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PROLOGUE


BILL CLINTON BECAME PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES at a defining moment in its history, following the end of the Cold War: the flowering of a new era of communications, and a raft of new global challenges, from trade to terrorism. He was the first of his generation—the so-called “baby boomers”—to win the White House, and his period in office was marked by intense partisanship that reached its apogee in one of the most extraordinary scandals in American history. Many books have been written by participants, observers, and journalists since those momentous events, but no full-scale biography of the man at the center of this whirlwind: William Jefferson Clinton, née Blythe.

In Bill Clinton: An American Journey I first recounted the background and formation of Bill Clinton’s character: not only as an Arkansas saga par excellence, but as the archetypal story of a baby boomer facing the multiplicity of opportunities, challenges, and seductions of his generation in America, from Vietnam to sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll. Predictably, although I interviewed as many witnesses of Clinton’s early years and his rise to political triumph as I could, the book aroused the ire and even scorn of many readers still conflicted in the way they feel about the issues of the sixties and seventies, from feminism and fidelity to liberalism and the draft.


Bill Clinton: Mastering the Presidency is no longer about personality but about performance. How did the Man from Hope do, once he won the White House?

Over the years I have made the study of leadership—literary, military, and political—my particular biographical focus. In recounting the life and times of Bill Clinton as forty-second president I wanted to address something no previous writer—including the president himself, in his somewhat calendrical memoirs—has really tackled. I wished to penetrate the fog of  political war and describe this man’s faltering, at first disastrous, but ultimately successful attempt to become a truly modern president, in a modern world. It is, to my mind, one of the epic sagas of the 1990s.

In telling this story, I have concentrated my account on key episodes of Clinton’s first term as president, beginning with the worst transition since presidential transitions began; the lamentable failure to appoint an effective chief of staff (which thereby compelled his unelected wife to perform part of that role); and the series of missteps and fiascoes that followed, at every level from domestic policy and congressional relations to international failures such as Somalia, the Harlan County episode, the genocide in Rwanda, and the failure to intercede in Bosnia. The disaster over Hillary Clinton’s health care reform capped a litany of first-term errors—and when the Democratic majority in both houses of Congress was lost in the great midterm meltdown of November 1994 it looked as if President William Jefferson Clinton’s days in office, for all his genius-level IQ, were numbered.

How Bill Clinton reinvented himself thereafter and came close to greatness as president of the United States in the final decade of the twentieth century is to my mind one of the most extraordinary reversals of fortune in modern American biography. Understandably it is not a story that President Clinton—who dislikes admitting to error or inconstancy—has been anxious to tell, yet it is one that, for his biographer, has a truly epic quality. As will be seen, I do not take the view held by his media director and later adviser George Stephanopoulos that, following the loss of Congress in 1994, Bill Clinton became a liberal turncoat. Nor do I subscribe to the president’s own version of his presidency, in his memoirs, as a problem merely of communication with the public. Rather, I see his first term in office as an object lesson: an archetypal example of how not to conduct the presidency of the United States, followed by an extraordinary learning curve in which the young man from Hope—or better said, Hot Springs—faced up to his mistakes and refashioned himself as the undisputed leader of his country, at home and abroad. Aided by a new and effective chief of staff, his performance—from the Oklahoma City bombing to the bombing of the Serbs, the imposition of a peace in Bosnia that has held to the present day, and the bitter struggle to counter Newt Gingrich’s shutdown of the U.S. government—became possibly the greatest example of self-reinvention as president in office in modern times, and, as such, contrasts vividly with its polar opposite, the promising start but disastrous performance of his successor, the forty-third president, in the White House.

At a time when the Bush administration has lost its way—internationally and domestically—it is, in my view, all the more important to look afresh at the experience of Bill Clinton in his first term of office, before another Democrat is elected president.

The world has changed a great deal since November 1992, when Governor Bill Clinton triumphed over President George H. W. Bush at the polls. Yet the challenges of presidential leadership remain the same, from the importance of the transition to the staffing and running of the White House in the first months of a new administration, and the tackling of domestic and international issues thereafter. Charting, in the context of Bill Clinton’s character, the vicissitudes and disasters of his early presidency, followed by his belated epiphany when all seemed lost and he was widely seen as a lame duck, seems to me a very important journey to reconstruct. Once Bill Clinton finally figured out the way to be president as a Democrat, he became unbeatable—and thereafter he led his country not only into the longest sustained economic boom in its entire annals, but set American standing in the world higher than it has ever been since.

Much of the above became obscured, sadly, by the Lewinsky scandal and the impeachment of President Clinton, later in his second term. It was for that reason, among others, that I felt it vital to separate Bill Clinton’s first term from his second—when the dogs of fanatical Republicanism finally brought a popularly elected serving president to the edge of resignation, with grave implications for America’s role as a world leader; indeed, paved the way, as they had prayed, for a Republican incumbent who, they dreamed, would do better: be a more muscular, more ideological figure, less concerned with public opinion and America’s standing in the outside world. Well, that alternative approach to leadership has been tried—and found deeply, deeply wanting.

Every president of the United States is the subject of retrospective judgment and assessment; this is mine—as Clinton’s first full-scale biographer. I hope this account of Bill Clinton’s epic first term as president will find favor, if not among all readers, then at least among those who favor a change in direction in American governance today. Most of all, however, I hope it will be read for what it is: the life story of one of the most extraordinary figures of our time.






BOOK ONE

PARADISE LOST





THE FRESHMAN




CHAPTER ONE


INAUGURATION


Washingstock 

Driven from Monticello in a simple bus bearing the registration “Hope 1,” President-elect William Jefferson Clinton and Mrs. Clinton arrived at the Lincoln Memorial, Washington, D.C., at 3 P.M. on the afternoon of January 17, 1993, where they were welcomed by a Quincy Jones-produced musical event, held before four hundred thousand supporters. After twelve years of Republican presidential rule there was palpable excitement on the Mall as the vast, outdoor extravaganza began, in bright winter sunshine, starring Diana Ross, Michael Jackson, and Bob Dylan. “Here at the feet of Mr. Lincoln, let us renew our pledge to the reunion of America in our time, a union not just in law but in fact, a union not simply physical but also spiritual,” Clinton implored at the climax. “Let us build an American home for the twenty-first century, where everyone has a place at the table and not a single child is left behind.” Thereafter, like the Pied Piper, he personally led the crowds across Memorial Bridge. The Clinton administration was about to begin.

Gazing at the “polycultural mass” of families and faces, taking in their decidedly Democratic attire, hearing Bob Dylan live from the stage below the Lincoln Memorial, the picture resembled “nothing less than Washingstock,” a triad of Village Voice journalists recorded, noting the “palpable feeling of hope and optimism” as the crowds surged forward behind their new leader. Under the headline “SHOWTIME” the reporters considered that the “television inauguration of Bill Clinton” would finally complete the “transition of his 60s generation into the 90s.”

How accurate was the comparison, though? “On the screen,” the reporters warned, the “gathering on the Mall undoubtedly inspired a sense of budding empowerment,” yet to “walk that crowd was to sense that we were there mostly as props for a show—and worse, most of us were comfortable with that passive role.” The sixties might well be back in vogue, even in spirit—but sixties activism was not; indeed it was almost the reverse, as anti-sixties activists—religious fundamentalists, anti-abortion activists, gun lobbyists, and right-wing opponents of government—prepared to vent their frustrations against a largely passive majority.

Oblivious of this sullen, unseen intifada, President-elect Bill Clinton’s fans meanwhile converged on the capital and the parties, some tickets to events costing as much as five hundred dollars per person. The black magazine Jet recorded that “they had a ball—eleven balls to be exact,” on the eve of the inauguration itself, with some seventy thousand revelers forming seas of “happy humanity as they listened to rock n’ roll, R&B, soul, funk and pop, and moved in waves of excitement on ballroom floors executing waltzes, conga-lines, the two-step, tangos, the electric slide and every dance in between—at eleven official balls!”

The repetition of the number was significant. For Eisenhower’s 1953 inauguration, forty years before, the number of balls had been increased from one to two. “But Ike wasn’t a Baby Boomer,” Jet’s editors pointed out.

Aged forty-six, William Jefferson Clinton had become “a symbol of just how much things have changed since then.” At the Arkansas Ball in the Washington Convention Center, for example, the president-elect took a saxophone from Ben E. King and played “Your Momma Don’t Dance.” In the Armory, at another ball, he played “Night Train.” Thelonious Monk, Herbie Hancock, Grover Washington Jr., Wayne Shorter, and a host of other musicians and singers from Michael Jackson to Barbra Streisand played, crooned, and celebrated the arch-baby boomer’s rise to supreme authority. What General Robert L. Stephens, chief of the inaugural festivities, had thought would be “a run-of-the-mill program” now “zoomed into a spectacle—the largest, most far-ranging and colorful presidential inauguration ever designed. The new team of President Bill Clinton and Vice President Al Gore has generated more enthusiasm, say insiders, than even the inaugural reception for President John F. Kennedy.”

Younger people certainly seemed to enjoy the circus while remaining remarkably, indeed almost cynically, undeceived. “Dylan sounded terrible,” wrote the rock critic Greil Marcus, “but his purple jacket with  black appliqué was fabulous; he looked as if he’d bought a Nashville haberdashery.” Nor was Marcus entirely convinced by the marriage of sixties folksong and, at last, a baby boomer president. The “We are the World” anthem “brought forth great good feeling,” he acknowledged, “no matter that at the heart of the performance there was perhaps only a glamorous sheen of communal self-recognition disguising a new leader who may leave the country as he found it.” Clinton’s “demeanor” was full of promise, but had to be seen against “his political instinct to pull back at the first sign of trouble,” Marcus warned. If there was to be change in America, it would be up to those who really wanted to make it happen, he said. “Desires have been loosed in the air, and there’s no telling where they’ll light”—though, as he added with prophetic caution, the grand wedding of Mr. Froggie and Miss Mousie had ended, in Good as I Been to You, with “the massacre of the bride, groom, and everyone else at the party.”

In other words, many were celebrating, but few were holding their breath.


The Ship of the Sixties 

An estimated 800,000 people—predominantly young, more ethnically diverse than ever before, and distinctly more casual in dress and demeanor—were in Washington to witness the inauguration of the first Democratic president in twelve years.

The casualness of dress worried those who stood by the dignity of the event—indeed, such observers were often outraged by the lack of respect for the emblems of tradition and patriotism beloved by hardcore Republicans. Donna Minkowitz, writing for the Village Voice, described how, at the Triangle Ball, “kicked-out marine Joe Steffan sang the national anthem while an honor guard of homosexuals purged from the military carried in the flag.”

Older Washingtonians, recalling JFK’s inauguration, were shocked, yet impressed, too, by the obvious and genuine public outpouring of hope and goodwill. To those who criticized Clinton for being ersatz Kennedy, the seventy-two-year-old millionairess Pamela Harriman, for example, gave short shrift. Bill Clinton, she reminded them, had “got there all by himself.” (Ms. Harriman knew; she had taken Winston Churchill’s son Randolph as her first husband, followed by a series of millionaires.)

Vice President Al Gore’s mother, however, took a less enthusiastic view. “Bill came up in a very provincial atmosphere,” she later sniffed at Bill Clinton’s social credentials. “And even though he went to Yale, and he went to Oxford, you don’t undo or move out of that provincial atmosphere that has influenced you in your early life.”

Could he not? Certainly President and Mrs. George Bush were amazed when the president-elect, after returning to Blair House at 2 A.M. on January 20, 1993, in the wake of the eleven inaugural balls, and having worked till 4:30 A.M. on the hopefully final draft of his inaugural speech, and having then worshipped at the black Metropolitan AME church near the White House (the first time an incoming president and his vice president had ever chosen a black church to attend on inauguration morning) arrived at the White House a half hour late, accompanied by his wife—and two uninvited guests!

As a White House FBI agent recalled, one of the reasons for the tardiness “was because Vice President Gore had just found out that the West Wing office usually reserved for the vice president was instead going to be occupied by the first lady.” The resultant uproar caused by this discovery had been witnessed by network television cameras “trained on Blair House.” These had “recorded a glimpse of the president and first lady screaming at each other.”

The FBI agent was not the only one to be amazed by the tempest. “A shocked park police guard later reported that Clinton had referred to his wife as a “fucking bitch,” Hillary’s biographer Joyce Milton recorded, “while she came charging out the front door calling him a ‘stupid motherfucker.’ ” “Sources I consider very reliable affirm that Clinton told Hillary that if she didn’t back off from her plans to unseat Gore, Gore would go public with his anger and perhaps resign,” the White House FBI agent recalled. Hillary merely shouted at her husband “that as far as she was concerned, they had a deal—a deal that dated back to the campaign, when Lloyd Cutler had convinced her to stand by Clinton despite the allegations that he’d had an affair with Gennifer Flowers. The matter had already been decided, she said, and she had no intention of backing off; Gore was bluffing.”


The Kiss of Death 

In a presidential partnership that was clearly going to break new ground in the history of the White House, such marital discord was amazing, especially  to those supporters concerned lest Hillary blow her chance of preparing America for a more proactive first lady.

The columnist Sally Quinn had already noted that Hillary had become, in the lead-up to the inauguration, “Topic A” in the offices, in the drawing rooms, and at the dining tables of the capital. “At a Washington dinner recently she was heard to talk about the budget. She was impressive and knowledgeable. But her conversation was peppered with ‘we,’” as in “ ‘We got our first look at the budget.’ Those who’ve known Hillary for years say that she has always used ‘we,’ that the Clintons have always operated as a team. But Little Rock is not Washington. ‘We’ is the kiss of death in Washington,” Ms. Quinn warned.

It was not that Hillary should confine herself to being but a conventional homemaker, Quinn wrote. It was simply that “Hillary Clinton was not elected president.” It would, Quinn added, “be preferable for Hillary Clinton to get something outside government in her own field of child welfare, health and education.” She should certainly “not attend her husband’s meetings. Poor Rosalynn Carter, whose motives were pure and whose heart was in the right place, got killed for going to cabinet meetings. She had the right idea—to be informed—but she did it the wrong way.... She set herself up for criticism. Nancy Reagan operated ‘behind the scenes’: she called people up on the telephone and told them what to do. Never mind that sometimes she was right. People hated her for it, and in the end it destroyed her reputation.”

Among Washington’s professional women of Hillary’s generation, Quinn pointed out, “women lawyers, lobbyists, reporters, producers, economists, environmentalists and health-care experts are watching with a mixture of pride and apprehension to see how she is going to handle the position. These are women who have worked their way up in Washington, which has always been and still is to a certain extent a man’s town. Many of these women are worried that she has already made a few missteps that could get her off to a troubled start.”

The caution was meant kindly. But would Hillary listen? Dick Morris, pollster-architect of Bill Clinton’s gubernatorial comeback in 1982, knew Hillary much better than Quinn did—and knew that the argument over an office in the West Wing was par for the Clinton course. “From the very beginning of his time in politics, she has alternated between constructive periods of abstinence from direct political involvement,” Morris later reflected,  “and destructive phases when she assumes a greater role and more power than the public will tolerate.” By saving her husband during the controversy over his relationship with Gennifer Flowers, Hillary had persuaded herself that Bill owed her one. “It always starts when Hillary has to rescue her husband from sexual accusations. But, after the rescue, Hillary assumes greater power over the rest of her husband’s career than she should. Like the Russians,” he noted, “she gets rid of the Germans for you, but then she sticks around.”

At the White House, the two uninvited guests, Harry and Linda Bloodworth Thomason (the Hollywood-Arkansas couple who had made the Man from Hope movie for the Democratic convention), attempted to keep the peace between the president-elect and his consort as they met with the outgoing president and first lady.

In her memoirs Hillary would refer only to “coffee and small talk” in the Blue Room. Hillary’s biographer Gail Sheehy described, however, a more dramatic rencontre. The Bushes, Sheehy wrote, “were startled. The Clintons wanted to show their friends the Lincoln Bedroom, where they would be spending the night, seemingly treating the White House as a group share.”

The Bushes, unaware of the Thomasons’ peace-keeping mission, certainly found themselves speechless—though Barbara Bush, looking out at the posse of cameramen and reporters camped outside the White House, found a common bond with Hillary when she remarked, “Avoid this crowd like the plague.”

Hillary agreed. After her fight with Bill, she was tenser than anyone had ever seen her. The Thomasons, attempting to work with the official inaugural committee responsible for the day’s events, had been concerned to make the inauguration as successful as the Democratic Party Convention in New York the previous July. To this end they’d arranged an unobtrusive footstand for Hillary to step onto as she moved forward to hold her husband’s Bible, while he was sworn in as president of the United States by the Republican chief justice of the Supreme Court. Hillary had refused it. “I’m not getting on that riser,” she said—and she didn’t, spoiling the traditional official portrait, which to the chagrin of the Thomasons was obscured by the microphones. As Hillary’s biographer recorded, “the word was already rippling through the members of the inaugural committee: She’s a pill.”


Washington Inertia 

Bill Clinton, by contrast, might be a philanderer in the same mold as his predecessor and hero John F. Kennedy, but he was not a pill. The question was, rather, would he be tough enough to tame “the woolly mammoth that is Washington?” as Jonathan Alter had pointedly asked in Newsweek. In the nation’s capital there were now more lobbyists (eighty-eight thousand, Alter reckoned) than men, women, and children in Clinton’s hometown, Hot Springs. “And every last one of them is waiting to chew off a piece of the president,” Alter warned.

First and foremost there was Congress, which was beset by gridlock. “The biggest problem is just inertia,” a Clinton aide, familiar with the ways of Congress, lamented. “Washington has atrophied in the last twelve years and doesn’t remember how to move. Every time you mention a proposal, they say it can’t get done—the lobbyists or the chairman or someone won’t let it. It’s as if members think they’d be doing their job wrong if they passed legislation.” Still optimistic about the jobs/health-care/nationalservice /deficit-reduction agenda of the newly elected president, the aide had said that “the only thing that’s changed about Washington is the president.” But could a new president get Congress to cooperate? Alter was skeptical. “Let’s face it: no Democrat in a quarter century has managed to bend Washington to his will. Clinton may still believe in a ‘place called Hope,’ but Washington believes more in a complacency called money and status. Why change when everyone in town is doing so well with the system the way it is? The lava of lawyer-lobbyists, who tell people at parties that they are in ‘government affairs,’ has cooled and solidified into an entrenched white, upper-middle-class subculture, complete with its own cozy and rationalizing journalists.”

One way to free up congressional gridlock was to create a tide of public support for his agenda. Hillary might scorn the fourth estate, but the president-elect knew that, though he got mad at journalists on occasion, he lived and died by the sword of media coverage. For his inauguration, therefore, he had wanted especially good coverage—and an especially good speech.

To help craft his inaugural address the president-elect had called upon an army of literary contributors. “Whoever managed to wander in—friends, family, the caterer—could have his say on the new president’s first words,”  Clinton’s young director of communications, George Stephanopoulos, later recalled; the draft was kicked around between David Kusnet, Bruce Reed, Stephanopoulos, Tommy Caplan, Taylor Branch, Al Gore, and a host of others. The result had been dismayingly bad, and got even worse as the inauguration drew closer—indeed, the speechwriters were still working on it with the president-elect at three-thirty on the morning of the inauguration. Clinton had then tinkered for yet another hour with the draft—“another allnighter,” as Stephanopoulos remarked, adding: “Adrenaline and anxiety were fueling Clinton, but the rest of us were starting to sag.”

As veteran Arkansas reporters knew best, this was the way big Bill Clinton had always operated. Despite his calls for change in America, the shaggy Clinton approach seemed something he himself was unable to improve—or its ripple-effect upon his staff. Beginning with the draft for the inaugural address, it now set the “pattern for his presidency,” as political observer Elizabeth Drew noted, providing a veritable torment to those whose job it was to handle the mechanics of such events. The Clintons might profess concern for the “little people”—children and the disadvantaged in society—but they could be remarkably cavalier in their expectations of those mortals whose professional job it was to look after the nuts and bolts. “The teleprompter operators at the Capitol,” Drew noted, for example, “were becoming highly anxious—they were accustomed to getting a major speech hours in advance, so they could test it on their machines. They didn’t get Clinton’s until 11:30 A.M., thirty minutes before the ceremonies were to begin.”


Forcing the Spring 

The inaugural speech—drafted and re-drafted, honed and re-honed, subjected to endless addition and subtraction—reflected its plethora of originators, including the caterer.

The truth was, the justifiable pride Clinton felt as the single-mothered boy from Hope, Arkansas, stepping forward to deliver his first address as president of the United States of America, could simply not be matched by the patchwork of speechwriters’ competing rhetorics.

Father Tim Healy, former president of Georgetown University, had, for instance, been found on his recent death to have left in his typewriter a letter to Bill Clinton that was forwarded to the president-elect. This, too, was  squeezed into the sprawling draft of the oration, punctuated with clichés and one-liners. Thus the speech was to kick off with a dubious assertion that would raise frowns rather than applause: that America could, in the cold of Washington, D.C., in mid-January, “force the spring,” and that America was—Iceland, Britain, and other ancient polities notwithstanding—“the world’s oldest democracy.”

Yet between its questionable platitudes and mixed metaphors the address that was belatedly loaded onto the inaugural stand teleprompter contained moments of plain truth-telling that reflected the real Bill Clinton’s real feelings about his real country—its economy and its social tapestry. It was deeply felt—and deeply American.

“On behalf of our nation, I salute my predecessor, President Bush, for his half-century of service to America,” the new president said at midday, January 20, 1993, having sworn his oath of allegiance on his family Bible, before Chief Justice William Rehnquist. “And I thank the millions of men and women whose steadfastness and sacrifice triumphed over depression, fascism and communism.”

Those days were over, however, the baby boomer now announced, his prose attempting to emulate Theodore Sorenson’s famous 1961 cadences. “Today, a generation raised in the shadows of the Cold War assumes new responsibilities in a world warmed by the sunshine of freedom but threatened still by ancient hatreds and new plagues. Raised in unrivaled prosperity, we inherit an economy that is still the world’s strongest, but is weakened by business failures, stagnant wages, increasing inequality, and deep divisions among our people.”

This situation was, the new president stated, not the fault of his predecessor, who sat in the biting cold next to him on the stand, but the product of a new economic reality—one that affected every mortal on the globe. “When George Washington first took the oath I have just sworn to uphold,” the former Arkansas governor pointed out, aligning himself neatly beside the first American president, “news traveled slowly across the land by horseback and across the ocean by boat. Now, the sights and sounds of this ceremony are broadcast instantaneously to billions around the world. Communications and commerce are global; investment is mobile; technology is almost magical; and ambition for a better life is now universal.” However, there were both benefits and costs attached to this development, he warned. “We earn our livelihood in peaceful competition with people all across the  earth. Profound and powerful forces are shaking and remaking our world, and the urgent question of our time is whether we can make change our friend and not our enemy.”

The bewildering medley of cliché, Sorensonian turn of phrase, and intelligent comment was strangely arresting as the president went on to acknowledge how some Americans had already seen the modern economic light, and had profited from it. “This new world has already enriched the lives of millions of Americans who are able to compete and win in it. But when most people are working harder for less; when others cannot work at all; when the cost of health care devastates families and threatens to bankrupt many of our enterprises, great and small; when fear of crime robs lawabiding citizens of their freedom; and when millions of poor children cannot even imagine the lives we are calling them to lead,” the forty-second president declared, “we have not made change our friend.

“From our Revolution, the Civil War, to the Great Depression to the civil rights movement, our people have always mustered the determination to construct from these crises the pillars of our history. Thomas Jefferson believed that to preserve the very foundations of our nation, we would need dramatic change from time to time. Well, my fellow citizens, this is our time. Let us embrace it.

“Our democracy must be not only the envy of the world but the engine of our own renewal. There is nothing wrong with America that cannot be cured by what is right with America.

“And so today, we pledge an end to the era of deadlock and drift; a new season of American renewal has begun. To renew America, we must be bold. We must do what no generation has had to do before. We must invest more in our own people, in their jobs, in their future, and at the same time cut our massive debt. And we must do so in a world in which we must compete for every opportunity. It will not be easy; it will require sacrifice. But it can be done, and done fairly, not choosing sacrifice for its own sake, but for our own sake. We must provide for our nation the way a family provides for its children.”

The new president’s inaugural speech ended with an outsider’s appeal to the power players of Washington to help him bring the nation together, not split it further apart in bitter partisanship. “This beautiful capital, like every capital since the dawn of civilization, is often a place of intrigue and calculation. Powerful people maneuver for position and worry endlessly about  who is in and who is out, who is up and who is down, forgetting those people whose toil and sweat sends us here and pays our way.

“Americans deserve better, and in this city today, there are people who want to do better. And so I say to all of us here, let us resolve to reform our politics, so that power and privilege no longer shout down the voice of the people. Let us put aside personal advantage so that we can feel the pain and see the promise of America. Let us resolve to make our government a place for what Franklin Roosevelt called ‘bold, persistent experimentation,’ a government for our tomorrows, not our yesterdays. Let us give this capital back to the people to whom it belongs.”


The Pulse of a New Day 

For those who knew Bill Clinton’s reputation for prolixity, the 1993 inaugural address, at fourteen minutes in length, was considered to be unusual in its brevity. Certainly it was well-received by the crowd below the Capitol, the television commentators, and by the next day’s press. Maya Angelou’s long and rambling poem, with its own storybook mythology, was intended to be equally inspiring. It ended with the simplest of lines:

Here on the pulse of this new day 
You may have the grace to look up and out 
And into your sister’s eyes, into 
Your brother’s face, your country 
And say simply 
Very simply 
With hope 
Good morning.






Not everyone quite followed Maya Angelou’s references, though, or was won over by the president’s homilies. However, as the former governor of a tiny state of 2.4 million inhabitants more than a thousand miles from Washington, D.C., would the new president ensure the Beltway transition from selfishness to social responsibility and compassion? This had nowhere been indicated in the president’s speech, and would have to await his first State of the Union budget address. There was also the puzzle of a strange “mastodon” that was mentioned in Angelou’s poem. The Asian, the  Hispanic, the Jew, the African, the Native American, the Catholic, the Muslim, the French, the Greek, the Irish, the rabbi, the priest, the sheikh, the gay, the straight, the preacher, the privileged, the homeless, and the teacher were all icons of diversity, but the prehistoric beast?

According to the dictionary, a mastodon was an elephant-like mammal, a figure of “immense size, power, influence.” Was Maya Angelou’s reference a metaphor for Bill Clinton himself, following an epithet that had been used of Alexander the Great, when the young Greek emperor was referred to as “one of the mastodons of the ancient world”? Only time would tell.

Immediately after the ceremonies, the senior White House FBI agent recorded, “Bill and Hillary Clinton were taken to a holding room in the Capitol,” while the many dignitaries of the Senate and House of Representatives patiently marked time. When the couple did not emerge from the holding room, however, a policeman was sent to knock and inform the forty-second president (the third youngest in American history) and his first lady (the first to have a law degree) that “everyone was ready and waiting.” Unwisely, the policeman opened the door. “You fucking asshole!” Hillary screamed—not at the policeman but at the president.

The innocent constable withdrew in confusion. “Apparently,” the White House FBI agent noted, “the matter of office space was not settled.”




CHAPTER TWO


INVESTMENT OR DEFICIT REDUCTION?


The Coded Message 

Behind the plethora of inaugural assertions was, in truth, a coded message to the American public: that the nation must prepare itself for some bitter medicine.

Already, on January 7, 1993, a historic first struggle between deficitreducers and public investment protagonists had taken place over six hours in Little Rock—debating an issue that threatened to split both the White House and the Democratic Party in two.

From the new labor secretary Robert Reich’s perspective, the chips were stacked against public investment from the moment the president-elect announced his administration’s economic team. For a start, Clinton had appointed as his Treasury secretary—ruling an empire of a hundred sixty thousand public servants—Senator Lloyd Bentsen, a stalwart proponent of Texas’s oil and gas industry, who had made a fortune in financial services on Wall Street. Senator Bentsen had famously crushed Republican vice president-nominee Dan Quayle in the 1988 debates by telling him he was “no Jack Kennedy.” But was Bentsen, either? When Clinton asked Reich his opinion of the possible choice of Bentsen as Treasury secretary, Reich had been appalled. “He’d be a valuable adviser,” Reich had allowed. “But hell, he’s not exactly committed to your agenda.”

What was Bill Clinton’s agenda, though? Unsure himself, but trusting his instincts, Clinton had ignored Reich and duly appointed the Texas senator— turning Reich down not only for the new National Economic Council, or chief economic adviser to the president, but even for the post of chairman of the President’s Council of Economic Advisers. Instead, Robert Rubin, a Goldman Sachs executive who had fund-raised for Clinton’s campaign, took the NEC post, while Laura Tyson was appointed chair of the Council, and Reich was offered the consolation prize of Labor.

Reich had naturally been disappointed, but such feelings had paled beside his concerns about the direction in which the Democrats were headed.

The problem for Reich as a socio-economic engineer, intent upon righting the wrongs of twelve years of Republican presidential misrule, was the sheer magnitude of the national deficit—a figure far in excess of all economists’ predictions. Alan Greenspan, responsible for interest rates for the nation as chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, had explained to the president-elect that the only way to bring down rates was to buck the old Keynesian notion of deficit spending. By robustly tackling the national deficit, the president would be able to bring down long-term interest levels, as investors—convinced that the government meant business—moved from bonds to stocks, thereby releasing more money into the economy as mortgage payments came down. While inflation was reduced, the stock market would soar.

Greenspan was rather pleased with his tutorial. Others, he knew, contested the notion that deficit reduction would, per se, lead to lower interest rates, for predicting bond trader responses was no less speculative than share trading. What was refreshing was to find a president-designate open to theoretical argument, rather than being parti pris, or worse, party pris. Greenspan recognized in Bill Clinton an “intellectual pragmatist,” who could, if steered right, turn the Democrats away from their ideological commitment to FDR-style economic management and into the marketdominated world of 1990s capitalism. So pleased with himself, as he left, was Greenspan that he actually wondered if he had somehow deluded himself into thinking the Democratic president-elect was in agreement with him—that Clinton had been “pulling his leg.”

Clinton hadn’t been, however. “What?” Clinton had yelled when a few days later he learned the annual deficit was $60 billion worse than he’d been told. “I thought we’d been through all that!” With each new estimate of the nation’s near bankruptcy, the task seemed more daunting—yet at the same time more urgent to tackle. By December 23, two weeks after the historic economic summit that Clinton was convening in Little Rock, the  Reich transition economic team’s “Economic Overview” had spoken of the president-elect having “inherited a two-part challenge of historic proportions”—how to reduce the deficit while, at the same time, increasing it by the investment programs the Clinton campaign had promised.


The Turning Point 

Could deficit and investment both be done, simultaneously, or should they start by massive investing, then the tackling of the deficit?

“Clearly, budget making is a balancing of spending priorities and the necessity of keeping the deficit under control. And at that moment,” recalled Alice Rivlin, the new deputy director of the White House’s Office of Budget and Management (OMB), “I felt strongly that we had to give high priority to getting the deficit down, or we couldn’t do anything else. That the promises made in the campaign were not always very specific, but if you put the larger numbers with them, they could not be accommodated in a budget where you were trying to reduce the deficit.” The meetings of the president’s economic team thus went on ceaselessly until finally, on January 7, 1993, there had been in Little Rock the climax: a “very formal discussion, led by Bob, about how much deficit reduction there should be. What our goal should be.”

The meeting was, in the view of Lawrence Summers, as number three in the new Treasury lineup under Bentsen and Roger Altman, the “turning point.” Present were “all the principal political advisers, with the president, the vice president, Hillary,” Robert Rubin later recalled.

“All” was a misnomer, given Reich’s absence, but even Robert Reich, had he been able to be there, would have found himself powerless to turn the gathering tide of deficit-reduction enthusiasts. In the context of the latest deficit crisis figures, thirty-one-year-old George Stephanopoulos, as transition communications director, had been as concerned as Reich lest the president-elect be swept by panic from his election platform and promises. Certainly Rubin clearly recalled Stephanopoulos warning him, before going into the meeting: “You all are going to recommend very strong deficit reduction. But that means the president is going to have to defer doing a lot of other things that he thinks are extremely important. You can’t possibly expect him to make that decision at this meeting.”

Ignoring Stephanopoulos, Rubin called upon the different advisers, one by one, to lay out the competing urgencies of universal health insurance,  welfare reform, the middle-class tax cut, education, and job training programs. In the end it became clear that without first tackling the national deficit, the nation would go deeper and deeper into a national debt from which it might never recover.

Alan Blinder, Laura Tyson’s new deputy chair of the CEA, had pointed out that the success of a bold deficit-reduction plan hinged on the willingness of market traders to buy bonds, and thus reduce long-term interest rates, as well as the Federal Reserve’s willingness to reduce the short-term interest rate. He frankly doubted whether bond traders would actually operate in the national interest, under a Democratic administration. The president-elect murmured audibly: “You mean to tell me that the success of the program and my re-election hinges on the Federal Reserve and a bunch of fucking bond traders?”

Put that way, it seemed risible. Yet somehow the president-elect had to take control of the economy, or Congress eventually would—for the nation was sliding towards economic disaster. “Alan Blinder and Laura Tyson were much more cautious about deficit reduction,” Alice Rivlin recalled. “They thought there was a risk of reducing too much, and that if we did too steep a reduction, we would risk derailing the economic recovery.” This was not something Dr. Rivlin or her transition team colleagues credited. “I did not think that. And Bentsen particularly didn’t think that. Because he thought that if we did a very strong deficit reduction package, that interest rates would come down and send a signal to the markets—in fact interest rates were already coming down,” Rivlin noted, in anticipation. “I was taking the hawk position—for larger deficit reduction. I sort of served the purpose of anchoring the hawk end.”


Inevitable Is Inevitable 

Thus lined up, the hawks of the impending Clinton administration team were implacable. Rubin recalled the president-elect saying, after only half an hour of discussion, “Look. There are a lot of things that I think we need to do, but the threshold issue is the deficit. Until we deal with that, nothing else is going to work, and we’re not going to do the rest of what we want to do. So let’s take that as our threshold issue and then, within that context, let’s do as much else as we can.”

Others, such as Congressman Leon Panetta, chairman of the House Budget Committee and now OMB director-designate, and Larry Summers,  did not recall the president-elect being quite so decisive. Nevertheless, as the hours ticked away, there was a growing sense of the inescapable. “I think my view was, inevitable is inevitable: there really wasn’t a choice,” Summers remembered feeling. “You had to propose a responsible fiscal policy or the markets would go nuts.”

“There were some strong personalities there,” Panetta recalled—including Hillary Clinton. “I spoke for taking a strong stand on the deficit. Lloyd Bentsen spoke for that. Al Gore was very supportive of that kind of tough approach as well. And the economists. Bob Rubin.... And then there was a group of Clinton’s aides—Stephanopoulos, Gene Sperling, people that had worked during the campaign, who were raising concerns about what would happen. On the grounds that: you’ve got an economy that’s still coming out of a recession. You’ve got some key priorities that you said you wanted to achieve, in education and other things—and ultimately, you’ll be judged, your legacy will be judged more by what you do in those areas than what you do with regards to the deficit.”

Bill Clinton, who had the sharpest political antennae of all, listened to Al Gore’s contention that boldness had been the essence of FDR’s Hundred Days, and that the task of the new Clinton-Gore administration would be to prepare a new program, based on the critical situation they were inheriting. “Roosevelt was trying to help the American people,” Clinton pointed out, however. “Here we help the bond market, and we hurt the people who voted us in.”

It was a salutary caution, from a president-elect who might, Stephanopoulos warned, only last a single term if, as had happened with his predecessor, the economic medicine didn’t work in time. But worse than the time factor was the likely response from Congress.

“The biggest problem that we always had,” Panetta recalled, “was that the Democrats generally did not believe that confronting the deficit was the number one challenge. It was always how you spent the money, not so much how you saved money that drove a lot of Democrats.... Although, clearly the politics had changed a lot with third-party presidential candidate Ross Perot and others, who had raised it during the campaign.”

Though Rubin recalled, in retirement, his former president’s decisiveness on the issue, Panetta did not. Nor did he blame the president-elect at that moment in time. “I think what happened at that meeting was that, for the first time, Clinton was...” Panetta’s voice faltered. “He was concerned about the fact that, ‘if we make these tough choices, if we raise taxes, if we  cut the entitlement programs, if we make the very tough cuts that are necessary [to reduce the deficit], am I going to undermine the politics for Democrats—for myself, for the Congress—in that process? Are we going to pay a heavy price, politically, for doing that? And will there be enough time to reap the rewards?’ ”

If the new president truly wished to force the spring and carry out an ambitious investment agenda—especially one that would have to take place alongside his major deficit-reduction program—he would need the support of Congress and the power brokers of Washington. To merit that support he must project leadership not only in terms of ideas and personality, but of effective governance.

“If the transition has gone well,” a Reagan aide noted, its energy and decisiveness carry over into the presidency, creating a sense among the people and the press that “this is a president who knows what he’s doing. And so it supports the impression the people have of the president’s ability to govern.” In sum the transition process was “absolutely critical to doing a good job of governing. It’s important for the impression the people have of the ability to govern.”

Unfortunately the Clinton transition had given the opposite impression. Though the president-elect had shown courage in facing up to the need to tackle the country’s spiraling deficit, there had been no attempt to lay down, forcefully and decisively, a strategic plan. Instead, there would be many hundreds of competing objectives—and no effective chief of staff. Worse still, there was—apart from Congressman Leon Panetta—almost no relationship yet between the incoming White House staff and Congress. As a result, despite the most enthusiastic popular welcome for a new president in living memory, the Clinton administration would get off to a perilous start. Within hours of the president’s swearing the oath of office, the Clinton White House would move into crisis mode over the woman Hillary had selected as the nation’s new attorney general, Zoë Baird, and over an incendiary remark the president-elect had made on Memorial Day—that he would, on taking office, unilaterally permit gays to serve in the military.




CHAPTER THREE


A PERILOUS TRANSITION


“Where’s My Vacation?” 

Behind the scenes, unknown to the public, the Clinton transition had been a disaster. Not having quite dared dream victory would be won, Clinton’s campaign press secretary, Dee Dee Myers, for example, later confessed to total exhaustion. “I mean,” she recalled, “I was so used to losing campaigns at this point, that [I felt] like, ‘Where’s my vacation to the Bahamas?’”

In the opinion of close observers, a vacation in the Bahamas had been exactly what the victorious candidate should—like JFK in 1960—have taken. Henry Cisneros, the former mayor of San Antonio, had joined Clinton on the plane in Texas, and had flown with him to Dallas at midnight before polling day, then to Albuquerque at 2 A.M., then to Denver about 7 A.M., and finally to Little Rock around 9 A.M. “He just went all night!” Cisneros recalled, amazed. When he saw Clinton again, the morning after the election, he was appalled. “I frankly was worried,” Cisneros remembered, aware that among the entire corpus of politicians in America, Bill Clinton had the blessing of a physiognomy that never seemed to show tiredness. “Whereas other people show absolute exhaustion on their face, become haggard and drawn and sunken-cheeked, and have dark circles under the eyes, he just had this sunny expression—normally. But that day, Wednesday, November 4, 1992, was different. “He had not one whit of energy left.”

Understandably worn out, the president-elect should have delegated the running of the transition to the man he’d made his transition directorpresumptive—his victorious campaign chairman, Mickey Kantor, and Kantor’s team on the thirteenth floor of the downtown Worthen Building.  Instead, leaving his childhood friend Carolyn Staley’s house after brunch and a group photograph, the president-elect returned with Hillary to chair Kantor’s next meeting: his first meeting as president-elect of the United States. And the long-prepared switch from campaign to transition had fallen apart as Hillary took umbrage at the style of the transition director.


Jockeying for Position 

Staffs, by tradition, abhor a vacuum. Aware of this, Mickey Kantor and his colleagues at CGPTF (the Clinton-Gore Pre-Transition Foundation) had drawn up a series of “plans for going forward,” as Cisneros recalled. “And Mickey was pushing for decisions by the end of the week. This was Wednesday after the election, which had taken place on the Tuesday. Hillary was in the room. And it was like, ‘You’ve got to name the secretary of state by the end of the week or—.’ You know, it had to be done on Mickey’s timetable. And the president-elect was exhausted. He had no voice. His posture was slumped in the chair—he might as well have been sleeping for the way his body looked.... But that was a Bill Clinton trait: to push himself to the point of exhaustion and beyond. And he did things in that campaign that nobody had ever done before. More cities in a single day...” Cisneros’ voice trailed at the recollection. “And Hillary leveled that cold stare that she can, and her face was firm. She said to Mickey: ‘Don’t do that! You’re not going to push him! Look how exhausted he is! We are not going to be pushed. So back off!’”

The “we” sent a chill through all those who were there.

Kantor was a fighter who never gave up, however. “Mickey just has a style—at least he did then, though he mellowed out later—that’s a little bit too obsessively control-oriented. Just upsets people. Because he never stops pushing. And Clinton didn’t want that. He wanted, kind of a mellower person.”

The result was that, at the very cusp of transition, the structure that had carried the candidate to victory, against almost all expectations, had teetered—Hillary locking horns with the man charged with directing the transition, and who was expected by all to become the White House chief of staff in the mold of Jim Baker or John Sununu. With his authority thus challenged by Hillary, Kantor’s emerging position had become untenable as every member of the victorious but leaderless campaign team had his or her say. “The confetti still lay in the streets of Little Rock,” recalled Warren  Christopher—the attorney who’d conducted the search for a Democratic vice-presidential nominee for Bill Clinton earlier that summer—“when the jockeying for position among Clinton’s hard-charging campaign aides began.”


The Naming of a Transition Director 

Mickey Kantor, chairman of the Clinton election campaign, had been preparing the transition plan as far back as September, Warren Christopher recorded, installing Gerald Stern, a lawyer on leave from Occidental Petroleum, with a team of eleven people to “develop a transition plan. Gerry, an experienced Washington hand, generated a thick notebook, replete with elaborate diagrams, as a blueprint for organizing the incoming administration. By early November, the Kantor-Stern operation was ready to roll”—but neither Hillary nor the president-elect were.

As Dan Balz afterwards wrote, “the weary Clinton wasn’t buying. It was all too tidy for a man who likes to mull his options and make his own decisions. He was in no rush, Clinton told the transition advisers, to do anything until he felt more rested. Whether the advisers realized it or not, that was a signal that Kantor’s appointment was in big trouble, ambushed by an angry campaign team who had never worked well with him.” Declining to officially appoint Kantor the transition director, Clinton had merely decided to keep the CGPTF going for the moment. Then in a move that suggested he was feeling unsure of himself, the president-elect added to the CGPTF committee an old kindergarten friend from Hope, Thomas F. “Mack” McLarty.

Poor Mickey Kantor, a fifty-three-year-old lawyer and political activist, had run Walter Mondale’s 1984 losing presidential campaign and chaired Bill Clinton’s winning one. He had also had the experience of working alongside Hillary on the board of the national Legal Services Corporation in 1978, but had fallen out with Hillary’s friend and campaign scheduler during the ’92 struggle, Susan Thomases.

The press, having seen little of Hillary during the election, had reported that the new first lady was “not expected to be appointed to the cabinet,” and assumed blithely that “she will likely play a major role in advancing issues involving children.” Little did such journalists know! Hillary and Susan were not, however, the only campaigners pushing to the front of the administration pack as the transition got under way. Concerned with his  own political future, the ambitious George Stephanopoulos, as communications director, had been deeply jealous of Kantor, as was James Carville, Clinton’s “ragin’ Cajun” strategist. Researching the foreign policy ramifications of the election almost a decade later, David Halberstam recalled that “[t]he degree of squabbling in the early days of the transition—how poisonous it was and how far apart were the people who should have been on the same side—quite startled the president-elect.”

It did—but lacking military command or even company management executive skills, Clinton had proved unwilling to empower Kantor and move on into the next stage of life: governing America through effective subordinates and a clear staff structure. Instead, as the hours and days had gone by, there had been ominous silence from the Governor’s Mansion.

As the hiatus had continued, and the in-fighting had grown more savage, the president-elect had become more bewildered and uncertain. “Unlike President Bush, who four years ago announced key staff positions immediately after the election, Clinton was taking his time,” newspapers had recorded—their correspondents amazed that, after Russian premier Boris Yeltsin telephoned Clinton and spoke with him for more than twenty minutes, there had been more news to be had from Moscow than from Little Rock. “But Clinton may announce his choice of a transition planning chief as soon as today in order to quell a dispute that has broken out among his top advisers about who will oversee the transfer of power from the Bush White House,” it was reported. “Aides to Clinton said his closest advisers are badly split over whether Clinton campaign chairman Mickey Kantor should run the transition office. Officials familiar with Clinton’s thinking said he has been urged to announce the decision, which he apparently already has made.”

But had he?


The Worst Transition in U.S. History 

Indecisiveness had always been Bill Clinton’s Achilles heel, and it was never more so than in the days following his election. Flushed with the pride of populist victory, Bill Clinton had wanted understandably to take stock, rather than to rush forward. As he’d declared in his pre-dawn acceptance speech on the steps of the Old State House, in Little Rock—the very podium on which he had announced his candidacy in the fall of 1991—“We’re all in this together, and we’ll rise and fall together. If we have  learned anything in this world today, it is that we accomplish more by teamwork, by working together, by bringing out the best in all the people we see. And we will seek the best and most able and most committed people throughout this country to be a part of our team.”

Democratic Party chairman Ron Brown had seconded the notion of a new kind of Democratic team—men and women committed not to an old-fashioned ideological agenda but to a centrist, pragmatic, multilateral, bipartisan approach. “We’re a new and different party. You’ve got to be able to respond to the times in which you live. If you don’t change, you don’t deserve the opportunity to lead America. This is a new world. It’s a new country.”

In that centrist spirit the president-elect had sounded hoarse but magnanimous. “We will ask the Democrats who believe in our cause to come forward—but we will look too among the ranks of independents and Republicans who are willing to roll up their sleeves... and get on with the business of dealing with the nation’s problems.” Appointments in the new administration would be made “to heal the wounds of political division in America,” indeed to create a “Re-United States.”

With those noble words, as one staff member admitted to a New York Times reporter, the transition had then fractured into “a bloody, ugly mess.”

With his staff squabbling bitterly, the pressure had been on Clinton to decide on his transition director, who could then become his White House chief of staff. But did he really want a chief of staff who might upset people yet would get things done—or was that the wrong model? True to his academic training, Clinton had asked Bill Galston, a former Mondale adviser now teaching public policy at the University of Maryland, to put together a history of transitions.

In the meantime, others had felt it vital not to lose the magical link with the electorate. “My view was that the campaign had been a sacred thing,” Paul Begala, his campaign consultant, later noted, “because I was there and I saw the connection that Clinton made with people, and the connection they made with him. And I felt this very personally, and I know the president [-elect] did too.”

Begala was correct. Governor Clinton had felt he owed his victory, in the end, to the “little people”: the voters who had turned out in record numbers (since 1972, at least), and he wanted to keep faith with them—a compact he feared would be compromised, even vitiated, if he appointed a hierarchical staff structure, under a strong chief of staff. As David Matthews, an Arkansas state legislator and Clinton confidant, put it, “he doesn’t want to  be protected, he doesn’t want to be insulated. He likes to hear all sides. I think you’ll find the role of chief of staff very different under Bill Clinton.”

It would be—unfortunately. In the opinion of Stephen Hess, who had held White House positions in the Eisenhower and Nixon administrations, and was a fellow at the Brookings Institution, the manner in which the victorious campaign turned into an inglorious mess was almost incredible. Hess had witnessed every postwar transition. “I had written a little book called Organizing the Presidency. And I just couldn’t believe what was happening! I mean, when very smart people continue to do very dumb things. And listen: these aren’t very complicated things! You don’t have to go to Oxford or anything to do them.”

Reflecting on the way Clinton had shot himself in the foot after such a brilliant campaign, Hess sought to compare 1992–3 to previous transitions. “It was,” he sputtered in disgust, “the worst transition in modern American history.” In fact it was even worse than that, he reflected as the memory of it returned. In his opinion, the nearest parallel to Clinton’s had been that of Ronald Reagan—“similar even to the degree that a sitting president (Jimmy Carter) had been defeated. So to that degree they were exact parallels. And the Reagan transition of 1980 was the best transition in American history! So all Clinton had to do was turn around and look at how the thing was done. It wasn’t really very difficult.”

Instead, Hess enlarged his judgment: Clinton’s proved to be “the worst transition in all American history! And it needn’t have been!”


A Palace Coup 

Unlike the campaign of Ronald Reagan, “who was an ideologue,” Clinton’s campaign had been one of opposition to the sitting president, and therefore critical of President Bush’s policies in the abstract, rather than presenting a clearly worked-out, realistic agenda, honed by experienced advisers. It had therefore been vital to have from the beginning a chief of staff who would structure the transition, while building up a White House staff—a staff whose role reflected, more and more in the history of American government, the flow of power from the cabinet to the White House. Far from appointing a White House chief of staff, however, Bill Clinton had failed even to appoint a transition director!

“Clinton so far has resisted entreaties by his advisers to quickly name a transition director,” the Washington Post had reported on Friday, November  6, “and a source said the fact that Clinton has decided to hold off for a few days may be an indication he is troubled by the complaints of some top campaign aides critical of Mickey Kantor, his campaign chairman, who until this week has been considered the most likely candidate for the job.”

Flying back to Little Rock from a Park-O-Meter lawsuit hearing in Washington, D.C., on November 7, Webb Hubbell, Hillary’s law firm colleague and Bill Clinton’s golfing partner, vividly recalled the disintegration of group loyalty that had by then gripped the once remarkably cohesive, innovative, and energetic Clinton transition staff—leading to “a palace coup.”

“The campaign team got to Clinton first,” the Washington Post had reported, having got hold of the inside story. Nervous about their own futures, the staff had begun to spread sly rumors and badmouth Kantor to the president-elect. “They were hot,” Dan Balz had quoted a witness. “They just chopped his legs off.”

Kantor, at the urging of Hillary and others, was thus dismissed. Webb Hubbell drove the bitterly hurt Kantor to the airport, east of downtown Little Rock. Kantor was “devastated,” Hubbell remembered. “He felt betrayed”—for many of the negative stories about him in the press, he felt, “had been planted by people in the [Clinton] campaign. He suspected George Stephanopoulos was behind it.”

If such aides had hoped to get good White House jobs more swiftly as a result, they had been bitterly disappointed. Clinton’s campaign press secretary, Dee Dee Myers, whom Kantor had brought into the team the previous year, summed up the situation. The “transition was the worst part of my entire association with the campaign and the presidency,” she later lamented. There was “tremendous uncertainty about our own jobs. You know, nobody told us the day after the election, ‘Hey, yeah, you’re going to the White House,’ or ‘You’re not.’ ” Beyond the gates, outside, a veritable army of journalists had assembled “with nothing to do,” since no cabinet, sub-cabinet, or White House staff announcements were being made; inside there was a “young and insecure staff, and a president-elect who is taking his time making really big decisions. So it really stank. Everybody was miserable.”

Flying away to exile in California, Kantor had understandably been mortified. Hubbell recalled sadly, “Since 1987 he had worked diligently to get Bill Clinton elected president. Now, the day after Mickey achieved that goal he was forced out.”

Hubbell blamed the looming shadow of Washington. But the shadow lay within Hubbell’s brilliant but undependable golfing partner. Hillary’s  wishes, now that she was licensed to step out from the campaign shadows and prepare to become first lady, would also have to be respected.


Starting from Scratch 

With Kantor banished to calm the baying wolves, who would take charge of the immediate and urgent transition process? At the week’s end transition reporters had their answer: a sixty-seven-year-old corporate lawyer from outside the campaign, who had helped Clinton select his running mate earlier that year, and who had been summoned again to offer outside advice: Warren M. Christopher.

As even Warren Christopher himself later acknowledged, “We were starting from scratch,” thanks to the ouster of Kantor. Moreover the president-elect should first and foremost have chosen a White House chief of staff, indeed the key members of the White House staff. Christopher, however, was not one to contradict his boss, let alone guide him. “Christopher’s not that kind of guy,” Congressman Leon Panetta, a fellow Californian, expostulated candidly. “Christopher’s not a ‘Look, you’ve gotta do this!’ kind of person! He’s a facilitator, he’s someone who will work with you and try and sense what you’re thinking, try to get it done—but he’s not someone who will say: ‘Look, you son of a bitch, do this!’ He’s not a Jim Baker-type.”

Mickey Kantor would have been that type, in Panetta’s view. “He would have been better—he’s much more forceful at saying ‘Don’t do that, do this’-kind of approach”—a role that Betsey Wright had performed relentlessly in Arkansas as Clinton’s chief of staff, but which Clinton now balked at recreating, on the cusp of supreme power. Thus, instead, the president-elect had reversed engines and had made do for the moment with a gentle facilitator.

Sentimentality had meanwhile mixed with exhaustion, as waves of goodwill, gratitude, and disorientation had blurred Clinton’s tactical vision. He had simply not had, nor taken, the time to think about the people he wanted in his administration. “What they focused on, and again, it was typical Bill Clinton fashion—he focused long and hard on the cabinet,” Panetta recalled. “He wanted to have superb people in the cabinet, he wanted to have this ‘rainbow’ appearance in the cabinet.” Thus, instead of preparing himself for the role of the nation’s new commander-in-chief and  chief executive in the White House, the president-elect had immersed himself in the cosmetics rather than substance of his future government.

Even in later years Bill Clinton found it hard to discern the lesson here for all incoming presidents. Although he did acknowledge that he’d spent “so much time on the cabinet that I hardly spent any time on the White House staff,” he seemed unable, even in retirement, to distinguish the relative importance of the two. Over recent decades the White House had become the real engine of American government—yet Bill Clinton, voracious reader of political theory and praxis, seemed to have no grasp of this evolution. In a later Brookings Institute survey, presidential scholar Charles O. Jones interviewed a veritable army of Clinton aides and advisers who recorded their disappointment, frustration, and near despair at Clinton’s “biggest mistake” in the final months of 1992—for the failure to lead a clear, capable, focused, and consistent transition had, many of them felt, doomed Bill Clinton’s entire first year in office. Warren Christopher was charged with helping the president-elect choose only a cabinet and sub-cabinet. Why was it more important for the president to personally select the first black to be secretary of agriculture—Congressman Mike Espy—than a transition director or a chief of staff? observers wondered. Because there was no White House staff appointed, and no one with real experience of transition to advise the president-elect, there arose a sense that the new president was making it up as he went along—anxious not to commit mistakes or appear amateur, yet without any real notion of the importance of strong management in sending the right signals to those who would make or break the looming presidency.

And in his exhaustion, the president-elect had simply not been able to open his eyes to the way he was failing. On the night before the election, campaign aide Paul Begala had asked David Gergen, a communications guru to three past American presidents and an editor-at-large of U.S. News & World Report, his opinion. “I said, I want to have a confidential off-therecord conversation with you, David. How did Reagan keep the focus on the economy when he got started?” Gergen had obliged with “this wonderful story about how Al Haig, as secretary of state in the Reagan administration, at the beginning had come up with some new anti-drug strategy. Jim Baker, the chief of staff under Reagan, was not, however, amused by Haig’s grandiose scheme. He called him in and said, “If I see any more of your drug stories in the paper, I’m going to fire you.” “Because,” Begala noted,  “Baker understood that the one job they had at the start was passing the Reagan economic plan.

“Well, that was like turning on a light!” Begala recalled. “I am a person who craves clarity. I am a reductionist. I want to do one thing. I loved hearing that story, and I related it back to the governor that night. ‘This is what you need to do. This is how Gergen said Reagan did it.’”

The story had simply gotten filed in Bill Clinton’s capacious brain, but not in his tired head. As Begala lamented, “Getting off that focus was an enormous mistake.” He did not blame the president-elect, given the thousand pressures weighing on him; but it was, Begala felt, a fatal, collective “lack of focus, and I think everybody who was around that has to share some of the responsibility.”

All too soon, then, an atmosphere of confusion, not focus, had thus engulfed the proto-presidency—a nascent institution that still lacked a staff—with serious side-effects, “The biggest mistake that can be made is to portray a sense of confusion, chaos,” one transition aide bewailed—for this was something that “shows the president is not in charge and does not have good leadership skills. Then that creates an impression that carries over into his governing.”

For Panetta the Clinton transition had been “absurd”—the president-elect somehow trusting his own ability to create a coherent administrative set-up by sheer force of personality, optimism, idealism, and goodwill. “To a great extent I really think he thought he could basically run the show the way you could be governor of Arkansas, and that he had enough handles on what was going on that, in the end, he felt like he would be able to shape the future...” Though this might smack of hubris, it was probably closer to naïveté—the sudden fantasy of a government of equals. “It may be that he thought this could be very much a ‘team approach,’ that it wouldn’t have to be, you know, ‘military style’!”

Employing a real chief of staff implied giving and handing down orders—and in the euphoria of victory, this aspect of leadership had proven simply beyond the Arkansan. “It’s probably his lack of having had a military background,” Panetta reflected, “but it was a sense that if you bring enough good people on board, that ultimately the right things will happen, and you don’t have to issue orders, you don’t have to establish discipline, you don’t have to have this kind of military approach.”

To Panetta—trained in the U.S. Army, a veteran of the civil rights division in the Justice Department, and about to start his ninth elected term of  office as a congressman from California—there was something oddly, almost charmingly innocent about a newly-elected president so utterly unaware of the requirements of command, or the challenges—especially in dealing with personalities on the Hill. “Pretty naïve? But there is a certain kind of naiveté to Bill Clinton! Even though he’s a political realist, even though he understands politics, there’s a certain part of him that just tends to underestimate people.... There’s a part of Bill Clinton that thinks: ‘There’s good in people and I can bring it out of them, so I don’t have to worry about their dark side.’”

For a man as intelligent as Bill Clinton, this naiveté was, and remained, to Panetta “a paradox. I think you’d probably need to speak to a shrink at some point to know what all this was about, but I think that he was smart enough to know that he needed to have discipline, because that was a weak side. Clearly he wanted to do everything—he wanted to please everybody. He knew the problems that he had and that he needed discipline. But at the same time he resisted that—he didn’t want it to consume his ability to be creative. And I think that’s the conflict that went on. And I think whatever happened previously, he thought: ‘I can handle this a lot more creatively, because I’ve just become president of the United States. I don’t want somebody [as chief of staff] who’s going to try to shackle me.’”

The result had been the choice of perhaps the most ineffective initial chief of staff in modern American history—chosen deliberately.


Secrets d’alcôve 

Part of the paradox in Bill Clinton was that, side by side with his innocent idealism about getting the best out of people, there was a deep lack of ultimate trust in others, too, which made it even more difficult for him to imagine handing power to an effective chief of staff. Betsey Wright, after all, had become privy to his secrets—and had stopped him from running for the presidency in 1988, lest his secrets d’alcôve be exposed and destroy them all.

Watching the squabbling among his courtiers (“many of whom were beginning to show predictable and understandable signs of exhaustion, irritability, and anxiety about the future,” Clinton himself recalled), something deep inside the president-elect had urged personal caution—a sort of concern, in the midst of so much jubilation, that stories might yet emerge and things still go wrong, so that he would have need not of a tough enforcer  but of a loyal friend: one who could be relied upon to offer no criticism, and who would back his judgments as president, not contest them. The governor had thus whispered to his childhood friend Mack McLarty that he would like to consider him for the eventual position of White House chief of staff—despite McLarty’s complete lack of experience in such a role and his absolute lack of knowledge of Washington or Congress.

Warren Christopher, as the suddenly promoted transition director, was amazed, but too courteous to protest. He later acknowledged that “no presidential appointment is more important” than that of chief of staff, who was expected to drive “the president’s policy throughout the executive branch as well as on Capitol Hill.” Indeed the very “success or failure of the presidency,” Christopher later quoted James Baker, “depends in large measure on the skills of the chief of staff.” Nevertheless Christopher declined to interfere. Ambitious and obsequious, the wizened lawyer resembled King Henry VIII’s vizier, Thomas Cromwell, taking over the direction of state affairs after the dismissals of Cardinal Wolsey and Sir Thomas More. Not only did Christopher not remonstrate or advise the president-elect to think again regarding the appointment of a tough chief of staff or even the all-important members of the future White House staff, but—having declared his own and Vernon Jordan’s ethical status as transition directors who were not going to be officeholders in the Clinton cabinet—Christopher had quietly left his own name in play as possible chief of staff. Failing that, Christopher had coveted the position of secretary of state that had been denied him under President Carter—the post to which the president-elect duly appointed him on Christmas Eve, 1992.

The utter chaos of the nascent Clinton administration was then felt by all who were involved in the transition. Without an enforcer Bill Clinton had been left, as underneath was his wish, to oversee his own transition, using Christopher as his courtly, temporary amanuensis: a president-elect of the United States running a literal “kitchen cabinet,” side by side with his wife, Hillary, in the galley of the Governor’s Mansion in Little Rock. The “kitchen table” in the Governor’s Mansion had become “the nerve center of the Clinton transition,” Hillary herself later described; “potential cabinet nominees came in and out, phones rang around the clock, piles of food were consumed.” The result, as David Gergen later commented, had unfortunately been that the president-elect “put his White House team together at the last minute. People didn’t know where they would be sitting until the last minute, didn’t know what their jobs would be.”

Recovering his energy, the president-elect had thrown himself into the “rainbow” cabinet selection process. It was like judging Miss America. “You know, all of this time that he spent putting together those fourteen people for the cabinet, of which only four were of any importance,” Stephen Hess expostulated, “shows that even, with everything he’s supposed to know, he didn’t know anything. He had it all wrong. Why was he spending all this time choosing who was going to be Secretary of HUD? Of Labor? But he did. He loved it. ‘Being president is picking the cabinet.’ And so he spent all of his time picking a cabinet, when in fact, with the exception of State, Treasury, Defense, and Justice, it didn’t make any difference. And he certainly screwed it up with Justice. And it turned out, he was wrong with Defense, too....”


An Off-the-Cuff Remark 

Eight long days after the election, the president-elect had then given his first public address—without a chief of staff. It had been a simple address to celebrate Veteran’s Day, delivered in Little Rock’s State Capitol Rotunda. It would result in catastrophe.

Clinton had meant well: to give a pledge to ease the transition from Cold War security considerations and claim the “peace dividend”—slimming the armed services of the United States by providing incentives for early military retirement and better, more accessible health care. Meanwhile, as commander-in-chief of the remaining U.S. military, he had vowed to “keep this country the strongest in the world” by maintaining the “strongest and most appropriate defense forces” with the “best possible technology,” emphasizing air and sea mobility.

Certainly the president-elect had looked and sounded full of renewed energy. “Clinton has remained largely out of sight, closeted with advisers, since the election,” the Washington Post reported. “But today’s appearance signaled the beginning of an apparently more activist phase, with his first news conference scheduled for Thursday, and a meeting here Sunday with Senate Majority Leader George J. Mitchell, House Speaker Thomas S. Foley and House Majority Leader Richard A. Gephardt.”

All this had sounded good—but without a White House chief of staff appointed, indeed any White House staff at all, the speech had quickly given rise to one of the first nightmares of his looming administration.  Paul Begala could only watch in anguish. “It was Veteran’s Day, and he had laid a wreath on a veteran’s memorial in Little Rock. As he was walking away, Andrea Mitchell, is my recollection, shouted out to him, ‘Are you going to keep your promise to put gays in the military?’”

Given the week of silence from his transition headquarters, “people in the press were starting to say, ‘Clinton is going to break all of his many campaign promises,’ and so he flashed on it,” Begala recalled. Instead of saying what he’d told Ted Koppel the day after the election, namely: “No, I’m going to focus like a laser beam on the economy. Once we get this economy growing, I will address other pressing needs,” the president-elect had uttered the first fatal words for Phase One of his administration: “You bet. I’m going to keep that promise and all of them right away.”

Begala’s memory was all too accurate. Soon, every newspaper in the land had focused on the subject. “The incoming administration has made it clear: An end to the Pentagon’s ban on homosexuals is all but inevitable. But this about-face may not be crisply executed,” the New York Times reported—quoting one sociologist who warned: “This is causing more heartburning in the military than women in combat.”

The president-elect’s off-the-cuff remark, once printed, had enraged senior officers, senators, congressmen, and an army of conservatives across the land. Worse still, the gay and lesbian world began to mass ranks behind the president-elect—preparing for a fight over a subsidiary issue that had hardly figured in the election.

Surveys had shown that almost 60 percent of people polled were, in theory, in favor of relaxing the ban on gays in the armed services; moreover the navy had just had to reinstate a homosexual petty officer, who had successfully appealed his dismissal. But Washington was Washington, the Hill was the Hill, and the military was the military. To try and bite the gay military bullet prematurely was to risk an early politico-military battle, over a tangential issue: something no one was empowered or willing or experienced enough to tell the new president, save his wife—who was known to be gay friendly.

“Gays in the military?” Stephen Hess later shook his head. “It wasn’t his issue. It wasn’t even a major issue for gays! I mean, gays had a very good agenda—this wasn’t particularly on it. It really was a mess, in my judgment.”

And then, on top of that, there’d been the matter of Hillary’s role.


Title 5 

As first lady-in-literal-waiting, according to her biographer Gail Sheehy, Hillary coveted the job of attorney general—a job for which she would have been well-suited. Had she taken that post while remaining her husband’s most loyal assistant and adviser, the parallel with Bobby Kennedy and President Kennedy might have been remarkable. Robert F. Kennedy had, after all, performed the role of tough, no nonsense, ass-kicking confidant to Senator John F. Kennedy in his 1960 campaign for the presidency. Thereafter, at his father’s insistence and with the confirmation of Congress, Robert F. Kennedy had become attorney general of the United States, while also working at his brother’s right hand during emergencies such as civil rights clashes and the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Such a historic role would, however, be denied Hillary. Once Bobby Kennedy left the Justice Department, in 1964, Congress had introduced new legislation barring spouses or relatives from ever again being appointed to any government-funded office by a “public official”—nomenclature that incorporated any job-giving officer of the U.S. government, “including the President. . . . ”

Title 5 of the U.S. Code—originally enacted in 1967, and amended in 1978—was unmistakably explicit. From the president downwards, no public official was permitted to even advocate the appointment of a relative. The term “relative,” moreover, was more restrictive than for marriage! As Title 5 stated unequivocally, the word “relative” embraced any “individual who is related to the public official as father, mother, son, daughter, brother, sister, uncle, aunt, first cousin, nephew, niece, husband, wife, father-in-law, mother-in-law, brother-in-law, sister-in-law, stepfather, stepmother, stepson, stepdaughter, stepbrother, stepsister, half brother, or half sister.”

So there it had been, in black and white: staring back at the Rose Law Firm partner and her partner—the former University of Arkansas law professor, now president-elect.

By legislative decree Hillary Rodham Clinton had thus been denied the chance to become a Bobby Kennedy or Sargent Shriver in the new Clinton administration. Stymied—boxed in by marriage, boxed out by federal law. From that sad fact many malevolencies, indeed jinxes, would flow.

Without a federal job, or the hope of one, Hillary and the people she gathered around her in the hope of advancement posed a problem. Hillary’s  intellect was powerful, but her knowledge of Washington was limited and her political touch far from lucky. Like apostate Bobby Kennedy (who had moved from Joe Kennedy/Joe McCarthyite conservatism to compassionate liberalism, but had never changed in his essentially besieged, aggressivedefensive nature), Hillary was a Republican convert to the Democratic cause. Like Bobby she was also, when crossed, a distruster by nature. After years in a southern state in which she had always been an outsider and a threat to the “good ol’ boys,” Hillary Clinton had come to distrust people more than ever. Anyone she didn’t know personally was suspect until proved otherwise. Even those she did know, she only really trusted when they were self-effacingly loyal or uncritical of Bill—and of her.

Given the absolute need for a White House presidential staff that would be in place in good time, as well as Washington-savvy—men and women of national political experience, who would have the courage to criticize and guide the “outsider” president—this had been unfortunate, to say the least. Hillary loved and admired her husband, but she had already, in exiling Kantor and scrapping his preparations for transition and a functioning White House staff, unwittingly destroyed her husband’s chances of an easy launch as forty-second president.

In the looming saga of postmodern American presidential politics qua performance art, the performance of “Lady Macbeth of Little Rock,” as the Washington Post soon referred to her, would, on transfer to the boards of Washington, D.C., become both comic and a calamity. For the sad fact was that President Bill Clinton already had a popularly validated co-president—a man who possessed not only Hillary’s virtues of intellectual clarity, doggedness, focus, and decisiveness, but long experience of Congress—Senator and soon-to-be Vice President Al Gore.


Pulling the Trigger 

The collision between the elected vice president-elect and the first lady unelect had become a sad and wholly unnecessary train wreck. Without Hillary in the kitchen cabinet, the Clinton-Gore leadership could have proceeded without upset—as, after all, had happened after the Democratic Party’s rapturous nomination of the two candidates at its national convention in New York in July 1992, and the tightly marshaled campaign that followed it.

Gore’s biographer, Bill Turque, later described the Tennessee senator’s genuine admiration for Bill Clinton. Gore, Turque recorded, “respected Clinton’s intellect”—adding, however, that it was also difficult to ignore Clinton’s lack of discipline and resolve, as a result of which Senator Gore felt he could, “in essence, be the steel in Clinton’s spine.” At the same time Gore could, Turque noted, “move some of his [own environmental] agenda in the bargain.”

This was a noble vice presidential endeavor, indeed an important one in the history of the American vice presidency: balancing Bill Clinton’s popularity and charisma with his own decisiveness and environmental concerns as vice president. Unfortunately it was a co-presidential role that the president’s wife also coveted! The stage had thus been set, after the Kantor demise, for a struggle of Othello-like proportions, involving suspicion, rivalry, and downright skullduggery—fought out between two characters, of the same age, who were individually among the most upright, honest, and noble souls of their generation. Like Hillary before him, Al Gore was drawn to what he could do for, and through, Bill Clinton. “He may have sensed it pretty early. Taken a measure of the guy,” one of Gore’s intimate colleagues reflected of the relationship between the two baby boomers, “and said ‘You know, I can say no, he can’t. I can pull the trigger, he can’t.’ ”

Voters, viewing this spine-steeling, trigger-pulling relationship between the nominee and vice-nominee on the electoral stump, had validated it by their ballots on November 2, 1992. “Clinton received from Gore a dowry, not of geographical balance or political supporters, but of image,” White House correspondents Maureen Dowd and Michael Kelly had noted. “With the square-jawed Dudley Doright from Tennessee by his side, Slick Willie from Arkansas did not seem quite so slippery. Having a Vietnam veteran as his running mate helped shield Clinton as he defended his own troubled war history. And with the openly affectionate Gores holding hands beside them, the Clintons were able to sidestep some old baggage, the appearance that their union was less a romance than an arrangement between two calculating souls.”

Unfortunately this “good cop/bad cop” relationship with the nation’s chief executive, was, in Hillary’s mind, pre-assigned to her. She’d selflessly kept her feminist head veiled after the electoral trials of New Hampshire—especially after the “Los Alamos Experiment,” when voters gave the thumbs down the moment Hillary appeared on their screens. Raising her head after  the election, however, she’d found herself in a double bind, observers felt. She’d helped behind the scenes to make her husband president-elect of the United States; she’d then moved to get rid of Kantor as rival—her aides willfully circulating stories of Kantor as “a greedy, avaricious, corporate lobbyist thirsting for power.” But thanks to Title 5 of the U.S. Code, she’d had no license to wear a federal badge or brandish her authority as a White House marshal, beyond her duties as first lady in a frock. Deputy Al Gore, elected by the people of the United States, did.

Matters were complicated for the president-elect, too; Bill Clinton feared Hillary’s legendary wrath—something that was not the case with Al Gore, whom Bill merely liked and respected. It had thus been, such observers mused, an extraordinary situation—the president-elect faced with a power choice: the choice between his vice president and his wife, whose insistence on naming the attorney general would now spoil the long-awaited, much heralded Act One, Scene One of the Clinton administration.




CHAPTER FOUR


ATTORNEY GENERAL


Zoë Baird 

Zoë Baird, a corporate lawyer with almost no bar experience, had been one of a number of virtually unknown female candidates for the top Justice Department post in the United States. (Brooksley Born, an equally unknown Washington, D.C., lawyer involved in women’s issues, had been another. Summoned to Little Rock, Ms. Born had found herself interviewed not by the president but by Hillary, who spoke with her at length. It was clear who was making the appointment, Born realized. When Born had returned home in December, she’d boasted to her company colleagues that she had been chosen by Hillary to become the new attorney general. A few hours before Christmas she had found, to her chagrin, she had not! Nor had a succession of other wannabees, who failed to impress Hillary or her female cohort sufficiently.)

A friend of Susan Thomases, Zoë Baird was a regular attendee at the New Year Renaissance Weekend for high-fliers at Hilton Head, South Carolina—which had been attended by the president-elect and the new first lady, once again, over New Year 1993. Baird had once worked for the transition director, Warren Christopher, and now was employed as general counsel for Aetna Life and Casualty Company, one of America’s leading insurance companies. She was earning a salary of more than half a million dollars a year, but her qualifications for the attorney generalship, beyond Christopher’s recommendation, her gender, and Hillary’s imprimatur, seemed insubstantial (in her twenties she had worked for two years in the Justice Department as a young assistant).

Neither the president nor the vice president had been permitted any input into the appointment—indeed the vice president had had to struggle to keep an office in the West Wing once Hillary had set her sights on it. Hillary’s eminence grise, Susan Thomases, had actually gone to Washington to get architect’s floor plans of the West Wing building, to ensure that the first lady—for the first time in history—would have her own office there, in addition to the traditional first lady’s office in the East Wing. Such determination to have her own office in the West Wing had “sent a chill through everyone,” one transition adviser had confided, for whoever was closest to the emperor, it was reckoned, would have most chance of bending the presidential ear. “Al Gore hasn’t yet realized there is going to be a co-presidency,” one lobbyist had quipped, shortly before the inauguration, “but he’s not going to be part of the co.”

Only one brave soul, Harold Ickes—son of FDR’s famous secretary of the interior, who had been turned down as too feisty for deputy chief of staff to President Clinton—had meanwhile dared contest Hillary’s choice for attorney general. He warned that Baird’s known employment of illegal Peruvian immigrants as nanny and chauffeur, while withholding social security payments for them, could prejudice her nomination before the all-important Senate Judiciary Committee. Obsessed with ethnic and gender inclusiveness, the Clintons, fired up by their Renaissance Weekend, had not heeded Ickes, however. “Ultimately, with our help,” Warren Christopher prided himself, “Bill Clinton fashioned the most diverse cabinet in American history:” three white women, six white men, one black woman, three black men, and two Hispanics.

Controlled by Democrats, Congress welcomed the rationale but, wary of the competence of such a “rainbow” list, insisted on carrying out its constitutional obligation to vet the president’s choices—and in the case of Zoë Baird the Senate Judiciary Committee simply balked. With insufficient credentials for such a high cabinet post, and rumors that she was the choice not of the president but of the unelected first lady, Baird was quickly confronted by the same phalanx of senators who had so recently had to confirm, or not confirm, President Bush’s nomination of Clarence Thomas as a justice of the Supreme Court barely a year before. As in that case, the senators zeroed in on Ms. Baird’s weakest link: her employment of the illegal immigrants, and her failure to pay taxes on such personal servants. As the graybeards tortured the nominee, it became clear that this,  not the all-important budget, would become the forty-second president’s first challenge.


Culture Wars 

“The nominee’s style and situation triggered some deep seated anti-yuppie animosity that brought Middle America to attention,” Warren Christopher later reflected—ignoring his own feebleness in having deferred to Hillary and Thomases’ choice in the transition. Nevertheless, in his retrospective assertion Christopher was certainly right.

The Clintons, as quintessential baby boomers who had led their joyous supporters across Memorial Bridge, were almost inevitably going to face cultural opposition on the other side—and in their selection of attorney general they brought down a barrage of enemy artillery. Civility in the media had been declining for years. Now, in the transitional post-Cold War age, labels would be traded like comic books, as conservatives faced a rising tide of yuppies reaching the pinnacles of their professions in their forties (Zoë Baird was forty-one).

Was it innocence, then, on the part of Hillary Clinton to have chosen such a proxy—or arrogance? Had Baird possessed other, more traditional, demonstrable talents for the nation’s top justice official—a cabinet officer responsible for the FBI, the Bureau of Prisons, the U.S. Marshals Service, immigration, civil rights, and federal pardons—the matter of nannies might have gained less purchase on the Senate Judiciary Committee’s attention. But Baird had no such qualifications, and this was the United States: for centuries a melting pot of competing cultural groups, whose views were free and whose votes were counted every two years for congressmen, and six for senators. Once the New York Times article was published, calling attention to Baird’s “nanny problem,” senators and congressmen received a “stunning barrage of public and private calls opposing the nomination,” the St. Louis Post-Dispatch soon recorded—indeed, phone calls to the Hill ran over three hundred to one against her. “Majorities of men and women, Republicans and Democrats, and people of all ages, incomes and educational levels, said the Senate should reject her nomination,” said USA Today’s own poll, taken the night after the inauguration, which showed that 54 percent indicated “she felt she was above the law,” 59 percent that her violation of the law “undermines her ability to  enforce the country’s laws as attorney general”—and 42 percent that the nomination of Baird decreased their confidence in President Clinton’s ability to make good appointments.

This latter poll result was the most worrying. The next day the negative figures had risen to the sixties—with Rush Limbaugh, the unashamedly male-chauvinist right-wing Republican talk-show host, having a field day.

In the context of a fresh administration falling in, but a cultural backlash already fermenting, indeed foaming, few politicians dared overlook the nominee’s lack of credentials to be made the nation’s top law enforcement officer, however much the first lady might want her. Instead, even Democratic senators now acted out their supervisory roles with almost Victorian earnestness—challenging big Bill Clinton, the new president of the United States, head-on, during his first day in office.

The president was shocked by the volume of fire. Summoning Hillary’s former boss Bernie Nussbaum, his new chief White House legal counsel (and another Hillary appointment), from his lunch in the White House, the forty-second president asked what he should do, given the darkening prospects for Baird’s confirmation. “Fight!” Nussbaum advised (or misadvised) the young president—Nussbaum still ignorant of the fact that he was addressing a man who was not a born fighter.

Neither was the new president a coward. It was simply that he felt no desire to expend his initial political capital on defending a woman he did not know, whom his wife had chosen, and in a fight that was not central to his agenda. If he were to allow Baird’s nomination to fail, however, would his new administration be viewed as weak?

Disconcerted at being put in this position by Hillary and her gray eminence, the president swallowed his irritation. He backed Baird—but only half-heartedly, waiting to see how, in fact, the wind would blow. This forced the newly appointed White House communications director, the even younger yuppie George Stephanopoulos, to have to prevaricate on his first day’s briefing of the press, when responding to a reporter’s question whether the president would like Baird to withdraw her nomination. “Well, dub. Of course he would, wouldn’t you?” he later remembered thinking. “We’re sucking wind on our first day with a candidate for attorney general who broke the law. But she says she told Warren Christopher about it before Clinton chose her, so it’s our fault—and she doesn’t want to quit before clearing her name. So we’re stuck.” Instead he pretended to be emphatic, saying: “No, he thinks she’ll make an excellent attorney general....”

The first full day of the Clinton presidency had come, meanwhile, to a convivial end. Hillary’s parents and brothers, Clinton’s brother Roger, their mother and stepfather, Jim Blair and his wife Diane, the Thomasons, and friends of Bill and Hillary’s daughter, Chelsea, were all staying over at the White House. Vodka and goodwill were shared in the private quarters, Hillary later chronicled—but she omitted mentioning a message that came from Senator Joe Biden, to alert the new president of the United States to the sad news: that even moderate Democratic members of his Judiciary Committee, responding to voter venom, were now going to turn down Baird’s appointment, if he went ahead with it.

“My job that day was to act like one of his henchmen—to hang Zoë out to dry,” Stephanopoulos later recalled. “She didn’t know it yet, but she was toast.” Through an exchange of letters Baird would have to face the fact—Stephanopoulos was bringing in his young deputy communications director, David Dreyer, to write her official suicide note.

Unfortunately, Zoë Baird wouldn’t sign. “It took her a long time, I think, to accept that this was the decision,” the diminutive Dreyer recalled, “and to rewrite my letter in a way that was comfortable to her, to edit it.” Eventually it was only in the early hours of the second morning of Clinton’s presidency that Baird accepted not only her fate but its wording.

Dreyer would never forget the moment, as the president arrived in Stephanopoulos’s crowded office “wearing a sweatsuit and a baseball cap with an insignia—the Arkansas Razorbacks or whatever—pulled over his eyes, and in his hand an apple that is absolutely slathered with peanut butter.” As the six-foot-three president sank down into a vacated seat, Stephanopoulos introduced his new deputy. “The president smiled and said, ‘Hi,’” Dreyer remembered, “and asked, ‘When did you get here?’ ‘Yesterday afternoon, Mr. President,’ I answered. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it sure didn’t take you long to screw up, now did it?’”




CHAPTER FIVE


GAYS IN THE MILITARY


No Harry Truman 

At his first press briefing, Stephanopoulos had assured newspaper and television reporters that the president not only was serious about appointing Zoë Baird to be attorney general of the United States, but was determined to remove the ban on gays in the military by issuing an executive order, which would be signed “very soon—probably within the next week, but not today.”

The next week? This was holding yet another red rag before the bulls of the press, the Congress, and the public. And the Pentagon. It was an act of sheer madness unless Clinton truly intended to go ahead with the decision by executive order, and thus, by a contest of wills, to stamp his authority on the armed services of the world’s mightiest nation.

Stephanopoulos had been a crucial adviser reflecting the opinions of young people during the campaign, but this was now the presidency—“the big leagues,” as Stephanopoulos himself called it. “I found George damned smart,” Webb Hubbell later recalled, “but he was a bit cocky for my southern sensibilities.” Worse, Stephanopoulos’s smartness forbade him to admit he did not know the answer to something, or when to hold back information. “In front of the White House press corps, George Stephanopoulos time and again seemed unable to utter the simple words, ‘I don’t know’—even when those words described the truth,” Hubbell recounted. Instead “ ‘information’ was shoveled in to fill the vacuum”—something that was anathema to Hubbell as a trained lawyer, and was ultimately counterproductive with journalists.

Why, journalists wondered, the urgency of an executive order, rather than a Pentagon study, following the inauguration? Randy Shilts’s historical masterpiece, Conduct Unbecoming, had not yet been published (it was brought out in May 1993), and the subject had received very little public attention. “Anyone with an ounce of experience in Washington knew that you certainly don’t want to take on the gays in the military issue as one of the first ones after going into office,” Leon Panetta, as a nine-times elected congressman, felt—but he was not asked. Nor was there anyone of Panetta’s experience to ask, given Clinton’s failure to appoint his White House staff until the final days of the transition—and even then, to exclude anyone with previous Washington experience.

Michael Waldman, one of the president’s young speechwriters, would later regret this. “You know, the thing with the White House that was probably different from what it should have been, it’s not that there were too many kids in the White House,” he maintained. “There are always thirty-two-year-olds in the White House. Bill Moyers, Ted Sorenson were that age.” Rather, it was the lack of balancing people—people “with the longtime experience to say, ‘Let’s not do it that way.’ ” With the president having publicly committed his administration to carry out the promise over gays in the military, however, Rahm Emanuel, another young aide, lamented, “it became our priority”—with disastrous consequences for the shaky first footing of the new administration. “It totally threw it off. If you’re trying to keep a rhythm and a tempo, it totally threw it off. There’s no doubt about it. And it was costly.”

Others, however, kept arguing that President Truman’s executive order desegregating the military in 1948 had been a defining, indeed pioneering, act in the history of civil rights in America—an act Bill Clinton could follow with a simple, firm instruction.

Unfortunately, Bill Clinton was no Harry Truman—at least, not yet.

No one quite knew why a hitherto supercautious politician should have made such a monumental misjudgment in his first days in office—and in his memoirs President Clinton declined to explain his misstep, beyond recalling the hypocrisy behind the controversy. During the recent Gulf War the Pentagon had “knowingly allowed more than one hundred gays to serve, dismissing them only after the conflict,” he pointed out. But such military two-facedness could not explain his own tactical gaffe in permitting the issue to take center stage on the first day of his new administration. Compared  with health care, education, the environment, voluntary public service, reduction of the national deficit, and welfare reform, was this a battle worth fighting at the very outset of his presidency?

Having the authority to issue an executive order as president and commander-in-chief was, despite the example of President Truman, a dubious power, since if the matter became too contentious, Congress could subsequently overrule him—something that would distract from the president’s major legislative programs, tying up his staff’s time and effort. And for what purpose?

The vice president, Al Gore, urged the president, if he really intended to pursue the issue, to be firm and make the military recognize its subordinate role in American democracy. There were already gays serving honorably in the military, but they were not being allowed to openly acknowledge—or make others acknowledge—their sexuality. A bill to overturn an executive order would take time for legislators to mount, Gore reasoned, and public opinion might not necessarily favor such a hard-line military campaign directed at the elected leader of the nation, at a time when the Cold War was over, and international peacemaking, not warmaking, was likely to be the lot of U.S. combat forces. The gay cause might not necessarily be one that had engaged the larger public during the election, but it could certainly become a symbolic one in America, which in a way was more important—doing what was right, not necessarily politic. The new administration would occupy the moral high ground, however slight its forces—a crucial, Gandhi-esque factor in fighting any battle.

As word of Stephanopoulos’s assurance spread, an urgent meeting with the president was requested by the Joint Chiefs of Staff—and the president had no option but to acquiesce. “I’m going to meet with them and discuss it this afternoon,” the president told reporters on Monday, January 25, 1993, five days after the inauguration. “But I intend,” he added obstinately, “to keep my commitment.”


Blood in the Water 

General Gordon Sullivan, chief of staff of the U.S. Army, was one of the Joint Chiefs who attended the meeting. “It was the very first time that I met Mr. Clinton: that day, the twenty-fifth of January, 1993,” the general recalled, picturing the situation in the White House as the leaders of two armies—one political, the other military—approached each other in the  Roosevelt Room like opposing chieftains before a battle. “He was sick. He had a bad cold. That was apparent, that he was sick. It was late in the day, around four o’clock in the afternoon. He had told us, through Colin Powell [the chairman of the Joint Chiefs], at a meeting during the transition, that before he did anything on this issue he would meet with the chiefs. Well, that morning we woke up and we read the newspaper and it was announced by Congressman Barney Frank at a gathering that the president was about to sign an executive order, similar to what Harry Truman signed on blacks in the military—and that would be the end of it. So we felt as a group, if he did elect to do that, that we would at least have to have the benefit of being able to say, ‘I told the president how I felt about it and what my recommendation was!’ Unless I did that, I would be seen as a less than viable leader. So one thing led to another, and we went over to the White House.

“Each of us spoke. Each of us. He listened.”

Tony Lake, as the new national security adviser to the president, cringed at the memory. “Well, he certainly had a lot of support from the gay community, in the campaign, and from gay friends, and lifting the ban is an enlightened view. But yes, he got entrapped, I’m sure of that. I wouldn’t say he got entrapped into something he didn’t believe—he just got entrapped into something he hadn’t thought through.” Tasked with addressing a series of major national security problems across the world, Lake had asked his friend John Holum to look at the options the president would have in lifting the gay ban, only to find that the issue was being seized upon by congressmen and senators—“especially the Republicans”—who were “not going to let go. And we’re looking for help from Senator Sam Nunn, for example, and we’re not getting it.” “If there’s a strategy there, it hasn’t been explained to me,” Senator Nunn (whom Clinton had failed to choose as his defense secretary) was heard to say—a covert invitation to Republican senators to combine with him in defeating any executive order.

For Lake, gays in the military was the last thing he wanted on his plate, as his first task in the new administration. “I did not welcome it as an issue,” he acknowledged wryly, a decade later. “Which is not to say it’s wrong. But when you’re trying to deal with Bosnia and a lot of issues which are going to require convincing our military leaders that whatever it is we decide to go forward with, we shall do, you don’t need this. Secondly, in terms of Clinton’s personal relationship with the Joint Chiefs, it certainly made it very difficult. Because this is one of the first issues when they’re just getting to know each other.”

Whether because of his illness, allergies, or embarrassment at being lectured on the inadvisability of issuing an executive order, the president looked pale and downcast. As the president himself recalled, “When I raised the fact that it apparently had cost the military $500 million to kick seventeen thousand homosexuals out of the service in the previous decade, despite a government report saying there was no reason to believe they could not serve effectively, the chiefs replied that it was worth it to preserve unit cohesion and morale.”

The president had never served in the military, and knew nothing of unit cohesion or morale; he therefore caved in—immediately. The chiefs had expected a fight, and were somewhat surprised. “There was not,” General Sullivan recalled, “a lot of arguing back and forth. It was: ‘Well, O.K., that’s the way you feel,’ as each of us told him in turn.” Sullivan was unrepentant. “My view is that what you pay people like me for—or what you appoint people like me or [Marine General] Carl Mundy, or [Air Force General] Tony McPeak or Admiral Frank Kelsoe for—is to give their honest opinion on an issue. And then, if we’re told to do it, we do it!”

Clearly the president was in no condition to tell the chiefs to “do it.” “And then Colin [Powell] said—he didn’t say ‘Don’t ask, Don’t tell,’ but he said: ‘Mr. President, what if we just don’t ask ’em at the recruiting station, and we just don’t know?’—which is what goes on now,” Sullivan remarked twelve years later. “We don’t have a clue who sleeps with who. And as long as it doesn’t become apparent to us, we don’t know. So that’s kind of how it went.”

Badly burned, Clinton took a deep breath and, brightening up, said, as General Sullivan recalled, “‘O.K. That’s fine. Well then, let’s study it.’ He told Secretary Aspin [the new defense secretary] ‘OK, let’s get on with this and let’s work it with the Department of Justice and with others, and let’s get back together, and we’ll see.’ And that’s how the meeting ended.”

It was not, as General Sullivan put it, “necessarily how you’d prefer to start a relationship with the president,” but it was “not confrontational,” and the chiefs were satisfied. The notion of an executive order was dropped, while the matter of a compromise was studied.

If presidential leadership, as commander in chief, consists in giving orders, however, it was a presidential defeat, and news of defeat in the modern world traveled as swiftly as that of victory, perhaps more so. As the thirty-one-year-old Stephanopoulos witnessed the confrontation, his heart sank. It was like Inchon. They would have to retreat, while finding words to  gloss over the withdrawal that he could use at his next, excoriated press briefing. Why, oh why, had he announced its imminent enactment to the press? And why had the president listened to such naïve urging?

Instead of emerging as a determined, honorable president who knew his own mind, and was willing to use his special executive power as president to take action—circumventing Congress, but for a noble cause—Clinton had made the motions of doing so, and then backed off! He was, the chiefs now knew, not only a Vietnam draft-avoider, but battle-shy: a commander in chief of little mettle, though very personable and intelligent. His nominee for defense secretary, Les Aspin, was equally smart but weak: a former congressman known for his long-windedness and conference style, not clarity of command leadership.

“So it gets the whole thing off to a terribly shaky start,” Stephen Hess recalled. “And some of these decisions ...” He paused, shaking his whitehaired head, “they were so unnecessary!”

Leon Panetta, as the new director of OMB, was certainly appalled, anxious lest it have an adverse effect on members of Congress. “I think anytime the White House starts to make mistakes ...” He paused. “Once there’s some blood in the water, the Hill begins to tighten up a little bit, in terms of ‘What’s coming next?’ and ‘Where are we headed?’”


Spinning Out of Control 

Why had the president’s new chief of staff, Mack McLarty, allowed such a fiasco to arise? Why had there been so many leaks—giving rise to speculation, concern, public anxiety, and premature contention over an issue that was not central to Bill Clinton’s new presidency? And why was the press, which had been so supportive of his candidacy the previous year, so unsympathetic?

One reason was that Hillary, in a moment of renewed madness, had locked the White House door that allowed correspondents, in the basement, access to the White House press office. As White House communications director, Stephanopoulos was all too aware of the blunder, which turned a largely sympathetic press corps against the new president. “They were confined to the basement, and they were pissed,” he recalled—especially when they learned the first lady’s actual intention had been to exclude them from the West Wing completely, in order that Hillary could re-commission an indoor swimming pool.

Once before, Hillary had outraged gubernatorial staff and advisers in Arkansas by insisting on the building of a swimming pool for herself and her friends at the Governor’s Mansion in Little Rock. That notion, though squelched, had involved only an outdoor pool. As Stephanopoulos later described his thoughts on the subject, when reporters remonstrated: “I’m not your problem; Hillary is. She and Susan Thomases cooked up this plan to move you to the Old Executive Office Building so we could reopen the indoor pool that used to be right below your feet before Nixon made this the press room. Barbara Bush told her we should show you guys who’s boss right from the start. Easy for her to say; she doesn’t have to deal with you anymore. Closing the door was our fallback position.”

President Clinton, Stephanopoulos recalled, was nonplussed both by Hillary and Susan’s proposed re-opening of the pool (which was never done) and the fall-back decision. Stephanopoulos recalled that when the president asked him about the closing of the door, his silent reaction was, “Um, have you talked to your wife about this, Mr. President?”

Closing the door on the White House correspondents proved an act of utter folly. Moreover, the mistake could not simply be attributed to Hillary or to the president’s marital deference. The president himself seemed ignorant of the purpose and value of the White House press correspondents. Tom Lippman, a senior reporter for the Washington Post, later recalled his amazement at such a misunderstanding, one that he discussed with his equally surprised colleague David Broder. “Clinton had an idea that the press writ large had become an unnecessary middle man in the process of communicating with the American people,” Lippman recalled their thinking. “That he didn’t need to talk with us because he was going to talk to the masses. And so the Clintons tried that, through personal connections from television. So there was some apprehension in the Washington press corps: that Clinton was going to go right around us or over our heads, to the 250 million people out there.”

What Stephanopoulos had failed to make clear to the new president was the difference between newspaper correspondents who virtually lived at the White House and reported on it, hour by hour, day by day, week by week, month by month, on the one hand, and television hosts on the other. Certainly neither Stephanopoulos nor the president seemed aware of the reality of the Washington media machine process. By befriending TV talk-show impresarios but failing to court the all-important White House newspaper  correspondents—as JFK had done so brilliantly—Clinton did himself a serious disservice.

The closed door to serious White House correspondents, whose sympathy and understanding the new president would crucially need in his first few months in office, thus became a metaphor for arrogance and ignorance, which neither Hillary nor Bill Clinton would acknowledge, even a decade later, as the disaster of their first months in the White House receded into “living” history.

The door remained locked—for the next disastrous six months.




CHAPTER SIX


CAMP DAVID I


Camp David 

In the wake of the gays in the military fiasco it dawned on seasoned insiders that President Bush might have been right: Bill Clinton had the brains but might not have the character yet to run America, Inc.

Clinton “was not well served by the wandering deliberations he permitted,” Colin Powell lamented—an approach to leadership that led to comic opera the next weekend, when the top personnel of the Clinton administration assembled for the first time at Camp David, in the Catoctin Mountains of Maryland, a place Clinton would come to hate, owing to its effect on his allergies. There, each invitee was pressed to reveal a personal secret to fellow attendees. To give legitimacy to such a bonding strategy, moreover, the president himself, who loved Baptist church services where he could sing along lustily, was persuaded to take part. To the considerable embarrassment of his subordinates, the commander in chief of the United States announced, as his secret d’alcôve, that he had been humiliated as a child by being called “Fatso.”

“Fatso”? Was such a confession before his new senior staff the right way for a tentative new president to imprint his leadership on the nation’s top leadership team? Men like Lloyd Bentsen, the new Treasury secretary, simply boycotted the confessional by departing. Others, like Robert Rubin, refused to contribute their personal secrets. Madeleine Albright, the new ambassador to the UN, called it “a bizarre event, with barely acquainted people crowded into cabins and force-fed a dose of New Age relationship  building.” This was taking the approach of the “New Democrats” (the moniker given to centrist Democrats breaking away in the 1980s from the old party orthodoxies) to an extreme. The situation would have been laughable had it not, at the same time, been so serious. Here was the world’s last remaining superpower, at the end of the Cold War, under the stewardship of a brilliant young man: charming, well-meaning, empathetic, hard-working, multi-tasking, multi-faceted, full of good intentions—yet in many ways still an ingénue.

Some years later, a television soap dedicated to the highly professional dramas of the White House would be produced, to high acclaim: The West Wing. But this soap, for all its amateurism, was real; the Camp David meeting of the cabinet and sous-cabinet resembled a pilot for a forthcoming comedy series, once Hillary Clinton rose and as co-president suddenly stole the show. Before the astonished audience she ridiculed the script of their proposed next episode and demanded a complete rewrite—replete with what she called “heroes and villains.”


Putting People Last 

Unknown to the public, a genuine crisis of an economic kind had been brewing for weeks. Two days before the Camp David bonding weekend, on January 28, 1993, the chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, Alan Greenspan, had come to the White House and warned of “financial catastrophe” unless the full-scale deficit reduction plan was put into effect forthwith. The secretary of the Treasury, Lloyd Bentsen, agreed. After all, had not the priority of deficit reduction been established at the January 7 meeting in Little Rock?

Had it, though? Robert Reich, Clinton’s old Rhodes scholar friend and social policy guru, was devastated by the prospect of going back on their campaign promise to introduce an economic stimulus package immediately. How could the new administration shelve the raft of social and economic agendas that had already been shelved for the past twelve years of Republican presidential rule? “If Bill and Hillary are seriously considering Bentsen for this role, how committed can they be to raising the prospects of the working class and the poor?” Reich had already noted in his diary the previous November—and nothing in the intervening weeks had given him confidence that Clinton was going to make good on his promises. Unemployment  was reaching almost 8 percent, but any attempt to reduce that number by pushing federally funded retraining programs would, Reich accepted, only further increase a national debt that was $125 billion worse than even Ross Perot, the third-party candidate, had pictured in the election. The nation’s long-term debt would have to be tackled. It was a just a question of when. Should deficit reduction come before stimulus and investment programs? Alongside them? Or—if, per Richard Neustadt, presidents only have a brief window of legislative opportunity—after them?

Secretary Bentsen, backed by Robert Rubin, was all for deficit reduction as the first priority of the new administration—and assumed he had the president’s backing. Others remained appalled by the prospect. The Camp David bonding weekend that began on January 30, 1993, therefore now turned into the opposite: a bifurcating event. Traditional party Democrats were chafing at the bit—ready to rise in uproar at what they perceived to be a “sell-out” of the election promises in Putting People First, Clinton’s 1992 campaign book. “Putting people last,” such Democrats now snarled at the president—who failed to mention, in his enthusiastic response to the initiatives proposed at Camp David, “the central importance of helping those in the bottom half of our society get a foothold in the new high-technology, global economy,” as Reich noted in his diary.

Nor was Reich alone in such despairing concern: ’92 election campaign staffers such as Mandy Grunwald, Stan Greenberg, and Paul Begala were already whispering in the first lady’s ear the reason the administration was getting such bad press: not because of her closed-door policy, but because the president had become, overnight, a Republican!

Hillary had listened to such criticism with mounting concern. She’d been stymied in her earlier hopes of heading up her own government department, or even obtaining an official White House job such as domestic policy adviser to the president, but since the previous Monday, she did have a proud new and formal role in the administration—she had proposed that she take responsibility for health care reform.


Hillary Leads the President’s Task Force 

“President Clinton yesterday named his wife, Hillary Rodham Clinton, to lead six cabinet secretaries and a handful of senior White House advisers in tackling what is expected to be the most difficult domestic issue of his  presidency: national health care overhaul,” the Washington Post had reported on Tuesday, January 26. The first lady was to chair what would be called the “President’s Task Force on National Health Care Reform.” And the newspaper quoted the president’s proud words: “This is going to be an unprecedented effort.”

It would be—not least because, notwithstanding the bruising the first lady was receiving over the failed appointment of Zoë Baird, and the hammering the president was getting over gays in the military, Bill Clinton was now asking the impossible: that the task force “work constantly day and night until we have a health care plan” ready to submit to Congress within 131 days! Hillary’s declared remit would be to cover the 37 million Americans without medical insurance, and to control health care costs, which had doubled in five years and were rising at four times the rate of inflation. She was also charged with the task of building public support and “consensus” for the plan, “which is expected to be highly controversial on Capitol Hill and among the interest groups concerned with health care,” the Washington Post warned. “Administration officials are considering town hall meetings or other forums across the country.”

Why Hillary, for such a crucial and difficult assignment? observers at the time—and health historians later—asked. Were there no other, more experienced national figures who could lead the search for a workable solution? Unfortunately, Al Gore had turned down the appointment, and Senator George Mitchell, in a moment of unusual obtuseness, had advised against the appointment of a U.S. senator, such as John D. Rockefeller of West Virginia, to take the job. Nor had anyone advanced the cause of the outgoing, highly respected surgeon general, Dr. C. Everett Koop.

Whatever the truth, the nation now had to confront the news that the president had asked his own wife to take on what Dick Gephardt, the House majority leader, called “the toughest bill since the Social Security Act of 1936.” How, serious commentators asked, could such a task be achieved? Who would pay for such a massive reform—especially in a period of recession, with a president committed to deep deficit reduction on behalf of future generations of Americans?

No one really knew or could later explain how the president’s decision to appoint his wife to lead health care reform came about. In her memoirs Hillary confessed that “few on the White House staff knew that Bill had asked me to chair the task force, or that Ira [Magaziner] would manage the  day-to-day operations.” Indeed, she admitted, Magaziner himself had “learned about his new job only ten days before the inauguration.” This implied that the secretive decision was made around January 10—three days after the six-hour deficit-reduction meeting in Little Rock.

Had the president-elect gone out of his mind, historians wondered—setting up an atomic bomb-like project that would consume vast amounts of energy, resources, money, people, and political capital, in the very aftermath of a major meeting at which the president had seemingly definitively decided to go with deficit reduction as his number one target? Certainly there was no secrecy or ignorance about the magnitude of the task at the time, nor the painful options if it was to be achieved. “Clinton’s advisers recently told him that providing coverage for all by the year 2000 would cost about $230 billion over five years,” a nationally syndicated reporter noted the day after the announcement. “What’s more, they said, the ‘savings’ from controlling costs just aren’t enough. He would have to raise taxes, or watch the deficit soar.”

Since these uncomfortable facts were known, and since the president himself was now committed to tackling the deficit, why had he ignored the very people he had, in the transition, appointed to draw up the costs of such a health plan? Judy Feder, his health care transition director, recalled how Larry Summers, for one, “read me the riot act” over the likely cost of the Clinton plan during transition planning—even her “low-ball estimates.” So also had Senator Bentsen and Congressman Leon Panetta, for such expenditure would wreck their attempts at deficit reduction. When Dr. Feder informed the president-elect of this, he’d become equally furious—simply refusing to believe her, and insisting that savings in the health care system could be made to fund the cost of universal coverage without raising taxes, or affecting his deficit reduction plans.

Was there an evil genius whispering in Clinton’s ear at the time, such participants wondered?

Was it Ira Magaziner, Clinton’s old Rhodie colleague and a management consultant with a challenging, arrogant manner? No one knew for sure, other than that Bill Clinton also had, as he himself later confessed, a love of secrets that went back to his childhood: a reliance on shady characters to help him gain the advantage over opponents, when necessary, in the tough struggle to survive, whether in local or national politics. Dick Morris had performed that role in helping plot his comeback as defeated governor of  Arkansas in 1981–1982—but Morris had sat out the 1992 presidential campaign because he hadn’t thought “much of his chances of winning,” and was currently eating his hat. When asked about the appointment of Hillary, Morris agreed with other Clinton advisers, however. Even if Hillary managed to find a way round U.S. Code Title 5, “a president had to be able to fire his chief of staff if the occasion arose,” Morris pointed out, “and it was difficult to imagine the first lady being fired.”

The president-elect had ignored Morris’ caution, though, just as he’d ignored Dr. Feder’s warning over costs. “Bill wanted to approach health care from a new angle,” Hillary later recalled, “and Ira [Magaziner], with his brilliant and creative mind, had a knack for coming up with inventive ways for looking at issues.” After all, she pointed out, Magaziner owned a consulting business in Rhode Island that “advised multinational companies on how to become more productive and efficient.”

Advising companies was not the same, though, as pushing the most controversial issue of the age through Congress—as even Hillary later acknowledged. Who, then, persuaded whom to press ahead with such a madcap scheme, on such a madcap timetable? As Hillary admitted, even Magaziner was daunted by the task. “Capitol Hill veterans were warning him that our timetable for delivering a health care reform bill in one hundred days was unrealistic,” she recalled—indeed she described a panicky Magaziner ignoring his sandwich lunch and telling her, and the president, the latest warning from the Hill: “They think we’re gonna get killed. We’ll need at least four to five years to put together a package that will pass Congress.”

Hillary later blamed Bill—for his response had been, she recalled, “I’m hearing the same thing. But we have to try. We just have to make it work.”

Furthermore, why had the president so secretly—i.e., without reference or discussion with any member of his administration—appointed a fellow Rhodes scholar with as little Washington experience as Hillary had, to be her deputy and enforcer?

Judy Feder, as transition health director, had been mortified by the decision, about which—like the decision to appoint Hillary’s friend Donna Shalala as secretary of Health and Human Services—she was not consulted. Nor was, incredibly, Donna Shalala.

Dr. Feder had never contemplated the post of Secretary of HHS, but she had hoped to be asked to take the post of health care adviser to the president,  a position that President Bush had created. To her consternation, shortly after the inauguration, she found that it was to be given to Ira Magaziner, who had not even been on her transition health team, but who had “lurked” in the background.

Swallowing her pride, and taking the job of deputy assistant secretary of HHS under Donna Shalala but charged with helping the first lady’s revolutionary health care reform agenda under Ira Magaziner, Dr. Feder would be asked to help prepare a plan that she had not envisaged during her role as adviser to the president-elect during the transition—a plan she felt from her long experience of Congress had no hope of succeeding!

Years later, Bill Clinton could shed no light on his decision—for by 2004 his first year’s agenda, as freshman president in 1993, had become the memory of a seamless flow of noble decisions. “On January 25, Chelsea’s first day at her new school, I announced Hillary would head a task force,” he recorded in his memoirs. “I was pleased that Ira had agreed with Hillary.... I knew he would give Hillary the kind of support she needed.... I decided Hillary should lead the health-care effort because she cared and knew a lot about the issue.... I knew the whole enterprise was risky.... Nevertheless I thought we should try for universal coverage, which every other wealthy nation had long enjoyed....”

Thus the key player, in a monumentally bad decision that would help lose both houses of Congress for the Democrats for the first time in four decades, simply drew a retrospective veil over his decision—its timing, the staffing, the time frame for completion, and the bitter, bitter lesson: that for a new president to tackle simultaneously two major domestic issues he not only risked mixing his message, after inauguration, but risked failing in both.


A Thankless Task 

Hillary herself was unclear later as to why she proposed that she take the task force appointment, beyond the fact that Bill was persuasive about its importance (it had polled well in the final months of the election campaign) and that she wanted a major position in the new administration.

Though she admitted she knew very little about health care in the national policy arena, Hillary did have elderly parents and, as in education in Arkansas, where she had headed up a governor’s committee on education reform, had the same concerns as most citizens: the desire to see a simpler,  more affordable system of health care, as well as one that did not unfairly exclude many of the poorly paid, the unemployed, and the self-employed. But public education in Arkansas had been an issue on a minuscule scale, and even that had taken years to reform. How then did Hillary imagine that in a mere 131 days she could defy the gods and not only dream up a solution that involved no new monies or taxes but could also present it in a tailor-made health reform bill that Congress would pass?

In retrospect the task was not simply daunting, it was thoughtlessly, even cruelly, assigned—as Hillary recalled the governor of New York, Mario Cuomo, telling her when he heard of it: “What did you do to make your husband so mad at you?” sympathizing with what he saw as “a thankless task.”

Hillary’s friends, however, were proud of her. “This is an absolutely fabulous image for women in general,” Boston lawyer Nancy Gertner said of the first lady’s appointment to lead national health care reform. “What is happening now is people are getting used to seeing her as an extremely talented, competent woman, and understand that the Clintons’ marriage is a partnership. These are not showy or hollow gestures.”

More seasoned political veterans were appalled. “How does a secretary of health and human services or a budget director tell a president that his wife’s idea is half-baked?” Gary Bauer, a domestic policy adviser under Ronald Reagan, asked. “They’ll be sorry. It creates incredible accountability problems,” remarked Sheila Tate, spokeswoman for Nancy Reagan—who had reason to know. And an editorial in the St. Petersburg Times warned that Hillary’s “obvious influence with the president could inhibit candid debate within the administration on issues for which she is responsible. After all, how many White House officials who value their jobs are going to disagree with the president’s live-in domestic policy adviser once she stakes out a public position on an issue?” Nevertheless, the editor was not, in the final analysis, astonished. “It was obvious from the start that Mrs. Clinton would play an important role in the new administration, whether or not it came with a formal title. Anyone who is truly surprised by her unique influence doesn’t know much about politics. Or marriage.”

Judy Feder bravely accepted her subordinate position with resignation—and foreboding. She had been a mere “placeholder” during the transition as its health division director, she realized in retrospect; now she was being asked to swallow a proposed medicine that, as national policy, she knew had little or no chance of being enacted. Health care reform might poll  well, as a campaign issue, but “there’s a long distance between a campaign proposal and a piece of legislative action,” she later pointed out. “Health care is a very good electoral political issue. It’s a lousy legislative issue. So I didn’t have tremendous confidence.”

Neither, in all truth, did her new boss, the secretary of HHS, Donna Shalala, who despite her friendship with Hillary later admitted her dismay over the time frame for the plan’s presentation, the appointment of Hillary—and the lack of consultation. “Was it a bad political judgment to have her? We wouldn’t be having this discussion if we were successful,” she accepted, ruefully. Would she have advised the president to appoint Hillary? “He didn’t ask me at the time.”


Didn’t ask his own senior cabinet officer, the secretary of Health and Human Services? Perhaps this was the most surprising facet of all—that in making a crucial decision affecting the nation’s entire health care system, an $840 billion annual area of the economy representing 14 percent of the GDP, the president had not even asked the advice of his transition health care director or his cabinet-rank new HHS secretary.

Behind the mask of public accountability, openness, and access, the Clintons were behaving, in some respects, in an unaccountable way, for inscrutable reasons—and with untold consequences.


Confronting Bill 

In her new role as health care reform czarina, at the Camp David meeting on January 30, the first lady thus listened to the objections to deficit reduction as the president’s number one agenda with unusually open ears. She had never studied economics nor, as would become clear all too soon in the Whitewater investigation, did she possess a green thumb as far as financial management went. She’d stuck obstinately with her investment in Jim and Susan McDougal’s 1978 real estate venture in the picturesque Ozarks, the Whitewater Development Corporation, long after it failed utterly to produce the profit with which she hoped to send Chelsea, one day, to college. Conversely, when she did make a windfall profit on an investment, as in her trades in cattle futures that netted her an astonishing hundred thousand dollars for a thousand-dollar stake in the early eighties, her gains proved highly contentious, indeed resulted in part in the arraignment of her broker. Certainly she had never made such a profit again.

What would the Clinton administration’s program amount to, Hillary wondered, if Greenspan and Bentsen, supported by Panetta and Rivlin, were urging the president to hit the deficit from the right (as JFK had once done over defense), not the left? Aware that her proposals for health care reform were being unfairly dissed by the economists, she now took up the complaints of the former campaign team. Confronting her husband, she told him his problem: namely that, in bowing to pressure from his new economics team, he was losing faith with the people who had put him in office.

The president listened to his wife and to his political PR and marketing staff, aware that Hillary was, in terms of liberal idealism, correct: a huge swath of voters had helped make him president because they believed his impassioned talk of jobs, retirement, education, homes—and health care. Among voters whom Greenberg had polled there had been no mention of deficit reduction—a word that ordinary people, when they heard it, translated as private debt, hardship, and economic depression. “We’ve lost track of why we ran,” Clinton now declared, after only ten days as president—passing the message of Greenberg’s poll on to others at the Camp David gathering as if it were a divine revelation.

Hillary, frustrated and impatient, attempted to short-circuit the endless talk and interplay of ideas. In Madeleine Albright’s view as a fellow feminist, she was “pure oxygen. Excited by the promise of what lay ahead, she was on top of all the issues and a persuasive participant in discussions.” Before the most senior figures of the new administration Hillary therefore called attention to what she claimed was, for her, the single most significant event of the inauguration celebration: namely the opening of the White House on the first official morning of the new presidency, when she and Bill had, for six hours of hand-wringing, personally greeted the day’s tourists. The tourists were, she was convinced, impressed that the White House now had occupants more “like” themselves—“little people,” rather than dynastic family aristocrats. Such people needed to feel their new president and his administration were in touch with them and with their concerns, such as jobs and health care, she emphasized. They, not Congress, were the true Democratic constituency.

Given Hillary’s personal inability to show easy empathy for ordinary people, indeed her reputation for arrogance when under pressure (“I want to get this shit over with and get these damned people out of here,” she’d been heard to say after one event, involving her pet project, HIPPY, for  preschool youngster tutoring), this was a strange exhortation. But, fearing that Hillary might upset the administration’s applecart as the leader of the president’s health care task force, the assembled cabinet and other dignitaries listened to her at Camp David, nodded politely—and kept their counsel.


A Hell of a Risk 

Lloyd Bentsen was concerned at the president’s wavering, which seemed ominously to reflect the first lady’s stance. Why upset a deficit-cutting program that was already showing signs of success?

Bentsen’s own first television interview as Treasury secretary had taken place the previous Sunday, and the markets had reacted very favorably to his comments about the administration’s budding economic plan to deal with the deficit—so well, in fact, that the U.S. government’s long-term interest rate had fallen to a six-year low. The national deficit could, Bentsen and Alan Greenspan were convinced, now be tamed, involving a judicious trimming of the federal budget, while leaving room, later, for new programs and, ultimately, promised tax cuts for the middle class. But the president’s announcement of Hillary’s new role, at 2 P.M. the next day, had caused the seventy-one-year-old secretary to bite his lip. “Bentsen thought the president was taking a hell of a risk appointing his wife,” Bob Woodward recorded, “but he didn’t feel he knew Clinton well enough to tell him.”

Nor did anyone else. Larry Summers, as Bentsen’s number three at Treasury, “got on well with Hillary, but not close.” Summers felt the appointment was “a disaster. Who knows what he owed her? I mean, she put up with a lot, right? Who knows what he had to do? Who knows what he wanted to do? Who knows what he had to do! What the deal was between them was always a mystery. Somebody said, at a dark moment in the first year: ‘There are three presidents—and two of them know what they want to do! The three being Bill, Al, and Hillary. Al had his agenda. And Hillary had her agenda. And Bill had every agenda!”

Those who, like Summers, had attended the January 7 meeting in Little Rock found that at the bonding weekend at Camp David the tables had, in some respects, been turned. Hillary, with the best of intentions, was putting her spoke into the deficit reduction works. “She’s moderated in recent years,” Summers reflected, a decade afterwards, “but she was always quite  to the left. And I don’t think she much liked economists. I think she saw me as a bit, you know, with the economic conservative ‘You-gotta-deal-withthe-deficit, the-health care-plan-doesn’t-score’ brigade, so economists are sort of negative people to her.”

This was a problem not only for Secretary Bentsen but for the entire inner cabinet and senior White House staff. A Boston Globe poll in the second week of January had recorded 48 percent of respondents comfortable with Hillary sitting in on cabinet meetings, but New England was traditionally more liberal than much of the rest of the United States—and even in the Northeast, 43 percent were against such spousal involvement, even as a listener. In an editorial the Washington Post had referred to the “three decades or so” of argument about the roles of men and women, husbands and wives, fathers and mothers—adding that, although America’s attitudes had changed since the sixties, “the country is still uncertain about many of the questions at stake. Will members of Congress master the art of mixing respect for the first lady with candor about the matter at hand? Will it be possible for other aides and subordinates of the president to stand up to his wife, or even to challenge her work to him, if they think they should (and as they would with any other person in her job)?” It was, the newspaper stressed, a “hazard both Clintons should be mindful of.”

If the Clintons said they were mindful, it was only rhetoric. Thanks to Hillary’s fighting spirit, they seemed, rather, to be energized by the very challenge of doing what no previous U.S. administration had ever managed.

“Powerful lobbies of special interests may seek to derail our efforts, and we may make some people angry, but we are determined to come up with the best solution,” the president had declared when announcing his health care task force, the woman who would chair it, and its 131-day deadline. He was justly proud of his choice—“a first lady of many talents,” he had extolled her before the cameras and press. Hillary would be “sharing some of the heat” that reform would doubtless generate, but she’d done a similar job over education in Arkansas, he had reminded reporters. “We are going to have to make some tough choices,” he had accepted, but Hillary was “better at organizing and leading people from a complex beginning to a certain end,” the president had declared on her behalf, “than anybody I’ve ever met in my life.”


Tough choices? When had Bill Clinton ever liked to make those, journalists had wondered—at least, without tortuous, agonizing, and tormenting  indecision? Was that why he was putting Hillary in charge of health care reform—so that she could make the tough choices necessary to produce a workable plan, that would be acceptable to Congress, in a mere 131 days? But what if she took his commission too zealously, and could not be reined in—thus prejudicing the success of the president’s deficit-reduction economic plan?

Either way, it was too late. The die was cast: the Clintons were now joined at the hip politically, as the first couple—with the whole world watching.




CHAPTER SEVEN


CAMP DAVID II


A Latter-day Eleanor 

That Hillary meant well was incontestable.

If she’d proposed that a swimming pool be installed at the Governor’s Mansion in Little Rock, it was because the business of governing even such a small state as Arkansas was demanding, and a pool for Chelsea, herself, Bill, and their many friends would be healthy—certainly healthier than Bill’s notorious jogging runs around the neighborhood. If she’d claimed, despite Morris’s head-shaking, a partner’s share of the proceeds from state government and government-client work at the Rose Law Firm, it was because she considered herself, a woman, just as smart and as hard-working a lawyer as any other partner, and that, despite her husband being governor, there was no conflict of interest that she could see. And if she insisted that so many of her law firm colleagues be given jobs in the new administration in Washington, indeed that so many of her friends as well as F.O.B.s (friends of Bill) be found positions at the White House and in various government departments, it was because she felt herself to be a sort of modern version of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s spouse: a crusading woman with a genuine care for children and the underprivileged, and a retinue of loyal staffers and subordinates who could help her to achieve her mission.

That was it, Hillary began to feel: she was a latter-day Eleanor—whose bust she would soon order to be mounted in the Roosevelt Room.


Passion Play 

Thus empowered by her new title—and ignoring the way others might see her, as well as the problems Eleanor Roosevelt had encountered in Washington—the forty-six-year-old first lady challenged head-on the get-together of the cabinet, sous-cabinet, and advisers at Camp David. “Hillary spoke to this group in a way no previous president’s wife, however influential through her husband, would have found imaginable,” Elizabeth Drew recounted. “It made clear the strong and central role she was playing.”

To the consternation of the older participants, Hillary visualized the president’s new administration as a sort of political passion play like the one she had already directed and acted in while in Arkansas, during the years after her husband’s ignominious defeat by Frank White. In his first term in Little Rock, she explained, Bill had tried to do too much, as the “darling of the reform-minded-liberal press,” as Bob Woodward afterwards reported her Periclean oration. But Governor Clinton hadn’t communicated a vision or described “the journey he intended,” the first lady told the president’s audience—and thus had disconnected himself “from the people he was trying to help.” As a result, he had been crucified, and beaten by a Republican businessman.

This was certainly true, if only a thumbnail version of the saga—leaving out Bill’s “bearded troika” of deputies, his executive weakness, his raising of Arkansas car tag taxes, which ended up punishing ordinary people (especially the poor), his ineffective handling of the riots by Mariel boatlift refugees who were being held at Fort Chaffee, even the problem of her own insistence upon using her maiden name rather than her married name in Arkansas, as a feminist....

Hillary, however, was not a historian but an advocate—with a gospel to present to the Camp David meeting. “In 1983, when he came back, they had devised a simple story,” ran her new presentation, “with characters, with an objective, with a beginning, middle, and end. And it all had come from a moral point of view.”
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