Southerners with the old working-class New Deal Democrats who now felt neglected. In his wake, Republicans would very nearly achieve it. Beginning in 1980 under Ronald Reagan, the deeply conservative but affable former governor of California who largely eschewed racial appeals for more veiled and circumspect appeals to individual liberty, and whose deepest antagonisms were expressed by inveighing against the alleged encroachments of government, encroachments that liberals had viewed as necessary to bring the promise of the nation to all its citizens—under Reagan, and then for more than thirty years thereafter, America would abandon the ideals that had held the liberal consensus together. Reagan’s America would embrace individual liberty over a sense of community, though it was lost on no one that conservatives would be far less zealous in promoting the liberties of Black Americans than in defending the rights of white Americans to deny those liberties. It would be a country in retreat from progressive principles that had defined not only liberalism but also, for nearly four decades, the nation itself. If, in Catching the Wind, Ted Kennedy, like his country, had drafted behind a liberal wind, in Against the Wind he would be sailing against a stiff conservative wind.

			But this is not just the personal story of a man fighting for what he believed in (conservatives, after all, had no less conviction in their cause than Ted Kennedy had in his), or the political story of a country redefining itself, though it is certainly that, arguably the biggest political story of the last twenty-five years of the twentieth century and the first ten of the twenty-first, or the story of a society in upheaval as it faced those racial and class antagonisms that had animated Pixie Palladino, though it is that too. It is, perhaps most fundamentally, the story of how the basic moral precepts of the nation, those precepts that had driven liberalism, changed: a story in which Ted Kennedy was a central protagonist, both as the champion of liberalism, to his admirers, and as a symbol of the very disdain and hypocrisy against which the conservatives and their new populist allies were taking up arms. For as much as the national transformation that destroyed the old liberal consensus forged between moderate Democrats and Republicans in the 1950s had to do with race and with a sense of raw grievance against so-called liberal elitists, so too did it have to do with a rebellion against a certain kind of moral order they felt had been imposed upon them—an order that called for obligations to one another. The New Deal had begun with what Franklin Roosevelt, in his acceptance of the Democratic presidential nomination in 1932, called a “simple moral principle”: namely that the state should serve the needs of the great mass of its citizens—all its citizens. And while in the post–New Deal period conservatives and liberals, Republicans and Democrats, would disagree on many things, on matters of political philosophy and policy and the means to achieve their ends, they generally agreed on the moral basis of national unity. The Republican Senate minority leader Everett Dirksen was a staunchly traditional conservative, but he nevertheless supported Johnson’s Civil Rights Act, supported it powerfully and even movingly, and he brought twenty-six Republicans along with him to end a Southern filibuster on the grounds, as he declared on the Senate floor, that “we are confronted with a moral issue. Today let us not be found wanting in whatever it takes by way of moral and spiritual substance to face up to the issue.” A moral issue. (Given the antipathy of Southern Democrats toward the bill, were it not for Dirksen and his Republicans, it would not have passed.) But when Richard Nixon in his quest for power and a permanent majority began dividing the nation along racial lines, he also divided it along moral lines. The consensus ended. Republicans increasingly saw and seized opportunities to nurse white backlash and to demonize liberals as Nixon’s henchmen had, seeing them not as political opponents but as the gravest threat to the nation, akin, as Liddy had said, to the nation’s enemies in World War II. The politics that would displace liberalism in the last quarter of the twentieth century, then, was not the old conservatism with which liberals had successfully crossed swords since the New Deal, the conservatism of small towns and big business, lower taxes, and less government; rather, it was something new that emerged in the late 1960s and ’70s and that swelled in the 1980s when Ronald Reagan took power—the politics of anger and resentment that Ronald Formisano would call “reactionary populism.” It was the politics of the Pixie Palladinos. And it would dominate not only America’s political ecology but also its moral ecology for generations to come.

			As I wrote in the introduction to Catching the Wind, Robert Caro’s great multivolume biography of Lyndon Johnson uses Johnson’s life to address the issue of power—how a political artist wielded it and toward what end. This biography uses the life of Edward Kennedy to address the issue of political morality—how a different kind of political artist attempted to wield it to ensure liberalism’s survival and how liberalism ceded its power as its moral authority eroded under the assault of those white blue-collar populists who had once benefited from liberal programs but now felt targeted by them. In the second phase of his Senate career, Ted Kennedy dedicated himself to fighting this moral sea change, and he was as tenacious as any politician of his time in doing so. But he was a flawed proponent of the liberal standards he championed—flawed because his own personal morality—his seeming recklessness as evidenced in his college scandal, in his womanizing, in his drinking, and in his automobile accident on Chappaquiddick Island—gave his conservative opponents a bludgeon to attack his political morality and to discredit the Kennedy mystique that had done so much to advance liberalism.

			Still, despite his own recognition of those flaws and of his own role in undermining the very values for which he advocated, as he became a Senate eminence in a chamber increasingly given to undoing the New Deal and the Great Society and undoing what he regarded as their moral underpinnings, he fought to preserve liberalism and what he saw as his nation’s better angels. And like his brother Bobby, as he faced now a countervailing wind, that strong stiff wind of angry populism fanned by the conservatives who saw it as a way to seize power from the liberals, Ted Kennedy felt he was fighting for the soul of America. This book is about his fight and the country’s, about the declining course of liberalism and the ascendant course of conservatism, and about the fate of the nation’s soul.

		

	
		
		
			ONE

			A Man of the Senate

			The young man who entered the Senate in 1962 as one of its least impressive members, a thirty-year-old fledgling whose main recommendation for public office was that he was the president’s brother, had, in the fourteen years since, risen to a level that none of his detractors or even most of his admirers could have foreseen. Ted Kennedy had become a member of the Club—that Senate inner sanctum of mostly senior senators, all of them committee chairmen, where true power was wielded. His brothers John and Bobby had hated the Senate. For them, it was a slow, grinding institution, an institution in which members had to wait their turn to achieve power or prominence—seniority was the congressional coin of the realm—an institution expressly designed by the nation’s constitutional framers to slow or even halt progress rather than speed it. And if the Senate had been designed, in the likely apocryphal words of George Washington, to cool the more heated effusions of the House as a saucer cools hot tea, the Senate itself found ways to prolong that cooling, passing a rule that required a vote of two-thirds of its members to cut off debate, which effectively meant that it took only a third of the membership to stop a bill from coming to a vote. It was in the Senate, that reluctant institution, where Southern Democrats used the filibuster to defeat civil rights legislation again and again and to keep America’s Black citizens in subservience until Lyndon Johnson and a liberal Democratic caucus abetted by moderate Republicans finally got cloture and pried a civil rights act loose. The two older Kennedy brothers preferred executive power—power that could get things done, even as John Kennedy as president quickly realized that the Senate could thwart executive power too. Ted Kennedy, however, had come to the Senate with a different agenda, a different attitude. He was no less desirous than his brothers of getting things done, no less desirous of making a difference. But when he got to the Senate, Ted Kennedy had patience. “It fills you with a heightened sense of purpose,” he had said of the Senate, and as he got his bearings there, as he learned the legislative ropes—ropes that he became especially good at manipulating—he was determined to make the institution work for him.

			But there was one other reason that Ted Kennedy became a Senate man: unlike his brothers, who made no bones about using the Senate as a stepping-stone to the presidency, he had no choice.

			When Richard Nixon came to power in 1968, Ted Kennedy was in fighting trim—challenging him, parrying him, upholding liberal principles both for his own sake and for Bobby’s, since but for an assassin’s bullet, Bobby, not Nixon, might have been in that Oval Office making policy; creating a shadow presidency, like a parliamentary opposition, waiting to assume power when Nixon faltered; conducting, at times, his own foreign policy, even though that violated political norms; speaking out forcefully against the administration, so forcefully that Republicans took umbrage and felt he overstepped the bounds of civility, which might have been true; and biding, biding his time for his chance to enter the Oval Office himself, even if he was unsure whether he really wanted to occupy that office, though if he did, it would be not to restore Camelot, which he knew was a futile dream, a lost dream, but to rededicate the federal government to what he felt were principles of decency and compassion—the principles for which his brothers had stood.

			But in 1976 Ted Kennedy surrendered his chance to become president. Though he had ruminated on the possibility after Senator George McGovern’s historic landslide loss to Nixon in 1972, commissioning polls as early as 1973, and though he would boast to young staffer Richard Burke about the results of those polls and asked Burke what he was hearing on his campus (Burke was still a student), and though there were discussions of a possible candidacy, the deliberations had ended in September 1974, when Ted announced that he would not be running. At the time he cited family considerations. His son, Ted Jr., had recently had his leg amputated to prevent the spread of bone cancer, and the shadow of the deaths of John and Robert, both assassinated, always hung over the family and any possible candidacy. When Ted discussed a run with his sister Jean and her husband Steve Smith in the presence of Ted’s mother, Rose, and of Kennedy family friend and historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Schlesinger said that Rose immediately shrank, and Jean was “somber and silent.” Schlesinger noted that the family seemed “deeply and genuinely opposed to Ted’s running,” but that Ted’s brother-in-law “seems to think that Ted would be best for the country and that his candidacy may become inevitable and is fatalistic about the risks.” As for Ted’s own fatalism, Schlesinger thought that Ted “shifts according to the time of day from one of these positions to the other.”

			Ted had other concerns besides his son’s health and his personal safety. His estranged wife, Joan, was an alcoholic who was often in recovery. It was questionable whether she could survive a campaign. And there was the ever-lingering issue of the automobile accident on Chappaquiddick Island, in which a young woman passenger had drowned when Ted drove off a narrow bridge and then failed to report the accident until the next morning, ten hours later. As the fifth anniversary of the accident approached in July 1974, The New York Times, The Boston Globe, the Los Angeles Times, and The Philadelphia Inquirer were all preparing new investigations of Chappaquiddick. “The hard truth is, as can be attested by almost any reporter who travels the country,” wrote New York Times columnist Tom Wicker, “that there is a huge reservoir of doubt and resentment about what Mr. Kennedy called ‘the tragedy’ at Chappaquiddick, particularly among those who had given their allegiance to Spiro Agnew,” Nixon’s vice president who had been driven from office in disgrace for having accepted bribes, “and Richard Nixon,” who had been driven from office for shenanigans in which he used the government to target opponents, “or both, and those who had seen both Mr. Agnew and Mr. Nixon brought low for ‘cover-ups’ rather like those of which they suspected Edward Kennedy.” If Ted ran, Wicker suspected, the emphasis would be not on the misdeeds of Nixon and Agnew but on Ted’s alleged misdeeds at Chappaquiddick. Ted, it was reported, didn’t want to subject himself to that kind of scrutiny again. As Kennedy family adviser Milton Gwirtzman put it: “He is unwilling to take the personal risk that Chappaquiddick will defeat him.”

			But for a man as attuned to politics as Ted was, there was also a political element in his calculations: He understood how the temper of the country had changed since Lyndon Johnson’s presidency and the heyday of the Great Society, and he recognized that America might no longer be receptive to his brand of politics. Years later he would write that while his supporters and Kennedy acolytes looked at the possibility of a Kennedy restoration romantically, he was too pragmatic to try to attempt one. “The eras that shaped them,” he would write of his brothers, “had passed. The present era was quite different in mood, in collective experience and in the challenges the nation faced.” Ted understood reactionary populism because he had confronted it during those antibusing demonstrations. He understood that the old New Deal coalition had fractured, that working-class white Americans and Black Americans were often at loggerheads, and that the liberal prescriptions of the past, however much he continued to believe in them and in the morality that he thought underlay them, had lost their appeal.

			Those Democrats who did contend for the party’s nomination after Ted’s renunciation were a mixed but largely pallid group of retreads and opportunists hoping to catch lightning in a bottle. Among them were the liberal Arizona congressman Morris “Mo” Udall, neither a retread nor an opportunist but not a heavyweight either; the longtime Washington senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson; Indiana senator Birch Bayh, who had saved Ted’s life in the 1964 plane crash by risking his own life to pull Ted from the burning wreckage; Pennsylvania governor Milton Shapp; former North Carolina governor and current Duke University president Terry Sanford; the segregationist Alabama governor George Wallace; and Ted’s own brother-in-law, R. Sargent Shriver. None of them especially fired up the Democratic Party stalwarts who saw in Gerald Ford’s reelection campaign an opportunity to seize the presidency after Nixon’s Watergate scandal had soiled it, and many of them still pined for Ted, even after the race began and despite Ted’s demurrals. “Teddy is the one who turns them on—the single incandescent presence, excepting only George Wallace, in the lackluster Democratic Presidential politics of 1976,” Newsweek opined in June 1975.

			Among the least known and least prepossessing of the contenders was a short, thin fifty-year-old former Georgia governor and one-time peanut farmer. Jimmy Carter admitted, when he announced he was running, that he was at the “bottom of the list” of aspirants, and he wasn’t far off. He had grown up in the adjoining flyspeck hardscrabble farming communities of Plains and Archery, Georgia, at a time when segregation ruled; his own father, he said, was a racist. He got an appointment to the Naval Academy at Annapolis—his father, with political connections, helped arrange it—married a hometown girl, and then when his father died, left the service and returned to Plains to manage the family peanut farm and associated businesses. Exactly why he decided to enter politics is unclear—he didn’t seem animated by any particular social mission—but one thing he did have was ambition. “Intense ambition,” he was to call it himself. He rose quickly—from chairing the county school board to state senator, a contest he won after getting a court to invalidate fraudulent ballots cast for his opponent, and, after losing a bid for a House seat, governor in 1970. Carter was no crusader for racial justice. As his biographer Jonathan Alter would write, he “would do nothing to support what some historians now call the Second Reconstruction”—the period from Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 that desegregated schools through the Fair Housing Act of 1968. He understood racial politics—his predecessor in the governorship was the bumptious restaurateur Lester Maddox, a “white trash dingbat,” the writer Hunter Thompson called him, who had won office after gaining notoriety handing out ax handles to his customers so they could resist anyone attempting to integrate his establishment—and he understood reactionary populism, opposing school busing while announcing that “conservatism is not racism,” though in this case it came perilously close. In his gubernatorial campaign, he decried “ultraliberals” in the Democratic Party, and his slogan was “Isn’t It Time Someone Spoke Up for You?” with the implication that he would be speaking up for them on race. But if Jimmy Carter was no stranger to the politics of racial backlash—in fairness, he couldn’t have won in Georgia otherwise—neither was he unacquainted with the politics of racial intolerance. In his inaugural address, he stunned supporters in Georgia and won admirers elsewhere by declaring, “The time for racial discrimination is over.”

			Though Carter was hardly a racist—he would later claim to have believed in integration but candidly admitted a certain cowardice in failing to advance it—his new racial sensitivity might have been less a matter of epiphany than a reflection of his intense ambition. Just as he had no sooner become state senator than he plotted to become governor, so now he plotted to become president, and he certainly realized that he would have no hope of success if he didn’t display his temporized racial views. The Jimmy Carter who announced for the presidency on December 12, 1974, near the end of his gubernatorial term, was a member of what the press had taken to calling the “New South”—enlightened governors like Reuben Askew of Florida, John West of South Carolina, and Dale Bumpers of Arkansas, who contrasted with the racist demagogues among whom George Wallace remained the most prominent example. Even so, Carter’s candidacy seemed preposterous. No one from the Deep South had been elected to the presidency in 130 years. But Carter might have understood more about the mood of the nation than many of the pols and pundits who dismissed him. In fact, he knew many of the same things Ted Kennedy had learned during those antibusing demonstrations. Democrats assumed that Watergate had so devastated the Republicans that it would hand the Democratic Party victory. Carter knew differently. He knew that the grievances of Americans, in particular white working-class Americans, ran deep, and that Watergate wouldn’t necessarily obscure them.

			Ted Kennedy was no particular fan of Jimmy Carter’s. Nor was Carter a fan of Kennedy’s. The two had met in May 1974 at the University of Georgia Law School, where Ted gave the keynote address at the Law Day observance and Carter delivered remarks of his own. In Ted’s recollection, Carter invited him to stay at the governor’s mansion—Ted also misremembered the date as May 1973, and the occasion as a speech on the Soviet Union—and offered Ted and his staff the use of his plane the next morning to fly from Atlanta to Athens, the site of the university, then suddenly rescinded the offer of the plane shortly before Ted was to board, forcing Ted to race seventy-five miles by car to his appearance, arriving just in time. “Puzzlingly changeable in his manner toward me” was how Ted recalled their meeting, “cordial one moment…and callous the next.” (Ted surely didn’t know that Carter had decided to run for president and saw Ted as his chief rival.) The writer Hunter Thompson, who was present that morning, said Ted was not so equable at the time. He was angry at Carter, and the “mood in the car was ugly,” Thompson wrote. And later Thompson would note something else about the events that day that he said “stunned” him: He had seen Carter “push Kennedy around,” just “pushed Kennedy aside, ‘Get out of my way. I got work to do. Move aside.’ ”[*1] Still, when Carter declared for the presidency, his chief of staff, Hamilton Jordan, suggested that Kennedy would probably welcome a candidate from the South who could take on Wallace and that Carter should talk to Kennedy on the day of the announcement, which Eleanor Clift of Newsweek said he did. (If so, neither man reported such a meeting.)

			Now Carter was off and running. The “bottom of the list,” he had said of his position upon entering the race, but the man at the bottom of the list rose rapidly, despite his liabilities, which were significant. Carter was no natural politician—no Ted Kennedy. He was stern, peevish, pious and even self-righteous, humorless, cold—“icy” was an adjective used to describe him—unforgiving, petty, and vengeful. Though he brandished a wide toothy smile that became the feature most identified with him and had a boyishly diffident manner that reminded some admirers of the Kennedys, Robert Shrum, a political adviser to Carter and later Ted Kennedy’s press secretary, said, “Behind the reflex smile, there was steel,” adding uncharitably, “but more about his ambition than his convictions.”

			This was Ted Kennedy’s suspicion too: that Jimmy Carter was a man without convictions, though whatever convictions he might have had were certainly not the ones Ted had. Carter biographer Jonathan Alter, recounting how Carter’s father had turned on Franklin Roosevelt when Roosevelt’s Agricultural Adjustment Act had farmers plow under crops and slaughter livestock to reduce supply and thus raise prices, wrote of Jimmy that the New Deal “wasn’t in his DNA.” “Clearly the most conservative of the Democratic candidates in the ’76 campaign,” Carter’s aide Stuart Eizenstat called him. (When Carter scaled back a statement on mine safety, to Shrum’s consternation, Carter told Shrum sharply, “They chose to be miners.”) But Carter didn’t run as a conservative; he couldn’t in a party as liberal as the Democratic Party was. He ran by espousing a moral agenda that would contrast with the amorality of the Nixon administration, though it was not the tenacious political morality of Ted Kennedy, the morality of compassion, but something more generalized and anodyne. He talked of honesty, integrity, fairness, liberty, justice, love—all of which no one could argue against. As late as May 1976, by which time Carter had dispatched his opponents in the primaries (his defeat of Wallace in Florida was especially significant, though Carter achieved it largely by convincing most of his rivals to step aside so he could take on the Alabama governor) and had all but clinched the nomination, Ted, when asked his assessment of Carter, told The Washington Post, “I still don’t have any feel for the dimensions of the man, no sense of the human being. People ask me if I agree with his positions on the issues. I have to say ‘what positions?’ ” Deliberately vague, “indefinite and imprecise” was how Ted described Carter’s answers to the Democratic Platform Committee, so that, Ted believed, Carter didn’t have to address the difficult, prickly issues of the day.

			If Ted Kennedy was “restraining his enthusiasm” for Carter, as Newsweek put it with intended understatement, he wasn’t alone. The entire liberal establishment harbored doubts about their enigmatic putative nominee and hoped he might be stopped. California governor Jerry Brown entered the race late to halt Carter’s advance and won six primaries, but he was too late, and Idaho senator Frank Church made a brief run as well, with no success. Many of those liberals still yearned for Ted, and he might have yearned too. “Aching to be president,” Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill had told a reporter of Ted’s mindset a year earlier, ten months after Ted’s announcement not to run but also eight months after Carter’s decision to run. Now, with primary season over, the New York Daily News reported that Ted had told intimates he would accept a genuine draft at the convention. But this was wishful thinking among those who distrusted Carter. Ted’s ambivalence toward Carter notwithstanding, there would be no late run and no draft. He had ceded the nomination to Carter. Carter, for his part, made no overtures to Ted, which, in a purely political sense, baffled Ted since Carter clearly needed liberal support if he were to win. (“I’m glad I don’t have to kiss his [Ted’s] ass,” Carter had told the Atlanta Journal.) At a party at Steve Smith’s New York apartment that July, just before the convention, Schlesinger found Ted “highly uncertain what to do about Carter.” “I don’t want to appear to be a bad sport,” Ted told Schlesinger. “My brothers and I have always played by the rules. I can’t change on that. But a lot of people have put a lot of work and belief in things. I can’t go to them and say they must trust Carter or that he believes in the things they believe in. I don’t know what he believes in myself.” To unite the party, Steve Smith said that Ted would have even nominated Carter at the convention had he been asked, but he wasn’t. He wasn’t even asked to appear at the convention, saying years later of Carter’s rebuff, “He wanted to be separated and clear from the Kennedys.” “I want to make that clear,” Ted told the Los Angeles Times in an article titled “Kennedy Almost an Afterthought at Convention,” of his failure to appear. “I just wasn’t asked.” The next day Ted’s aide Paul Kirk told The Boston Globe that the invitation had come too late and that Ted was already heading to the airport during the celebration on the podium, which might have been Ted’s way of trying to ease the tensions between Carter and himself.

			But Carter, clearly resentful of Ted, didn’t seem eager to ease the tensions, possibly thinking he had already done enough to mend fences with the liberals by selecting liberal Minnesota senator Walter Mondale as his running mate. In truth, Carter didn’t seem to care much for the party that had nominated him, nor it for him. “Their triumph was one of technique, not love,” Newsweek reported of the Carter forces’ victory at the convention, which was not something that would ever have been said of a convention that had anointed a Kennedy, “and was joylessly received by much of the party—at least till the hoarse victory bash on getaway night.” The report went on, “Carter remains an outsider to many Democratic regulars—a strange man who owes them neither friendship nor favor.” And Maryland governor Marvin Mandel might have been speaking for most of his fellow office holders when he told Newsweek, “You get the feeling he doesn’t need you.” That was precisely what Carter’s own pollster, Patrick Caddell, had written Carter in a memo after the nomination: “To be frank, Jimmy Carter is not particularly popular with major elements of the Democratic Party, whether it be activists, the Congress, labor leaders or political bosses.” Odd as it might have sounded coming out of a convention, that was more a boast than an alert. Carter ran as an outsider—someone who didn’t abide by the traditional Washington folkways. He seemed to like to offend his fellow Democrats, whether as some form of personal retribution or as what he regarded as a sound political strategy to protect himself from liberal stigma. Ted said he reached out to Carter, offering to campaign with him anywhere, as long as Carter stood beside him, but Carter refused, Ted believed, because of Carter’s own insecurities. (They did make an appearance together in Massachusetts.) Again, on his own initiative, Ted said he recruited his old campaign manager, Gerard Doherty, to head up Carter’s general campaign in New York, and Ted appeared twice in the state at Doherty’s behest. Still, Doherty said that Carter could have had Ted do more there, that Ted was a political savant who knew everything there was to know about New York politics, but again, Carter never asked.

			It was an odd campaign, a campaign of two rather muted candidates both groping for the electorate and seeming wary of offending it rather than trying to excite it, because they both seemed to realize that the excitement in their parties lay elsewhere. Gerald Ford, though an incumbent, had limped into the general election, saddled with the unpopular pardon he had issued to his predecessor, Richard Nixon, for the crimes of Watergate and seriously wounded by a challenge mounted by former California governor Ronald Reagan, who viewed Ford as insufficiently conservative and also vulnerable. Ford had narrowly beat him at the Republican convention—by just 117 votes out of more than two thousand cast—but the damage had been done. He was now forced to win back conservatives in the general election, just as Carter was forced to win back liberals, and it left both of them foundering. As one journalist, looking back at Carter’s campaign, put it, candidates typically veered right or left during primaries to shore up support among the party faithful, and then moved to the center during the general election. But Carter deviated from the plan by campaigning at the center during the primaries and then edging leftward during the general election. The journalist was only partly right. Carter did make small concessions to the left even during the primaries. He hesitated and then finally, late in primary season, endorsed national health insurance, one of Ted Kennedy’s signature issues. But Ted was unimpressed, saying later that Carter “talked his way around it” and that he was “completely ambiguous about it and resentful of the pressure”—Ted’s pressure—“that was being put on him for doing this.” Rather, Carter, convinced that the country was moving rightward not leftward, remained vague, speaking in platitudes—“no ideology, no central informing political ideas,” Robert Shrum, who left Carter’s campaign staff, would say of him—avoiding discussing the recession and inflation that were plaguing the country and that had hurt President Ford and instead declaring that he wanted a government that was “as good and honest and decent and truthful and fair and competent and compassionate and as filled with love as are the American people,” another implicit critique of Nixon and of Ford, who had pardoned Nixon, though with racial backlash rippling through the country, the terrible truth was that the American people might no longer have been as good as Carter portrayed them.

			In effect, Jimmy Carter was running out the clock. He left the Democratic convention in July with a 62 to 29 percent lead over Ford and might have thought he could coast. That, however, was his high-water mark. Ford, an amiable if uninspiring candidate against whom attacks on Nixonian amorality were unlikely to land heavily, steadily gained on Carter, who had few of the party stalwarts, including Ted Kennedy, to fall back on. Were it not for a gaffe by Ford during the second of two debates—he declared that the Soviet Union had not dominated Eastern Europe and wouldn’t in a future Ford administration, when it was clear that the Soviet Union had indeed dominated Eastern Europe—and were it not for a last-minute campaign swing for Carter by George Wallace, the threat of whose nomination had prompted many terrified Democrats to support Carter, Carter would almost certainly have lost. By election day, his thirty-point lead had shrunk to two points and to only 50.1 percent of the vote. “The Carter river is broad—and shallow,” one Midwestern senator had said after the convention. He was right. The coalition that Carter assembled was not the durable one that he had hoped to construct of Black people and the increasingly conservative white working class. It was a narrower coalition. He won the South out of regional pride but received only 45 percent of white votes nationally, and while he improved upon McGovern’s showing in 1972, which wasn’t hard to do, picking up some poor voters and those without a college education, his biggest gains were among young college-educated voters, who were still a relatively small slice of the electorate. Among Democrats, Carter won only 80 percent of the vote, a poor showing, and he generally ran well behind local Democrats—in eighteen of twenty-three states where there was a senatorial or gubernatorial race, Carter received fewer votes than the Democratic candidates. (Among those candidates was Ted Kennedy, who stood for reelection that year against an antibusing Republican, Michael Swing Robertson, and won with 69 percent of the vote after easily fending off a primary challenge by another antibusing foe. “Well, this busing thing has hurt,” Ted had confessed to biographer Theo Lippman as he braced for the campaign.) Carter had thought that distancing himself from his liberal party was good politics. He turned out to be wrong, not necessarily because he had misread the country—Ford’s late surge probably meant he had read it correctly and that the national mood was conservative in spite of antagonism toward Nixon—but because he might not have been the best messenger for his message, which was mixed at best and fatuous at worst. Carter, whose disposition was too conservative to be liberal and too liberal to be conservative, had hoped to stand for everything by standing for nothing. His biographer, an admirer of Carter’s, would nevertheless call his election a “historical anomaly.”

			But this was not the conclusion Jimmy Carter drew from his narrow election victory. The conclusion he drew was that liberalism was extinct. The pollster Patrick Caddell told him as much. Working-class white Democrats were disaffected because they were now focused on social issues rather than economic ones, meaning presumably issues like busing, and young voters were disenchanted with ideology, liberal or not, altogether. Old-line liberal Democrats like Ted Kennedy were “as antiquated and anachronistic a group as are conservative
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