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A VAST CONSPIRACY

The Real Story of the Sex Scandal
That Nearly Brought Down a
President

By Jeffrey Toobin

Random House. 426 pp. $25.95

THE HUNTING OF THE PRESIDENT
The Ten Year Campaign to Destroy
Bill and Hillary Clinton

By Joe Conason and Gene Lyons

St. Martin's. 432 pp. $24.95

By Jamzs Bowman,

American editor of the Thnes Literary
Supplement. film critic of the American
Spectator and media eritic of the New
Criterion

oth these books have
B something important to say.

Jeffrey Toobin’s criticism’
about attempts by “the legal system
to take over the political system of
the United States” is very much in
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The President, Right or Wrong

need of a hearing. Likewise, Joe
Conason and Gene Lyons have a
serious point to make about the
assumptions underlying the whole
enterprise of investigative
journalism since Watergate and a
kind of uncritical public acceptance
they give rise to. If even a fraction
of the allegations against President
Clinton laboriously charted by
Conason and Lyons are indeed as
false and fanciful as they are
represented as being here, then
there is powerful evidence that the
siren song of a possible “cover-up”
enticed a great many journalists,
politicians and others into error.

Neither Toobin's “A Vast
Conspiracy” nor Conason and
Lyons’s “The Hunting of the
President,” however, is likely to
receive the hearing it deserves
because both are unashamedly
partisan. It's easy to pick the one
word in the title of each that tells
what side it’s on. Toobin's
“conspiracy,” like Conason and
Lyons’s “destroy,” proclaims an
adherence to the Clintons’ cause.
Hillary Rodham Clinton named the
“vast right-wing conspiracy” just as
Bill Clinton named “the politics of
personal destruction.” True,
Toobin’s “conspiracy” is not the
same as Mrs. Clinton’s, but, in the
light of his, hers is said to have “the
unmistakable ring of truth” to it.
Conason and Lyons, who also
believe in Mrs. Clinton’s conspiracy,
are as vague as the president about
what, exactly, being “destroyed”
might mean to a man with no
apparent sense of shame,

These are books for the “culture
war” that, Conason and Lyons tell
us, was “instigated” by “the
theological warriors of the religious
right.” But in taking up the battle on
the other side, they do not see how
much has been lost by both sides.
They are very likely right about how
the mediz} were duped by dubious or
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Judge

Jim Johnson and David Hale and
Jim McDougal and Larry Case and
Larry Nichols and Larry Patterson
and Larry Wood and Richard Larry
of the Scaife Foundation (not
enough has been written about the
“Larry” motif here); but, obsessed
with shooting down every single
allegation against Clinton as if he
were a saint and a martyr, aren’t
they, in their own way, just as duped
as those they expose?

In the same way, Toobin is right
about “the politicization of the legal
process,” but his book, which
identifies Clinton as “the good guy,”
is an example of the politicization of
language. Perhaps the corruption we
ought to worry most about is neither
that of the Clinton administration
nor that of alleged conspirators in
the American Spectator’s “Arkansas
Project” and “the looser cabal of
political operatives, journalists, and
lawyers” that Conason and Lyons
say “had chorecgraphed the
Whitewater affair.” [t is rather this
corruption of rhetoric on both sides
of the pro- and anti-Clinton divide.
Truth in the matier of the Clinton

impossible to state because of the
language in which those scandals are
discussed. Even more disturbing is
that there is no apparent market for
a book that, by toning down the
rhetoric, might appeal to the
nonaligned.

The hyped-up rhetoric of
“conspiracy” and “destruction” in
these books is only part of the story.
It is not enough to say, for example,
that the president’s inquisitors were
wrong or misguided; they are also
represented as being, almost
uniformly, as greedy, stupid, corrupt,

politically motivated and consumed

by hatred of the Clintons as their
most extreme “right-wing” allies.
These three writers can be as
willing to believe allegations against
the prosecutors as the Clinton
crazies were willing to believe
allegations against the president.
Toobin believes, for instance,
William Ginsburg’s outrageous
claim that Kenneth Starr’s deputy,
Jackie Bennett, threatened him with
an IRS audit; Conason and Lyons
express no skepticism about Susan
McDougal's similar allegation
against Little Rock prosecutor Ray
Jahn or even that Jahn said to her,
“You know who the investigation is
about, and you know what we want.”
Conason and Lyons put forward
the opinion of Buddy Young, the
Clinton patronage appointee and
“former superior” of Arkansas state
trooper Larry Patterson, that
Patterson’s “mentality and objective
in life was to sleep with as many
women as he could. . . . 1 Bill
Clinton had a meeting with 2 woman
behind closed doors, Larry assumed
it was for the purpose of sex,
because that's what it would have
been if he had been there.” Now
Buddy Young isn't anybody's idea of
a disinterested witness in the matter.
What he says about Patterson is
malicious, self-interested gossip,
designed to discredit the man who
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Conason and Lyons quote his view
as if it were persuasive, indeed
definitive.

In similar vein, they quote
Clinton's Arkansas chief of staff,
Betsey Wright, as saying that the
troopers “exploited [Clinton’s]
sexual attractiveness to women. . . .
Their running around carousing at
night was driving me crazy, because
the stories always came back about
how these guys working for the
governor were out picking up
women in bars,” Stories, said
Wright, of Clinton’s womanizing
were probably just a byproduct of
the deep-seated psychic need of “a
pudgy little guy who wasn't a
football star at the time the
hormones raged” to be one of the
boys. Likewise, Toobin writes that
“it seemed just as likely that the
troopers used Clinton to pick up
women as that the governor
employed them for that purpose.”

It must take a near-Blumenthalian
level of devotion to Clinton to
believe something as preposterous
as Lhis, but once political
polarization has taken place, the will
to believe becomes paramount.

Alas, as one of the practitioners of
what Conason and Lyons call the
“pretenticusly Anglophilic cultural
criticism” at the American Spectator
(see? they seem to say, even its
cultural criticism is no good!), [ find
myself lumped in with the Clinton
crazies and thus as much identified
with one side in this unedifying bout
of media mudwrestling as the
subjects and authors of these books.
But for what it is worth, as a
right-wing defender of privacy,
thought the president’s enemies jusl
as foolishly shortsighted for
attacking him about private sexual
misbehavior as his defenders were
for ignoring the very
sexual-harassment law they had so
recently striven to enact. Perhaps
history will decide that the two sides
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Hillary, Hollywood
rock to Elton at party

BEVERLY HILLS — “I
thought Tom would start his re-
marks with ‘Fourscore and sev-
en years ago, ” joked Hillary
Rodham Clinton Tuesday
night.

Steven Spielberg and Tom
Hanks — resembling Abe Lin-
coln for a new movie in which
he’s stranded on a desert island
— introduced the first lady.

Clinton was given the Wom-
en in Courage award at “An Un-
forgettable Evening,” spon-
sored by Saks Fifth Avenue and
Cedars-Sinai ‘Research for
Women's Cancers. But, she
said, “the real heroes are those
who care for the women and

-the women themselves.”

Clinton has been speaking
out on the subject since 1995,
encouraging the need for early
detection. “T don’t think there
has been any experience that I
have had since I have been in
the White House that has been
more troubling to me, that
women- and men, but mostly
women, do not have health in-
surance or do not qualify for
public assistance such as Medi-

caid or Medicare.”

The New York Senate candi-
date rocked in her seat to Elton
John’s Crocodile Rock and a
dozen other hits he performed.
The guests, who included Bev-
erly Hills oncologists, older Ia-
dies with taut faces and Holly-
wood baby boomers — as well
as Kirk and Anne Douglas (a

former recipient), Lisa Ku--

drow, Candice Bergen and
Natalie Cole — were swinging
and swaying in their multithou-
sand dollar-a-seat spots. Some
took table candles and choreo-
graphed light movement. John

‘dedicated Can You Feel the

Love Tonight? to Clinton.

Hanks said Clinton “pro-
motes a vision for the future for
one day we all may live cancer-
free.” Spielberg added, “She
really ‘gets’ it, but sometimes
only her hairstyles make the
headlines. We admire her be-
cause of her great voice and
her energy. . . . She is a genuine
woman of courage.”

Robin Williams lightened
up things with: “Elton John is
called a knight; T think he’s

more of a weekend!”

And to Clinton, he cracked:
“Is it true that your name will
just be Hillary on the ballot, or
the artist formerly known as
the first lady?”

Said producer Steve Tisch:

PEOPLE

By Kevork Djansezian, AP

An unforgettable evening: First lady Hillary Clinton hugs a Lincoln-
like Tom Hanks after he and Steven Spielberg introduced her.

“Bill Clinton has done a lot for
Hollywood, and Hollywood has
done a lot for Washington. I ex-
pect to get a résumé from him
soon!”

By Sue Facter
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T is the sound of one hand clap-
ping? It is The Wall Street Journal
ag:f the conservative press in general

apologizing to Hillary Clinton for calling
her a liar about those FBI files found in
the White House. She always said she
had nothing to do with it, and now the in-
dependent counsel, no Clinton acolyte, re-
cently said Hillary was telling the truth. I
waited. for the conservative press to say
something. I hear nothing.

Filegate, as this non-scandal was called,
was generally adjudged to be a very seri-
ous matter, downright momentous. It su
pos entailed the use of the FBI to do
something — no one ever knew what — to
the Clintons’ political enemies.

No paper was more outraged than The
Wall Street Journal. Its editorial page furi-
ously condemned the Clinton White House
for “illicitly ransacking” the files. It
strongly implied the Clintons — especially
Hillary — were lying, and one of its out-
side commentators, Ison, just
about said so. “Her efforts to hide her role

in this scheme could

all — somehow knew

‘No Apology for Hill?

lead to  indictments
for perjury and ob-
struction of justice,” =
she _predicted just
last January. -

Independent: coun-
sel Robert Ray found
otherwise. “There was no substantial and
credible evidence that any senior White
House official, or First Lady Hillary Rod-
ham Clinton; was involved in seeking con-
fidential [FBI] background reports,” he re-
]f)orted more than a week ago. He also
ound no evidence that Mrs. Clinton
“played any role” in hiring the aide who
accumulated the files.

This happens to be what Mrs. Clinton.

said all along. But to no avail. Some
pretty keen journalists — and I love ’em

for a fact the White
House was dissem-
bling. William Safire
called - the . White
House’s * account “a
cover story.” ‘George

~ Will mocked it. And
Peggy Noonan, writing in the Journal,
predicted the New York press -would
never hold Mrs. Clinton accountable for
“FBI files illegally gotten by the former
barroom bouncer she hired.” In her new
book, “The Case Against Hillary Clinton,”
she repeats the allegation.

I am not arguing for a clear exoneration
of the Clintons on each and every accusa-
tion brought against them. Still, none of
the original dals (the Le

scan winsky mat-
ter was a late hit) may produce an indict-
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ment. And yet they all have been covered
as if they were on par with Watergate or
Teapot Dome — and with a certainty of
guilt and a harshness that, in retrospect,
is downright troubling. What accounts for
this journalistic lynching? =

I'm not sure. Certainly the Clintons
brought some of it on themselves. One of
the president’s. vaunted allergies is clearly
to candor. From day one, he was not
straight about how he avoided the draft or
about his affair with Gennifer Flowers.
The press turned understandably cynical
— and Clinton has continued to justify
that feeling. He can be a‘shifty fellow.

Whatever the reason, if after years of in-
vestigation no real crimes are found, then
future \ﬁfnerations are going to be mysti-
fied. y all the investigations, not to
mention the venom? For the press, espe-
cmlluf those geaid to offer their opinions, it
would not too soon to start asking
those %uestions now — and offering apolo-
gies where apologies are due.

I'm still listening.
















































