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PREFACE

We order and excite our mental lives with stories. Mostly, they are the same stories over and over again. The tabloids (in print and, now, on television) have their set of stories: the wealthy brought low, betrayal in marriage and commerce, the murder of the innocent, the humbling of the celebrity, the ordinary man’s triumph. They differ from the novels of, say, Dreiser, or the plays of Shakespeare, in the richness of detail, the complexity of thought and incident, the wealth of language, but in the story of O. J. Simpson (the tabloid story of the millennium) there were surely elements of An American Tragedy and Othello. There are other textures of mental life—the analytical, the pure emotions of lust or rage—but stories, the telling and listening, are much of what we are.

Reporters are interested in amassing information, in sorting through the latest trends, but above all we are interested in stories. They often contain useful information, but they are also patterns, morality plays, entertainments. To me, at least, Gary Hart’s exile from public life after scandal drove him out of the 1988 presidential race is a story out of Dreiser, too. (It is surely a story that influenced the way Bill Clinton told his story a few years later.) Ralph Ellison’s excruciating attempt, over many decades, to write a second novel after the great success of his first, Invisible Man, is a story. There is something Greek about Ellison’s tragedy, the way a manuscript (with no copy) burned in a house fire, the way he died, a couple of weeks after talking with me, having left his novel, fragmented, incomplete, in the hands of others. How a great religious historian, Elaine Pagels, comes to write about evil and the devil after the death of her husband and son is a story about the way thought and creation begin.

The real subjects of these stories—the politicians, the scholars, the artists, the athletes—do not necessarily recognize themselves in the way they are depicted here. They don’t see in the published result the fullness of themselves and their experience. I don’t blame them. Journalism is not allowed the liberties of the novel or the evidence of the psychiatric dossier. “Stories” can only be a part, a glimpse, of that fuller thing, the life.

Even though I am sure a number of the subjects of these pieces were not at all pleased with the result—I don’t expect another dinner invitation from Gary Hart, and Gerry Adams never sent a thank-you note—I am grateful to all of them. Janet Malcolm is dead right when she describes how the subjects of journalism so often feel taken in when they discover that the story that comes out in the end is not necessarily the story as they had pictured it in their heads. The writer, and not the subject, chooses the details that will go into the pieces and what ought to be ignored as irrelevant or dull.

In defense of these stories, the reader should know they are true. Or, better to say, factual. These pieces range over many fields of life—politics, scholarship, literature, sports—and touch on the problems of race, sex, jealousy, aging, exile, and terror. But mostly, they are about the gap between private life and public ambition, the strange decisions someone like Gary Hart and Mario Cuomo will make when faced with the possibility of becoming a president or a justice of the Supreme Court; how Alger Hiss lives out his life when part of the world regards him as a pariah, another as a martyr; how an athlete faces the death of retirement; how two obscure scholars react when their relationship collapses into acrimony over a theory that both are convinced will revolutionize Shakespeare studies. The facts in all of them are straight, or at least the best I could do. In any case, I had the benefit of a ten-year-long apprenticeship at The Washington Post, the indulgence of the editors of The New Yorker, and, not least, the help of the magazine’s rightly celebrated fact-checking department. That leaves me with no excuses.
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Winter on the Mountain

(April 1993)

It was freezing in the mountains, about ten degrees below zero. All across Colorado, drifts of snow swept halfway up the sides of the barns and the cabins. Without waking his wife, Gary Hart got up before dawn and walked downstairs to his living room, a cavernous place with a vaulted ceiling, high windows, and walls of lodgepole pine. It is a mountain house out of a plutocrat’s fondest four-color dream. Hart could sit by the fire and see deer, elk, mountain lions, and red fox move through the woods as the sun came up over the foothills of Kittredge. Lately, a Corsican ram had been climbing around the rocks near the house, and the dogs barked up at him. Hart built the house a couple of years ago for his wife, Lee, he would tell me, “because Lee had never had anything like this and Lee deserved it.”

Hart was making real money now, as a lawyer and an international businessman. Born to Nazarene evangelicals in Kansas, he confessed to sometimes feeling “a little funny” about all the opulence: the poolroom, the sauna, the walk-in closets, the state-of-the-art appliances. It seemed sinful somehow. But the unease of living here was more severe than a passing case of guilt; it was endless and deep.

This was not the house that Gary Hart had thought he would be living in. At the start of the 1988 presidential campaign, he had been headed, as if on a greased chute of destiny, for the White House. But out of vanity, it seemed, and stubborn refusal to curb his extramarital liaisons for the purposes of high politics, he threw it all away long before the first primary. He could rage at the press for its blithe savagery, its puritan hypocrisy. But he should have known. In fact, he did know: he knew the risks and he ignored them. In May of 1987, he even invited the press to “follow me around” during the campaign. “I don’t care. I’m serious,” he told The New York Times. “If anybody wants to put a tail on me, go ahead. They’d be very bored.” In the end, Hart paid for the sins of the flesh as no one else had done in two hundred years of American political history.

Hart’s exile was immediate and absolute. To venture from the mountains of Colorado was to open himself to further humiliation. When he went to the 1988 Democratic Convention, in Atlanta, the only way he could enter the arena was with a Colorado delegate’s pass. When he reached the convention floor, the Democratic chairman, Paul Kirk, put a few security men between him and the television cameras. Hart’s sense of martyrdom and piety was acute. “All our heroes are dead,” he told Maureen Dowd, of the Times. “John is dead. Bobby is dead. And I’m dead—walking dead.”

Now, five years on, Hart dispensed with self-pity and stuck to a handful of pitiful jokes. “Sometimes I’ll be walking down the street in Washington and someone’ll come up to me and say, ‘Aren’t you Gary Hart?’ And I give ’em this little joke. I say, ‘Yeah, I used to be.’ And they laugh—‘Ha! Ha! Ha!’ ”

After the convention was over, Hart had wanted to get on with his life. He was constantly on the road, especially in Russia, trying to set up business projects—seaports, airports, banks, phone systems—that would enrich his clients and connect him, in some marginal way, to public life. But the 1988 bruises still hurt. Hart was convinced that he would never have lost to George Bush, that his fall was “an accident, a car crash in history.” When his friend and adviser Paul Tully died, last September, Hart ran into Richard Gephardt, the House majority leader, at the funeral. The election was only weeks away, and Gephardt, ever the Eagle Scout, could barely keep a cap on his fizzy enthusiasm.

“I think Bill’s gonna do it!” Gephardt said.

“Yeah,” Hart said darkly. “But Bush never should have won in the first place.”

When Bill Clinton finally did win, Hart tried not to betray his mixed feelings. “He was glad Clinton won,” his daughter, Andrea, said. “But he does have that feeling—‘It could have been me, I could have done as good a job as this man.’ ” In 1972, when Hart was in charge of George McGovern’s campaign for president, he had hired Clinton, a law student on summer break, to help lead the Texas organization. “My impression was of a guy with a lot of enthusiasm and a lot of hair,” he said. Now that kid was president, the savior of his party. But didn’t anyone see that Hart, and not Clinton, had reinvented the Democrats? He had been preaching military reform, national service, and economic investment as a senator from Colorado when Clinton was still getting to know the precincts of Arkansas. But no one much cared. Hart had lately sent memos to the White House but had got no answers.

Hart’s frustration in exile was not just a matter of failed ambition—nothing as vain and petty as that. Take the winter of 1990–91. The Harts were moving into the new house, on Troublesome Gulch Road—just up the path from their old log cabin—but Gary felt no great happiness. Like everyone else in the country, he was spending hours in front of the television watching the bombing raids over Baghdad. In the press, many of the armchair analysts were predicting that when the land war finally began, thousands of American soldiers would die. Hart reflected that if he had been in the White House he would have gone the “sanctions route” a good deal longer. “I was terrified we’d lose a lot of people,” he said later. “If thousands of American lives had been lost, I would have felt personally responsible.”

Personal responsibility for thousands of dead—all for a weekend trip to Bimini on the good ship Monkey Business. This was what it was, at times, to be Gary Hart. “When you talk about Gary Hart now, people don’t focus on anything except that here was this guy who got out of the race and the Donna Rice episode,” Billy Shore, one of Hart’s closest aides from the early days, said in February. “If he’d been hit by a bus the week before all that happened, the Times would have written an obituary paying tribute to ‘a legislator’s legislator.’ ” Now he was a living punch line.

“I don’t like ‘feel’ questions,” Hart said as we drove in his Jeep from Denver west to Kittredge. Over and over, in Kittredge, in Denver, and in Washington, Hart would dip lightly into the waters of the personal and then suddenly yank himself out. “It’s all part of my death struggle with ego,” he said.

Rarely has an American ego been more thoroughly probed, indulged, and, ultimately, destroyed. After his weekend became public knowledge, Hart quickly toppled from the pinnacle of public life, to join that shadowy population of Americans who are ready fodder for “Where Are They Now?” columns. They are figures first of irony and then of trivia; after a while, the game is guessing whether they are alive or dead. But Gary Hart’s story will prove grander than that. His rise to prominence and fall from grace ring of Hawthorne and Dreiser, and played a critical role in the election of Bill Clinton.

Hart, whose parents forbid dancing, movies, alcohol, and the indulgences of the flesh, marries Lee Ludwig, a Nazarene girl from a good family, and they head east to New Haven. It is the age of John Kennedy; and Hart, at Yale Law School, is swept up in Kennedy’s charisma and call to public service. In 1972, he runs McGovern’s children’s campaign against the demonic Richard Nixon. The loss is overwhelming, but is eventually redeemed somewhat by Watergate. In 1974, Hart is elected to the Senate, where he gains a reputation as an innovative advocate of reform, the best of a new generation of “neoliberals.” In 1984, he runs for president and stuns the experts by placing second in the Iowa caucus and winning the New Hampshire primary. One estimate has him suddenly gaining three million supporters a day. “Not since the Beatles had stormed onto the stage of The Ed Sullivan Show twenty years before had any new face so quickly captured the popular culture,” Paul Taylor, of The Washington Post, writes. Hart is told by Warren Beatty, “Watch out. You’ve become famous too fast.” If it hadn’t been for the Democratic party machinery and a botched campaign in Illinois, Hart could well have won the nomination in 1984. He finishes the race with a string of victories, but loses narrowly to Walter Mondale. In 1987, Hart is the odds-on favorite to win the party’s blessing and challenge George Bush in November. But then, in May of 1987, he vanishes under the wave of scandal as The Miami Herald stakes out his house and The Washington Post snags a detective report commissioned by a jealous husband. Hart quits the race. In December, he reenters it, but he can never regain his footing. In Iowa, he gets less than 1 percent of the vote and finishes last. Five weeks later, he goes home to stay.

Hart still has the rangy, handsome look that his handlers always hoped would be seen as a Colorado version of “Kennedyesque.” In deepest winter, he still wears cowboy boots with his business suit, and no overcoat. Aware that his tag has come to be “aloof,” or “imperious,” Hart makes an effort to charm. As we drove through the foothills of the Rockies, past one old mining town after another, he told some familiar Nixon stories in a dead-on Nixon voice. His set piece is about the day he found himself seated next to Nixon at the funeral of Jacob Javits.

“All of a sudden I feel him tapping me on the knee.… Whap! Whap! Whap!… And he says, ‘That music. Is that Bach or Brahms?’ … Bach or Brahms?… I said I didn’t know. And he says, ‘Bach is much better than Brahms. Because Bach is tougher than Brahms.’ ”

Hart is fascinated by Nixon—by his cynicism and his uncanny ability to remain in the political limelight. Though Hart would be appalled by the idea, he and Nixon are historical partners. Both men were always remarkable analysts of everyone but themselves. Their downfalls were successive chapters in the history of the media and American politics. Watergate represented the apogee of investigative reporting on the presidential level; the Hart scandal took the public’s right to know beyond any previous limit. It was Nixon who acknowledged this strange kinship when he wrote to Hart in 1987:


Dear Gary,

This is just a line to tell you that I thought you handled a very difficult situation uncommonly well.… What you said about the media needed to be said. They demand the right to ruthlessly question the ethics of everyone else. But when anyone else dares to question their ethics, they hide behind the shield of freedom of speech. They refuse to make the distinction that philosophers throughout the centuries have made between freedom and license.



Hart drove slowly along the road that cuts through his property, of 170 acres. He pointed to a spot where he had seen a fox the week before and to the gate where, in 1987, hundreds of reporters had hunkered down, waiting for another glimpse of scandal. The Harts haven’t had many reporters at their house since those days. They had invited me for dinner and to stay the night, and, in a clumsy attempt to thank them, I’d bought flowers in Denver and brought them as a gift.

Getting out of the Jeep, Hart smiled thinly at the bouquet. “It’s gonna take a lot of flowers to make Lee feel any better about reporters,” he said. “Lee was pretty brutalized, you know. I think she’s all right now.”

As we walked through the snow toward the house, we were greeted by the barking of dogs and then by Lee Hart, standing in the doorframe. She looked eager and nervous at the same time. Since “the events of 1987,” as her husband often calls them, Lee Hart has kept out of the public eye. Even some of the Harts’ closest friends are bewildered by the endurance of their marriage.

“Babe, why don’t you give him the tour, and get that over with?” Hart said.

“That’s what I was going to do, Gary.”

Perhaps the thing that struck me most about the house, besides its sheer splendor, was how few signs there were that one of its owners had been so close to becoming the most powerful person on earth. Politicians usually keep several dozen grip-and-grin photos around—self-gilding memorabilia from the old campaigns or the trips abroad. At the Harts’, just a few black-and-white pictures had been tacked up—familiar images from the campaign trail, with both Gary and Lee all smiles and looking a bit younger.

We sat by the fire and talked about The Good Fight: The Education of an American Reformer, a book that Hart was getting ready for publication. “I really wanted to title the book The Diary of a Failed Reformer, but they wouldn’t let me,” he said. “My editor had a fit. They give no credit to people for a sense of irony. The truth is, I don’t think I was a failure. I just wasn’t a success.”

Hart’s is a willfully soulless book. Throughout, he uses “the reformer” in place of the first person—a device that was intended to make the book seem less self-conscious and succeeds only in making it seem more so. Instead of paying tribute to Henry Adams with this device, as Hart had intended, he evokes Norman Mailer’s old alter ego, Aquarius. That might not be so grating if Hart had written openly, bravely, even angrily, about his own experience. He has not. His reticence is at constant war with his sense of injury, and the conflict produces a tinny, self-righteous effect.

Hart wrote with far more passion in a number of letters to his editor at Random House, Jonathan Karp. One reads:


You must condition yourself and your colleagues to the fact that nothing short of suicide will satisfy the skeptics and the cynics or even the asinine acquaintances. The reason simply is this: a newly aggressive and intrusive press establishment, never comfortable with my refusal to be categorized, exploited (and possibly created) an incident very near the bone.… I will never escape from this event, as you say, simply because the press cannot afford to let me escape it and because social and political exile is demanded to sustain the hypocrisy. Nothing, I repeat, nothing, I say in the foreword would solve these two problems. It would require an act of utmost contrition, which I am incapable of making.



In The Good Fight, Hart writes a skeletal history of various reformers in America and the ways they have been stifled, thwarted, or killed. Although he propounds no grand conspiracy theory, he is fascinated by the conspiratorial elements in the murders of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Kennedys, and in the defeats of McGovern and the reformer. A prominent Washington journalist once told me that Hart, after a couple of drinks on an airplane five years ago, described his own fall in 1987 as a conspiracy of power elites: the military establishment, the energy industry—in short, all the institutions he planned to reform as president.

I told Hart I thought there was an acute sense of conspiracy running through the new book linking his own trials with those of the Kennedys and King.

He seemed genuinely surprised. “If you think that a paranoid sense of conspiracy runs through the book, then you’re misreading it, or maybe I should rewrite it,” he said. “And I may put myself in line with reformers, but it doesn’t mean my loss was in any way equal to their losses. You can be a good Christian or a follower of Christ or Paul and not think you are Christ or Paul. My own impression of my experience in politics is that it was very minor. Virtually none of the things I wanted to get done got done.”

Lee Hart called us in to dinner. She had prepared an elaborate salad of greens, bacon, cheese, and fruit, and then chicken breasts with wild rice and, for dessert, the richest chocolate cake this side of Lyons.

“This wine’s a little tart, though, isn’t it, babe?” Hart said. “Musta been a lemon vintage.”

Lee Hart looked mortified. “Maybe another bottle …”

Hart smiled. “Don’t bother, babe. This’ll do.”

I asked Lee Hart how the two of them had managed to pull themselves together after the disaster of 1987.

There was a pause. Then Lee said, “We were redoing the kitchen in the old house, where Andrea’s living now. And Gary cut a lot of logs. Some were The Miami Herald, others were The Washington Post—”

Gary Hart’s face turned the color of claret. “Now, babe,” he said, in a voice freighted with anger and meaning.

“I just meant—”

“Babe, speak for yourself. Sure, it was hard. And if it was a career it was the tragic end of a career. But if you take it as public service, the way I did, then it’s just the end of that part of your life.”

“That’s true, Gary. You always said that.”

“The key thing is your attitude going into it. When I was elected to the Senate, I was eager to be there. But I never thought that this would be it, senator for life, or climb the ladder to the presidency. I just decided in the eighties that the Democratic party had to be the party of change. And ‘up or out’ became my attitude. I just could not stand to look at the lack of courage in the Senate. And then after I lost in ’84—well, you really can’t go back to the Senate after running for president, and rejoin those silly, inane discussions. I’m against the two-term limit, but people should leave voluntarily. They have to avoid being co-opted by the permanent Washington crowd—the journalists, the friendship. They get co-opted after a couple of terms. I want to go back to an earlier time, when politicians didn’t hobnob with the press, and they saw themselves as public servants for a time. I was made fun of, even ridiculed, because I always said ‘Mr. Koppel’ or ‘Mr. Brinkley’ when I was on TV. My staff and family gave me hell about it …”

“I didn’t,” Lee said.

“Now, babe. C’mon. But for me it was an important thing. I thought I should be businesslike. Chumminess on television, the ‘David’ and ‘Ted’ stuff, was symbolic of the problem.”

I tried to get back to the question of how the Harts went on with their lives in 1987.

“I left the presidential race at noon Friday and I was back in my law office at eight o’clock Monday morning,” Hart said. “To prove something to everyone—that life goes on. Being president isn’t everything in the world. If you are a mature adult and you have your values straight, you just go ahead and do the next thing. The hardest thing to deal with was the continual drumbeat of the press. I was out of politics, but it kept coming. I mean, how many times can you kill someone? How many times can you be dead?”

“Gary, don’t make it seem as if—”

“Speak for yourself, babe,” Hart said.

“Well, okay,” she said. “A lot of people have the idea that you just didn’t want to be president.”

“Well, that’s just … Look. We are at the stage where we think that you’ve got to be all-consumed by the idea of becoming president. But it’s nonsense. Thomas Jefferson gave his inaugural speech and then walked home through the mud to his boardinghouse. Now they think that your life is ruined if you fail. The danger of running for the presidency is that if you don’t make it—and that’s the case for almost everyone who tries—then you are considered a failure.”

After dinner, we had coffee in the living room, and I asked the Harts about the ’92 race.

“When Clinton began to pick people for his team, there was a moment of elation for me when I saw Eli Segal, John Emerson, and those people—people who had been with me once—getting serious jobs in the administration,” Hart said.

I asked him whom he had supported initially in the race. He seemed embarrassed, and Lee broke in, saying, “I supported Tsongas in the primaries. Clinton’s idea of a middle-class tax cut was just pandering to voters. I also didn’t like the Japanese-bashing. Gary, you said the same thing.”

Hart reddened once more.

“Just let me recollect, babe,” he said, and then, “Tsongas’s famous little book looked like a lot of my stuff. When he called me and said, ‘I’m going to run for president,’ I started laughing. And he did, too. It was like an unspoken thing on how crazy it is to run for president.”

“I remember you said, ‘Paul, I knew you weren’t feeling well, but I didn’t think you were sick in the head.’ ”

“Maybe, babe. Maybe. But we went on laughing for three minutes or so, and then, a few days later, he announced.” Hart said he was tired and ready for bed, but before he left I asked him what he did now on a typical day when he was not traveling abroad.

“It’s very boring,” he said. “I sit behind a desk. I make telephone calls, draft proposals. I give speeches. I negotiate proposals for airports and seaports. I’m an advocate. In ’88, I tried to figure out a way to maintain a link to the private sector, to do something in the private sector related to what my goals had been in the public. I went to Taiwan, to Argentina, but it didn’t lead to anything.”

“You got to play a lot of tennis,” Lee Hart said.

“Yeah, babe. And to Czechoslovakia, Japan. When I traveled, I discovered there was a lot of bewilderment out in the world about why I hadn’t succeeded. They still thought I had something to say, even if no one at home did. That was very vivid.”

Lee Hart and I stayed up and talked awhile in the kitchen. I was grateful to her for the trouble she had gone to. No matter how much the Harts steered away from the “events” that Hart had ruled out of bounds, the presence of yet another reporter could only have been painful to both of them.

“You know, it’s different for Gary from what it is for me,” she said. “He was the one running for office, and, contrary to what some people might have thought, I really never fantasized about being in the White House. That was putting the cart before the horse. I did think Gary should have been president. I didn’t fear the White House. There were all sorts of things I would have worked on. But I had no long-standing ambitions. Maybe that was a mechanism of self-protection. You protect yourself against disappointment. I’m delighted with Hillary. Early on, she made a few faux pas, which happens, but she’s a good speaker and doesn’t have a lot of mannerisms that drive you crazy.”

I said it seemed strange that the Clinton administration had asked Mondale, Hart’s 1984 opponent, to be the ambassador in Moscow—an appointment that Mondale eventually turned down, and that went to Thomas Pickering. Friends and family had told me that Hart, who wrote a book on perestroika and travels to Moscow several times a year, was particularly galled by the Mondale appointment.

Lee Hart’s face tightened into an expression infinitely sad.

“I’d have been stunned if he had been asked,” she said. “But it tells you something. Gary has never, ever, abused the public trust. And when we know the garbage that’s come out of that city … The truth is, Gary is trashed anytime there’s anything negative brought up about anyone else. Clinton would never have been president had it not been for what happened to Gary. The Clinton people know that they got off easier than Gary did. Clinton also had the support of the Democratic party people, who hung in there with him, which Gary never had. I was just very happy that they survived. The press seemed to have learned—or I hope so, for the sake of the country. Otherwise, who would ever run for office?” Lee Hart’s eyes widened and filled. “In many respects,” she said slowly, “our situation was just so simple, but it was not what they thought it was or said it was. It never was.”

While Gary Hart was still running for president in 1988, he mapped out in his mind the first months of his term. The first thing he would do was invite Gorbachev to the inauguration, and then he’d get a quick arms-control treaty on strategic arms and nuclear testing. “I may flatter myself, but I think Gorbachev sensed in me a dramatic figure who was like him, at least in some small way,” he said. Then he would get started on the Middle East, break some of the old molds on defense policy, the economy, energy policy.

Some of Hart’s former aides found themselves wandering through the inaugural events in Washington this year and thinking, This should have been us—four years ago.

Hart had hoped that Clinton, as president, would make a bold gesture to the Russians, as he said he himself would have done. He told some of Clinton’s aides that they ought to invite Boris Yeltsin to the inauguration, as an indication of support for democratic reform. “I got back mumbo-jumbo about who was where last, the protocol of it,” he said, rolling his eyes. “They missed the whole point.”

But even if Clinton didn’t ape Hart’s inaugural strategy, the political debt of the new president to the exile is undeniable. For one thing, the White House is stocked with former Hart people: John Emerson, the deputy director of personnel; Eli Segal, the head of the fledgling national service program; David Dreyer, the director of planning; Jeremy Rosner, the counselor and director of legislative affairs at the National Security Council. And Larry Smith, who was Hart’s key aide on defense policy, became the counselor to Secretary Les Aspin, at the Pentagon.

The influence goes beyond mere personnel. In Denver, Hart and I watched the State of the Union speech together. He spent some of the time laughing at the standing ovations and the primping of his old colleagues, and the rest of it, and he nodded paternal assent to the policy initiatives coming from the podium: a streamlined defense, an economy based on investment rather than on consumption, a program of national service. In Hart’s time, all this was known as neoliberalism, the sharp break with the ideological orthodoxy of the Hubert Humphreys and Walter Mondales of the Democratic party. “In 1984, Hart fired the first shot at the fortress of the Democratic party and lived to tell the story, which inspired a bunch of others who might have been scared off,” Bruce Reed, a domestic policy adviser to Clinton, told me. “To the extent that he made the world safe for new ideas, Gary Hart made his mark.”

Where Hart and Clinton differed profoundly was in their style of personal politics. Hart’s was cool, intellectual, while Clinton’s is more that of a populist, a hugger, a figure of almost preternatural resilience. The joke about Hart among his aides during the 1984 and 1987 campaigns was that the candidate would go to a reception for five hundred people, and after it was over his aides would ask, “Well, did he meet any of them?” The joke about Clinton last year was that the duty of the Secret Service was to protect the people from the candidate.

But Clinton’s edge didn’t consist only of his natural warmth toward people and crowds; he had history, and Gary Hart, to learn from. In 1987, when the press first started asking Hart questions about his marriage and his sex life, he knew there was static in the Washington air. At the same time, he had faith—an unwise and luckless faith—in precedent and the secrets that the press had always kept. Hart’s staff members were far from ignorant about “the Issue.” They had prepared explanations in 1984, too. But they continued to suspend disbelief. They wished away disaster. Then, in April of 1987, just two weeks before the scandal broke, Larry Smith went to Colorado for a “blue skies” meeting with the campaign leadership. He asked the group what they intended to do about rumors of Hart’s womanizing. “One of the campaign’s leaders laughed, and said, ‘We never talk about it,’ ” Smith recalled. “I said, ‘Well, you’d better think about it.’ ”

Reporters might whisper, but what would the papers actually print? Just look at what had gone on before, they said. Andrew Jackson was married to a bigamist. Grover Cleveland supported an illegitimate child. Wendell Willkie had an affair with an editor of the New York Herald Tribune at the very time the paper was promoting his candidacy. Franklin D. Roosevelt and Dwight Eisenhower had affairs, and the Homeric catalog of John Kennedy’s afternoons of leisure surely needs no recounting.

But, as Hart well knew, the atmosphere had changed immeasurably after the Watergate scandal. The press had become adversarial, wary of being duped or of being seen as “in the tank” for a public official. And the truth was that reporters never really warmed to Gary Hart. They found him imperious, aloof, reckless, a little strange. Somehow, that made it easier to bring him down.

“It’s like with George Romney in 1967,” I was told by Richard Cohen, the Washington Post columnist who traveled with the Hart campaign in 1984. “The press knew that Romney was an idiot, but the question was: How do you write it? So along come his comments about being brainwashed, and—wham!—they take him out. He’s history. Same with Hart. There was always this sense among the press that he just wasn’t—well, right. That he was weird. But how do you write it? And then along comes Donna Rice.”

After The Miami Herald rushed into print with the results of its stakeout of Hart’s townhouse, on Capitol Hill, “Hell Week” began for the campaign. Nothing like this had ever happened in American politics. The rules had suddenly changed, and the Hart cadres, young, and scattered across the country, were utterly confused. The newspapers and the television stations were in a mad dash to win the race to nail Hart. “I thought the whole system had gone awry,” says Kathy Bushkin, who was once a close aide of Hart’s and is now an executive at U.S. News & World Report. “For whatever reason, Gary Hart showed bad judgment, and for whatever reason, the press seemed determined to get something on him. Inside the campaign, people were stunned, frightened, frustrated. These were people who had come to politics out of great idealism. They weren’t prepared for things like spin control and damage control.”

John Holum, who worked with Hart in both presidential campaigns, told me, “When the story broke, Gary called me. No one else was talking to the press. We needed to do something. I said, ‘What’s going on?’ He said, ‘John, I’m not crazy.’ So I said, ‘So it’s not true.’ He said, ‘Right, it’s not true.’ So I went on television and got hung out to dry saying that I had known Gary Hart for seventeen years and I believed him. Now I think he did lie. I was very angry. What really made me angry is that he could let all those people pin their hopes on him and then not have the personal discipline to make his candidacy viable.”

While Hart struggled to keep his candidacy alive—while he faced unprecedented questions from the press on the order of “Have you ever committed adultery?”—editors and reporters at The Washington Post looked into a detective’s report they had been given which provided evidence that Hart had been carrying on an affair with a Washington lobbyist. When the Post called Hart and said that it was preparing to run a story on the subject, Hart quit the race and went home to Kittredge.

“No one looks back on that with great memories, but the rules evolve,” says Dan Balz, a political writer at the Post. “We’re in a period like that now, with baby-sitters and nannies sinking cabinet appointees. What Hart did was wrong, because he misrepresented his own marriage and life in a way that became fatal. For a lot of people in this country, the simple fact of infidelity is disqualifying. Also, his actions were contemporaneous with the race. He stretched the limits.”

David Dreyer, who was a key Hart aide in the Senate and is now a member of Clinton’s staff, naturally sees it otherwise. “I think he was treated shabbily by the press,” he says. “His privacy was invaded. The trials he went through after the campaign were disproportionate to what he had done. He was treated as a nonperson, almost as a political prisoner in a totalitarian system. He’s off the political radar screen.”

While Hart always denied to his staff that there was a problem, Bill Clinton acknowledged from the start that there would be questions, and he intended to act before the press did. In September of 1991, John Holum and other Democratic activists went to a meeting of an exploratory committee of the Clinton campaign at the Quality Inn on New Jersey Avenue in Washington. “Clinton himself brought up the question of the marriage,” Holum told me. “Clinton said, ‘I know you are all concerned about this. Here’s the situation: There were problems in our marriage and we’ve worked them out.’ I was so gratified. No, I was thrilled that he was doing this.”

To compare Hart’s shock and his steely defensiveness at his press conferences during Hell Week with Bill and Hillary Clinton’s command of the same subject in the early stages of their campaign is to see consummate politicians learning from the foibles of a deeply flawed teacher. Hart made himself into a martyr. He went before his supporters and the cameras and said that his campaign was a “crusade,” and that “if I’m right about that, it really doesn’t matter if the leader is struck down in battle or with a knife in the back, because the cause goes on and the crusade continues.”

Clinton and his aides watched Gennifer Flowers unleash her unholy confession in the Star and went immediately on the counteroffensive, charging her with profiteering and saying that taped conversations with the candidate had been doctored. On January 26, 1992, just after the Super Bowl, Clinton and his wife went on 60 Minutes and seemed to speak past the host, Steve Kroft, and straight to the voters, in a way never seen before in presidential politics. When Kroft asked for the specifics of the problems in the marriage, Clinton replied with a combination of frankness, indirection, and a knowing vocabulary which was designed to admit imperfection and, at the same time, shield him from further assault. “I think the American people—at least, people that have been married for a long time—know what it means and know the whole range of things it can mean,” he said. “You go back and listen to what I’ve said. You know, I have acknowledged wrongdoing. I have acknowledged causing pain in my marriage. I have said things to you tonight and to the American people from the beginning that no American politician ever has. I think most Americans who are watching this tonight, they’ll know what we’re saying; they’ll get it, and they’ll feel that we have been more than candid.”

And then, perhaps even more important, Hillary Clinton echoed her husband, and did so without apology or embarrassment: “You know, I’m not sitting here—some little woman standing by my man, like Tammy Wynette. I’m sitting here because I love him, and I respect him, and I honor what he’s been through and what we’ve been through together. And, you know, if that’s not enough for people, then, heck, don’t vote for him.”

The Clinton campaign had it easier. If there had been extramarital affairs, they were presumably not going on during the campaign. Hart had not given voters reason to believe the same of him. And Clinton was not taken by surprise. His young campaign handlers, some of whom run the White House communications office today, were no longer fooled by even the friendliest of reporters.

“The Clinton cadre had no illusions about what the press was capable of doing, while the Hart people were stunned by it,” a party activist who worked in both candidates’ campaigns said. “With the Hart episode, people on the Democratic side began to understand about reporters. ‘Okay,’ they said about the reporters, ‘they may be our age, they may look like us, and even vote like us, but they are not us. They are another political force, an adversary.’ The Clinton people hated the press even more than the Hart people.”

On a clear, cold evening this winter, I went out to the Pentagon and was led to Larry Smith’s office. Smith’s rooms were newly painted and bare. “We’re just finding out where the coffeepot is,” Smith said by way of greeting. Smith worked as Hart’s top aide in the Senate from 1978 to 1982, leaving the office just as the other aides were discussing strategy for the first presidential race.

“Let me begin by saying this,” he said. “Gary is a truly tragic figure. Though I love him, I left him in the late spring, early summer of 1982 because I lost confidence in him. I believed he felt himself in a way to be divine.”

A mixture of anger, dismay, and real, lasting affection was characteristic of every former Hart aide I had met, but Smith was the one who was most willing, or able, to display his feelings.

“There is a theology that says that if you sin you are cast into the outer darkness called hell,” Smith said. “If you are mortal, like most of us, you have to deal with the fact of sin, so when you do sin you are in your own mind condemned to hell. That is, if you are human and do not deny that fact. The only other way is to insist that you are above the usual rules. I came to believe that Gary Hart felt that the fate of Gary Hart was that he was destined to be president of the United States and he was not bound by the disciplines that impinge on the rest of us. In the end, the guy broke everybody’s heart.

“Look at what Clinton did. He signaled that he had come short of the glory of God. But he looked into the camera and acknowledged it and said he still felt worthy of support. In other words, he is like us. He is human. That was a powerful political act.”

I interrupted Smith to say that Hart had told me he could not have stayed in the race, because “other lives” would have been dragged through the press and ruined.

“Maybe so, maybe so,” Smith said. Then he said, “I want you to hear something.”

Smith crossed the room and found a hardbound copy of the collected poems of Yeats, a gift from Gary Hart. He leafed to one of the later poems—“Come Gather Round Me, Parnellites,” an ode to the Irish hero and statesman whose political career faltered when he became a corespondent in the divorce case of his mistress, Kitty O’Shea.

“I can’t read this without thinking of Gary,” Smith said. And he read:


The Bishops and the Party

That tragic story made,

A husband that had sold his wife

And after that betrayed;

But stories that live longest

Are sung above the glass,

And Parnell loved his country,

And Parnell loved his lass.



Larry Smith’s eyes filled with tears as he closed the book. “That’s the tragedy,” he said. “But with Gary it’s worse. He didn’t even love the lass. Now he is walking around like a ghost. What I want for my friend is to have a fine peace on this earth.”

Gary Hart is in Washington looking for work at a new law firm. He sits by the window of a trendy Washington restaurant, i Ricchi, drinking cappuccino.

“Clinton was a watershed,” he says. “There was the scandal, and it was dealt with for a couple of weeks, and then it went away. It wasn’t just how he handled it. I hate that word ‘handle.’ They say Clinton handled his situation better than I did. Poppycock. It wasn’t the decision to go on 60 Minutes. It was the editorial decision not to pursue it any further. I didn’t see editors this time sending reporters halfway around the world to peek in a politician’s window. And that was good for the country. The wife of a very prominent Washington journalist told me the other day that everyone in Washington thinks Bill Clinton never would have been elected president without Gary Hart. Maybe. The idea is that I somehow carried away the burden of scandal. Maybe she also means that I plowed new ground on the party and the issues. If that’s the case, I’m a happy man. You don’t always have to win to win. You don’t always have to achieve the highest office to succeed.

“The hardest adjustment was having a platform for twelve years and then having it disappear overnight. See, you don’t have to be president to have a platform, but when you lose you’ve lost your platform. Even if you are speaking in an empty Senate, when it’s a sea of mahogany, you can feel you are contributing. That urge doesn’t end overnight. Imagine a writer told he could not write. It was a way of expressing myself, my convictions. One day, you’re speaking ten times a day, and then, suddenly, you’re not. I was in London, and one of the papers sent around a reporter to interview me. They also sent over a photographer to take my picture. I’d met her before, and we started talking to kill time while she set up. I kind of interviewed her. She said she was married, but the marriage wasn’t too happy, and someone had suggested she get involved in photography. And now, she said, her camera had become her whole life. ‘If someone ever took away my camera,’ she said, ‘I’d be lost.’ Then she started asking about my life and my situation. And I said, ‘Well, you know how you would feel if someone took away your camera? You’d be completely lost. Well, that is how I feel. I’ve lost my platform, my chance to influence things and contribute.’ And when she turned around there were tears streaming down her face.

“So now I have no public role. I don’t have a platform. You are limited at the Times op-ed page to one appearance every six months or so. I tell them that doesn’t seem to apply to Henry Kissinger, but that doesn’t matter. Every time I call there with something to say, I get a new young thing on the line. Very nice, smart, but they just don’t want to hear from me. This is not an American ethos, it’s an American journalistic ethos. There are a handful of people who decide who is going to have a platform and who will not. The golden Rolodex. My category—my place in the Rolodex—is the Privacy Issue for Public Officials. Which is the only thing I won’t talk about. My friend Billy Shore gets on me to write about Yugoslavia, and I say, ‘For whom? Who cares what I think about Yugoslavia?’ The young thing at the other end of the phone says, ‘When were you last in Yugoslavia?’ I’ll bet they never ask Nixon that.”

[image: ]

In 1995, Hart considered running for the Senate in Colorado, but decided to stay out of the race.
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The Situationist

(September 1994)

One morning not long ago, Marion Barry saw on the front page of his newspaper the signpost to redemption. The signpost came in the form of poll numbers that gave him reason to believe that to be filmed by the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the act of smoking crack cocaine is not necessarily a disqualification for a fourth term as mayor of the District of Columbia. In fact, there are those in the capital who would say that at this point in the peculiar career of Marion Barry, arrest and incarceration are assets, stigmata.

Barry had a long day ahead of him—the funeral of a close friend, then a complicated flight to a civil rights reunion in Jackson, Mississippi—but for the moment he was absorbed in the numbers published in The Washington Post. The Post’s story, played above the fold and across two columns, declared that in the race for the Democratic primary, on September 13, Barry was running twelve points ahead of a city councilman and hardy perennial named John Ray and, more remarkably, twenty-two points ahead of the incumbent mayor, Sharon Pratt Kelly. Even with such a commanding lead, Barry was more skeptical than elated. He had seen other polls, with less encouraging numbers, and, besides, he did not trust the Post, especially its owners and the editorial board. They had endorsed him three times for mayor—the first endorsement, in an editorial in 1978, elevated Barry from the bottom of the polls to city hall—but they would not do it again. He was sure of that. The Post wanted no part of his redemption story. Indeed, Barry wondered if the Post might not be trumpeting this late-June poll precisely to arouse the “ABBs”—the Anybody But Barry vote.

The Post poll was not merely a horse-race accounting; it also showed that Barry’s negatives were dangerously high. More than a third of the respondents said that under no circumstances would they vote for him. The reasons were obvious, and have become part of the folklore of local politics in Washington. Barry’s arrest on a drug charge, in January of 1990, near the end of his third term as mayor, and then his trial and his imprisonment for six months on a misdemeanor narcotics charge had all been international news. Around the world, people had seen on television how a police-and-FBI sting operation brought low the mayor of the United States capital: they had seen the government’s videotape of Barry in room 727 of the Vista International Hotel trying to coax a former model named Rasheeda Moore into bed and then, at her urging, taking long stiff drags on a pipe stuffed with crack; they had seen him surrounded by agents, crying out, “Got me set up! Ain’t that a bitch?” The agents searched the mayor’s pockets, finding, among other items, business cards, breath mints, and, ultimate proof of his municipal powers, a photograph of potholes.

Barry’s downfall had not been sudden, or even a surprise. He began as an effective executive, creating programs for the old and the jobless, and leading a downtown-development program that had all the benefits and the gaucheries of business in the roaring eighties. But Barry apparently began snorting and smoking drugs at least four years before the arrest, and he had been drinking heavily—cognac, usually—for far longer. A married man, Barry chased other women with such ferocity that he would one day go on Sally Jessy Raphael to describe his sex “addiction.” Barry’s second wife, Mary Treadwell, once said of her husband’s infidelities, “I’m just going to blow his dick off. It will save us all a lot of trouble.” For many months during Barry’s decline, readers of the Post were treated to a series of reports of mayoral escapades: Barry falling asleep at dinner parties; Barry, wearing a tracksuit and a baseball cap emblazoned “Mayor,” trying to talk his way into a young mother’s house; Barry on boondoggles in the tropics cavorting with drug dealers and other unsavories. After a while, the Post assigned reporters to “cover the body,” and they would follow him until three, four, five in the morning, squinting into the distance, wondering what the mayor was doing with a raffish crowd on some yacht on the Potomac or with a woman known as Miss T in the Bahamas. A lot did not get into the paper, but enough did.

Barry’s fall was not merely a matter of personal habits. His administration was already tainted in more traditional ways. After the high hopes of his first election, city hall sank slowly into the muck of corruption: kickbacks, expense-account shenanigans, and other varieties of municipal rip-off. Ivanhoe Donaldson, an old friend of Barry’s from their days together in the civil rights movement, and perhaps his closest confidant, pleaded guilty in 1985 to stealing $190,000 in city funds and went to prison. With time, too, Barry depended more and more on his considerable abilities as a demagogue to cover up his, and the city’s, decline; he played the race card when it suited him. And, all the while, everything got worse. The schools deteriorated. Deficits grew. The murder rate soared. The middle class fled. The tax base shrank. But Barry endured, the strongest survivor in a meager political pool.

Until the arrest at the Vista, Barry was defiant, declaring himself “invincible.” The puckish local weekly the City Paper called him Mayor for Life. Just weeks before the bust, Barry brought a reporter from the Los Angeles Times to one of his hangouts and, between drinks and a lengthy trip to the bathroom, bragged, “I’m gonna be like that lion the Romans had. They can just keep throwin’ stuff at me, you know? But I’ll be kickin’ their asses, every time! In the end, I be sittin’ there, lickin’ my paws!”

The Barry affair, when it reached the stages of arrest and trial, undermined the spirit of the city. Most of all, perhaps, it was a terrible blow to the African-American majority in a town that had once seen him as its answer to the successful black mayors in Atlanta and Los Angeles. After Barry was arrested, the Post’s editorial cartoonist Herblock published a drawing of a black child in a decrepit apartment watching the videotape of the mayor smoking crack. The boy’s face was pure sadness, his body slack. The mayor, who had led rallies for schoolchildren urging them to stay off drugs, who had campaigned hard for the support of the clergy, turned out to be a liar and an addict.

Even after Barry’s conviction, the city dwelled uneasily in his shadow. He did not allow what is known in the current therapeutic language of newspapers as “the healing process” to proceed. Two months into his six-month jail term, an inmate told a reporter that in a crowded visiting room he had seen the former mayor abuse his visiting privileges with a woman. The inmate, a drug dealer named Floyd Robertson, said he had been sitting only eight feet from the mayor, and the woman, in plain view of other people in the room, “leaned her head over [Barry’s] lap, and then I saw her head go up and down.” Robertson told another reporter, “There’s no way I wouldn’t have seen it. My wife’s eyes were as big as saucers.” Although prison officials quickly moved Barry to another prison, Barry, for his part, denied the charge, telling a local television station, “My character is such I wouldn’t do it. My principles are [so] strong I wouldn’t do it.”

Now, in 1994, Barry is basing his comeback campaign for mayor on precisely his character and his principles—on his own declarations of sobriety and redemption. On street corners and on radio shows, he talks dutifully of the city’s financial crisis, its struggle to lose the title Murder Capital of America. He offers a few proposals. He lightly attacks his opponents as inexperienced (Ray) or incompetent (Kelly). He recites a charitable version of his own twelve years in office. But the center of Barry’s campaign is his character, his story of exile and return. In 1992, he won a seat on the D.C. City Council representing Ward 8, the poorest section of the city. Now he intends to take back the office that he was forced to abandon.

If the numbers continue to go his way, Barry will prove to be more resilient than Richard Nixon; he will pull off the most bizarre victory since James Michael Curley managed to return as mayor of Boston half a century ago after serving time in prison for mail fraud. But, unlike Nixon or Curley, Barry does not ask voters to look past his flaws. He would prefer, in a sense, that they focus on them. In Barry’s telling, his downfall was the result of personal weakness and, more profoundly, relentless persecution by racist “power structures”: the FBI, Congress, the district attorney’s office, The Washington Post. Using a campaign vocabulary that combines aspects of the Baptist Church, Afrocentrism, and twelve-step recovery programs, Barry means to run as a representative man, one who “has been there and back, just like so many folks.” He has made his campaign an in-your-face Bible story in which the Deity is both Savior and precinct captain. To deny Barry would somehow be unforgiving, un-Christian, an apostasy against truths holier than any solution to the District’s budget crisis. As for those who choose not to vote for him, he says, “That’s between you and your God.”

One morning this summer, while Barry was shaking hands at the Benning Road metro station, his sound truck boomed out the chapter headings of his story: “The shock of the world! The biggest shock since Muhammad Ali beat Sonny Liston! Everyone will see! We will put the prodigal son back in office!”

Barry dressed for the funeral in a suit accented at the pockets and the lapels with the flaming colors of African kente cloth. Since he left prison, he has mostly given up the dark business suits he used to wear as mayor, and has filled his wardrobe with clothes made by a Ghanaian woman who runs a boutique on Society Hill, in Philadelphia. It’s like the leaders in Africa, Barry tells friends: if you wear the suits of the European, you give up your own culture, your own self. The same is true of his choice of churches. Barry left a more traditional Baptist church for an Afrocentric one, the Union Temple Baptist Church, where the pastor, Willie Wilson, preaches in front of a gigantic mural of a black Christ and twelve black apostles, among them Nelson Mandela, Rosa Parks, Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King. In January, when Barry married for the fourth time, he and his bride, Cora Masters (a former chairman of the D.C. Boxing and Wrestling Commission), jumped over a broom at the end of an African-inflected ceremony. Barry has also taken an Arabic name—Anwar Amal, or Brightest Hope. In his City Council newsletter, a map of Ward 8 is superimposed on the southern tip of a map of Africa. As the campaign has progressed, however, Barry has toned down his African symbols. For an interview with editors and reporters at the Post, he wore a gray business suit and left his kufi hat at home.

The funeral was for Tom Skinner, a minister who had grown close to the Barry family. When Barry was considering the run for a fourth term as mayor, it was Skinner who told him to run as the standard-bearer of the poor: “God speaks through the people and the poor.” The pews, upstairs and down, were filled when Barry arrived. He looked heavier than I remembered him, broader across the chest and the belly, but he had not
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