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For Mom and Dad





Patton Boggs was built on the idea that the law can be changed to achieve client objectives… We see the law as a dynamic process, not as immutable rules and procedures.

—Marketing materials for the Washington lobbying firm of Patton Boggs






Prologue

July 9, 2015

Gainesville, Virginia

It was after ten o’clock at night when the cops arrived at the Robert Trent Jones Golf Club in Gainesville, Virginia. Pulling up to the majestic, Georgian-style mansion that serves as the clubhouse, two officers from the Prince William County Police Department located a member of the staff who agreed to take them to the scene. The employee led the police officers away from the redbrick clubhouse, down past the azaleas and the presentation lawn, toward the banks of Lake Manassas. They reached a spit of land between the eighteenth green and the shoreline, where a collection of white Adirondack chairs were arranged in a semicircle around a fire pit. The secluded, serene spot was popular with the club’s members, who liked to gather here after finishing their rounds of golf.

“He’s sitting in a chair behind that tree,”1 the employee said.

Through the darkness and the foliage, the police officers could make out a solitary figure slumped onto one of the chairs. The man was perfectly placid, facing the water. He was a large man—six foot one, maybe 215 pounds—and his clothes reflected the upscale sensibilities of an exclusive private club that cost about $150,000 to join. The man wore a black sports jacket, a white dress shirt, gray slacks, and black loafers. On the left arm of the chair was a burnt cigar. On the grass next to him was an empty bottle of Petrus, a rare wine produced on a twenty-eight-acre estate in Bordeaux, France, that cost $1,500 at the club.

As the police approached the fire pit, they noticed bloodstains on the man’s shirt. They spotted a gunshot wound in his head, and they saw a silver Smith & Wesson .357 pistol. One of the officers put her fingers on the man’s neck, to check his pulse. His skin, she found, was stiff. And despite the humid air of the summer’s evening, the man’s body was cold to the touch.2

Nestled thirty-seven miles west of Washington, DC, the Robert Trent Jones Golf Club is an august social sanctuary for America’s ruling elite. The eighteen-hole course is carved out of a breathtaking stretch of suburban Virginia that runs along the banks of Lake Manassas, near the foothills of the Shenandoah Mountains. It is considered the magnum opus of legendary golf course architect Robert Trent Jones Sr.,3 whose body of work includes the original White House putting green4 and a pitch-and-putt course at Camp David,5 the presidential retreat in Frederick County, Maryland. Upon opening in 1991, the club hosted the first four Presidents Cup matches ever held in the United States; superstar golfers such as Tiger Woods and Phil Mickelson walked the club’s pristine fairways as the nation’s commanders in chief performed ceremonial duties as honorary chairmen.6 Along the way, the club’s membership expanded to include some of the most illustrious names in Washington. President Barack Obama joined7 the Robert Trent Jones Golf Club upon departing the White House in 2017.

On this day—July 9, 2015—the club’s employees were hustling to prepare the grounds for a nationally televised PGA golf tournament hosted by Tiger Woods that would take place in just three weeks.8 It was the biggest golf event of the year in the Washington area. Then the body of one of its members was found in a lawn chair behind the eighteenth green.

Back at the fire pit, the police were taking photographs of the body and carefully collecting evidence from the scene. The revolver was secured by removing the unused bullets from the cylinder. One of the officers walked back up to the clubhouse and began interviewing witnesses.

The staff had no trouble identifying the deceased man. He was a Washington lobbyist, a frequent golfer, and a familiar face at the club. As a server explained to the police, who documented it in their report,9 the lobbyist had arrived at the club around three o’clock that afternoon, entered the bar, and ordered a bottle of Petrus. He left quickly, saying that he had work to do. His temperament, the server noted, had seemed a bit “short.”

After reserving three rooms in the club’s cottages, which are available to members wishing to stay the night, the lobbyist walked down to the fire pit. He took a seat in an Adirondack chair, opened his bottle of Petrus, and peered out at the 770-acre man-made lake. Around five o’clock, the server came down to the area.

Will you be joining us for dinner, he asked.

No, the lobbyist replied, I’m wiped.

At about seventy-thirty, an hour or so before sunset, a different club employee was standing on the eighteenth green when a gunshot pierced the silence. Roughly thirty seconds later, a second blast. The employee thought it must have come from a hunter on the other side of the lake. He went to the top of a hill, maybe fifty yards from the fire pit, and saw the lobbyist sitting alone with a bottle of wine. Assuming that the man had merely passed out, the employee returned to the clubhouse. At ten o’clock he sent the server back down to light the fire pit for another club member.

Realizing that the lobbyist hadn’t moved in several hours, the server went over to check on him. There was a red substance dribbling out of the lobbyist’s mouth, which, at first, the server figured was wine. He shook the man but couldn’t rouse him. He called the police.

Within an hour, a team of county officials had descended on the golf club. Police located the lobbyist’s white Porsche sports car in the parking lot and searched it for clues. A detective entered the room where the lobbyist was staying. Before long, a medical officer came down to the fire pit, examined the body, and, at 10:52 p.m., pronounced the lobbyist dead.

About a month later, after the autopsy had been performed and the body had been buried, things took an unexpected turn. On August 12, 2015, a detective from the Prince William County Police Department received a call from a criminal investigator with the federal Department of Justice.10 The case, it seemed, was about more than a single dead lobbyist.

Though few outside of Washington had ever heard of the now-deceased man, in the capital of wheeling and dealing, he was among its most gifted operators. By pioneering an advanced set of influence-peddling tactics, he’d achieved crucial policy victories for his clients, secured windfall contracts from the federal government, cozied up to key officials in Congress and the White House, and financed a lifestyle of vacation homes, golf memberships, Rolex watches, fancy wine, and cigars.11 But when lawyers at his company received an anonymous letter a few months before his death alleging wrongdoing, internal investigators began scrutinizing the lobbyist’s business activities stretching back an entire decade. The allegations would touch off a years-long case handled by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the US Attorney’s Office in Washington involving millions of missing dollars, a second Beltway operative, and the murky ethics of DC’s political-influence industry.12 The suspicions would also set in motion the lobbyist’s demise. A few weeks after the allegations first surfaced, his body was discovered behind the eighteenth green at the Robert Trent Jones Golf Club.




Introduction

Since the founding of America, powerful business interests have sought to exercise influence over Washington’s political machinery. Back in the 1850s, the gun magnate Samuel Colt attempted to secure a federal patent extension with the help of young women who’d been enlisted to entertain elected officials.1 “To reach the heart or get the vote, the surest way is down the throat”2 is how a congressional committee characterized the philosophy of Colt’s top lobbyist. Two decades later, a sitting congressman passed out corporate stocks to about a dozen influential lawmakers as part of an effort by the firm set up to build the Union Pacific Railroad to ensure the passage of railroad legislation.3 By the opening decades of the twentieth century, the Standard Oil Company had a senator on retainer, J. P. Morgan & Co. had bankers ghostwriting federal legislation, and top executives at U.S. Steel had congressmen regularly sending them intelligence on key developments in the nation’s capital.4

Yet despite these feats of corruption, for much of Washington’s history, America’s business establishment was unable to achieve the sort of enduring political clout that it so desired. Rather, this central struggle of our democracy—the prerogatives of industrial capitalism versus the best interests of ordinary men and women—played out in a back-and-forth fashion, with periods of corporate excess and abuse inspiring eras of consumer reform.

The industrial exploitation of the Gilded Age, for instance, led to the Progressive Era of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,5 when Washington enacted measures outlawing child labor, establishing an eight-hour workday (at least for some employees), regulating the drug and meat-packing industries, and endowing public officials with the power to break up abusive monopolies. Following the indulgence of the Roaring Twenties and amid the trauma of the Great Depression, Congress passed a series of New Deal reforms6 that, among other things, set a federal minimum wage, gave workers the right to form unions, insured customers’ deposits against bank failures, and created new rules against Wall Street predation. When the post–World War II economic boom produced new hazards to employees, consumers, and the environment, the political system rallied to prevent workplace injuries, reduce car crashes, limit air pollution, and keep unsafe toys out of the hands of children.7

Among the first to recognize the tendency of American history to organize itself this way was the historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Sr. “A period of concern for the rights of the few has been followed by one of concern for the wrongs of the many,” he wrote in 1939. “Emphasis on the welfare of property has given way to emphasis on human welfare.”

But as contemporary intellectuals have pointed out, this once-predictable pattern—periods of laissez-faire indifference triggering eras of activist government—has thus far failed to materialize in the modern era.8 In the face of banking catastrophes, environmental disasters, and the implosion of a once-thriving manufacturing sector, America’s political leaders have not enacted the sort of broad-based reforms that followed previous crises.9 A nearly century-long tradition of relatively evenly matched political debates between the forces of Big Business and the interests of ordinary citizens vanished. Instead, during the 1970s, Washington entered a new era: a nearly four-decade-long stretch in which the corporate capitalists of Wall Street, Big Pharma, and Silicon Valley exercised as much control of the political system as did their Gilded Age predecessors—with far less risk of accountability and reform.

How did this happen?

America’s Founding Fathers were clear-eyed about the corrupting potential of special interests, says Bowdoin College professor Andrew Rudalevige. After all, many of the country’s first colonists had fled to what is now Massachusetts in order to escape religious persecution in England. With this ugly history in mind, the framers designed our democracy to withstand the political pressures of church authorities, bankers, merchants, and anyone else who might prioritize their own narrow interests above those of the general public. In 1787 James Madison, who is considered the father of the Constitution, described the “regulation of these various and interfering interests” as “the principal task of modern legislation.”

In “The Federalist No. 10,” one of the eighty-five essays—known as The Federalist Papers—that he and other founding fathers wrote to drum up support for the ratification of the US Constitution,10 Madison outlined the young nation’s tools for limiting the power of interest groups, or “factions,” as he called them. Since any effort to abolish them would be an attack on liberty itself, Madison argued that all interest groups should be free to compete with one another in an open market of ideas. Small interest groups—or minority factions—posed little danger to democracy. But if a particular interest group were to gain favor with enough lawmakers, forming a so-called majority faction, it could, in Madison’s view, “sacrifice to its ruling passion or interest both the public good and the rights of other citizens.”

While drafting the Constitution, Madison and other framers erected a critical firewall against the formation of a majority faction: the nation would be governed by a body of elected representatives. And since these lawmakers would need to cultivate the support of numerous competing interests in order to get elected, it was unlikely, in Madison’s view, that any single interest could achieve undue influence over a particular member of Congress, let alone the entire legislature. Beyond that, the sheer size of the republic—then a 420,000-square-mile expanse from New Hampshire to Georgia—would prevent the coordination required to establish a majority faction.

“The influence of factious leaders may kindle a flame within their particular States, but will be unable to spread a general conflagration through the other States,” Madison wrote. “A rage for paper money, for an abolition of debts, for an equal division of property, or for any other improper or wicked project, will be less apt to pervade the whole body of the Union than a particular member of it; in the same proportion as such a malady is more likely to taint a particular county or district, than an entire State.”

In 1792, five years after Madison wrote these words, America witnessed its first act of lobbying, a term derived from the cajoling and arm-twisting that took place in the lobbies of the seventeenth-century British Parliament. Following the American Revolution, a group of Continental army veterans from Virginia hired a former military officer, William Hull, in a largely unsuccessful effort to convince members of the recently formed Congress to grant them additional benefits.11 As the US economy became more industrial, the number of business lobbyists in Washington gradually increased. Yet for the most part, the political struggle between industry and consumers remained more of an equal contest than a rout. The ambitions of business leaders were kept in check by a network of equally powerful groups with starkly opposing agendas—what the economist John Kenneth Galbraith called “countervailing” forces. At the turn of the twentieth century, railroad magnates and robber barons were outmatched by the political influence of progressive activists. The New Deal was powered by the muscle of organized labor. The reforms of the 1960s and early 1970s reflected the awesome strength of unions, environmental groups, and consumer advocates. Nearly two centuries after the publication of Federalist No. 10, Madison’s framework for healthy interest group competition appeared to be flourishing.

Then, in the 1970s, everything changed.12

Fearing that increased government authority and widespread antibusiness sentiment had imperiled the future of capitalism, industry leaders resolved to crush their political adversaries in the labor, consumer, and environmental movements once and for all. They incited a revolution in corporate political activism, inventing new strategies for deploying their clout—in areas such as campaign finance and think tank scholarship—and transforming Washington’s once sleepy corporate lobbying community into the most powerful influence-peddling machine in American history. “My job used to be booze, broads, and golf,”13 remarked one lobbyist in 1979. “Now it’s organizing coalitions and keeping information flowing.”

The political awakening of corporate America fundamentally altered the nature of interest group conflict in Washington, as neither labor unions nor consumer activists had the financial resources to restrain the ascendant power of Big Business.14 From 1967 to 2007, the number of registered lobbyists in Washington—the vast majority of whom represented business interests—exploded from some five or six dozen to nearly fifteen thousand.15 Washington was getting bigger too. But this rate of growth outpaced even the rapid expansion of federal government spending, which ballooned from about $15 billion to roughly $2.7 trillion over the same period.16 By 2012, for every $1 spent by consumer groups or environmental activists to influence federal policy, corporations and their allies were spending $86.17 That same year, the political scientist Lee Drutman conducted interviews with sixty lobbyists while researching his 2015 book The Business of America Is Lobbying. Not one of them cited a labor union, consumer group, or environmental organization as his or her leading opponent in a specific policy debate. Business lobbyists still had to worry about the political power of rival companies or opposing industries, but they no longer had much to fear from the labor leaders and consumer advocates who had represented the interests of ordinary citizens in Washington.

After holding up for nearly two centuries, James Madison’s framework for healthy interest group competition had collapsed under the weight of the modern corporate influence-peddling apparatus. Using their financial superiority and advanced tactics, corporate lobbyists would deliver for business executives a period of sustained, entrenched influence over Washington policy making that lasted well into the twenty-first century.18 In 2014 Princeton University professor Martin Gilens teamed up with Professor Benjamin I. Page of Northwestern University to examine which forces had the most impact in Washington over time: average citizens, economic elites, business interests, or mass-based groups, such as consumer or environmental organizations. “The central point that emerges from our research,” they concluded, “is that economic elites and organized groups representing business interests have substantial independent impacts on US government policy, while mass-based interest groups and average citizens have little or no independent influence.”19

The unusually strong position of corporations in Washington made tough-minded consumer reforms nearly impossible.20 The major laws that did pass—such as the 2010 Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act, which sought to crack down on Wall Street abuses, and President Barack Obama’s national health care bill the same year—weren’t fundamental overhauls of hopelessly broken industries but rather legislative compromises drafted in collaboration with business lobbyists. And key portions of these measures were subsequently watered down by judges, rolled back by lawmakers, or weakened during the federal rule-making process. But the goal wasn’t just kneecapping reform. More significantly, corporate lobbyists used their clout to bend the trajectory of federal policy making in a decidedly and actively pro-business direction. As the journalist Thomas Edsall wrote in his 1984 book The New Politics of Inequality, during the nearly fifty years following the 1932 election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the country’s tax and spending policies were guided in large part by the principle of equity. New Deal liberals viewed federal power as a cushion against the destructive potential of corporate capitalism; assertive regulators worked to curb excess corporate power in the marketplace, progressive tax policies moderately redistributed income downward,21 and robust social safety nets protected the poor, elderly, and unfortunate during times of hardship. But following their political awakening in the 1970s, corporate interests forged a pro-business alliance—among Republican and Democratic lawmakers—that pursued a radically different vision for the economy: government shouldn’t restrict the power of capitalism, it should amplify it. “Government is not the solution to our problem,” as Ronald Reagan famously said in his 1981 inaugural address, “government is the problem.” As these free-market evangelists saw it, increasing economic efficiency would enable corporations to lower the price of goods for consumers, boost wages for workers, and grow the economy for all. The framework appealed to conservative Republicans as well as business-minded Democrats on Capitol Hill, who were just then scrambling for new ideas to address the “stagflation” panic of the 1970s. With remarkable speed, Washington set itself to drastically reduce anything that stood in the way of maximum economic efficiency, such as unions, regulations, taxes, and social welfare spending. “In short,” Edsall wrote, “the goal became to influence government policy so as to supplant, in an economic sense, equity with efficiency.”22

This new lodestar of economic policy making—efficiency, as opposed to equity—would guide Washington’s political leaders for most of the next four decades. It was a fractious path; rival companies and competing industries continued to wage vicious lobbying battles with one another over the details of specific bills.23 But over time, the broad parameters of federal economic policy would come to reflect the priorities of the modern corporate boardroom: lower taxes, fewer regulations, freer trade, weaker unions, and less commitment to social spending. For many leaders of Big Business, government was no longer an obstacle to growth, it was a partner in a more profitable future.24 In the words of one lobbyist, “It’s gone from ‘Leave us alone’ to ‘Let’s work on this together.’ ”25



Washington’s pro-business policy consensus would lay the groundwork for a period of astonishing wealth creation. Yet it would also unleash a cascade of economic disruption and social discord for Americans in both political parties. Federal policy makers raced to reposition the US economy away from manufacturing and toward the financial and knowledge-based fields of their corporate benefactors. Millions of blue-collar workers—who didn’t fit into the new paradigm of high-skilled labor and globalized trade—were left behind, shackling entire regions of the country with high unemployment, low social mobility, and endemic despair. Subsequent failures to adequately address a range of pressing concerns, such as stagnant wages, unaffordable health care, astronomical prescription drug prices, predatory home loans, and digital monopolies, kindled popular discontent with the political system.26 All the while, as Jacob Hacker and Paul Pierson demonstrate in their 2010 book, Winner-Take-All Politics, Washington’s corporate-friendly agenda was widening the current gulf between the rich and the poor27 to levels not seen since the 1920s28—a development that fueled political polarization, inflamed class and ethnic resentments, and broadened the appeal of the extremist elements of our society.

Economic inequality is a particularly destabilizing condition, one that scholars have cited as a factor in everything from the fall of the Roman Empire to the outbreak of World War I. “We may have democracy, or we may have wealth concentrated in the hands of a few,” as Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis once said, “but we can’t have both.” During the thirty-five years between the 1940s and the mid-1970s, a time when unions and consumer groups were vibrant enough to restrain the ambitions of Big Business, the gap between the rich and the middle class was either shrinking or stable. But by 2021, four decades after corporations came to power in Washington, the United States had become more economically unequal than just about any other developed country in the world—a nation where the top 1 percent of all households held fifteen times the combined wealth of those in the bottom 50 percent.29 And while more recent research suggests that the gap in income inequality in America may have peaked30—thanks to the labor market disruptions that accompanied the pandemic recovery31—it remains alarmingly wide.

Academics have found evidence indicating that economically unequal nations can be less socially cohesive, more politically polarized, less stable, and more vulnerable to revolution—the sorts of places where a mob of extremists might internalize a lie about a stolen election, storm the seat of government, and violently attempt to prevent the transfer of power to a duly elected president. Indeed, as the roughly forty years of outsized corporate influence worked to decouple the actions of America’s policy makers from the opinions of its citizens, people of all political persuasions began to surrender their faith in democracy.32

No one ever called the corporate lobby a majority faction, the way James Madison might have. But it did garner a nickname. By the early 1980s, Washingtonians began referring to the modern, pro-business influence-peddling machine by the downtown thoroughfare along which many of the city’s marquee lobbying firms were located, K Street. Still, as the writer John Judis noted, K Street’s rise was not an inevitability. Nor did anything quite like it exist in other advanced democracies, such as those of Japan and Western Europe, he wrote in his 2000 book The Paradox of American Democracy.33 K Street is a unique manifestation of American ambition, corporate power, and Washington ingenuity. It had to be constructed from the ground up, without blueprints or scale models.

This is a book about the men—for they were almost exclusively men—who built K Street. It follows three lobbying dynasties—one Republican, two Democratic—over the critical period from the 1970s to today, when the modern lobbying industry was created, corporate interests came to power in Washington, and the nature of our economy was fundamentally changed. The patriarch of the first Democratic lobbying dynasty, Tommy Boggs, was the cigar-chomping son of a powerful congressman who set aside his own political ambitions for a life of influence peddling. His prized pupil, Evan Morris, was a wide-eyed upstart determined to surpass the legend of his mentor. Meanwhile, a contemporary of Boggs’s, the avant-garde political fixer Tony Podesta, used his experience as a brass-knuckled liberal activist to advance the interests of Wall Street and Silicon Valley. For more than a half century in the nation’s capital, these men would help unify a previously fractured business advocacy community, ignite an explosion of political spending in Washington, develop close ties to the administrations of Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, and lead the Democratic Party away from its old friends in organized labor and toward a new set of allies in corporate America.

During this same era, four conservative political operatives—Charlie Black, Paul Manafort, Roger Stone, and Lee Atwater—used their links to the Reagan revolution to erect Washington’s signature GOP house of lobbying. Each member of the partnership had his own distinct role: Atwater, the vicious character assassin; Stone, the Watergate-era dirty trickster; Manafort, the Machiavellian mastermind; Black, the elder statesman. Working as a team of campaign strategists and lobbyists, the men would bridge the divide between corporate executives and conservative activists, develop a radical new approach to influence-peddling tactics, provide critical guidance to a young Donald Trump, and help pull the conservative insurgency from the GOP fringes to the Republican mainstream. Decades later, a second-generation member of the family, Jim Courtovich, helped advance the influence industry once again through the newspaper reporters and cable-news celebrities he cultivated while serving as elite Washington’s favorite cocktail party host.

Together, the three dynasties represent the triumph and tragedy of Washington’s lobbying industry. In the face of repeated legislative efforts to limit the political clout of corporations, these men helped facilitate K Street’s evolution from a tiny club of well-connected insiders to an integrated, state-of-the-art business that was more secretive, lucrative, and effective than ever before. Rather than trying to reach individual members of Congress through envelopes of cash delivered in smoke-filled rooms, modern influence peddlers developed sophisticated strategies for winning the votes of lawmakers by shaping the opinions of their constituents back home in their districts. These innovations transformed what had been a business of personal connections and inside-the-Beltway access into one that deployed advanced media tactics to target ordinary Americans living thousands of miles outside of Washington. As K Street moved away from traditional “inside game” strategies in favor of this more advanced “outside game” approach, old-fashioned shoe-leather lobbyists began teaming up with a full sweep of related professionals—PR gurus, social media experts, political pollsters, data analysts, grassroots organizers—to further the interests of big US corporations and their executives.

While helping to enshrine a nearly four-decade-long period of entrenched corporate influence in Washington, the members of these dynasties succeeded in torpedoing one consumer reform effort after another, killing legislative measures that would have reduced prescription drug prices, expanded access to lower-cost home mortgages, and created a system of national health insurance, among many others. At the same time, they helped Rupert Murdoch establish America’s first conservative cable news network, facilitated the emergence of “Too Big to Fail” banks on Wall Street, and assisted the transformation of a politically naïve tech start-up—Google—into the most influential company in Washington. Before long, some of them were exploring their talents outside of the United States, assisting brutal dictators from Zaire to Haiti, securing arms for a guerrilla leader in Angola, and helping a pro-Russian political party rise to power in Ukraine. In return for their efforts, the members of these dynasties achieved social acclaim and opulent wealth. They advised presidents, joined exclusive golf clubs, and amassed collections of modern art, rare wine, and expensive cigars.

But by 2016—amid a groundswell of right-wing populism, left-wing progressivism, and anti–Big Tech fervor—the pro-business alliance that had governed Washington since the late 1970s began coming unglued. The collapse of this pro-business policy consensus was, in a sense, propelled by the extraordinary success of the corporate influence-peddling machine. The same Big Business lobbyists who managed to shape federal policies so as to maximize corporate profits also fueled an angry backlash among the millions of ordinary Americans with neither the clout nor connections to get Washington to pay attention to them. And as this anticorporate blowback gathered steam, industry lobbyists would be forced to confront the most treacherous political landscape in a generation.

The discord on K Street would coincide with a series of crises for key members of the lobbying industry’s foremost dynasties. By the time President Donald Trump left office in January 2021, nearly all of these once high-flying influence peddlers would experience dramatic falls—succumbing to professional miscalculations, personal betrayals, or criminal allegations. One of the lobbyists had his namesake firm ripped away by his own colleagues. Another watched his business shut down altogether. Five came under the scrutiny of federal prosecutors or FBI agents. One went to prison. And, in a tragic illustration of the legacy of K Street, one was found dead at a private golf club located thirty-seven miles outside of Washington, with a bottle of rare wine at his feet and a gunshot wound in his head.




Part I The Inside Game

1972–1999




1

October 16, 1972

Chevy Chase, Maryland

It was dark by the time Tommy Boggs got back to his home in Chevy Chase, an upscale enclave located just north of the Washington border. Pulling his car up to the front of the house, he came upon something unusual. A young man was standing alone in his driveway. Tommy recognized him. He was a former aide from Tommy’s unsuccessful campaign for Congress. He had an urgent message.

“You probably haven’t heard,” the former aide said.

“No,” Boggs replied, “I haven’t heard.”1

The encounter put an abrupt end to what, until then, had been a delightful evening for Tommy and his wife, Barbara. They’d spent the prior few hours at the seven-acre estate of one of DC’s premier young power couples, Wyatt and Nancy Dickerson. Nancy, the pioneering television journalist, and Wyatt, the dashing real estate investor, had established themselves atop the city’s glitterati2 eight years earlier when they’d purchased their thirty-six-room mansion on the banks of the Potomac River, in McLean, Virginia. Situated just thirteen miles northwest of the US Capitol, the property, known as Merrywood, had been the childhood home of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis; the future First Lady had grown up smacking a fuzzy ball across its tennis courts and splashing in its pool. It was here that John F. Kennedy, then a Massachusetts senator with his eye on the White House, is believed to have written Profiles in Courage, the book that would later earn him a Pulitzer Prize,3 while he was confined to bed following back surgery. After renovating the mansion and adorning it with European antiques, the Dickersons made Merrywood the site of some of the era’s most exclusive social events.4 Invitations to their cocktail and dinner parties were coveted by Washington’s social and political elite.

At thirty-two, Boggs was just starting his career as a Washington power broker. His waistline was heavy but not yet bulging. His neatly combed hair was still full and dark. It would be years before descriptions such as “superlobbyist,” “the most influential lawyer in the nation’s capital,” and “the fattest of fat cats” would be attached to his name. Still, even back then, Washington society had good reason to make sure he was on the guest list. Tommy was the only son of Hale Boggs, the Democratic congressman from Louisiana who also served as majority leader, making him the second-highest-ranking member of the House of Representatives. Hale’s standing was expected to increase even further in the coming years, when—as Capitol Hill insiders predicted—he succeeded Carl Albert as Speaker of the House.

Arriving at Merrywood, Tommy and his wife entered the redbrick, federal-style mansion and greeted their hosts. The event was a gathering of investors in the Palm restaurant, a New York City steakhouse that, at the suggestion of George H. W. Bush, then the US ambassador to the United Nations, had decided5 to open a location in an emerging center of US economic power: downtown Washington. Following its launch two months later, in December 1972, the Palm would become Washington’s premier power lunch spot and the preferred watering hole for Boggs and other A-list power brokers. After an evening of stiff drinks and insider gossip with the Dickersons and their guests, Tommy and Barbara said their good-byes and returned to their car. They departed the sweeping estate, headed east into the Maryland side of the Washington suburbs, and arrived back at their home in Chevy Chase.

It was then that Tommy found the young man in his driveway with an urgent message:

“Your dad’s plane is missing.”6

Carl Albert had been trying to reach Tommy all night. The House Speaker was desperate to make sure that Tommy’s mother, Lindy Boggs, heard the news from one of her children and not some TV news anchor.7 To track down Tommy, Albert had even conscripted the White House operators, who were famous for being able to locate public officials during all manner of emergencies: in October 1962, when President John F. Kennedy needed Hale Boggs at the White House to help the administration manage the Cuban missile crisis, the operators got ahold of him while he was on a fishing boat in the Gulf of Mexico.8 But since the Boggs’s babysitter didn’t know where Tommy and Barbara had spent their evening, no one could find the couple. Around nine o’clock, the Speaker couldn’t wait any longer. He had to call Lindy.

Lindy and Hale Boggs lived in a white brick house on a leafy boulevard in Bethesda, Maryland, just two and a half miles west of Tommy’s place. Alongside their white-columned, center-hall colonial was a half acre of secluded land where Hale grew his sweet corn and the couple hosted their annual garden parties. Earlier that year, some 2,100 guests—lawmakers, aides, journalists—had crammed into their backyard for what was considered, at the time, the largest private party in the region’s history. President Lyndon B. Johnson had once led a team of Secret Service agents onto this same lawn, turning up for the wedding reception of Lindy and Hale’s oldest daughter, Barbara.9

While Tommy was at Merrywood, Lindy was writing letters at her kitchen table, according to a detailed account in Burt Solomon’s book The Washington Century. As she waited to hear from her husband, the family dog had fallen asleep at her feet.10 A day earlier, Hale had reluctantly flown to Anchorage to headline a pair of fund-raisers for a Democratic colleague who was facing a difficult election, Alaska representative Nick Begich. Hale hated the thought of adding the 3,500-mile journey to his already exhausting workload, but as the majority leader, he told a lobbyist at a dinner the night before the trip, “it’s my duty.” The trip would be quick, at least; just two days long. Hale was scheduled to return home that night. But as the evening wore on with no word from him, Lindy grew drowsy from the warmth of the fireplace and put her head down on the table. The ring of the telephone jolted her awake. It was Speaker Albert. He explained how he’d tried to reach Tommy and that he hated to be the one to tell her this, but there was a problem with Hale’s plane.11

Hale’s first fund-raising event in Alaska, which took place the prior evening, had been a nice success, bringing in $22,500 for Begich’s campaign coffers. The speeches, however, had gone on longer than expected, and the next morning the congressmen were too tired to catch their commercial flight to Juneau, where the second fund-raiser was being held. Instead, Hale and Begich drove to the airport later that day and chartered a private jet for the 570-mile trip to the Alaskan capital. The flight should have taken an hour and a half. But their twin-engine Cessna had never arrived in Juneau. By the time Speaker Albert reached Lindy, Hale had been missing for eight hours. No messages had been received from the pilot. And the weather had turned nasty.

“Oh, Carl!” Lindy responded.12

As soon as the former campaign aide told him what happened, Tommy sped down Bradley Boulevard and turned into his parents’ long, winding driveway. He found his mother in her bed. She was stunned—not fully capable of absorbing the news. Tommy explained how sorry he was that he hadn’t been able to deliver the news himself. “Oh, Mom,” he said. “It’s so unfair to you.”13

After details of Hale’s missing plane were broadcast on the ten o’clock news, the Boggs house came alive with activity, as Lindy recalled in her memoir, Washington Through a Purple Veil. The disappearance of the second most powerful man in the House of Representatives was the biggest news story in America. Liz Carpenter, who served as press secretary for former First Lady “Lady Bird” Johnson, drove over and began fielding questions from the reporters who showed up at the front door.14 The family’s parish priest, Father Gingrich, arrived. Lindy spoke with the US Air Force and Coast Guard officials who were coordinating the search; so far, they’d been able to get only one plane in the air before the fog grew too dense.

Before long, a crowd of friends, neighbors, and family was stirring anxiously beside the framed photographs of Hale with Lyndon Johnson and Hale with John F. Kennedy. The phone rang nonstop, and a second line was soon installed. Former vice president Hubert Humphrey and Massachusetts Senator Edward Kennedy each called, separately, to say they’d flown with the man piloting Hale’s plane. He was a top-notch navigator, they insisted. Alaska’s first-term Republican senator, Ted Stevens, phoned to urge the family not to give up hope, explaining that he’d survived a plane crash in Alaska himself.I Another Republican, Michigan congressman Gerald Ford, who would become president in less than two years, called frequently to check in on Lindy and the family.15

As pots of black coffee brewed in the kitchen, Lindy summoned the strength to reassure her worried guests. President Richard Nixon was arranging for a military jet to fly the family to Alaska, and the federal government was set to deploy seventy aircraft, four Coast Guard ships, as well as mountaineers and divers in its effort to bring Hale to safety. It would be the largest search-and-rescue mission in American history. “Look, now,” Lindy told the crowd of friends and family, “they’re going to find him.”16

By daybreak, the house had finally emptied. Lindy poured herself a glass of sherry and took a seat in the den. Tommy rested on the sofa beside her. For Hale’s wife and son, it must have seemed like a particularly cruel time for all this to happen. After all the gossip and bad press, the burdens that once imperiled Hale’s career had finally lifted. Over the past year and a half, the FBI had wrapped up its corruption probe, prosecutors had decided against bringing an indictment, and the fifty-eight-year-old congressman had found a way to manage his drinking. When he left for Dulles Airport less than forty-eight hours earlier, Hale Boggs wasn’t just the future Speaker of the House, he was a happy man once again. But now Lindy and Tommy were wide awake at dawn, wondering if they’d ever see him again.

Eventually Lindy walked out of the room and left Tommy alone with his thoughts. He clenched his fists and grunted in anger.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered.17 “Son of a bitch.”



Although he had not yet established himself as “the King of K Street,” Tommy Boggs’s insider pedigree had already set him apart from other DC lobbyists. With his mother’s ancestors having held public office since the early seventeenth century,18 and his father serving as an influential member of Congress, Tommy had grown up amid the romance of post–World War II Washington. He’d watched presidential State of the Union addresses from the House gallery, skipped school to attend important congressional debates, and found figures such as House Speaker Sam Rayburn and Texas Senator Lyndon B. Johnson sitting around his childhood dinner table.19 In college, Tommy landed a part-time job as the private elevator operator for the Speaker of the House. To the lawmakers on Capitol Hill, he was known simply as “Hale’s boy.”20

After leaving public service, Tommy found another way to make an imprint on Washington. By studying how government power had transferred from the White House to Congress in the years after the Watergate scandal and learning how to organize rival business interests into unified lobbying coalitions, he helped lead the political-influence industry out of its primitive state. He would empower corporate executives to confront—and ultimately vanquish—their political adversaries in organized labor, consumer activism, and the environmental movement. “In some ways,” as the New York Times put it in 1979, “Mr. Boggs now has as much influence over the decision-making process in Washington as if he had been elected.”21

His power of persuasion was the stuff of legend; Boggs once convinced a senator to tank a major piece of legislation through a conversation at the lawmaker’s wife’s bedside in a Washington-area cancer ward. Yet despite his soft-spoken charisma and passion for the nuances of policy, Tommy’s effectiveness as a lobbyist was rooted in his illustrious family tree. As the only son of Congressman Hale Boggs, Tommy acquired the influential friends, interpersonal gravitas, and political wisdom needed to broker complex legislative compromises. “Everything I know,” Tommy once told a colleague, “I learned from my dad.” The disappearance of Hale’s plane, somewhere over the Alaskan wilderness in the fall of 1972, would serve as the defining trauma of Tommy’s life. “Tommy was old enough and Hale was young enough that they had a relationship other than just father and son,” his wife, Barbara, said in an interview with the author Burt Solomon for his book The Washington Century.22 Then came an incident that “was so traumatic and unexpected and unnecessary.”

Said Linda Lipsen, the head of the trial lawyers lobby and a longtime client of Tommy’s: “It was a hole that was never filled.”

The episode was more than a personal tragedy. Over the prior thirty years, Congressman Hale Boggs had worked to burrow the values of New Deal liberalism deep into the Washington firmament. With the backing of a then thriving union movement, Hale helped his Democratic colleagues erect a succession of brand-new regulatory bodies—from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA)—and provide public officials with a more muscular set of tools to rein in the power of free-market capitalism. In the wake of his father’s disappearance, Tommy would pursue the opposite agenda, using his clout as a corporate lobbyist to roll back regulations, increase the political influence of business executives, and discredit the very notion that the government had a legitimate role to play in the private economy.

Though it didn’t seem so at the time, it was then, during the first few agonizing hours of waiting for updates on the search for Hale’s plane, that the Boggs family’s legacy began to change. As a three-decade-long tradition of government activism and consumer reform vanished into the Alaskan skyline, the Boggs name would soon find itself affixed to Washington’s premier Democratic lobbying dynasty. And through the efforts of Tommy, it would eventually become synonymous with PAC donations, duck hunting trips, and the outsized sway of corporations in Washington.

“I love the game,” Boggs once told a reporter. “Always loved the game.”

It began on a fraternity dance floor. During the opening week of rush season in 1934, Lindy Claiborne arrived at the Beta Theta Pi house at Tulane University, in New Orleans, for a fraternity dance. Then a sixteen-year-old freshman at Tulane’s sister school, Newcomb College for women, Lindy was a petite southern lady of impeccable manners and understated moxie; she lied about her age to Newcomb’s admissions officer in order to gain entry a year earlier than allowed. Her grace and pluck were rooted in imperial stock. Her earliest ancestor in the New World, William Claiborne, had emigrated from England to Jamestown, Virginia, in 1621, and he later became the first white settler to colonize Maryland. From there, each subsequent generation of Claibornes had sent at least one family member into public office. Thomas Claiborne, a congressman from Virginia, had fought with General Andrew Jackson in the Creek War of 1813–14. William Charles Cole Claiborne was the first governor of the Louisiana Territory. At the fraternity house, Lindy began dancing with a tall, handsome young man with blue eyes and wavy, brown hair. He guided her awkwardly across the floor, and then, in a soft voice, he made a daring promise: “I’m going to marry you someday.”23

Lindy was speechless. When their dance ended and the two parted ways, according to her memoir, she wondered aloud, “Who was that crazy boy?”24

At eighteen, Hale Boggs was also just starting his freshman year of college. He’d been the golden boy of Long Beach High School, in Mississippi, just across the Gulf from New Orleans, earning high marks, arguing at the statewide debate championship, and serving as president of his senior class. Hale won the New Orleans Times-Picayune’s essay contest so frequently that the newspaper had to implement a rule preventing first-prize winners from submitting entries in consecutive weeks.25 When Tulane’s president saw Hale’s academic record and learned of his family’s financial troubles, he awarded him a four-year scholarship. Hale’s family had once been nearly as prominent as Lindy’s. One early ancestor, who owned an island in the Gulf of Mexico, had alerted Andrew Jackson to the British warships that were cruising toward New Orleans in 1814. Hale’s father, though, was less commercially minded; he worked as a farmer, a dairyman, and then a bank cashier, but he could never bring in enough to make Hale and his five siblings comfortable. Eventually the Great Depression put Hale’s father out of work,26 and the family moved from one neighborhood to the next, ducking angry landlords when they couldn’t scrape together the rent.27

Lindy and Hale got to know each other better through their work on Tulane’s campus newspaper, the Hullabaloo; she was the women’s news editor, and he was the editor in chief. Among his fraternity brothers, Hale earned the nickname “the Senator,” and, on the editorial page, he regularly blasted Louisiana’s iron-fisted political boss, Huey Long.28 After college, Hale and Lindy got married and had a little girl, Barbara. To support his young family while he decided what to do with his life, Hale took a job at one of New Orleans’s local newspapers, the Daily States. But when he told the editor he wanted a full-time position, the man said, “Too bad. You’re fired.” Hale’s talents would be wasted in journalism, he was told.29

After graduating from Tulane University’s law school, Hale decided to take on Long’s corrupt political empire more directly. In 1940 he challenged Representative Paul Maloney, a five-term incumbent backed by the Long machine, for the congressional seat representing New Orleans. Wearing a white linen suit and casting his deep baritone voice, Hale lambasted Maloney as a “tool of the Long dictatorship” with nothing to show for his decade in Washington.30 Amid a wave of reformist energy, Hale took the election by a comfortable margin.

Eight days later, Lindy gave birth to her second child, Tommy. It had been a difficult delivery, as little Tommy’s breathing was strained, and his legs were weak. Doctors found a problem with his thymus gland and recommended what was then a novel treatment: radiation. “It was a difficult decision for Hale and me to make,” Lindy wrote later.31 “But we took a chance with the hope of a normal life for Tommy.” The gamble paid off: Tommy soon began putting on weight and gaining strength. Before long, the little boy was, as his mother put it, “as round as he is tall.” At just twenty-six, Hale was set to become the youngest Democrat in the House of Representatives. But even more than that, he and his young family were about to realize the campaign slogan that he’d borrowed from the popular 1939 Jimmy Stewart movie: “Mr. Boggs Goes to Washington.”32

On a sunny, frigid morning in January 1941, Hale and Lindy crammed into a crowd of spectators near the East Portico of the US Capitol Building, about a block off the National Mall, as the infantry troops and West Point cadets strutted down Pennsylvania Avenue.33 Lindy and the kids had joined Hale in Washington just in time for the third inauguration of the couple’s political hero, President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The brand-new congressman and his wife had been inspired by the unprecedented measures that FDR had taken to rescue the economy from the Great Depression, and they looked on with approval as members of two popular New Deal jobs programs, the National Youth Administration and the Civilian Conservation Corps, marched in the inaugural parade.34 As war raged in Europe and draft-age Americans worried about their futures, President Roosevelt appeared atop the marble steps of the Capitol. He needed both hands to steady himself at the podium, on account of his legs, long since paralyzed by polio, as he tried to encourage a jittery nation. “Democracy,” he insisted, “is not dying.”

Though their first election victories were eight years apart, both FDR and Hale Boggs had arrived in Washington by way of the same political riptide. In 1932, during the doldrums of the Depression, a diverse assortment of previously unallied Americans—union members, Blacks, religious minorities, recent immigrants, and southerners35—had joined forces to effectuate the most consequential political realignment since the Civil War. This so-called New Deal coalition would put FDR in the White House, precipitate an almost fifty-year stretch of nearly uninterrupted Democratic control of both chambers of Congress, and provide the popular support for an extraordinary expansion of the federal enterprise. It was during this period that voters grew increasingly enamored with politicians like Hale Boggs—Democrats who believed that government should use its power to protect ordinary citizens from the excesses of capitalism and help improve the lives of the disadvantaged and the poor.

While juggling the duties of a congressional spouse and mother of two, Lindy became accustomed to the unique rituals of political life in Washington. When she arrived late to a White House garden party—a serious embarrassment—Lindy apologized repeatedly to Eleanor Roosevelt and explained that she’d had to care for her little boy, Tommy, who was suffering from teething pains. “I’m glad somebody has her priorities straight,” the First Lady responded.36 Lindy made friends with the wives of other southern Democrats, such as Lady Bird Johnson and Pauline Gore, the wife of Senator Al Gore Sr. and mother of future Vice President Al Gore Jr. At the end of the workday, she often picked up Hale from his congressional office in the family’s Pontiac. One evening, while she waited for her husband to finish up, she walked onto the lawn and stared admiringly at the Capitol dome. Then she heard a man’s voice beside her: “Isn’t that the most beautiful sight in the world?” It was Sam Rayburn, the Speaker of the House—one of the most influential men in Washington at a time when power was concentrated in the hands of the president and a few congressional leaders. He liked to step outside and gaze up at the rotunda when the pressures of leadership got to him.37

Rayburn, a taciturn Texan, had spotted potential in Hale the moment he stepped onto Capitol Hill. The freshman lawmaker was a soaring orator with magnetic charisma. He handed out sweet corn from his garden to his aides,38 and the congressional secretaries—whom Hale always addressed as “Beautiful”39—once voted him the most charming member of the House. But in Hale, the Speaker found something even more valuable: loyalty. He considered the young southerner a dutiful soldier who could be counted on to vote for the Speaker’s priorities. Rayburn began inviting Hale to his “Board of Education” meetings,40 where a small group of Democratic lawmakers convened around five o’clock several days a week in the Speaker’s hideaway office to drink liquor, play cards, and discuss votes. Over time, the childless and unmarried Rayburn became something of a surrogate father to the upstart lawmaker. “He more or less adopted me,” Hale said.41

The Boggs children, who grew to three in number with the birth of their youngest sibling, Corrine “Cokie” Boggs, were raised on insider politics. Decades before becoming a cohost of ABC-TV’s Sunday political talk show This Week, Cokie celebrated her seventh birthday in the Speaker’s dining room, and towering Washington figures were constantly dropping by their house. Texas congressman Lyndon B. Johnson, whom Hale got to know through Rayburn’s “Board of Education,” was a frequent dinner guest. After Cokie’s pet chicken, Charlie, was killed by a stray neighborhood dog, Speaker Rayburn—“Mr. Sam” to the kids—presided over the backyard funeral.42 And when Lindy was confined to bed after contracting hepatitis from a blood transfusion, Hale decided to cheer her up by bringing over one of his buddies from Congress who’d recently recovered from the same illness: John F. Kennedy.43

Strong personal relationships were central to Hale’s growing influence in Washington. As a close friend of both Kennedy and Johnson, he played a decisive, behind-the-scenes role in forging their historic political partnership. On the day that Kennedy received the Democratic nomination for president, at the party’s 1960 convention in Los Angeles, Hale learned that Johnson had been offered the vice presidency. There was just one catch: Johnson would accept the position only if Speaker Rayburn supported the decision. Rayburn, however, thought the move would be disastrous; Americans would never elect a Catholic president, he believed, and Johnson’s ties to the doomed campaign would imperil his career. It was Hale who changed Rayburn’s mind,44 arguing that by joining the presidential ticket, Johnson could deliver the South for Kennedy and keep Richard Nixon out of the Oval Office.

As his pals moved into the White House, Hale ascended the congressional leadership ladder. When Rayburn died from cancer in 1961, House Speaker William McCormack made Hale his majority whip, the third-ranking member of the House leadership. Other Boggs family members gained influence as well. Lindy served as cochair of Kennedy’s inaugural ball,45 and the couple’s eldest daughter, Barbara, joined Kennedy’s staff, where she wrote letters to constituents and performed other tasks.46 On one occasion, at Barbara’s behest, Kennedy’s aides borrowed Lindy’s silverware in order to prepare a proper southern breakfast for the Yankee president.47 In November 1963 Hale and other House leaders had breakfast with JFK in the White House, and, afterward, the president took Hale and Lindy outside48 to show them the recently redesigned Rose Garden.

“Lindy,” Kennedy asked, “how long do chrysanthemums bloom in Washington in the fall?”

“Well, until the first frost.”

“Oh, I hope the first frost comes late this year.”49

Two weeks later, the president was dead, assassinated in Dallas. Hale was among the handful of somber congressmen assembled at Andrews Air Force Base, just hours after the shooting, in suburban Maryland, when Air Force One returned from Dallas carrying Kennedy’s body and America’s new president, Lyndon Johnson. Standing on the tarmac, Hale watched officials slide the coffin into an ambulance as Jacqueline Kennedy disembarked from the plane in a bloodstained pink suit. Around seven thirty that evening, Hale and eight other congressional leaders met Johnson in the Old Executive Office Building, next to the White House. “I am president in a way that no man would ever want to become president,” Johnson told them.50 “But I am president.”

When the meeting ended, Hale wished his old friend well. “God bless you, Mr. President.”51

Though Tommy Boggs had known Lyndon Johnson for the better part of his life, he hadn’t really become friendly with the tall, swaggering Texan until his father arranged a part-time job for him in Congress in the late 1950s. His job as an operator of a private elevator52 for Speaker Sam Rayburn put him on a first-name basis with lawmakers all over Capitol Hill. Boggs ran into Johnson, then the majority leader in the Senate, nearly every day. When Congress was in session, Johnson liked to stop by Rayburn’s hideaway office around eight thirty at night for a couple of drinks. After an hour or so of chatting, Johnson would fix himself a final, tall glass of Cutty Sark scotch—“one for the road,”53 in Boggs’s telling—say good-bye to his colleagues, and walk back toward the elevator.

“Come on, Tommy,” Johnson would say. “Carry this out to the car with me. I don’t want to be seen running around Congress with a glass of [scotch] in my hand.”54 Tommy would hold the drink as discreetly as possible, as he walked Johnson down to the parking garage and then watched the future president drive off.

Like his father and his Claiborne ancestors, Tommy Boggs wanted a life in politics. After having developed the chummy relationship with Johnson, Tommy started doing advance work for his unsuccessful 1960 presidential campaign. Though not yet old enough to vote, he traveled with Johnson’s team to New York and convinced volunteers to campaign on commuter trains so that they could reach more people. When he finished college in 1961, he joined the staff of the Senate’s Joint Committee on Economics, while also attending Georgetown Law School at night. But he soon drifted back to Johnson’s orbit, joining the White House in January 1964. Though technically a special assistant to the head of the Office of Emergency Planning, he functioned as a political aide to the president, spending most of his time handling logistics for Johnson’s public appearances.

One of his first assignments was to help organize the new president’s 1964 trip to Appalachia55 as part of his war on poverty. That fall, Tommy traveled to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, to prepare for the first public event of Johnson’s reelection campaign. However, not even the Boggs family name could protect him from Johnson’s temper. After Tommy was quoted giving details of the president’s Harrisburg visit to a local newspaper, he received an irate phone call at six o’clock in the morning.

“I’m supposed to announce what I’m doing!”56 Johnson barked. “Not you!”

Nevertheless, Tommy loved the work; it gave him a firsthand look at the scope of the White House’s power. On one occasion, he used his authority to uproot a tree57—over the objections of the town’s mayor—that would have blocked the president’s view of spectators. Between the contacts he made in the White House and his family friends in Congress, he was developing into one of Washington’s best-wired young operators. There was just one problem: the salary. Tommy had married his wife at age twenty while still in college; his mother and her best friend had set them up in what Tommy’s sister once called “the only arranged marriage in the twentieth century.” Now twenty-six, he and Barbara had two children and a third on the way, and he didn’t think he could continue to support them on $10,500 a year. “[I] needed to make some money,” he told a journalist.

In 1966, after fifteen months in the job, Tommy told the president he was leaving the White House for a more lucrative career.

Johnson wished his young sidekick “all the luck in the world.”58

At the time, Washington’s influence business was ruled by a small collection of masters-of-the-universe-type insiders who slipped in and out of government and called in favors from their powerful friends. While they couldn’t introduce amendments or call up a bill for a vote, members of this permanent shadow government could bend federal policy in their clients’ direction through a well-timed phone call or a private chat at a cocktail party. Tommy “the Cork” Corcoran, for example, was a Wall Street lawyer turned trusted aide to Franklin D. Roosevelt. During his seven years in the administration, he accompanied FDR to social events, drafted Depression-era banking laws, and crafted some of the president’s most enduring speeches. It was Corcoran who authored the celebrated line from Roosevelt’s 1936 address to the Democratic Convention in Philadelphia: “To some generations, much is given. Of other generations, much is expected. This generation has a rendezvous with destiny.”59

Upon leaving the White House in 1940, Corcoran emerged as one of DC’s first mega lobbyists. He derived his power from his ties to the men who ran Washington; during his years in the White House, Corcoran had played a role in the hiring of virtually every senior administration official, and he’d established a close personal relationship with President Roosevelt himself—indispensable friendships for an influence peddler on the make. The Cork didn’t advertise his business, he kept his number out of the phone book, and he worked out of a small office with no nameplate above the door. Still, businessmen seeking help in Washington learned how to find him. One of his early clients, the industrialist Henry Kaiser, came to Corcoran looking for a way to profit off the American mobilization for World War II. Corcoran used his government contacts to broker a meeting between Kaiser and the US War Production Board that resulted in $645 million worth of federal contracts to build shipyards.60 Corcoran earned $90,000 from that deal alone, and he went on to make a then-staggering sum of $1 million in his first year in business.

When Presidents Kennedy and Johnson took office, each sought Corcoran’s guidance as one of the few Washington operatives with years of experience running the White House. Over the following decades, Corcoran used those relationships and his detailed knowledge of how to work the federal bureaucracy to benefit giant American companies such as Pan American Airways, El Paso Natural Gas Company, and United Fruit Company. His most effective tactics remained his most straightforward. In the early 1970s, representatives of a tool and die company arrived at Corcoran’s office and explained that due to a welding problem, they were in jeopardy of losing their contract to make barrels for the US Department of Defense.

“Let me make a telephone call,” Corcoran told the men, according to David McKean’s Tommy the Cork: Washington’s Ultimate Insider from Roosevelt to Reagan.

“Should we leave?” one of the executives asked.

“No, no. Stay put,” Corcoran said, waving at them to sit down.

Corcoran picked up the phone, asked to be connected to a Defense Department official, had a brief conversation, and hung up.

“It’s settled,” he said. “Your problems are over.”

The executives left his office, and, days later, they received an invoice for $10,000 payable to Tommy Corcoran.

The tall, dashing Clark Clifford was another legendary influencer of the era. A native of President Harry Truman’s home state of Missouri, Clifford ran his own law practice before enlisting in the navy during World War II. When Truman tapped a friend from Missouri to serve as his naval aide, Clifford tagged along to Washington. He joined the White House as its legal counsel, became a close confidant of the president’s, and drafted the legislation establishing the secretary of defense and creating the Central Intelligence Agency. Perhaps more important to his future career in lobbying, Clifford was put in charge of Truman’s regular poker game.61 He arranged for a rotating cast of Washington luminaries—Supreme Court Chief Justice Fred Vinson, Commerce Secretary W. Averell Harriman, Lyndon Johnson, among others—to float down the Potomac River on the presidential yacht, the USS Williamsburg, as they sipped bourbon, cracked jokes, and played cards. Truman, FDR’s new running mate in 1944, had served as vice president for only three months when Franklin D. Roosevelt died suddenly of a cerebral hemorrhage in April 1945, catapulting Truman into the presidency. He was widely expected to lose reelection in 1948. But after Truman pulled off an upset victory over New York governor Thomas Dewey, Clifford was credited as the campaign’s strategic mastermind and came to be viewed as the central nervous system of the White House.

Departing the administration in 1950, Clifford opened a legal practice and fashioned himself into the quintessential Washington wise man for hire. Before long, he was raking in lucrative fees from an elite roster of clients, including General Electric Co., Trans World Airlines, and Standard Oil of California.62 In the early 1960s he tapped his vast network of allies in the Kennedy administration to slip a change into the law that saved $500 million in taxes for chemical conglomerate DuPont by allowing the firm to write off a huge fine, according to Friends in High Places, by Douglas Frantz and David McKean. Clifford’s fee: nearly $1 million.63 Though Clifford, like Corcoran, remained an effective political problem solver into the early 1970s, his playbook never changed; his entire business model revolved around his ability to land favors from influential friends in the executive branch. On one occasion, according to K Street lore, an attorney for a Midwest corporation reached out to Clifford and asked what his company should do about a tax bill that was pending in Congress.

Several weeks later, Clifford sent the lawyer a telegram with his response: “Do nothing.” He then sent the company a bill for $20,000.

The attorney was furious. He demanded a more thorough explanation of the do-nothing strategy. Clifford sent another response: “Because I said so.”

He followed up with a bill for an additional $5,000.64



Despite the outsized clout of a handful of well-connected men, Washington’s influence business was still in its Stone Age. In 1961 a total of only 130 American companies had retained lobbyists of any kind. Of those, just 50 opened offices in Washington65 to give their lobbyists a base of operations; most of these firms were in heavily regulated industries, such as telecommunications, broadcasting, and defense contracting, which required frequent contact with the government. These influence peddlers largely ignored the lawmakers on Capitol Hill. One study published in 1964 found that of the 166 large companies that the researchers examined, only 22 percent had made any contact at all with Congress during the prior two years.66 The bulk of corporate representatives in Washington were there not to influence lawmakers but to try to sell products to Uncle Sam.67 At most corporations, postings in the nation’s capital were among the least desirable. “The Washington office,” a Conference Board researcher wrote of this period, “used to be the place where you shipped your soon-to-retire executive.” The small amount of lobbying that businesses did conduct was carried out primarily through trade associations,68 which pressed government officials—mostly unsuccessfully—to rein in new industry regulations and curb the strength of organized labor unions. But the business community’s leading advocacy groups, the US Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers, had small staffs, little funding, and even less influence on political decision-making.

Corporate America’s disregard for Washington was, at the time, perfectly rational. The country’s unprecedented economic boom of the 1950s and 1960s had wiped away nearly all major political threats to corporate profit growth.69 As Europe and Japan struggled to rebuild their infrastructures and economies from the devastation of World War II, America’s fast-growing manufacturing sector70 made it a global economic powerhouse; from 1947 to 1973, the nation’s gross domestic product exploded by a factor of six and the median income doubled.71 In this twenty-six-year stretch, the average American family accumulated more purchasing power than it had gained during all 197 prior years of the country’s history combined.72 Some historians refer to this period as the Golden Age of Capitalism. Edward Heath, Great Britain’s prime minister in the early seventies, called it “the greatest prosperity the world has ever known.” As corporate revenues soared, the leading business executives in the United States reached a pivotal conclusion. They decided that their interests would be best served by making peace with their traditional adversaries.73

Since the start of the Industrial Age, the struggle between organized labor and corporate management had been the defining conflict of America’s economy. But not long after World War II, the battle began to de-escalate. In 1950, for example, GM’s leadership chose to accommodate—rather than fight—its largest labor union, the United Automobile Workers, reaching a historic compromise that came to be known as the Treaty of Detroit. In return for pledging not to strike, workers received an unusually generous five-year contract that provided annual wage increases, cost-of-living adjustments, health care benefits, a pension, and other perks.74 Such agreements became increasingly common at US manufacturing firms, and they emerged as a defining feature of the “capital-labor accord” that marked the post–World War II era.75 Corporate managers “wanted to make the labor movement tolerable and manageable,” wrote the historian Howell John Harris, “and then to live with it, not to destroy it.”76

Likewise, throughout most of American history, wealthy industrialists had fiercely resisted efforts to widen the government’s authority. Even during the Great Depression, when the public was desperate for assistance, some business leaders maintained their opposition. But many others revised their thinking and became willing to back—or at least accept—the New Deal’s historic expansion of the federal enterprise.77 The corporate community’s accommodation of Washington’s growth continued during and after the Second World War. As President Johnson pushed to enact his Great Society initiatives, for example, Big Business chose to avoid open conflict with the government. Instead, corporate executives resolved not to resist—and in some cases even support—the key increases in federal power that accrued in the mid-1960s.78 No major corporate leader opposed the passage of Medicare, federal aid to education, or the war on poverty. With the exception of those in the South, most businesses didn’t try to stop the passage of the landmark 1964 Civil Rights Act,79 despite the cumbersome new restrictions it placed on the handling of internal personnel matters.80 The country’s most sweeping protections for the air and water were signed into law by a Republican president, Richard Nixon, who created the Environmental Protection Agency. Top executives at twenty-two firms—including Standard Oil of California, General Electric, and Chase Manhattan Bank—signed a letter supporting a 1966 bill providing federal funds to redevelop urban slums.81 And in 1970 a survey of 270 Fortune 500 CEOs found that nearly 60 percent believed that government environmental

































































	I. In 2010 Stevens would die in a plane crash in Alaska himself.
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