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			SEIZING THE MOMENT

			Richard Nixon was in a makeup chair when he met Roger Ailes. Maybe it was the makeup chair that set Ailes off. He was looking at the man who might have been president now if he had just sat in the makeup chair CBS offered him in Chicago before the first televised presidential debate in American history. Nixon had ignored the network’s makeup artist and used a drugstore product called Lazy Shave to cover his heavy five o’clock shadow. Nixon once said, “I can shave within 30 seconds before I go on television and still have a beard.” The day after the debate, the Chicago Daily News ran the headline WAS NIXON SABOTAGED BY TV MAKEUP ARTISTS? Richard Daley, the all-powerful Democratic mayor of Chicago, said, “My God, they’ve embalmed him before he even died.” Nixon lost the election to John F. Kennedy by two-tenths of 1 percent of the vote, 49.7 percent to 49.5 percent. In an election that close, every mistake matters. A mistake like not getting the makeup right was the kind of thing that infuriated Ailes.

			Now, seven years later, Ailes was meeting Nixon for the first time, in the makeup room of The Mike Douglas Show. At age twenty-six, Ailes looked like an assistant, but he was the boss, the executive producer of the show. And Nixon was once again a presidential candidate in what was beginning to look like a crowded field coveting the 1968 Republican nomination.

			Ailes wanted Nixon to be president, and he knew the most powerful force blocking Nixon’s path to the White House was television. To win the White House in the 1960s you had to understand and respect the power of television. Ailes knew that one of Nixon’s potential rivals for the Republican nomination understood everything about television: Ronald Reagan, the former film and TV actor. Ailes wondered what Nixon had learned about TV since the makeup disaster of the 1960 campaign.

			Sitting in the makeup chair, Nixon offhandedly mentioned to Ailes how silly it felt to try to reach voters by appearing on an afternoon talk show like this one instead of a news show like Meet the Press. The Mike Douglas Show was targeted at housewives and usually populated by B-list showbiz celebrities. In response, Ailes instantly rattled off a list of every bad move Nixon had ever made on TV. It was a long list. Ailes was a teenager when he had seen some of these things. This was not the way people talked to former vice president Richard Milhous Nixon. There was none of the deference Nixon had been accustomed to for decades. And he loved it.

			Nixon made Ailes an offer he couldn’t refuse: instead of trying to make Mike Douglas America’s biggest afternoon TV star, make Richard Nixon America’s next president.

			With Ailes on the media team, the Nixon campaign was ready to make the move from being the worst TV campaign to the best. “We’re going to build this whole campaign around television,” Nixon told his media team. “You boys just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

			Roger Ailes’s career in Republican politics, which included every day he ran Fox News, turned out to be longer than Richard Nixon’s. Ailes became more influential in Republican politics than Nixon ever was. We have reason to wonder who would be president today if Richard Nixon had not provoked Roger Ailes in The Mike Douglas Show makeup room. Such are the seeds that were planted in American politics in the 1968 presidential campaign.

			

			
				
				•   •   •
			

			“RUN, BOBBY, RUN!”

			Bobby was a natural on television. In 1967, he was the only potential presidential candidate who could charm a TV audience just by being himself. All he needed was his smile. Bobby was the Elvis of American politics—the only politician who didn’t need a last name to identify him. But his last name was everything.

			It was Bobby Kennedy’s last name that made every potential candidate fear him. As the field of candidates began to take shape in 1967, every campaign calculation depended on Bobby even when he showed no signs of wanting to run, even when he told people he wasn’t going to run.

			President Lyndon Baines Johnson feared Bobby to the point of obsession. Johnson thought Bobby was the only one who could do the unthinkable—challenge the incumbent president’s grip on the Democratic nomination. Johnson was sure that Bobby was the only Democrat who might dare to run against him. He was wrong.

			Nixon feared Bobby, too, as did every Republican planning a campaign. Nixon knew exactly what to fear. He had lost to a Kennedy before. Losing to a Kennedy meant losing to the Kennedy political machine, and it meant losing to the Kennedy style. A political machine can be beaten by a better political machine, though Nixon had never seen a better political machine than the Kennedys’. Kennedy style was something else. Nixon knew there was nothing Ailes could do for his image that could compete with Kennedy style.

			Nixon couldn’t change his sharply receding hairline. At fifty-four, he was too old to do anything but tamp down his short dark hair as flat as possible on his head. Bobby’s hair had grown longer every year of the 1960s; now, at forty-two, he had the shaggiest hair in the United States Senate. His little brother, Ted, was the only other senator with as full a head of hair.

			Bobby’s hair was beginning to grow over his ears—rock-musician length for the Senate then. And everywhere Bobby spoke outside the Senate chamber, he was treated like a rock star. That’s what Nixon and Johnson feared most about Bobby, the way crowds responded to him. They had never seen anything like it in politics. Nixon and Johnson were both old enough to remember the first time anyone saw fans screaming and swooning for Frank Sinatra in the 1940s before, during, and after every song Sinatra sang. America saw an even more intense version of that fan reaction when the Beatles landed in the United States in 1964. And now Nixon and Johnson saw a version of it happening to Bobby.

			Everywhere Bobby went, crowds worked themselves into frenzies. When he spoke, he didn’t sound like any senator they had heard before. His voice wasn’t stiff and self-conscious. His language wasn’t stilted or senatorial. What Bobby’s audiences believed they were hearing was a man speaking from the heart about the moral issues of the day: racial discrimination, poverty, the increasingly unpopular war in Vietnam. Johnson and Nixon noticed that there was more political calculation in Bobby’s speeches than his audiences realized. Bobby never said what he would do about Vietnam. What mattered to his audiences was that he didn’t sound like Johnson, who had escalated the war and was drafting hundreds of thousands of young men into the army and sending tens of thousands of them to their deaths for reasons they couldn’t understand or accept in a little country they had never read about in history class. Bobby’s adoring audiences believed he would never send them or their friends or their brothers or their cousins or sons or grandsons or boyfriends to die in Vietnam. It could happen to anyone in America then. Anyone could lose a loved one in Vietnam. It was a daily fear for almost everyone in the country. Bobby would stop all that. That’s what his audiences heard, even if he didn’t exactly say it.

			Underlying Bobby’s speeches was a force we had never seen before in American politics and something we’ve never seen since, something Shakespearean. When Bobby stepped up to a microphone, no matter how sunny the day, no matter how wide his smile, he was always framed in tragedy, the personal and national tragedy of the assassination of his older brother, the president of the United States, on November 22, 1963, in Dallas.

			Bobby’s audiences knew his pain because they all felt their own version of that pain on that horrendous day in 1963 that shook the country to the core. In the Kennedys’ hometown of Boston it felt as if the world stopped. I was in Saint Brendan’s Elementary School in Boston when the nuns got the news that the president had been killed, the first Catholic president, something the older nuns never expected to see. Now they had outlived the forty-six-year-old Irish Catholic boy who had made them so proud. The Sisters of Saint Joseph were the strongest women I knew, but this was too much for them to bear. They simply couldn’t carry on. They closed school early and sent us home. We had never seen them cry before. We were all crying when the nuns got us into our lines to march us out to the sidewalk. Everyone we saw was crying. Every driver stopped at every traffic light. Men carrying tool bags were crying. Men carrying briefcases were crying. Boston cops were crying. Subway cars were filled with people crying who had left work early to go home and cry with their families, and to watch the Kennedy family’s ordeal unfold on TV. We watched Bobby holding his brother’s widow’s hand that night when she arrived back in Washington still wearing her pink blood-stained clothes. We watched him holding her hand at Arlington National Cemetery. Nothing could ever happen in this world to make us forget those images, which were only four years old in 1967, when Bobby’s audiences started chanting, “Run, Bobby, Run!”

			They would reach their hands up toward the stage. They would try to touch his shoe, the cuff of his pants, anything. When Bobby reached his hand down to them, a thousand hands would fly up toward him. He would shake each one that he could. It was as if he were blessing them, one by one. When they looked up, they weren’t just seeing Bobby. They were seeing Jaqueline Kennedy in her bloody clothes. They were seeing Bobby and Teddy Kennedy at their brother’s grave site. They were seeing history, painful history. Bobby had a movie star’s smile, but when he smiled, his audiences believed they were seeing a grieving man who was somehow strong enough to smile through his pain. Bobby was the only politician whose smile could make people’s eyes tear. And with those tears in their eyes, when they looked up at Robert Francis Kennedy, they were always seeing John Fitzgerald Kennedy. For them, justice demanded that RFK take JFK’s seat behind the desk in the Oval Office. History demanded it.

			No other politician in our history ever had such an advantage. Or such a burden.

			Bobby seemed to have softened since the assassination. But most people’s political views softened in the 1960s, the decade when even some supporters of racial segregation began to accept the inevitability of racial integration, the decade when gung-ho decorated combat veterans like future senator, presidential candidate, and secretary of state John Kerry returned from war to join Vietnam Veterans Against the War, an organization that began as six Vietnam veterans marching together in a peace demonstration in 1967. By 1967, few people in America held all the same political positions they had held in 1960.

			In the 1960s, America was changing utterly, and, to borrow a phrase from William Butler Yeats, “a terrible beauty is born.” Yeats was referring to the failed Irish revolution against British colonial rule in 1916. Every revolution has that terrible beauty—the vision and bravery of the revolutionaries, the high-minded commitment to a better future, the one-for-all and all-for-one spirit, the daring acts of heroism, the inspired poetry and music as well as the death, the destruction, the mayhem, and the out-of-control rage. The 1960s had all of that. It was a decade like no other—a high-speed kaleidoscope of the civil rights movement, assassinations, Bob Dylan, the Vietnam War, hippies, America’s first real antiwar movement, organic food, the Beatles, massive riots in several cities, the first riots on college campuses, Woodstock, Black Power, countless bombings in the name of the peace movement, Broadway’s first naked musical (about hippies), thousands of military funerals for boys who hadn’t wanted to go to war, birth control pills, free love, the collapse of dress codes in schools and universities, vegetarian restaurants, young rock stars dying of drug overdoses, fifty thousand deserters from the U.S. military, women’s liberation, Muhammad Ali on trial for draft evasion, young men fleeing to Canada and Sweden to avoid the draft. When the 1960s began, parents worried about their kids maybe drinking too much at the senior prom. By the end of the decade, parents worried about their kids getting arrested for possessing marijuana or dying from a heroin overdose or being killed in Vietnam for a theory: the “domino theory,” that if one country fell to communism, then another one would and another and another. No one was left unchanged by the chaos of the 1960s. Among politicians, perhaps no one was changed more than Bobby Kennedy.

			In September 1963, two months before JFK’s assassination, Robert Kennedy went to Bismarck, North Dakota, to speak in his official capacity as attorney general to the National Congress of American Indians. The attorney general was under no political pressure to make the speech. Nothing was more ignored in American politics than the concerns of Native American tribes. JFK had lost North Dakota to Nixon by a wide margin. The Kennedys had no political debts to pay there. And there wasn’t one sentence of Bobby’s speech that would flip a Nixon voter in North Dakota. His opening line was “It is a tragic irony that the American Indian has for so long been denied a full share of freedom—full citizenship in the greatest free country in the world.” This was radical stuff. By extending the language of the civil rights movement to the rights of the tribes, Bobby had added the concerns of the tribes to the liberal list of just causes years before most liberals had given them a thought. He ended the speech by quoting Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce tribe, who in 1877 offered this prayer for the future: “We shall all be alike—brothers of one father and one mother, with one sky above us, and one country around us, and one government for all.” Bobby was becoming a liberal inspirational speaker years before most people noticed.

			Bobby had made the decision to run only once before, and he made it at the last possible minute. He gave President Johnson his resignation as attorney general in August 1964, nine months after the assassination. He quickly moved to New York and announced his candidacy for the Senate. That was after he initially resisted when some New York Democrats urged him to run, then became indecisive, and finally rushed to New York just in time to be nominated at the state convention on September 1. The Republican incumbent senator accused him of being a carpetbagger because he didn’t have an address in New York until days before he was nominated. With his suit coat off, his tie loosened, and his sleeves rolled up as he campaigned on the streets of New York, Bobby smiled through every word of his carpetbagger defense saying: “If the senator of the state of New York is going be selected on who’s lived here the longest, then I think people are going [to] vote for my opponent. If it’s going be selected on who’s got the best New York accent, then I think I’m probably out too. But I think if it’s going be selected on the basis of who can make the best United States senator, I think I’m still in the contest.”

			Bobby easily won that first campaign, by ten points. But that didn’t mean he was eager to gear up for another one just three years later in all fifty states.

			“Run, Bobby, Run!”

			Bobby was a realist first, a politician second, and a dreamer third. When he heard his audiences urging him to run for president, he knew he was hearing dreamers. Their dream was not so much another Kennedy presidency as it was a restoration of the first Kennedy presidency. They wanted to put their shattered dream back together.

			“Run, Bobby, Run!”

			Bobby knew what they wanted was impossible, crazy, maybe even political suicide. Running against the incumbent president for the nomination of his own party was madness. Running against Lyndon Johnson for the nomination that he owned was something more than madness. Johnson had been elected in a landslide in 1964, a year after the assassination, and except for his handling of the Vietnam War, he was the most masterful politician and strategist in the presidency since Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Johnson kept getting war strategy wrong and never paused to consider that there might not be a right way, that maybe the protesters were right, and the only smart move left was to get out of Vietnam. Johnson was always certain of only one thing about Vietnam: he wasn’t going to be the first president of the United States to lose a war. Another president might have faced significant opposition to the war in Congress by 1967, but Democrats controlled Congress and Johnson controlled the Democrats with an iron fist. LBJ was ruthless with political enemies. Ruthless is the word people used to describe Bobby when he was protecting his brother on the way to and during the presidency. But you need power to be ruthless and LBJ had all the power in the Democratic Party now. Bobby knew all the levers of power Johnson could use to crush him if he launched a rebellion against the president.

			“Run, Bobby, Run!”

			No one was demanding that anyone else run. The Republican field of potential candidates was motivated entirely by the egos of the men planning to run. Nixon was likely the front-runner, with three governors circling him: Ronald Reagan, George Romney, and a New York Republican with a spectacular home on Fifth Avenue whose last name was a synonym for massive wealth: Nelson Rockefeller.

			Governor Rockefeller had challenged Nixon for the Republican nomination in 1960. He was a billionaire by inheritance, the richest man ever to run for president. He had a messy divorce in 1962 after rather publicly carrying on an affair with a married woman whom he then married in 1963. Three years later, in his successful reelection campaign, Governor Rockefeller greatly expanded the Republican definition of an acceptable marital history. Donald Trump should leave a thank-you note at Nelson Rockefeller’s grave in Sleepy Hollow, New York, for paving the way in Republican presidential politics for the rich men of Fifth Avenue with complicated marital histories.

			The Republican field was beginning to look like the strongest group of Republican candidates in years. There was no doubt that President Johnson was going to be the Democratic nominee, and as a brilliant manipulator of the powers of incumbency would likely be reelected. Unless . . . unless Bobby ran.

			“Run, Bobby, Run!”

			Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon, the most ruthless Democrat and the most ruthless Republican, feared that dream, as did all the other Republican presidential hopefuls. And Bobby didn’t think a dream was enough to run a presidential campaign. Bobby was almost certain that challenging Johnson was hopeless, but it might be the only way to put pressure on the president to de-escalate the Vietnam War. The chants, the dream, the war, and antiwar Democrats privately urging him to do it all contrived to get Bobby thinking about it. It was a rerun of the way he had approached running for the Senate three years earlier. At first he resisted. Then he wavered. Then he resisted again. Then he wavered again. All the while, Johnson and Nixon and the others believed that Bobby held history in his hands.

			Bobby did not yet realize that the 1968 presidential election would be about nothing less than life and death. In the nuclear age, all presidential elections were, by implication at least, about life and death because the commander in chief had the power to start World War III in minutes by launching nuclear missiles. But the 1968 election was going to be about the life and death of people we knew.

			In the spring of 1968, my cousin John T. Corley Jr. graduated from West Point, then visited us in Boston before he shipped out to Vietnam. Johnny was the tallest among us, six feet four inches, a West Point football star. We worried that he would be an easy target in Vietnam. Johnny wasn’t worried. He grew up on army bases with his father, a general, and was trained for combat and eager to try to rival his father’s World War II and Korean War records, which filled their home with twenty-six awards and decorations, including a record-setting eight Silver Stars. My oldest brother, Michael, showed Johnny his draft notice, which had just arrived in the mail. Michael was worried. He didn’t want to go to Vietnam. No one we knew wanted to go except Johnny. He wanted a career in the army like his father, and combat was part of that. Johnny advised Michael that the best way to avoid Vietnam might be to voluntarily enlist before being drafted because then he might get a better choice of assignments. Getting drafted was the fastest route to Vietnam. Michael took Johnny’s advice, enlisted, got easy assignments in the army, and never left the United States. Johnny arrived in Vietnam on May 9, 1968. Over the course of that summer, his letters to Michael began to question the wisdom of the mission in Vietnam. Johnny earned a Silver Star in four months, on September 8, 1968, the day he was killed in action. His funeral was the first military funeral I attended. Tragedy has many faces but none quite like a general crying, saluting his son’s coffin. It was just another day in the life of America in 1968. The presidential election could end all that if Bobby ran on ending the war in Vietnam and won, as antiwar Democrats were assuring him he could.

			I was in high school in 1968 and I never heard my brothers and their college-age friends talk about career planning. They only talked about how to deal with the draft and Vietnam. There was no long-term planning, no career hopes and dreams. Life was a short-term game for many young men in 1968. It was as if they were prisoners who would only begin to think about life on the outside when they got outside. Their prison was in their pocket, the draft registration card that controlled their lives and blocked their hopes and dreams.

			The presidential election could end all that. The presidential election was a matter of life and death for real people we all knew. That meant that this time running for president didn’t have to be about ego. It meant that running for president couldn’t simply be a matter of political calculation. It meant that it wasn’t just about what was best for Bobby’s future in politics. It was about life and death.

			The death Bobby thought about was his own. He worried that announcing his candidacy might tempt an assassin. He knew assassination was driven more by madness than logic, and maybe getting the second Kennedy on his way to the presidency would capture an assassin’s twisted imagination. He was the only potential candidate who had to worry about a copycat assassin going for another Kennedy.

			And so Bobby’s thinking about running was muddled and slow. He was leaning against running most of the time. As he thought about it, Bobby, who had been the manager of his brother’s winning presidential campaign, could see every detail of what could go wrong with his own. But he could not yet see what the election was going to be about: life or death.

			And so Bobby held history in his hands for so long that someone who could see what the election was going to be about decided he couldn’t wait any longer and grabbed history out of Bobby’s hands, someone no one expected to seize the moment. Until he did.
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			DECLARING WAR

			Senate hearings are not quite as boring as they look. The senators who listen often learn things they can use in speeches back home to sound as if they know a lot more than they do. There have been precious few moments of drama in the history of Senate hearings—most of that coming in controversial confirmation hearings where lives could be changed by the right or wrong answer. Senators’ lives are never changed in hearings—except on August 17, 1967, in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.

			The United States Senate was very slowly catching up to the college campuses that were energizing protests against the Vietnam War. Some senators had begun questioning President Johnson’s monarchical approach to Vietnam. Idealistic young Senate staffers with friends and relatives being drafted and sent to Vietnam were becoming increasingly antiwar and wanted to have an effect on policy. A sharp young member of Arkansas senator William Fulbright’s staff named Bill Clinton was against the war. Bright and enthusiastic, Clinton frustrated Fulbright, who was chairman of the Senate’s Foreign Relations Committee: though Fulbright was Clinton’s hero, the younger man loved to argue and could never stop challenging the boss.

			Still, a political novice like Clinton and an elder statesman like Fulbright were finding surprising common ground. On the Vietnam War, they were opposing their party’s leader, President Johnson.

			Senator Eugene McCarthy’s eyes were already open. And on this August day in 1967 he was seeing more than he’d seen before. Even McCarthy couldn’t know just how thoroughly he was about to change everything, not only in the upcoming election year, but in all of American life. The war in Vietnam was out of control, constitutionally out of control. The Johnson administration had no intention of consulting or listening to Congress about how it was conducting the war.

			The witness who was making this painfully clear to the Foreign Relations Committee was Nicholas Katzenbach, whom Democrats like Fulbright and McCarthy always thought of as one of the good guys.

			Katzenbach left Princeton in his junior year to join the army after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. His B-25 bomber was shot down over the Mediterranean Sea. He spent two years as a prisoner of war. Afterward, Princeton gave him credits for the five hundred books he’d read in his two years as a POW, and he graduated cum laude with a BA degree. After receiving an LLB from Yale Law School, Katzenbach was a Rhodes Scholar at Balliol College, Oxford. Bobby Kennedy brought him into the Justice Department at the beginning of the Kennedy administration and promoted him to deputy attorney general in 1962. It was in that capacity on June 11, 1963, that Nicholas Katzenbach stepped into history. Alabama’s governor, George Wallace, stood at the entrance of the University of Alabama flanked by Alabama state troopers to block the entry of Vivian Malone and James Hood, who, with the backing of a federal court order, would become the first two black students enrolled at the university. With President Kennedy and Attorney General Kennedy monitoring the situation from Washington, Katzenbach marched up the stairs flanked by U.S. marshals, and backed up by the National Guard, to confront Governor Wallace in the doorway of the registration office. It was the most vivid armed confrontation between the North and the South since the Civil War, and the nation watched it unfold on television. After complaining that America was becoming “a military dictatorship” and declaring that his side was “winning,” Wallace left the campus, and the University of Alabama enrolled its first black students. Nicholas Katzenbach became the most famous deputy attorney general in history.

			President Johnson appointed Katzenbach attorney general when Kennedy resigned to run for the Senate. In 1966, Johnson moved Katzenbach to undersecretary of state. Katzenbach was a problem solver and Vietnam was Johnson’s biggest problem.

			Chairman Fulbright pressed Undersecretary Katzenbach on the Johnson administration’s legal authority to wage war in Southeast Asia without a congressional declaration of war.

			Katzenbach replied that a declaration of war “would not, I think, correctly reflect the very limited objectives of the United States.”

			Fulbright and McCarthy were studying every word of Katzenbach’s answers now. “To ‘declare war,’” Katzenbach suggested, was “an outmoded expression.”

			Fulbright pounced. “You think it is outmoded to declare war?”

			“In this kind of a context,” said Katzenbach, “I think the expression of ‘declaring a war’ is one that has become outmoded in the international arena.” Eugene McCarthy was silently infuriated.

			Katzenbach’s argument was that Congress had already authorized everything President Johnson was doing in Vietnam, whether they knew it or not, when they voted for the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution three years earlier.

			In early August 1964, the facts in what became known as the Gulf of Tonkin incident appeared clear: two attacks, occurring in rapid succession, that President Johnson said North Vietnam had made on U.S. ships “on the high seas.”

			The northern part of Vietnam—the part bordering China—was communist. The southern part of the country was anticommunist, a U.S. ally, and North Vietnam wanted to force the whole country into unification under communist rule. With our ally South Vietnam under attack by the North, an insurgent guerrilla force had arisen within South Vietnam itself, the National Liberation Front (NLF), or Vietcong, casting itself as a populist front for throwing off South Vietnam’s U.S.-backed military government. The Vietcong were fully supported by North Vietnam. In Washington, the bipartisan consensus was that South Vietnam and the world needed our help in preventing the spread of communism.

			In 1964, protests against U.S. military involvement in Vietnam didn’t get much attention. In May 1964, twelve young men publicly burned their draft cards in New York City. It was shocking, unmanly behavior to most Americans. And it was highly aberrant, hardly a trend. Few parents were worried that their sons might be the next to burn their draft cards.

			So on August 4, 1964, when President Johnson went on live prime-time TV to announce an unprovoked communist attack on two U.S. ships off Vietnam, people had no reason to doubt anything he said.

			Johnson assured the nation that he was prepared to treat any further unprovoked aggression by North Vietnam as a cause for military retaliation, yet he also reiterated his long-standing assurance that he had no desire for a U.S. war in Southeast Asia. Earlier in the year, he’d put it this way: “We are not about to send American boys 9 or 10,000 miles away from home to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.” American involvement in Vietnam meant continuing the Kennedy policy: sending military advisers—at first only hundreds, then thousands—to train South Vietnamese troops.

			Now Johnson was telling the nation about an event “on the high seas,” as he put it. Any notion that, in response to that event, tens of thousands of young Americans would meet their ends in a far-off jungle would have seemed, to the vast majority of Americans watching the president that night, unthinkable.

			Three years later, Gene McCarthy was listening to Nick Katzenbach tell the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that the United States was bogged down in full-scale war in Vietnam thanks to Congress’s reaction to the Gulf of Tonkin incident. But disturbing questions had since arisen about what really happened in the Gulf of Tonkin in August 1964.

			First, the incident had not begun on the high seas. The president had set the opening of the drama in international waters, as if the United States had been the victim of a vicious sneak attack, without provocation.

			But the events had really occurred—not surprisingly, given their name—in the Gulf of Tonkin off the North Vietnamese mainland, in and around that nation’s territorial waters. U.S. ships had been patrolling there in a manner that could appear explicitly intended to provoke an attack. In the summer of 1964, Johnson was running for election to the office he had assumed through assassination, and the Republican challenger, Barry Goldwater, labeled Johnson soft on communism and called for increased U.S. military involvement in Southeast Asia. Months before anything happened in the Gulf of Tonkin, the Johnson administration had secretly drafted a congressional resolution for stepping up military action in Vietnam.

			Johnson did not tell the American people that the ship that sparked the Tonkin incident, the destroyer USS Maddox, was in the Gulf of Tonkin for the express purpose of carrying out electronic surveillance of North Vietnam, part of a covert program, begun under President Kennedy, to intercept North Vietnamese army intelligence and send it, via the Pentagon, to South Vietnamese army forces. That program was coordinated with an even more aggressive covert activity, overseen by the CIA, to direct South Vietnamese and other commando troops in making night raids with high-speed boats on coastal North Vietnam. U.S. air support for both operations was supplied by the carrier Ticonderoga, lying in international waters nearby. The United States, that is, was already waging war in Vietnam by August 1964.

			The Gulf of Tonkin incident had begun not on August 2, as the president reported, but on the night of July 30, and the first shots had really been fired under U.S. guidance, when two of those CIA-directed South Vietnamese speedboats attacked a North Vietnamese radar station on an island in the gulf. The next day, the destroyer Maddox ostentatiously entered the area, and on August 2, three North Vietnamese patrol boats armed with torpedoes approached the Maddox, which fired warning shots. The patrol boats fired torpedoes but failed to hit the destroyer, and when the Maddox opened fire, the patrol boats retreated. Jets from the nearby Ticonderoga also attacked the patrol boats, damaging one and sinking another. There were no U.S. casualties.

			That might have been the end of the affair, with nothing serious to report. But President Johnson and the Pentagon escalated. They chose to leave the Maddox in the gulf, and to send another destroyer there. On the night of August 3, with the two U.S. destroyers positioned just outside territorial waters, the CIA-directed speedboats again attacked the coast of North Vietnam. In Arlington, Virginia, on Tuesday morning, August 4, 1964, thirty-five-year-old Daniel Ellsberg was beginning his first day on a new Pentagon job as special assistant to the assistant secretary of the navy. Suddenly Ellsberg found himself confronted by a breathless courier delivering an urgent cable dispatch from the captain of the USS Maddox off North Vietnam. According to the captain’s cable, both of the American destroyers in the gulf were now under constant, intense torpedo attack by North Vietnamese PT boats. In a series of cable dispatches, the captain continued to narrate events in the gulf: “Torpedoes missed . . .” “Five in the water . . .” “Lucky to have been missed six times . . .” The two U.S. ships were maneuvering and firing, time and again, in rough seas. A major action was clearly under way. In response to this second attack, U.S. planes left the deck of the Ticonderoga and fired rockets at North Vietnamese targets, with locations provided by radar from the second U.S. destroyer. The engagement went on for two hours, as Ellsberg took it all in.

			Daniel Ellsberg’s boss, locked in high-level meetings with Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, couldn’t be interrupted. So throughout the long battle, it was Ellsberg, the special assistant, who kept close track of the entire thing. Ellsberg organized the dispatches into a narrative that his boss could review upon his return.

			Finally, quiet from the gulf. The event seemed to be over.

			Then a final shocking dispatch arrived from the Maddox’s captain, who flatly rescinded all of his earlier dispatches. The entire naval battle had occurred, it turned out, only in the cables. There had been no real engagement. The captain put the error down to freak weather effects on the ship’s radar and jumpy officers misreading it. Probably only one torpedo had really been fired. And it missed. And yet that very night, the president went on TV and told the American people that two attacks on U.S. ships had been launched, out of nowhere, by North Vietnam.

			After that, Daniel Ellsberg began poking around. Finding out what the Pentagon had really been doing in Vietnam changed the course of his life. He would one day discover proof of what many in the public and Congress had by then long suspected: that without telling the American people or Congress, the United States had been pursuing a wide range of covert military actions in Vietnam since the 1950s. Ellsberg made that story public in 1971 when he leaked what came to be known as the Pentagon Papers to the New York Times and the Washington Post.

			President Johnson had come roaring out of the Gulf of Tonkin incident with a new policy to bring the communist government in North Vietnam’s capital, Hanoi, to the negotiating table by sheer force. Barry Goldwater, calling Lyndon Johnson soft on communism, faded into the background of the ’64 presidential campaign. LBJ won the election by the largest popular majority to that point in American history. In 1965, wielding both that electoral mandate and high public approval ratings for his handling of the Gulf of Tonkin incident, Johnson sent the first American ground troops—210,000 of them—to Vietnam. Between 1965 and 1967, that number grew to 485,000. By the summer of 1967, U.S. casualties in Vietnam numbered nearly 11,000.

			“Do you think it is outmoded to declare war?”

			As Katzenbach smoked cigarette after cigarette in the witness chair, he tried to treat Chairman Fulbright’s question as a mere softball. He dissented, the undersecretary explained, from the position that only Congress has the constitutional power to initiate war. He dissented from the notion that the Constitution requires the Senate to play a role in pursuing foreign policy at all. Only a president, Katzenbach argued, is positioned to respond with the necessary speed and decisiveness in emergencies. Because the president would have only minutes to respond to a nuclear attack, declarations of war were no more relevant to modern warfare than letters of marque, quartering troops in homes, and other outmoded ideas included in the Constitution.

			Katzenbach admitted that Congress does have a role in checking the executive in time of war. But regarding Vietnam, that ship had sailed. The senators had been given their chance to check the president. They weren’t going to get another one.

			In 1964, nearly every member of both houses of Congress voted to pass the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. Bill Fulbright, Gene McCarthy, and the rest of the Foreign Relations Committee all voted for it. On the Senate floor, there were exactly two dissenters: Senators Ernest Gruening, Democrat of Alaska, and Wayne Morse, Democrat of Oregon. They’d openly expressed doubt about the reality of the second Tonkin attack, and Morse tried and failed to get the Maddox logbooks subpoenaed. Dissent only made Morse look paranoid, unpatriotic, soft on communism, possibly a communist sympathizer. Other senators didn’t seriously consider supporting him. Wayne Morse’s reelection campaign got tougher by the day.

			Katzenbach told Fulbright the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution served as “the functional equivalent [of] the constitutional obligation expressed in a provision of the Constitution with respect to declaring war” and “fulfills the obligation of the executive.”

			Katzenbach had a rhetorical question of his own for the chairman. “Didn’t that resolution authorize the President,” Katzenbach asked, “to use the armed forces of the United States in any way that was necessary? . . . Didn’t it? It seems to me that if your complaint is the drafting of the resolution, it ill becomes—”

			Fulbright cut off Katzenbach before the witness could blame Congress for writing the thing.

			“That resolution was drafted by the executive and sent up here.”

			“Mr. Chairman, it wasn’t accepted without consideration.”

			“Yes, it was. Largely without consideration.”

			“It was explained in the debate,” Katzenbach reminded him. He had Fulbright now. “You explained it, Mr. Chairman. As head of this committee.”

			“But I misinterpreted it.”

			That’s all Fulbright could say.

			Gene McCarthy wished there were more to say because he knew they’d all misinterpreted it. The senators had meant to give the president a limited power to cope with the Gulf of Tonkin situation. Under that authorization, President Johnson had pursued all-out war in Vietnam, and Katzenbach was testifying now that the president’s power to do so was more or less unlimited. There was nothing left to say, not today, not in this room.

			Gene McCarthy rose from his seat. He saw now how the executive branch had set and sprung the trap. Congress had been duped into making the president all-powerful. Some members of Congress had believed the resolution authorized the president only to cope with an immediate threat; some had been sure the resolution was nothing but an election-year ploy to shut Barry Goldwater up and hadn’t taken it seriously. It didn’t matter. They’d passed it. Now they were living with it. And Americans were dying for it.

			In 1965, the president had assured the country that the first ground troops would remain in Vietnam for only six months; in 1967, 485,000 troops were now there indefinitely. Congress had no voice in that escalation. An American president had, in effect, suspended congressional power.

			This, McCarthy believed, amounted to nothing less than a brazen assertion of tyranny. The hearing was going on, but Senator McCarthy was moving toward the door. Walking out of a hearing wasn’t the kind of move Gene McCarthy was known for. Drama wasn’t his thing. That’s why Carl Marcy followed McCarthy out into the hall.

			Carl Marcy, the committee’s veteran chief of staff, was startled by McCarthy’s visible upset. This wasn’t like Gene. Marcy wanted to know what McCarthy was thinking. In the hall, McCarthy and Marcy ran into Ned Kenworthy, a reporter for the New York Times. Kenworthy, too, could tell something was going on. The normally reserved McCarthy was agitated.

			“There is no limit to what he says the President can do,” McCarthy told Marcy and Kenworthy in the hall. He seemed shaken yet firm.

			The Johnson-Katzenbach approach amounted to dictatorship in foreign policy, McCarthy said. It must not stand. There was only one thing to do.

			“Take it to the country,” he said. “Someone’s going to have to take them on.”

			Did McCarthy mean the Senate had to keep challenging officials in the Johnson administration?

			No. McCarthy meant take on President Johnson himself. Then came the most shocking thing Marcy and Kenworthy had ever heard from a senator.

			“If I have to run for president to do it,” Gene McCarthy said, “I’m going to do it.”

			That hearing changed Democratic Party politics forever. It changed the presidential campaign of 1968. It changed the course of the Vietnam War. It changed history.

		

	
		
			
				TWO

			

			“WHY ISN’T HE A PRIEST?”

			If I have to run for president . . .”

			Senator McCarthy’s outburst to Ned Kenworthy and Carl Marcy in the hallway outside the hearing room was off the record, so Kenworthy didn’t write it up for the Times. McCarthy’s thinking about running for president would remain secret for months.

			There was no precedent for challenging the president as a “peace” candidate. No major political party had ever fielded a peace candidate. But a “Dump Johnson” movement was gradually developing among liberal Democrats over Vietnam. Former congressional staffer and liberal gadfly Allard Lowenstein had been going around Washington trying to find a candidate willing to challenge Johnson for the nomination as a peace candidate. Bobby Kennedy was his first choice, but Bobby gave him no encouragement. Everyone knew it was impossible. Everyone except Al Lowenstein and the “Dump Johnson” idealists.

			Johnson’s policies in Vietnam still appeared popular. Any primary challenger would come off as a communist appeaser; he’d lose his seat; his political career would be over. Running against Lyndon Johnson could only make the challenger a humiliated footnote to the main text of history. This was the conventional wisdom.

			Eugene McCarthy was a serious man. In Washington, serious men knew that precedent controls everything. Serious men were not adventurers willing to leap into the unknown. But Gene McCarthy was thinking about running for president. Gene McCarthy of all people. A McCarthy challenge to Johnson for the nomination?

			Gene? He was Lyndon’s guy. They’d had their differences. McCarthy could be stubborn about his political independence; Johnson could be a bully. Johnson had once berated McCarthy for disloyalty right in front of their wives and other company at a Washington party. The relationship had rough edges, but most political relationships do. Politicians are ego driven, and McCarthy’s Minnesota voters and Johnson’s Texas voters had put them on opposite sides of some important issues when Johnson was in the Senate.

			Still, McCarthy owed much of his career in the Senate to Johnson’s patronage. When Johnson had served as Senate majority leader, McCarthy had voted just as Johnson wanted, even to the point of defending corporate interests—like those of the oil industry—seemingly in conflict with McCarthy’s social liberalism. Johnson had rewarded McCarthy with plum committee assignments and a friendly ear, at first in the Senate but then, after the JFK assassination, when Johnson became president, in the White House itself.

			Until recently, McCarthy had been one of Johnson’s more vocal supporters on Vietnam. In 1964, he’d gone on Face the Nation to defend U.S. responses in the Gulf of Tonkin incident. “The escalation came from the enemy,” McCarthy told reporters without the slightest equivocation.

			Insiders saw McCarthy not only as a Johnson ally but also as the most remote of politicians, competent and smart but quiet and unapproachable. Sometimes McCarthy was so aloof that he didn’t show up for Senate votes, preferring to read Yeats and other poets in his office. His colleagues sometimes wondered whether that coolness and intellectualism was a cover for laziness.

			A passionate run against the popular and politically vicious president of his own party, the man who helped him build his Senate career? No, Gene McCarthy was not on anyone’s list of suspects for pulling a move like that.

			Abigail McCarthy could have explained a few things to Washington politicians about their aloof colleague.

			She knew that it was really during these past ten years in the Senate that Gene McCarthy had departed from his usual rhythms. The quiescence, the dependence on Johnson’s patronage, the apparent laziness—those were the uncharacteristic things. Mercurial decision making had once been Gene McCarthy’s best-known style.

			Abigail knew her husband as a difficult and unpredictable man. His abrupt and unpredictable choices had already taken the McCarthys on a long, veering, restless, and difficult journey.

			

			•   •   •

			IN 1938, WHEN EUGENE MCCARTHY, age twenty-two, proposed marriage to Abigail Quigley, also twenty-two, he’d already established himself in their native Minnesota as a mixture of intellectual wunderkind, Roman Catholic visionary, and radical social activist. Gene McCarthy had an abiding belief in the productive virtues of the farming communities that had formed him and high regard for institutions, from the Roman Catholic Church to the Grange, that supported community life across great swaths of the Midwest.

			McCarthy became an idealist at a young age. He believed in what he was already calling, by the late 1930s, “distributive justice.” Along the lines of Saint Augustine’s interpretation of the miracle of the loaves and fishes—“to each his due”—for Gene that kind of justice meant more than equal opportunity. It meant fair economic participation, too. The poverty that began stalking young Gene’s small farming town of Watkins in the 1930s inspired his growing vision of justice and good government.

			At an aunt’s house next door, Gene devoured The Harvard Classics, a fifty-one-volume anthology of great works of literature, history, and philosophy by authors from Benjamin Franklin to Homer to Molière and far beyond. It was Lincolnesque: McCarthy would come to know a great deal of Shakespeare by heart many years before he ever saw one of the plays on stage.

			To his mother, McCarthy was a priest in the making. But to the Chicago White Sox, Gene McCarthy was a scouting prospect at St. John’s University in Minnesota.

			

			•   •   •

			HE MET ABIGAIL QUIGLEY when they were both teaching high school in a small town across the border in North Dakota. Abigail had been in line to take over as head of the English department when Eugene McCarthy swept in and was given the position instead. He had more experience. He’d been teaching ever since graduating from St. John’s at nineteen. He’d even served as the principal of two schools before arriving at this one. And he was a man.

			Stealing her promotion hardly endeared him to Abigail Quigley. But other things did. By then he was tall and lean, his bearing still athletic. Dark eyebrows lent his handsome face intensity; his deep-set eyes were thoughtfully frank, even soulful. A line running down each side of his mouth seemed to reflect mature seriousness. Steeped in classical learning, and drawn to modern poetry, he was still a brilliant provincial with a strong commitment to rural values. When Abigail heard the rumor that Gene never missed morning Mass, she asked, “Why isn’t he a priest?” She was a devout Catholic, too, but Abigail would always be skeptical of excess, even in religious devotion.

			Abigail soon found that Gene, for all of his intensity, could smile. He could even laugh aloud, especially after getting off a wry crack—sometimes a truly nasty one—at the expense of someone less quick. Gene began driving Abigail around in his ’37 Chevy; they were the sharpest-looking couple in that little town on the Dakota plains.

			

			•   •   •

			WHEN GENE AND ABIGAIL became engaged to be married, there was no hint of a political career, no way even to imagine such a thing. Their plan was to move back to his hometown of Watkins, buy land, and set up there. Then, on Good Friday 1941, Abigail got the first of many shocks that would mark her life with Gene. He gave his fiancée some difficult news: their engagement was over.

			Gene had decided to join the Roman Catholic priesthood instead. This, he’d decided, was the only genuine way to follow his most serious and highest ambitions for good.

			McCarthy immediately began his preliminary studies, and in 1943, cut a tonsure in his hair and, as Brother Conan, entered the monastery at St. John’s. He suggested that Abigail, in turn, enter a convent.

			

			•   •   •

			THREE YEARS LATER, Gene and Abigail were living in St. Paul. They’d been married a little more than a year, and he was teaching sociology at the College of St. Thomas, on the western edge of town, overlooking the Mississippi River. Abigail hadn’t joined a convent. She hadn’t even considered it. She’d waited, in some turmoil, for Gene to end his fling with the priesthood.

			Ending that fling wasn’t exactly McCarthy’s choice. The monastery gave him the boot. His offenses included sneak-reading theology during Mass, visible boredom with the course of study, and overall spiritual and intellectual pride. His mother was wrong. Gene McCarthy wasn’t cut out to be a priest.

			He wasn’t a soldier, either. Drafted for World War II and then rejected because of bursitis in his feet, McCarthy volunteered instead to serve in the Signal Corps, in Washington, D.C., cracking Japanese code. That first brief stay in the capital awoke no interest in McCarthy in national politics.

			Gene and Abigail quickly found balancing the contemplative life with the hard realities of farming an insurmountable challenge. So McCarthy changed course yet again. Now teaching was his vocation. The Catholic academic community of St. Paul and Minneapolis seemed his natural habitat. A certain modest cosmopolitanism suited Abigail and Gene.

			In 1946, when McCarthy began dabbling in Minnesota politics, he meant only to extend his teaching life into a sphere that he thought might offer an interesting way of helping improve social conditions and draw on his leadership skills. McCarthy quickly turned out to be a good political organizer—compelling, charismatic, fun. As the McCarthy home became the gathering place for St. Paul’s reform-minded political power brokers, Eugene McCarthy learned to pull strings that made things happen. He even held elected office within the regional chapter of Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), the Democratic Party’s national organization for selecting and supporting liberal candidates. McCarthy had no plans to hold government office himself. He was sure that his future was in teaching.

			

			•   •   •

			MCCARTHY’S POLITICAL CAREER STARTED with the statement “I’ll run myself if I have to.” That’s what Gene told his Minnesota political allies in 1947. Abigail was caught off guard by yet another abrupt and passionate decision by Gene to switch their future plans. The political conflict in 1947 was local, but the office at stake was national: the seat for the Fourth Congressional District of Minnesota. Winning the primary would be tough; winning the general election would mean changing everything in the McCarthys’ lives overnight. He would have to give up teaching. They would have to move to Washington. One of McCarthy’s political pals had encouraged him to run, and Abigail went right over to the man’s house and gave him hell. The McCarthys had an infant baby now, Mary. Abigail was happy in St. Paul.

			But Gene McCarthy lived in a man’s world, competitive, fraternal, rough: the monastery, the locker room, the academic department, and now—suddenly—party politics. He didn’t discuss his decisions with Abigail in advance; he just made them and then informed her.

			Over and against all of Abigail’s concerns, he announced his candidacy for Congress. As a candidate, McCarthy took up the cause of militant anticommunism. It was not at all strange, in 1948, for a passionate liberal like McCarthy to make a passionate case against communism. In the early 1950s, he would be among the first to call the anticommunist fear mongering and witch-hunting of Republican senator Joseph McCarthy overblown and unnecessary. But American liberalism was entering a new phase in the late 1940s, and in Gene’s two political homes, the Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party of Minnesota and Americans for Democratic Action, as in liberal sectors everywhere in the country, a big move was under way to get American Communist Party influences out of the political organizations that had helped build the New Deal and the Fair Deal in the 1930s.

			During World War II, a “popular front” alliance had at times prevailed across the liberal spectrum, embracing in American liberalism outright socialists and even Communist Party members. But with the war over, the Soviets expanding into Europe, the rapid development of nuclear weapons, and a cold war between the two superpowers, President Truman’s policy was to “contain,” as he said, communism around the world.

			It was especially important for liberal Democrats like Gene McCarthy to condemn communism, because conservatives had been casting liberal programs like Social Security as tantamount to socialism and even Soviet communism itself. Some conservatives were especially quick to call the big liberal issue of the day, federal support for racial equality, a Soviet-style tyranny. In 1948, the leading Minnesota liberal was U.S. senator Hubert Humphrey, a former pharmacist, political science professor, and mayor of Minneapolis. At the Democratic National Convention that year, Humphrey made a rafters-shaking speech, challenging his party to turn away from its poisonous association with segregation, away from its dependence on racist Southern politicians, snatch the mantle of racial equality from the Republican “party of Lincoln,” and take the lead in federally enforcing racial integration. In response, the Southern Democrats staged a walkout of the 1948 convention, founding a third party, the Dixiecrats, and nominating South Carolina governor Strom Thurmond for president. Thurmond was relentless in smearing liberals’ efforts for racial integration as creeping communism at home.

			Humphrey, with his mix of liberalism on race and anticommunism at home and abroad, was one of Gene McCarthy’s sponsors and mentors in Minnesota politics. Humphrey encouraged McCarthy’s run, and McCarthy fully subscribed to Humphrey’s certainty that it was now critically important for liberals throughout the country to establish in the public mind that there was nothing “soft on communism” about their fervent progressivism. So Gene McCarthy, running for office in 1948 with Humphrey’s support, easily blended intense liberalism with fierce anticommunism. And yet McCarthy put the communism problem in his own idiosyncratic way. He had no doubt that communism was a global threat; he firmly defended Truman’s containment policy. In the postwar world, the enemy was no longer a flesh-and-blood enemy, Gene McCarthy believed, but an idea, an ideology: totalitarian control.

			But communist subversion at home wasn’t Gene McCarthy’s main concern. For Gene McCarthy the important project was to address the unconscionable economic conditions that had made communism attractive to so many poor and working Americans during the Depression, when communists had rallied support among downtrodden people by brandishing the popular-front idea that, as the American Communist Party put it, “Communism is 100% Americanism.” Only the social programs of the New Deal, Gene McCarthy believed, had fended off a communist influence in American life. The falsity of communism would be revealed, McCarthy believed, only if what he called social justice prevailed in America.

			With McCarthy working as an organizer, Minnesota’s liberal anticommunist coalition had achieved triumphant success in throwing out communist-leaning operatives from liberal organizations. Then the liberal coalition began splintering, over what McCarthy saw as American anti-intellectualism. On one side: organized labor, the traditional backbone of Democratic Party political power in Minnesota. On the other: young, well-educated, moderately affluent, academic liberal intellectuals from St. Paul, people like Gene and Abigail McCarthy. The labor side was sure that nominating a Democratic congressional candidate from the effete intellectual side of the anticommunist coalition could only spell disaster in the general election.

			McCarthy won the Democratic primary by the narrowest of margins, then trounced his Republican opponent in November. Gene McCarthy was hooked. Anything but a reluctant campaigner, Gene “loved the business from the start,” a friend said later.

			Abigail hated the idea of moving the family back and forth between the capital and St. Paul, but she had no choice. No one who had heard Gene McCarthy say “if I have to run myself” the first time would have been surprised to hear him say it again twenty years later.

		

	
		
			
				THREE

			

			SLEEPY HOLLOW

			Gene McCarthy served ten years in the House before making his move for the Senate. For Democrats, 1958 was a very good year in the midterm election, and McCarthy was swept to victory. His new boss was Lyndon Johnson, the Senate majority leader.

			While he was only eight years older than McCarthy, Johnson seemed a man of an earlier time and a different place. He’d begun as a national politician in prewar Washington. The terrifying global concerns of the nuclear age would have been unimaginable in Johnson’s early career as a Southern populist New Dealer. He grew up in the hardscrabble central-Texas hill country, near Austin. A rambling, nonstop talker, Johnson’s spiel was thick with deliberately crude, rib-digging, often outright racist Southernisms, delivered in an accent that made him sound older than he was and more rural. On the stump, he was a bombastic speechmaker, practiced in the arts of small-town Texas barnstorming, glad-handing, baby kissing. Up close, when Johnson wanted you to do something, his shambling, nearly shapeless figure and big inelegant face—small mouth, flapping ears, prominent nose—leaned into you, literally and figuratively. Hands jammed in his pockets, he’d get his face millimeters from yours. You could smell his breath. His shoulder grab could wither a less powerful man, yet he could wheedle and whine and plead, too, and if you outranked him, Johnson would court you relentlessly.

			Having entered the Senate in 1948, the same year McCarthy entered the House, Johnson’s rise in the leadership was fast. In 1951, his energy was rewarded with his election as his party’s majority whip. When General Dwight D. Eisenhower won the White House for the Republicans in 1952, Republicans were swept into power with him, capturing the majority of the Senate. With the loss of some senior members, Johnson became, at the age of forty-five, the most junior minority leader ever. Then, in 1954, with the return of a Democrat majority, Lyndon Johnson was the majority leader. By the time Gene McCarthy took his Senate seat four years later, Johnson had built a reputation as the ultimate political deal maker, a man who could steer bipartisan legislation through Congress. His biographer, Robert Caro, called LBJ the “Master of the Senate,” but his command was based less on dominance than on a relentless search for compromise.

			The new liberals coming into the Senate majority in 1958 weren’t interested in compromise. They wanted social progress. Their leader could expect trouble from his junior senators, but that’s not what he got from Gene McCarthy. In helping stabilize Johnson’s role, McCarthy gained a leg up in the power politics of the Senate.

			Lyndon Johnson’s Senate was a far simpler legislative body than it became in the last decades of the twentieth century. Senate procedure was simpler. Legislating was child’s play compared to what it became in the 1970s, when suddenly Congress started counting the money. In LBJ’s Senate no one asked, “How much does it cost?” And if that question somehow came up, Johnson could just make up a number. No one really knew. Johnson never had to worry about how to pay for a highway or a post office he’d promised a senator. He never had to take away a highway or post office from another senator to pay for the promise he’d just made. The Senate Budget Committee did not exist until 1975, and with it came budget bills more complex than any document Johnson ever saw as a senator or president. Johnson never had to master the parliamentary intricacies of the budget rules. He never had to muster the 60 votes to override a budget point of order. He never had to worry about “extraneous” matters being removed from budget reconciliation bills. LBJ could attach a minimum wage increase to a tax bill or to any legislation, something that became virtually impossible in 1975. The job of majority leader in Lyndon Johnson’s Senate was like flying a single-engine aircraft in good weather. Twenty years later it was like flying a jumbo jet in the rain. Now it’s like flying a jumbo jet low on fuel in a hurricane.

			The personal lives of senators in Johnson’s Senate were actually personal. Private. They didn’t have to reveal anything about what they did off the Senate floor. No one ever saw their tax returns. There was no such thing as financial disclosure. They could engage in all sorts of income-producing activity outside of the Senate, including sweetheart business deals that no one ever had to know about. Campaign fund-raising and spending was not policed in Johnson’s Senate. The Federal Election Commission was created to monitor campaign finances fifteen years after Johnson left the Senate. And, luckily for Johnson, the Senate Ethics Committee was created five years after he left.

			As a congressman in the 1930s and 1940s, Johnson had begun building a fortune, with his wife, Lady Bird, when she purchased Texas radio station KTBC. Johnson owned a half share, but there was supposedly no conflict of interest because the business was in Lady Bird’s name. Leaning on key officials of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) and trading congressional votes for FCC favors, Johnson made all the regulations that normally limited stations’ reach and power evaporate for Lady Bird’s station.

			Soon KTBC dominated all other players, reaching sixty-eight Texas counties. When Johnson pressured CBS’s president, William Paley, to make the station a CBS affiliate, the Johnsons were on their way to becoming millionaires. Everything worked together: LBJ’s political clout helped the radio business; radio dominance helped LBJ’s political campaigns. When the FCC announced that it would allow a TV station in Austin, Texas, no one but Lady Bird Johnson even bothered to file an application for what everyone knew was a gold mine.

			Johnson picked up the nickname “Landslide Lyndon” for his 1948 victory in the Democratic primary for the Senate, which he won by a mere 87 votes. That
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