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To my mother and father





What the Republicans need is fifty Jack Abramoffs.
Then this becomes a different town.
—GROVER NORQUIST
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PROLOGUE
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THE DECEMBER REVOLUTION

TOM DELAY AND THE RISE OF THE K STREET CONSERVATIVES

THIS IS A crime story.

It begins in October 1993, more than a year before Republicans took over Capitol Hill, when Illinois Republican Bob Michel, the House minority leader, announced that he would retire at the end of his term. Michel was eighty years old. He was first elected to Congress in 1956. His face was streaked with wrinkles, he wore thick glasses with lenses the size of car windshields, and he had little hair. He looked like a relic.

In a way, he was a relic. Michel’s career almost perfectly traced the decline of the Republican congressional majority. By the time Michel retired from Congress, the last year Republicans had controlled the House of Representatives was in 1954. That was two years before he had been first elected to represent Illinois’s 18th District. Michel had come to Congress just when his party was on the way down.

Yet, as the party declined, Michel rose through the ranks. He became minority whip in 1975, and minority leader in 1981. In both jobs he shepherded Republican legislation through the House as best he could. He was often referred to as an “institutionalist”—someone who exploited the rules and regulations of the House for tactical gain. But more often than not conservatives referred to him as an “accommodationist”—someone with no sense of overall strategy who was all too eager to make deals with the House Democratic leadership.

Michel was soft, conservatives grumbled. He was afraid to take a stand against the Democrats, who, after decades in power, had grown decadent and corrupt. And Michel knew, too, that the younger a Republican House member was, the more he was itching for a fight with the opposition. As Republican representation in the House had shrunk, it had also become more conservative—far more conservative than Michel. At the press conference announcing his retirement Michel admitted he was “much more comfortable” in the Washington that existed “when I first came to Congress.”1

One of Michel’s harshest critics—and the frontrunner to replace him—was Newt Gingrich, who had represented Georgia’s 11th District since 1979, and who had been elected minority whip in 1989, after Dick Cheney left that post to serve as President George H.W. Bush’s secretary of defense. Gingrich was Michel’s opposite in almost every way. He was fiercely ideological, tirelessly combative, and endlessly inventive. Before he entered electoral politics, Gingrich had been a history professor, and so his mind, he said, was attuned to the faint vibrations that signaled the rise, decline, and renascence of civilizations.

Also, unlike Michel, whose midwestern Republicanism had its roots in 1950s budget-cutting and isolationism, Gingrich was a true Reaganite. He was a supply-sider who thought that lower marginal tax rates would spur economic growth and increase tax revenues. He believed in American power, a strong national defense, and standing up to the tyrannical Soviet Union. And though his conservatism was not religious, he was nonetheless a cultural warrior, and thought that a libertine Boomer elite, reared in the student revolts of the 1960s, governed the country from the coasts in an increasingly out-of-touch manner.

Gingrich was also famous. His political celebrity had been growing for some time. He had first gained prominence in the early 1980s, when he used after-hours “special orders” speeches, broadcast live on the C-SPAN television network, to harangue the House Democratic leadership. He led ethics crusades against Democratic Speakers Tom Foley and Jim Wright. He argued that the Democratic Congress was plagued by scandal—scandals at the House bank, scandals at the House post office, scandals at the highest reaches of congressional power—and that only a thoroughgoing purge would set things right. He tried to combine the wisdom of a public intellectual with the guile of a public official. A simple conversation with Gingrich would be inevitably laced with references to Napoleon, science fiction, Churchill, the futurist authors Alvin and Heidi Toffler, Franklin Roosevelt, and Peter Drucker. He preached a transformative politics that would break the old systems of the past and help move America forward into the Information Age. Gingrich was the first example of the paradoxical species that would eventually proliferate throughout Washington: the progressive conservative.

He was an ideologue. But Gingrich could also be incredibly charming, at least to Washington conservatives, who swooned whenever the minority whip gave a speech about rescuing American civilization from liberal elites, unleashing the dynamism of the American economy through tax cuts and deregulation, and changing the culture of Washington so that power rested with the American people, not special interests. And all of Gingrich’s speeches and articles, delivered at conservative think tanks and retreats and reprinted in the pages of the small conservative magazines, had one thing in common: They would usually end with assurances that one day, perhaps sooner than people thought, there would be a congressional Republican majority.

But this would not happen, Gingrich argued, as long as someone like Bob Michel ran the House Republican caucus. It came as no surprise, then, that within hours of Michel’s announcement on October 4, 1993, Gingrich had, in turn, announced his candidacy for minority leader. It was no contest. As minority whip, Gingrich had already rallied a majority of the conference to vote for him—more than a year before the Republicans would hold leadership elections in December 1994. Michel allies were left in the dark. A new power was rising in the Republican party, one that was uncompromising, loud, and visionary.

The problem was, the actual rising power wasn’t Gingrich. In fact, Gingrich’s rise was so stunning, his personality so polarizing, his visage so ubiquitous, that his quick elevation to minority-leader-in-waiting obscured another fissure in the House Republican leadership. That fissure was opened by the race to replace Gingrich as minority whip. And the man who won that race, which began the same day Gingrich locked up the post of minority leader, was ultimately to have more power on Capitol Hill than Newt Gingrich ever dreamed of having.

It is in the nature of revolutions that they consume their most passionate advocates. The vanguard’s ideals are replaced by the faction’s brass knuckles. The chain of events that Robespierre set in motion led to his death by guillotine in 1794. Trotsky fled from Stalin and met his fate with an ice pick to the head in Mexico in 1940. The dynamics of political revolutions in a constitutional republic such as the United States are nonviolent, but the parallels between political insurgencies remain. One group comes to power pledging reform; the reformers’ newfound power attracts a troop of opportunists and hangers-on; the opportunists eat away at the reformist impulse from within. Newt Gingrich’s Republican Revolution would turn out to be no different.

Three candidates ran to replace Gingrich as minority whip, yet only two really mattered. (Florida representative Bill McCollum always trailed the others.) In one corner was Gingrich’s longtime ally Robert Walker, the fifty-one-year-old congressman from Pennsylvania’s 16th District. Walker had been Gingrich’s chief deputy whip—responsible for “whipping up” support on key votes—since 1989. He had the requisite experience, and he was committed to Gingrich’s ideals and programs. His association with Gingrich began long before he joined the whip team. With Gingrich and Minnesota Republican Vin Weber, Walker had cofounded the Conservative Opportunity Society in the early 1980s, a sort of in-house think tank that sought to tilt the Republican caucus to the right.

With Gingrich, too, Walker had pioneered the use of after-hours speeches on C-SPAN. In Walker’s case, however, this sometimes proved to be embarrassing: Once, as he delivered a televised special orders speech, House Speaker Tip O’Neill ordered the C-SPAN cameras to pull back—revealing that Walker was speaking to an empty chamber. But such embarrassment did little to hurt his relationship with Gingrich, who had often said that Walker was his “closest personal friend in the House.”2 Loyalty mattered, after all.

In the other corner was Tom DeLay, the forty-seven-year-old representative from Texas’s 22nd Congressional District. DeLay was an experienced politician and a hard-core conservative. It was his fury at Texas’s environmental regulations that led him to run for the state legislature in 1978. It was his distress at the burdens the Federal government placed on business—more regulation, heavy payroll taxes, an intrusive Internal Revenue Service—that sparked his run for Congress in 1984. Caught in the Reagan whirlwind, DeLay came to Washington at a time when free enterprise, not government, was sexy. Clearly DeLay would sympathize with business interests. He was one himself.

In December 1992, DeLay had been elected secretary of the Republican Conference. In a House filled with scalawags, layabouts, and diehards, DeLay was unusual in that he combined the convictions of an ideological conservative with the street smarts of a machine politician. When DeLay first arrived in Washington, he had quickly aligned himself with Bob Michel. The move made sense at the time—above all, DeLay wanted to be close to power—but within a few years it became clear that it was damaging his career.

This was because DeLay had made allies with the old guard. He had sided with pols who were on their way out. At no time was DeLay’s miscalculation clearer than in 1989, when Gingrich first ran for the position of minority whip. At the urging of Bob Michel, who loathed Gingrich, DeLay had backed Edward Madigan, from Illinois—not only backed him: DeLay was his campaign manager. Which turned out to be a bad move. Gingrich won the post by two votes, 87-85. And once elected, he, like all politicians, immediately started rewarding his friends and punishing his enemies. DeLay was at the top of that enemies list.

Bob Walker, on the other hand, was at the top of Gingrich’s list of friends. Walker had run Gingrich’s campaign for minority whip, and afterward became Gingrich’s chief deputy. DeLay was left with zilch. “You could consider that moment my downfall,” DeLay later told Fox News reporter Major Garrett. “But I think I helped myself right after. That same day Newt had to whip a vote. And on that very day I went into his office and I had to swallow my pride. I had to start from scratch. That’s when I set my sights on a new path.”3

In truth, the new path looked a lot like the old. DeLay’s standing had been hurt by Gingrich’s elevation to minority whip in 1989, but not by much. After all, DeLay’s candidate, Madigan, had lost by a narrow margin. He still had support. And DeLay was a prodigious fund-raiser; he had been nicknamed “The Hammer” for his ability to nail down contributions. Yet a leadership position still eluded him.

DeLay’s strategy was, on the one hand, to ally himself with Gingrich and the confrontational House members as best he could—he led the charge against the first President Bush’s 1990 budget deal, which raised taxes—while building support within the caucus through spreading around his fund-raising largesse. It was this strategy that led to his victory in the contest for Republican Conference secretary, which had put him in the position to run for whip.

DeLay also understood that in order to ascend further in the ranks of House Republicans, he would have to build a constituency within the caucus—one untapped by Gingrich and his favored replacement, Walker. In this, timing worked to DeLay’s advantage. It was no accident that Michel announced his retirement as minority leader a little under a year before the 1994 midterm elections. Michel felt that the 104th Congress, which would take office in January 1995, should have new leadership. Throwing his hat into the ring, DeLay saw his opportunity: Republicans had been gaining momentum in the past few elections—forty-seven Republican freshmen were elected in 1992—and there would likely be additional Republican freshmen in 1995. If he could not develop a sizable constituency in the 103rd Congress, why not try for the 104th?

DeLay set to work. He hired political consultant Mildred Webber. Then he chose Dennis Hastert, a backbencher from Illinois, to whip support.4 The election wasn’t until December 1994, but DeLay couldn’t afford to waste time. He founded his political action committee, Americans for a Republican Majority—known for short as ARMPAC—to raise money for Republican challengers across the country. His consultant Webber also doubled as an in-house adviser to Republican challengers in the midterm elections. DeLay set up a phone line that candidates could call to ask for advice. He organized a training school where candidates could learn the intricacies of road signs and meet-and-greets. He traveled to twenty-five states to raise money and appear at events with various candidates. “I wanted them to think of me as their brother,” he later told reporter Elizabeth Drew.5

DeLay’s ARMPAC was soon awash with money. He told reporters that he stopped counting after he reached $2 million, which he apportioned to about eighty Republican candidates. Most of those were challengers. But money wasn’t everything. One challenger, Ohio Republican Bob Ney, later told the New Republic: “He made sure we understood he was just a phone call away. There were times we called at 1 A.M. in the morning just to ask a question. Sure, his money was crucial. But when you’re out there alone, the encouragement is a big help.”6

As Washington trudged slowly toward the midterm elections, DeLay kept one eye on securing additional Republican House seats and another on winning Gingrich’s old post as minority whip.

And then, suddenly, as DeLay worked toward his goal, something remarkable happened. After years of defeat and decades spent in the political wilderness, Congressional Republicans had a major success: They defeated President Clinton’s chief domestic initiative, health care reform. The president’s support began to erode, and Republicans felt energized. They began to see a possible congressional majority in their grasp. The internal politics of the House Republican caucus would have to wait. National politics took precedence.

This was also about the time, as we learn from the histories of Republican triumph published over the last decade, that Gingrich made the decision, in consultation with his pollster Frank Luntz, outside advisers Ed Gillespie and Vin Weber, and top congressional allies like Robert Walker, to nationalize the 1994 elections—which is to say, run a unified campaign across the country that would serve as a referendum on the first two years of Bill Clinton’s presidency. In a canny electoral gambit, the Republicans would attempt to win over the voters who had supported Ross Perot in the 1992 election—almost 20 percent of the national electorate that year—by rallying behind a reform program that centered on term limits, accountability, balanced budgets, and a strong defense.

On September 27, 1994, more than 300 Republicans—both elected officials and candidates—appeared on the Capitol steps, where they unveiled the centerpiece of the Perot-influenced reform program. This was the Contract with America, which “aimed at restoring the faith and trust of the American people in their government” through “major reforms” including a balanced budget amendment, welfare reform, an expanded death penalty, tax cuts, tax credits, tort reform, and term limits. The Contract promised “a Congress that is doing what the American people want and doing it in a way that instills trust.” And it concluded: “If we break this contract, throw us out. We mean it.”

Gingrich was on the Capitol steps that day, as were Bob Walker and Tom DeLay. One of the Contract’s architects, the voluble Richard Armey of Texas, took the stage and proclaimed, “We enter a new era in American government.”

“We are united here today,” Armey went on, “over 150 current members of the House and over 200 candidates, united in the belief that the people’s House must be wrested from the grips of special interests and handed back to you, the American people.”

It was a stirring moment, reflecting the political atmosphere of the time. Change was in the air, brought about by disillusion with Clinton’s program and disgust at the Democratic mismanagement of the Congress. Congressional Republicans had a bold program of reform, a set of ideals and policies they were ready to enact. All they needed was power. Yet what was lost in the excitement of the moment was a recognition that, once again, the engine of revolution had begun to purr, and the great wheels of historical irony that crush grandiose principle and replace it with petty graft were starting to turn.

The first sign that November 8 was going to be a good night came not long after the polls had closed. In Indiana’s Fourth District, Representative Jill Long, a Democrat, was defeated by Republican Mark Souder, a former congressional aide running in his first election. From Indiana all eyes turned to Kentucky’s First District, where Representative Thomas Barlow, a Democrat, lost to Republican Ed Whitfield. From Kentucky to South Carolina’s First District, where another neophyte candidate, Republican Mark Sanford, trounced Democratic state legislator Bob Barber. From South Carolina, to Louisiana. From Louisiana to Texas. From Texas to California.

One after another, all the liberal lions—local, state, and national—fell. In New York, Mario Cuomo lost to George Pataki. In Texas, Ann Richards lost to George W. Bush. Also in Texas, Jack Brooks, the chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, lost to Republican Steve Stockman. In Illinois, Dan Rostenkowski, the legendary chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee—who was under a twelve-count indictment at the time of the election—lost to Republican Michael Patrick Flanagan. In Maine, Sen. George Mitchell retired and was replaced by Republican Olympia Snowe. In Washington State, House Speaker Tom Foley fell to Republican George Nethercutt—the first time a sitting speaker had been defeated since 1862.

On the morning of Election Day, the Democrats held 256 seats in the House. The Republicans held only 178. By November 10, the Republicans would hold 230 seats in the 104th Congress to the Democrats’ 204 (not counting the Independent from Vermont, Bernie Sanders, who typically votes with the Democrats).

On Election Day, the Democrats held 57 seats in the Senate. The Republicans held only 43. By November 9, the Republicans would hold 52 Senate seats in the 104th Congress to the Democrats’ 48. Then, after Alabama Democrat Sen. Richard Shelby switched parties shortly after Election Day, the number would be 53 to 47. And in March 1995, when Colorado Democrat Sen. Ben Nighthorse Campbell also switched parties, the numbers would be 54 to 46.

President Clinton, who had spent the week before the election stumping for Democratic candidates nationwide, received the largest off-year rebuke to a president and that president’s party in American history. Not only did the Democrats lose the Senate, they lost the House; they lost a majority of governorships; they came close to losing a majority of statehouses. Most stunning of all: Not a single Republican incumbent, anywhere, failed to win reelection. A new majority party had risen, more or less overnight.

The newly elected Republican representative from California’s Forty-fourth District, former pop star Sonny Bono, best captured the mood. “The last thing in the world I thought I would be is a U.S. congressman,” he told the Washington Post, “given all the bobcat vests and Eskimo boots I used to wear.” In this, he spoke for us all. So did a man at Dan Rostenkowski’s headquarters on election night, who shook his head at the election results and muttered to no one in particular: “Unbelievable.” And so did the midlevel Clinton administration policy analyst working on the State Department’s 1996 budget who walked into his office after the election, looked at the “detailed paperwork outlining foreign aid allocations” sitting on his desk, and thought: “Should I toss this in the trash? Should I go forward as if nothing changed? Is there going to be any foreign aid? My God, what do I do now?”

Newt Gingrich spent election night at a party in his hometown, Marietta, Georgia. There was a large television screen at the far end of the room where election results were announced to raucous cheers. As the night progressed, it became clear that Gingrich would no longer be minority leader in the 104th Congress. He’d be the Speaker of the House—the first Republican speaker in forty years.

The lavish event was emceed by a local conservative radio talk show host named Sean Hannity. Gingrich’s staff handed out blue and white bumper stickers that read “Speaker Gingrich.” People danced and laughed and guzzled champagne. It seemed as though Gingrich was headed in every direction, simultaneously: greeting friends, thanking supporters, rallying the troops, giving interviews. He took the stage and told the adoring crowd, assembled at his feet, that now that the Republicans were in power, the stakes were high—“every day we fail to act, children are at risk … Every day we fail to change things, people literally die.” He told the crowd that the election results “sent a signal for less government and lower taxes and a change in direction.” And he added that now “every bill or committee report filed in Washington will be available instantly on computer.”

It was a funny tic of Gingrich’s personality—Republicans take over Washington for the first time in decades, and his first thought was about computers—but such a statement was also reflective, in its own way, of the victorious Republicans’ boundless idealism. In Washington, D.C., on election night, Kansas senator Robert Dole, who was set to become the first Republican Senate majority leader since 1986—and who was not known for his sunny disposition—was almost giddy in his remarks to supporters. “We’re winning governorships all across America,” he said. “We’re going to change America. We’re going to give America back to the people!”

Shortly after the election, Gingrich’s pollster Frank Luntz wrote a Washington Post op-ed in which he argued that “Election Day was a public scream to change the entire way Washington does business.” Another Republican pollster, Ed Goeas, said: “We have to take the power given us and use it to dismantle Washington.” First things first, Ohio Republican congressman John Boehner said: “If we’re going to change Washington, it’s going to be very difficult unless we change Congress. It’s Congress that’s created this monster. It’s Congress that sustained it. It’s Congress we must change so we can get at this monster.” Republican congressman Jim Nussle told one paper that the change in power on Capitol Hill was “not only a transition. It’s a transformation.” Nussle told another paper that Republican rule heralded “a new order.”

Flush with success, Gingrich returned to Washington on November 10 and spoke to a business roundtable assembled at the Willard Hotel. He upped the stakes; upped the idealism. “I am not prepared to compromise,” he said. “I think Medicaid needs to be looked at. I think the Job Corps needs to be looked at. I think that Head Start needs to be looked at, I think that everything from the ground up has to be looked at.” He paused. “That doesn’t mean it has to be abolished.”

By “it,” of course, Gingrich meant “everything.” “Everything” needn’t be abolished. But a lot would be, if he had his way—and why not? The central Republican conservative idea is that government should be small and responsible. The Republicans had promised the American public an era of systemic reform.

The conservative think tanks and talking heads and op-ed pages and policy staffs had been waiting for this moment for a long time. They were hemorrhaging plans. Plans to eliminate at least three cabinet-level departments—Education, Commerce, and Energy—and perhaps even the Department of Agriculture. Plans to trash thousands and thousands of federal regulations. Plans to eliminate patronage positions on Capitol Hill and restructure Congress. Plans to eliminate the National Endowment for the Arts, the National Endowment for the Humanities, and the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Plans to reform welfare and abolish Aid to Families with Dependent Children. Plans to slash taxes further than Reagan did, maybe even replace the progressive income tax with a one-size-fits-all national sales tax or flat tax. Plans to partially privatize Social Security, ban partial-birth abortion, and reform Medicare and Medicaid.

And there were plenty of young foot soldiers ready to put these plans into practice. The conservative movement, and Gingrich’s triumph, had inspired thousands of young men and women who shared conservative ideals and thought conservative thoughts. They had read conservative books and magazines and had listened to conservative speakers, and they wanted to see their government behave under the conservative precepts of prudence and austerity, modesty and restraint. They wanted a government without an upturned, priggish nose, one that refused to tell its subjects what to eat, what (not) to smoke, which “lifestyles” were appropriate, and which were not. Such young people went to work at papers and legislative offices, on campaigns and in activist groups; thousands came to Washington every year, and continue to come, thinking that conservatism is about starving government, not fattening it up and then living off its excretions.

I know this was—and continues to be—the case. I know it because I’m one of them.

I came to Washington a few years ago, almost a decade after the Republican Revolution, to work for a conservative political magazine. It was quite an opportunity. I’d spent the previous four years at a school in New York City not known as a hotbed of conservatism, to say the least, and like a lot of conservatives I enjoyed the contrarian spirit that comes with being an intellectual minority. What I found in Washington was different. I found a city where Republicans controlled all three branches of government, had their own radio and television networks, and dominated public debate and policy in a way similar to that of the massive liberal majorities that governed the New Deal and Great Society. I found a city that had grown rich and fat and happy, filled with expensive gourmet restaurants, chic bars, and a social life reminiscent of, if not comparable to, New York City’s. But I also found that the ideological fervor of the Gingrich revolution was fading; that too many conservatives had made too many compromises with their own principles; that clouding all the fun was a widespread sense of peril, of living on the edge. And I found a city dominated by K Street Conservatives, named after the street in downtown Washington where most lobbyists have offices, people who mouth conservative principles while getting rich off conservative power. The city of the K Street Conservatives was a city on the brink of major scandal.

All of this can be directly traced to the leadership election the newly victorious congressional Republicans held in December 1994.

In all, seventy-three freshmen Republicans were elected to the House of Representatives in 1994. This meant that more than a third of the Republican caucus had won office in the last two election cycles. It was an overwhelmingly young, vibrant, and conservative crowd—indeed, probably the most conservative House caucus in decades. And the person the surge of new blood into the House benefited most of all was Tom DeLay, who had campaigned tirelessly on behalf of challengers across the country. DeLay had been the second-biggest congressional fund-raiser in the 1994 election cycle; only Newt Gingrich’s GOPAC had raised more cash. And while GOPAC spread its resources thin, donating to the widest number of candidates possible, DeLay understood that to maximize support, you have to provide maximum support. He gave all of his eighty candidates the maximum allowed contribution. In contrast, Robert Walker raised only $1,000 for one Republican challenger in 1994 who went on to become a member of the freshman class.7

DeLay seized his opportunity. He asked his consultant Mildred Webber to manage his campaign for minority whip in the month before the leadership elections on December 5, 1994. Dennis Hastert assembled a twenty-member vote-gathering team to whip support among the Republican Conference.8 They weren’t afraid to play dirty. The Washington Times reported that DeLay’s allies were accused of telling “several freshmen” that “a Walker reception for them had been canceled.” They were also blamed for spreading rumors, the Washington Times continued, that Walker “was about to withdraw from the race.”9 (Delay denied this.) DeLay’s team was fierce, and it was fast—an harbinger of things to come. Before the first vote was cast, DeLay had the guaranteed support of fifty-three of the seventy-three GOP freshmen.10

Walker—and Gingrich—were left grasping at straws. By mid-November 1994, conventional wisdom on Capitol Hill was that DeLay had the race locked up. In a last-ditch effort to prevent DeLay from winning, Gingrich—by far the most popular member of the House Republican caucus—began to tell members that he supported Walker. But Gingrich’s private campaign had little effect. (DeLay would later tell reporters that Gingrich never publicly campaigned for Walker because “he knew that I make a terrible enemy.”)11 On November 27, 1994, a week before the leadership elections, DeLay was already predicting victory. “I’ve got it on the second ballot,” he told the Dallas Morning News. “I think Walker will come in second.”

On December 5, the House Republicans met in a large room inside the Cannon Office Building on Capitol Hill to select their new leadership. By all accounts, the room was filled with energy, and Gingrich was nominated Speaker of the House with unanimous consent. People shouted his name: “Newt! Newt! Newt!” Next, Texan Dick Armey quickly won approval as the new majority leader. No doubt the legislators’ eyes were wide at the prospect of retaking power, enacting serious and irrevocable reforms, busting the Washington bureaucracy, and returning power to the states and to the people.

Sometime during the meeting, Newt took the floor and addressed all of the House Republicans—his shock troops in the coming Revolution.

“When you see a large government bureaucracy,” Gingrich asked, “is it an inevitable relic of the past that can’t be changed, or is it an opportunity for an extraordinary transformation to provide better services and better opportunities at lower cost—exactly what every major corporation is going through?”

The Republicans listened closely.

“I think you’re going to see over time a more decent and a more open and a more idealistic and a more romantic vision of what self-government’s all about,” Gingrich said.

The speech was vintage Gingrich—grandiose, optimistic, propulsive, and overwhelmingly confident in the idea that you could run the federal government like a large corporation. But it also was evidence of a divide among Republicans. On one side was Gingrich, who used business metaphors to describe his vision of government because he thought that markets responded better to change than tired bureaucracies, and that government could learn from them. Bob Walker felt similarly. But on the other side were Tom DeLay and his allies, who viewed government as a business—one that maximized the advantages of business so that business would then donate to their political war chests. The whip election was between those who viewed power as a means to the end of limiting government and those who viewed power as an end in itself. And this election would go a long way to determine which side of this Republican divide emerged victorious.

There, in the Cannon Building, the House Republicans voted for their next majority whip. The vote was by secret ballot. DeLay’s prediction from a few weeks earlier turned out to be wrong—he won 119 votes in the first round, four more than was necessary to avoid a run-off. Walker got eighty votes. It’s clear now that he never had a chance.

Everyone was looking one way at the election results from November 1994—the Republican Revolution, as it was quickly named. And everyone was looking at Newt Gingrich as he dazzled supporters and infuriated critics with his arrogance, charm, quirky erudition, and boldness. But the actual revolution in American politics occurred with the elevation of Tom DeLay. His election to the whip position was the first step in the creation of a new Republican machine—one that would keep Republicans in power by tightening the grip the business lobby had on the conservative caucus.

It was a grand design, but it was also fraught with risk. There had always been a danger that business’s hold on Republican lawmakers would become dictatorial. A danger that Republicans would start to see business interests as the public interest. A danger that, while Republicans would hold office, corporate lobbyists and special-interest groups would hold all the actual power—writing bills, shaping public discourse, and using the apparatus of big government to their own advantage.

These dangers were soon realized. The November revolution turned into the December revolution—in which power was decisively transferred not from Washington to the American people but from Capitol Hill to K Street. This second revolution, it should be said, had ideological cover: Conservative Republicans are generally pro-business, which is to say pro-free market. They prefer competition to monopoly.

Similarly, conservatives have an ideological distaste for regulation. They argue that regulations end up hurting more than they help. They believe government should get out of the way whenever possible, leaving individuals and businesses to fend for themselves in the free market. Tom DeLay is such a conservative. Ever since DeLay had arrived in the Texas state legislature in 1978, he had been known as “Dr. DeReg.”

But as the Republicans took over Capitol Hill, the free-market conservatives forgot, it seemed, that open markets and competition are not in the interest of most businesses. If you are a smart businessman, you’ll know that less competition increases your market advantage. Therefore, you’ll turn to the government to maximize profit. Which means you’ll not only lobby for subsidies, antitrust protections, and tax loopholes; you’ll also seek to end government regulations limiting your profits, regardless of whether or not those regulations serve the public interest. Businessmen don’t do this out of malice. They don’t do it entirely out of greed. They do it because they truly believe that everyone will be better off if they make more money.

Certainly, Republicans would be better off. The more profit a corporation makes as a result of GOP-backed legislation, the more donations a corporation’s political action committee can make to Republican lawmakers. There’s a certain Zen circularity to this logic. But that’s how things ran, more or less, in the forty years that Democrats ran Congress.

It was only a matter of time, then, before the Republicans handed the business lobby the keys to Capitol Hill.

The moment came sooner than anyone expected. On December 14, 1994—about a month before Republicans took power—whip-elect DeLay held a press conference. Standing next to him was Bruce Gates, a friend and the vice president for public affairs at the National American Wholesale Grocers Association. Gates’s job was to lobby for legislation that would help grocery corporations make more money. But now he had a new job: He was going to head a broad-based, “grassroots” campaign to deregulate industry. He wanted to “change the process by which the government regulates.” As he put it later to the New York Times: “What this is all about, is changing the fundamental process from a system where people are serving regulations, to one where the regulations are serving people.”

Surrounded on both sides by tall, tall piles of federal regulations, Gates and DeLay answered questions and unveiled their “100 Day Agenda,” along with a toll-free number—1-800-XS-REGS—that Americans could call to voice their complaints about how government do-gooders were harming consumers and strangling business. (If you call the number today, there’s no answer.) And they gave their project a name: Project Relief. Because deregulation was a matter of life and death, apparently. At the press conference, DeLay said government regulators were “Gestapo-like.”

Project Relief was a consortium of more than 350 corporations, trade associations, lobbying firms, and special-interest groups, including representatives from the drug industry, the construction industry, BellSouth, FedEx, the Beer Institute, Boeing, the National Restaurant Association, the Cato Institute, Americans for Tax Reform, the Heritage Foundation, the Christian Coalition, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Ross Perot’s United We Stand America, the FMI, the National Grocers Association, the Grocery Manufacturers of America, the Adolph Coors Co., the Associated General Contractors, the Chemical Manufacturers Association, the Conservative Caucus, Chevron, General Electric, the lobbying firm Hill & Knowlton, the National Association of Realtors, the Unocal Corporation, and Wal-Mart.

Members of Project Relief’s “Steering Committee” were asked to make a “voluntary contribution” of $1,000, but most gave much more than that. Project Relief’s communications budget alone was $500,000. One estimate put the total amount of money spent by members of Project Relief in the first six months of 1995 at $30 million.

Project Relief members met once a week. The meetings mostly were about how to pass the Job Creation and Wage Enhancement Act of 1995, a massive deregulation bill that would have imposed a thirteen-month moratorium on federal regulations. The bill had been written by Gordon Gooch, who was not a congressman or a member of any congressman’s staff. He was a lobbyist—a high-paid representative for the oil and gas industries. And he had no illusions about whom he ultimately was working for: “I’m not claiming to be a Boy Scout,” he later told the Washington Post. “No question I thought what I was doing was in the best interest of my clients.”

Gooch’s first draft of the Job Creation and Wage Enhancement Act initially limited the moratorium on federal regulations to 100 days. But soon other lobbyists came in and extended the ban to thirteen months. Then the lobbyists stuffed the bill with special giveaways to companies like Union Carbide and Boeing. It was a field day. “We’re no longer on the defensive,” one lobbyist said.

The modus operandi of the K Street Conservatives was apparent even before Newt Gingrich was sworn in as Speaker of the House. And it would be replicated over and over again: First, assemble lobbyists from throughout corporate America and ask them what they want. Then create a “grassroots coalition”—in this case, Project Relief—that can conduct a media campaign to gin up support. Next, publish op-eds that push all the right free-market buttons, such as the one Bruce Gates published in the Washington Post in early 1995: “What proponents of regulatory reform (as outlined in the Job Creation and Wage Enhancement Act) are really interested in,” Gates wrote, “is a more flexible, realistic approach to government intervention that injects common-sense analysis into the regulatory process.” Next step: Never identify the author of these op-eds as a corporate lobbyist—Gates, for example, was simply identified as “the chairman of Project Relief.” These intermediary steps should provide enough cover to pass whatever you want.

On January 3, 1995, on the eve of “Opening Day”—when Gingrich would officially open the 104th Congress—DeLay opened the doors to his lavish leadership suite inside the Capitol Building to members of Project Relief. DeLay’s staff wasn’t finished unpacking his things, so the office was a mess—a collection of busybodies, copy machines, reams of white paper, and ringing telephones. The lobbyists went through draft after draft of the deregulation bill. They were the new legislators.

When Newt Gingrich took the dais the next morning, he spoke of none of this. Instead, he repeated what he had said in the previous months. In one interview that day, Gingrich told reporters: “What I can do between now and Easter is break up the Washington logjam, shift power back to the fifty states, break up all the liberal national organizations—and make them scramble to state capitals in Texas, Georgia, and Missouri.” In another interview Gingrich said that “the whole language of politics is in the midst of transformation.”

It was quite a contrast—Gingrich talking of transformation while DeLay handed over the legislative power to paid interests. One wonders whether Gingrich even knew what was going on—and indeed, in a televised debate with Democratic Senate minority leader Tom Daschle in 1996, Gingrich said he did not recall Project Relief lobbyists ever working out of the leadership offices. He could have been lying, of course. But he also just could have been aloof.

DeLay didn’t have that problem. The Job Creation and Wage Enhancement Act passed the House Committee on Regulation, where DeLay ally Mildred Webber now played a prominent role. On February 1, 1995, DeLay held a meeting with about fifty Project Relief lobbyists. He told them he wanted the deregulation bill to be veto-proof, which would require bipartisan support. Project lobbyists came up with a list of seventy-two potential Democratic votes—Democrats who had voted in January for the balanced budget amendment. A Project Relief lobbyist was assigned to each of the seventy-two targets.

On February 24, 1995, the House passed DeLay’s bill, 276-146. More than fifty Democrats voted for the moratorium. The next week DeLay attended a reception in the Caucus Room of the Cannon House Office Building—the same room where he had been elected whip about three months earlier—to celebrate. His staff had built a five-foot Statue of Liberty and wrapped it in red tape. It sat in the middle of the room. Someone handed DeLay a pair of scissors, and he started cutting, cutting away, a toothy grin on his face. Bruce Gates, who had recently left the National American Wholesale Grocers Association for a more lucrative job at the lobbying firm Oldaker, Ryan & Leonard, joined in the fun. People laughed and sipped cold drinks.

“You’ve got to understand, we are ideologues,” DeLay once told journalist Elizabeth Drew. “We have an agenda. We have a philosophy. I want to repeal the Clean Air Act. No one came to me and said, ‘Please repeal the Clean Air Act.’ We say to the lobbyists, ‘Help us.’ We know what we want to do and we find the people to help us do that. We go to the lobbyists and say, ‘Help us get this in the appropriations bill.’ ”

It was a stunning admission, unnoticed at the time: Lawmakers, DeLay was basically saying, relied on paid lobbyists to get bills passed, not the other way around. The federal government was so complex, the challenges of leadership so difficult, that lobbyists were more likely to get things done than the people’s representatives. And DeLay, because of his “ideology,” was happy to play along. The age of K Street had arrived. The Republicans were just along for the ride.


CHAPTER ONE
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THE GANG

HOW THE COLLEGE REPUBLICANS LAUNCHED THE CAREER OF A CON ARTIST


I think the revolution is happening. It’s going to stick.
I don’t see what could happen to move it back. The trouble is, there will be a lot of whores trying to jump on the bandwagon.
Like young professionals who decide to go to Washington and be a Republican.
—GROVER NORQUIST



ON MONDAY MORNING, August 20, 1984—the first day of the Republican National Convention in Dallas, Texas—the twenty-six-year-old president of the College Republicans, Jack Abramoff, approached the podium, gazed out into the half-filled convention center, and addressed the crowd. “Fellow Republicans,” he began, “I come before you representing American students.” His voice was nasal but assured. He had great confidence. “Today,” he went on, “our party readies itself to mount the wave of the future. Will we ride that wave to glory, or will it send us crashing ashore?” And then he began to rhyme. “If we’re the party of tax cuts,” he said, “and not the party of ‘ifs’ and ‘buts,’ then we’re riding our wave.”

Applause.

“If we’re liberating students from Grenada, and not bowing down to a Cuban dictator, we’re riding our wave.”

More applause.

“But if we equivocate, capitulate, accommodate, and negotiate, we’ll crash ashore.”

Yet more applause.

“If we try to outspend big fat Tip O’Neill, or rush to Geneva to cut a deal, we’ll crash ashore.”

It was a quirky speech—at times sophomoric, at other times too clever for its own good—but it
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