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As the Republican Party was settling on its presidential nominee seven summers ago, no less venerable a statesman than George Shultz was assuring skeptical conservatives that George W. Bush had the potential to be another Ronald Reagan. One reason for his confidence was the “Stanford shuttle” between Palo Alto and Austin, which carried such Hoover Institution luminaries — and White House veterans — as Martin Anderson, Michael J. Boskin and Condoleezza Rice (Shultz’s own protégé) on regular treks to Texas.

But to conservatives, the best sign of all was Bush’s selection of Richard B. Cheney as his running mate. Though Cheney wasn’t originally a Reaganite, his conservative credentials were impeccable. He was considered the best the party had to offer. At the 2000 nominating convention in Philadelphia, Cheney remembers, he looked down from the stage to see the 79-year-old Shultz “just rocking” as the music filled the hall. “Christ, he was just like a kid down there — going wild,” Cheney recalls.

This is one of the stories the vice president provided to Stephen F. Hayes in numerous one-on-one interviews conducted during the past three years for “Cheney.” The project, like so much surrounding Cheney, was a bit of a hush-hush undertaking, and some readers may wonder if Hayes, a conservative writer with an established view of the vice president (one of his articles was titled “Dick Cheney Was Right”), is an appropriate author for this biography. But the access he received was unique. His nearly 30 hours with Cheney, including sessions on Air Force Two heading home from Afghanistan and Iraq, may equal the time the vice president has spent with all other journalists put together. 

Hayes, who writes for The Weekly Standard, is known primarily for trying to debunk the debunkers on the questions surrounding Saddam Hussein’s relationship, if any, with Al Qaeda before 9/11. Administration critics have long complained that while mobilizing the nation for war, Bush and Cheney blurred the difference between the terrorists who attacked the United States and the Baathists of Baghdad. Hayes has argued that the detractors ignore evidence that Hussein sponsored terrorists, including those affiliated with Al Qaeda. He has a point; it’s just that his arguments are more convincing as press criticism than as a rationale for invading Iraq. In any case, he announces in his preface that he understands a book is different from an article for a partisan magazine.

Before this administration began, Cheney was one of a disappearing breed of political operators who generated respectful testimonials from those in both major parties — and from mainstream journalists. This dour man now associated with undisclosed locations and stonewalling Congress was once a popular figure on Capitol Hill, widely praised in Washington for his candor and sense of humor. Reporters who did not cover the capital at the time have trouble even processing that image. 

In Washington, “What happened to Dick Cheney?” has become something of a parlor game. Cheney’s erstwhile friend Brent Scowcroft told the journalist Jeffrey Goldberg, “Dick Cheney I don’t know anymore.” And the former Illinois congressman Bob Michel said much the same about the man he had handpicked to succeed him as the Republicans’ leader in the House. “I never thought of him as being a hothead with respect to going to war,” Michel observed. “He was a mediator, I thought.”
Charles Peters, the sage founding editor of The Washington Monthly, wondered in print whether Lynne Cheney’s “rigid” conservatism played a role. Others have blamed the effects of 9/11 or his prior heart attacks. When I put the question earlier this year to Cheney’s friend Alan Simpson, the former Wyoming senator, he barked, “I’m not going to put him on the couch for you!” 

Hayes is also reluctant to do that. He quotes Bush, approvingly, as saying about Cheney, “Look, we don’t sit around psychoanalyzing each other.” Instead, Hayes chooses to provide what is essentially a chronological account of Cheney’s life. The strength of this approach is that it places him in a context — and a rich context at that. 

We see Cheney trying to hang on to an academic career that never quite got off the ground, resisting jobs in politics twice before finally succumbing to its lures. Those offers kept coming for a reason, and when Cheney finally went to work on Capitol Hill, his climb through the Republican ranks was steady and fast. He attached himself to an up-and-coming Nixon White House official named Donald Rumsfeld — and away they went. Cheney, who came from a Democratic family, became an economic conservative while watching the cynical Nixon impose wage-and-price controls as an election-year ploy. Cheney and Rumsfeld went to work for Gerald Ford after Nixon stepped down, and when Ford needed a secretary of defense, Rumsfeld got the job. Cheney became White House chief of staff. 

After Ford lost to Jimmy Carter and Cheney went to Congress as a representative from Wyoming, his career took on aspects of “Forrest Gump.” He could be seen by Reagan’s side at the White House or challenging Mikhail Gorbachev over dinner. He debated Newt Gingrich about presidential prerogative. (Gingrich, hoping to be speaker one day, explained that Congress was a coequal branch of government. Cheney was more concerned about the power of the president.) When George H. W. Bush assumed the “third Reagan term,” Cheney took his turn running the Pentagon. There, he assembled the colleagues who would go on to staff George W. Bush’s administration: Colin Powell, Paul Wolfowitz, David Addington, Scooter Libby, Stephen Hadley. And as a 21st-century administration was taking shape, so too was a worldview — and a future war.

Cheney was worried about terrorist attacks on the United States and the possibility that Iraq was developing nuclear weapons — in 1990. His experience in the gulf war left him with an abiding mistrust of the C.I.A., for its faulty intelligence, and of the State Department, which inexplicably told Saddam Hussein that invading Kuwait was no big problem.

It’s a tenet of journalism that you show the readers, you don’t tell them, and Hayes does this well. He demonstrates that Cheney didn’t transmogrify himself into a hard case overnight. But this approach has drawbacks, too, particularly in a biography. We learn that the “secure undisclosed location” where Cheney and his staff spent so much time after 9/11 was usually Camp David, but we don’t learn whether living this way helped induce a bunker mentality. We are made to understand that Cheney views The New York Times as liberal and partisan. We are not told why Cheney’s solution to negative press coverage is to avoid reporters altogether. 

Other questions about Cheney’s actions are left unanswered as well. How could anyone ignore John McCain on the question of torture — didn’t McCain’s horrific experiences in Hanoi earn him a great deal of deference? For that matter, why did Cheney not listen to himself on Iraq? In 1991, while defending the first Bush administration’s decision to halt the victorious United States forces at the Kuwait border, Cheney explained that occupying Iraq would alienate other Arab nations; immerse Washington in the differences among Iraqi Kurds, Sunnis and Shiites; and cost considerable American lives. 

“The question in my mind,” Cheney said then, “is how many additional American casualties is Saddam worth? And the answer is not very damned many.”
What changed? Hayes’s answer is apparently 9/11. He suggests that having a Secret Service agent lift you, the second most powerful man in government, by your belt buckle and escort you to a secure bunker, where you sit for two hours believing you gave an order that downed an American passenger jet — well, these things change a man. Undoubtedly, but Hayes also quotes Cheney on his 1991 skepticism about occupying Iraq. Those words remain the more persuasive.
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