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            INTRODUCTION

            TRUMP TRIUMPHANT

            
               “How can you recover from some of these books? They are filled with false stories.”

               —PRESIDENT TRUMP TO THE AUTHOR, IN AN OVAL OFFICE MEETING1

            

         

         It was December 23, 2018. Many on the White House staff had scattered for Christmas vacation. The mansion was almost empty, at least compared with most nights. Outside, spotlights illuminated the building and the grounds. Inside, many of the sparkling Christmas decorations had gone dark. Only security and some service personnel remained on the job, and some of them were shifting their schedules to be home with their families as soon as possible.

         President Donald Trump was spotted moving among the Christmas trees on the State Floor of the White House mansion. He was alone. In the shadows, hovering nearby, were staff, some using high-density pen-lights to guide their footsteps, trying to remain invisible. As he passed, the president smiled and bantered good-naturedly, asking about their families. Then he stepped into the Blue Room, where the mansion’s most important Christmas tree was dark, and from the blackness he looked outside at the glittering night. Just to the left, floodlights illuminated the Washington Monument, which towered above the city.2 Straight ahead, outside, was the massively lit national Christmas tree, and beyond that one could barely see the glowing marble dome of the Jefferson Memorial.

         Donald Trump was now at the halfway mark of his first term as president of the United States, but that night he was one lone man, standing in the darkened Blue Room of the White House, with the images of distant marble monuments to other great men reflecting off the windows.

         DEFYING THE GRAVITY

         It had been a spectacular ascent. In 2016 Trump had defied the unanimous opinion of political experts by winning the Republican nomination for president. Months later he had defied the experts again by winning the presidency. On the very morning of the election, the New York Times had given him only a 9 percent chance of winning.3 He had been opposed by Hollywood, academia, Wall Street, and the national media. Every living president, Republican and Democratic, had voted against him. Two hundred and forty newspapers had endorsed his opponent, Hillary Clinton. Nineteen had supported him.4 Billionaires had voted against him twenty to one.5 But he had won in an electoral landslide.

         As a candidate he had promised to be “the greatest jobs president God ever created.” But the world’s economists universally scorned him and derided his economic predictions. They were denounced as mathematical impossibilities.6

         Just before the election, the Washington Post declared that if he won he would “destroy the world economy.”7

         The day after his election, Paul Krugman of the New York Times predicted “a global recession, with no end in sight.”8

         Larry Summers, a former secretary of treasury and top economic adviser to both Clinton and Obama, dismissed Trump’s budget as “ludicrous.” Summers, who had also once been the president of Harvard University, said it would work if you believed in “tooth fairies.”9

         “No, pigs do not fly,” said Robert Brusca, senior economist at FAO Economics. “Donald Trump is dreaming.”10

         But by the end of the year Donald Trump’s dreams had become America’s reality. His economy had effortlessly defied gravity. By the second quarter of 2018 the gross domestic product had topped 4.1 percent.11 Wages were up. Unemployment was down.

         CNN had promised “A Trump win would sink stocks.”12 Instead, the New York Stock Exchange broke record highs ninety-six times in his first two years in office. They were even now saying that a recession was imminent and the spectacular growth of the previous two years was finally at an end. But they would be wrong yet again. The boom would continue well into 2019. A market correction would come, of course, at some point, but while the world’s economic growth was stagnant, Trump’s America was still vibrant. By the end of Donald Trump’s first year as president he had dramatically delivered on the two biggest issues of the 2016 presidential election campaign, creating jobs and destroying the terrorist caliphate of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS).13

         By the end of his second year in office the growing list of accomplishments had been vastly expanded. It was chronicled by Paul Bedard in a Washington Examiner article entitled, “Trump’s List: 289 Accomplishments in Just 20 months, ‘Relentless’ Promise-Keeping.”14

         The critics had not anticipated Donald Trump’s upset election as president. They had not believed in his promises of an early economic recovery. They were in denial about the fall of ISIS, which had lost its 35,000 square miles of territory. Now they were saying that it had not been completely eliminated and therefore the war had not been won. It was like saying that the allies had not really won World War II because there were still Nazis in the world.

         Even before he had run for president, still as a businessman, Donald Trump had favored a quote from the German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. In 2014 Trump had tweeted, “Talent hits a target no one else can hit. Genius hits a target no one else can see.”15

         Both Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton had mocked Trump on the campaign trail. “Where’s he gonna get these jobs?” Obama asked. “Does he have a magic wand?”16 Clinton had ridiculed his “secret” plan to destroy ISIS. “The secret is that he has no plan.”17

         What economic and foreign policy experts could not see, what Obama and Clinton could not see, what the media could not see, Donald Trump had seen clearly and openly proclaimed. Like Schopenhauer’s genius, Donald Trump had found a different way to make the government work, and the results were undeniable.

         When Donald Trump was first elected president, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. declared that the colorful businessman had a chance to be a great president because he “thought outside the box.”18 It was Trump’s iconoclastic, sometimes outrageous, methods that allowed him to jump-start an economic recovery. In the process, the forgotten American middle class was able to once again find its footing and renew its dreams. And it was Trump’s ability to think outside the box that had finally brought the elusive ISIS to heel.

         Ironically, the more hysterical and desperate the attacks on President Trump and his family, the more outrageous the move toward impeachment, the more deeply the Trumps would be etched into the marble of history. Future writers would not be moved by fabricated stories dubbing him a Russian spy. Or by the national publication that promoted false and vulgar stories about the first lady. Or by popular late-night comedians who asked their television audiences to promote pornographic images about the Trump family.19

         In time, the gleeful, obscene, personal attacks on the Trump family, egged on by corporate media executives and promoted by their chosen public figures, would make most reasonable observers recoil. History would be built with facts, not by the crude emotion that was used to drive television ratings. Yet that very passion, intended to diminish Donald Trump, ultimately strip him of power, and reverse the will of the people who had elected him president, only ensured that his hours and days in the White House would be more memorable. The accusations added to the drama and helped ensure that the real achievements would not be forgotten. Eventually, the stories that were false would be ground to powder by history. Meanwhile, their very whispered existence would be an irresistible lure for writers, artists, and playwrights. They would add to the fascination and mystery of this rich and powerful family.

         WRITING AN OFFICIAL HISTORY

         In January 2019, I would begin writing the authorized history of the Trump presidency. It would be the beginning of months of discussion with the president, his family, and senior members of his administration. At the time, I fully expected that this would be an unprecedented and fascinating journey into the most colorful presidency in American history. But nothing quite prepared me for what was to come.

         It would turn out that the third year, the year that I would be working, would unfold as one of the most eventful years in our nation’s history. The presidency itself, and our democracy, would be put to the test. And I would be there, on the inside, capturing it all. My job would be to take the readers with me on this journey, inside the White House and inside the Trump family, and let them see and hear what I was witnessing. This was a chance to capture these important events of history from a different angle, from inside the eye of the storm, looking back out at the ferocious winds swirling around them.

         It is quite conceivable that in a hundred years, when all of us are gone and most of our grandchildren are gone, they will still be writing books and creating theatrical productions about the Trumps. Whether they will be portrayed cruelly as the Borgias and Medicis, or celebrated grandly as the Rockefellers and Kennedys, will depend on what is written now and on the primary sources that tell their stories. My intention was to write something accurate and something fair.

         As the weeks passed, I devoured many of the insightful and controversial books that had already been written. Most depended on secondhand testimony, which usually was anonymous. In a court of law it would be considered hearsay. Even those few books that included first-person encounters with Trump himself were often flatly contradicted by the president and the other actors involved. Over and over again I would hear the following refrain from the named sources and witnesses of such stories: “That never happened.”

         The president was clearly frustrated by the process. “Somebody gets a ride on Air Force One,” he told me, “and they write a book about it. A reporter was calling this week to ask about my ‘close aide’ who had left the White House to write a book. They said, ‘You know? Your close aide?’ When they told me the name I honestly didn’t know who they were talking about. If he was my close aide you would think I would have remembered his name.”

         In contrast, there was a sense of relief from the president, his staff, and his family that someone was going to take on the tedious work of reconstructing the record accurately, brick by brick. They were ready for someone to capture the words that they themselves were willing to say, on the record, and not later deny.

         “I’m so glad you are doing this,” the president’s son Eric Trump said, interrupting his own narrative in the middle of one of our interviews. “There are so many books out there that have it wrong.”20

         “I have two thousand stories,” the president’s daughter Ivanka Trump told me.21

         “I will take them all,” I answered.

         “Want to hear the real story of how dad picked Mike Pence?” Eric Trump teased during one of our conversations. “There’s a book out there, but the facts are all wrong.”

         “I’m ready!” I laughed.

         Day by day, White House staffers sent me names and phone numbers of people to contact. Many times they were names that I had never heard before. “You’ve got to talk to Dan Scavino; he has been with the president every day. And you’ve got to talk to Keith Schiller, his security guard and friend of many years.”22

         Ivanka was especially concerned about people who had done so much work and gotten so little credit. Early on she arranged a call for me with Brad Parscale, one of the key players in Trump’s upset victory in 2016, and now head of the Trump’s 2020 campaign.

         THE ENIGMATIC ROLE OF JARED KUSHNER

         During the first days of my research, Jared Kushner, Ivanka’s husband and the president’s brilliant son-in-law, was an unseen presence behind many of the stories I was pursuing. Most of the big things that happened in Trump’s first two years had his fingerprints all over them.

         At first they were impossible projects that Jared himself was pursuing quietly at the president’s behest. Early in the administration some staffers were irritated, fearing that Kushner was stepping into their hotly contested territory, but no one formally objected. Why should they? Jared’s projects weren’t going anywhere. To complain would only give Kushner more credibility.

         With time, when those impossible projects bore unexpected fruit, Jared Kushner’s White House reputation grew to legendary proportions. He became the president’s fireman, called on to save projects that were burning out of control. My own young team of researchers began to see him in almost heroic terms, often concluding, “This sounds like something Jared Kushner has done.”

         Eventually it became clear that the secret to both Jared and Ivanka Kushner was the president himself. He was the power at work behind his son-in-law and his daughter, not the other way around. This was Donald Trump at work, bypassing his own bureaucracy and short-circuiting the lines of authority to get his business done on his own hurried timetable.

         For several months, there was a very real question of whether or not my access would extend to Kushner. He was a prominent behind-the-scenes figure in all the other books, and yet none of them had tapped him as a source. All the stories were told second or thirdhand. Would he ever be available for me? 

         Eventually, cautiously, that door was finally opened, and as I expected, it revealed a rich vein of insider treasure. At first, Jared Kushner wouldn’t let me record our interviews, forcing me to rely on scribbled notes. But his stories were the biggest of all, told from a couch in his Georgetown home, with a crackling log in the fireplace nearby, or told from his office squeezed between the Oval Office and the chief of staff’s suite in the rarified south hallway of the West Wing. Every story was worth patiently waiting out. My young team was impressed. “You are now actually interviewing Spiderman?”

         As it turned out, Jared’s biggest fan was his eight-year-old daughter, Arabella. She apparently followed the news on her own computer and had developed her own metrics for measuring results. When he came home late from the White House one night, after seeing a criminal justice reform bill signed into law, Arabella greeted him at the door and then ostentatiously spoke to her computer, “Siri, how many innocent persons has Jared Kushner helped get out of prison?”

         The artificial intelligence hadn’t yet caught up with the facts and couldn’t give her an answer, so Arabella announced it herself. “Until yesterday, my daddy had spent his whole life and had only helped two persons get out of prison. Today, he helped ten thousand go free. Hmmm. Not a bad day, daddy.”23

         Bill Shine, the White House deputy chief of staff, and Sarah Huckabee Sanders, the White House press secretary, were at the heart of everything I did. There was no way I would have been able to write this book without their leadership. Getting the right facts was crucial, and Bill and Sarah were key to that work. When Bill left, it was Sarah alone. And when Sarah finally left, it was Stephanie Grisham, the new White House communications director and press secretary, and her excellent team.

         Finally, during the last frantic months of finishing this book, it was the authority of the White House chief of staff, Mick Mulvaney, who made everyone accessible and everything possible.

         The great irony for me was that the real stories, told the way they really happened, with the right persons in the room, saying the things that everyone else remembered, were usually far more interesting than the pop creations of booksellers and public relations promoters. The stories that were unknown, that had never been told, were often spellbinding.

         AN IMPACTFUL PRESIDENT

         When I finally sat down with President Donald Trump himself and turned on my voice recorder, he would become the sixth American president I have interviewed. And as the months progressed, he would become the fifth American president that I would get to know. It would be my humble privilege to serve as an adviser to two of them, to coauthor a book with another, and to be one of the few living authors to have written about all of the forty-four presidents.

         Donald J. Trump may be the most impactful president in modern American history.

         That was my conclusion after reviewing his first two years in office.

         Other presidents, such as Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and Ronald Reagan, desperately sought energy independence. Donald Trump found it.

         Some presidents saw young, nonviolent drug offenders as threats to society and changed laws to put them behind bars. Donald Trump got them jobs.

         In 1964, President Lyndon Baines Johnson had declared “all-out war on poverty and unemployment in these United States.”24 Johnson gave the poor subsidized housing, food stamps, and welfare based on the number of children in a family. Under Donald Trump, unemployment would fall to the lowest levels ever recorded in American history, and 6 million Americans would be able to get off food stamps.

         Other presidents, both Democratic and Republican, stood by as crony capitalism corrupted the nation. It was seemingly the poor and senior citizens on fixed incomes who financed the process. Retirement funds suffered. But in the first two years of Donald Trump’s administration, free enterprise erupted. Many senior citizens saw a greater return in retirement accounts in Donald Trump’s first two years than the sixteen years of the two previous presidents, Bush and Obama.25

         The middle class, who had seen the value of their homes wiped out by the years of Bush and Obama, now saw that value coming back.26

         Other presidents avoided tax reform. Even Ronald Reagan took five years to get it done. Donald Trump did it his first year in office.

         Other presidents stumbled over Supreme Court nominations. Liberals had come to expect their own judges from Democratic presidents and an occasional liberal judge, as a gift, from a Republican president. The liberal social and cultural agenda, abetted by the national media, saw itself ahead of the voters in attitude and thus dependent on the judiciary to do what the voters would not.

         Donald J. Trump was different. Elected with the help of conservatives, libertarians, and labor Democrats, he kept his promise and nominated a conservative, Neil Gorsuch, as his first Supreme Court justice and Brett Kavanaugh, another conservative, when he had a second chance. The American Left was outraged. Protestors, some paid by the leftist billionaire George Soros, shouted obscenities in the halls of Congress and interrupted Senate Hearings.27 The process became fierce and contentious. There was every expectation that Trump would back down and withdraw the nomination as past Republican presidents might have done.

         Trump never wavered. Brett Kavanaugh was duly confirmed. At the end of his first year in office, Donald Trump would appoint four times as many federal appeals judges as Barack Obama and more than any other president in American history.28

         “MAYBE I’LL BE KNOWN AS A FOREIGN POLICY PRESIDENT”29


         No matter where our conversations began, Donald Trump would soon find himself sliding into a discussion of some critical foreign policy issue. He hated the waste of American lives and money in unnecessary nation building. Once he caught himself doing this in a discussion of history and suddenly said, thinking aloud, “Maybe I’ll be known as a foreign policy president.”

         On August 20, 2012, President Barack Obama drew a red line in the sand and dared his enemies to cross it.30 The Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad was told that he could not use sarin gas on his own people without consequences. When the Syrian dictator did exactly that only a few months later, killing and paralyzing hundreds of children, Obama fell silent.

         When newly elected President Donald J. Trump was confronted with the same enemy, violating that same, exact, red line, he rained down fifty-nine missiles on Syria.31

         The world was on notice.

         Many presidential candidates, including George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama, promised to recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. Their promises vaporized when they won office. Donald Trump got it done.

         When Trump warned that America’s bad trade deals were crippling our economy and costing American jobs, he faced immediate outrage and opposition. Media personalities and spokespeople for academic think tanks warned that by breaking the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), he had forever ruined our relationship with Canada and Mexico, our closest neighbors and most critical trading partners. Once broken, the critics warned, the relationship could never be put back together again.

         Trump ignored the hysteria and sent his son-in-law, Jared Kushner, to craft a new and better trade deal. It was like rebreaking and resetting a broken bone that had healed incorrectly. It was a painful process to experience and see, but it had to be done. And it is not likely that any other president in modern history would have had the nerve to do it. Mexico’s foreign minister declared it a better deal for all three countries.32

         Likewise, when Trump asked NATO members to honor their commitments and pay their small, token share of providing for their own defense, he was accused of destroying one of our oldest alliances and putting the free world at risk.

         “Imagine,” he told me in one of our interviews, his voice taking on an incredulous tone, “we spend billions of dollars on missiles and just give them to these rich countries? We just give them away. And to some of the richest countries in the world.”

         With Trump as president, NATO nations that were the most flagrant abusers of their own agreement started coming into line. Trump’s action raised more than $40 billion for the United States—money that would have never come in without him. NATO nations added $100 billion toward their own defense. According to NATO’s secretary general, Jena Stoltenberg, the alliance was now stronger than ever.33

         Past presidents had kept America’s negotiations for the release of hostages a secret process. It was embarrassing for America to appear so weak in the face of international terrorists or belligerent nations. In some cases, even our own allies, such as Turkey, were holding Americans hostage. Just during the months that I had access to the Trump administration, Donald Trump brought home twenty-one American hostages from countries all over the world.34 For the most part, the national media ignored these stories. I was able to interview some of the rescued hostages for this book.

         Arguably, eleven American presidents had failed to make peace with North Korea or stop its ongoing, imposing development of nuclear weapons. Donald Trump met with North Korean dictator Kim Jong-un in Singapore on June 12, 2018, and signed an agreement to denuclearize the Korean peninsula. And for the first time since the end of the Korean War in 1953, remains of American soldiers were finally brought home to the United States.

         Before Donald Trump, four American presidents, presiding over twenty-eight years of history, had witnessed and abetted what was, arguably, one of the largest transfers of wealth in world history. It had been the wealth of Americans, primarily from the middle class, transferred year by year, dollar by dollar, to what some were saying would soon surpass the United States as the greatest economic power on earth, the People’s Republic of China.

         By 2017, Donald Trump’s first full year in the White House, the United States was importing $505 billion of Chinese goods a year.35 By one estimate, China had stolen $600 billion worth of American intellectual property. The massive flow of money out of the United States had been ongoing for years. The American presidents George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama, backed by a powerful, greedy corporate lobby, had presided over this staggering transfer of wealth and intellectual theft. Diplomats and politicians, some with good intentions perhaps, but others with deep financial obligations to corporate interests, had forced America into a deadly embrace with the Chinese.

         Ironically, it would take a New York businessman, thinking outside the box, unencumbered by his own deals with China, to see the danger and to develop the painful strategies to begin the slow walk back from what many saw as an ongoing economic trap.

         NO TIME FOR MAR-A-LAGO

         On December 23, 2018, Donald Trump was one lone man, standing in the darkness in the Blue Room of the White House, with the glow of distant marble monuments reflecting off the glass windows. More challenges and more bitter attacks were coming his way. He had lived a long and eventful life, creating an immortal brand name and reaching the pinnacle of world power. Yet, ironically, he knew that the greatest challenges of his life were coming in the days just ahead of him. That Christmas the findings of the special counsel Robert Mueller, who was investigating the president, hung over his White House like a dark cloud.

         Just after noon on Christmas Eve, Donald Trump had tweeted, teasingly, “I am home alone (Poor me) in the White House waiting for the Democrats to come back and make a deal on desperately needed Border Security.”36

         The president had been looking forward to the balmy breezes and moonlit nights of his Florida estate. The plan was to take his family to the midnight Christmas Eve services at the Episcopal church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea. It was becoming a new Trump family tradition. He and Melania were married in that church. After the presidential election, in 2016, when the president-elect and the new first lady had gone there for Christmas services, they had received a standing ovation. They had come back the next year, this time with their son Barron.

         So Florida and Mar-a-Lago represented a much-needed time for family and friends, an escape from the cruel political winter of Washington, DC—but then, Trump was a fighter. If there was a chance for “his wall” and thus delivering on one more campaign promise, he would take it.

         Jared Kushner, the president’s son-in-law, had left for Mar-a-Lago the Saturday before Christmas and would come back the next Wednesday. Before leaving the city, he had told the president, “I can stay with you.” He didn’t like the idea of Donald Trump spending the holidays without family. “You don’t have to be alone.”37

         “No, no, you go to Florida with your family,” the president had insisted, then added wistfully, “You know, I own Mar-a-Lago. I have all these other houses I own. I can stay in them anytime I want. This one is a rental. So I’ll just stay here and enjoy it.”

         Jared smiled when he related the story. “He knew perfectly well that the White House didn’t belong to him, that it belonged to the country and that his stay would be brief.”

         Eric Trump, the president’s third child, remembers checking in with his father that December as well. Eric often spent Christmas at the home of his wife, Lara, in North Carolina. This year they too had opted for Mar-a-Lago. Lara, who competed in triathlons, loved the sun and could get in her training, swimming, biking, and running. This was a chance, in the middle of winter, to walk the dogs on the beach. She knew how much her father-in-law loved Florida. “I thought, how sad that he wasn’t going to be there.”

         Eric and Lara had an earnest discussion about it. “I think we should go to DC to be with my dad,” Eric said.38

         “Let’s call him,” Lara suggested. “If he wants us to come, let’s go. My parents will understand.”

         But when they called the president, he would have none of it. “No, no, you kids have fun. Don’t worry about me. I will be here working for the country.” He was playfully teasing them, acting the martyr.

         MELANIA COMES BACK FOR CHRISTMAS

         The next afternoon, on Christmas Eve, December 24, 2018, First Lady Melania Trump flew back to Washington, DC, to be with her husband. She and the president took calls to Santa Claus. It was becoming a new presidential tradition. Back in 1955, a child had called the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) to ask to speak to Santa. Now NORAD took calls every year and the first lady, at least, loved it. The media was allowed in to record a few moments and picked up a comical exchange between the president and a seven-year-old boy named Coleman.

         “Are you still a believer in Santa?” the president asked. “Because at seven, it’s marginal, right?” They talked and the president listened for a while and then laughed, “Well, you just enjoy yourself.”39

         Melania had clearly been able to shake her husband out of his lethargy. Near midnight, they attended the Eve of the Nativity of our Lord Jesus Christ Festival Holy Eucharist at the National Cathedral.40 They were escorted to the front row.

         The president and the first lady appeared happy to be with each other and to enjoy the familiar Christmas Eve service. The massive organ shook the cathedral, and the young voices of the choir echoed into the highest rafters of the church, the boy sopranos reaching the impossible octave above the others. “Hark the Herald Angels Sing.”

         Some of the recent mysterious movements by the president and first lady and some of their coy conversations with family over the holiday had been for security reasons. They were planning a secret trip to Iraq together to visit the troops. It would be his first presidential visit into a combat zone and one of the few times ever for an American first lady. The Secret Service had not wanted it at all, but she had insisted. She would not let him go alone. They would fly out together on Christmas night.41

         When the congregation at the National Cathedral turned softly to “Silent Night,” there was a hush and the president gripped Melania’s hand. It would be the last silent night for the Trump family for many months to come.
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            NO NUCLEAR WAR ON MY WATCH

            
               “These are the personal letters exchanged between me and Kim Jong-un. You can’t keep them, but I’m going to let you read them. These are amazing. This is history.”

               —PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP1

            

         

         There was a stark contrast between the atmosphere in the White House and the dark political storm that was blowing outside.

         It was January 24, 2019. The nation was in turmoil. The government was experiencing the longest shutdown in American history. Only the day before, Nancy Pelosi, the Democratic Speaker of the House of Representatives, had canceled the president’s State of the Union address to the nation, refusing to allow the president to use the House chamber. No one had seen such bitter partisanship since the days of the Civil War. The national media, still stung by its failure to have their anointed candidate elected president, was seriously promoting the idea that the current president of the United States was a Russian spy. It would soon be proved, they insisted, by the special counsel Robert Mueller.

         As president of the United States, Donald Trump had seemingly accomplished the impossible. While being pounded daily by a hostile, contrarian media, he had helped rebuild the American economy, quietly brought home twenty-one hostages, all but abandoned by past administrations, and delivered on his promise to be “the greatest jobs president God ever created.” During the campaign, in the face of universal scorn, Trump had promised an economic rate of growth at 3 percent. The last quarter it had already broken 4.5 percent. Unemployment was at record lows in almost all categories.2

         During the 2016 election campaign, Trump had promised to crush the terrorist group ISIS. They had built a 35,000-square-mile caliphate across a large swath of the Middle East. Now they were all but vanquished, holding on to their last few square miles of territory.

         That very morning, during a television appearance, I had been shown a clip of President Lyndon Johnson’s famous State of the Union address of 1965. He had declared a war “on poverty and unemployment.”

         It was stunning. For sixty years, everything that Republican and Democratic presidents had ever wanted for the poor, the disenfranchised, African Americans, Hispanics, and women was now happening under the leadership of a businessman with no prior political experience. “LBJ gave them food stamps and welfare,” I pointed out in my television interview. “Donald Trump is giving them jobs.”3

         GETTING THE ASSIGNMENT

         The president was in a good mood. His expansive personality filled the Oval Office and had everyone else in the room smiling and laughing. They were all waiting for what he would say next. Bill Shine, the deputy chief of staff, was there, along with Sarah Huckabee Sanders, the White House press secretary. All three were smiling broadly at me when I walked in. This meeting had been delayed far too long

         I had been in the Oval Office many times over the years. I had met other presidents in this room. But this would be more than a sit-down interview. This time, I was being given the nod to write an official history of a presidency. And significantly, just that morning, I had been given permission to record my interviews. Considering all the investigations and controversies surrounding this president and how badly he had been burned by outside writers, this was a practice that was becoming less common for this White House.

         I had the impression that my project represented some sort of internal staff breakthrough. Bill and Sarah were both beaming with pride. And while I was, apparently, the direct beneficiary of this project, I got the impression that this team and the many assistants who had been helping me, emailing me, and setting up interviews had won something too. Whatever victory it might have been would have involved the arcane and unfathomable world of White House politics, and was, therefore, beyond my own understanding. Still, I was humbled and grateful. If the door to the Oval Office was open, I would step inside.

         “Did you see my tweet?” the president asked. He had commented on my television appearance.

         “Thank you, Mr. President.” I laughed. “Yes, I saw that.” It is pretty hard to miss a Trump tweet when you are the target. He has millions of Twitter followers. Every person I knew and many I didn’t had been texting me all morning.

         The president waved a small handful of papers above his head, as if he were teasing a child with candy. “So, we’ve agreed to show you everything.”

         He waved the papers. “Nobody’s seen this. My people don’t want me to give these to you. But I want you to read them. If you are going to do this book, you need to read this.

         “These are private. These are the personal letters exchanged between me and Kim Jong-un. You can’t keep them, but I’m going to let you read them. These are amazing. This is history. I want to know what you think.”

         Donald Trump had obviously signed on to the idea of this book, because without any prompting from me, or without a single question, he was now waving these letters—the crown jewels—before me.

         “Right there, right over there,” he said, pointing to the two chairs in front of the fireplace, “is where Barack Obama told me that my greatest problem, when I became president, was the possibility of war with North Korea. In fact, privately, he said, ‘You will have a war with North Korea on your watch.’”

         The president dramatically lowered his voice, continuing his story, “And I said to Obama, ‘Well, Mr. President, have you called him?’

         “And Obama said, ‘No, he’s a dictator.’” As if that, in itself, explained everything.

         Then the president paused, letting those words sink in. “No, he hadn’t called him because he’s a dictator?”

         Now, two years later, Donald Trump was still amazed by that conversation. And then he concluded, out loud, to all of us in the room: “Stupid.”

         I was riveted.

         “So, they don’t want me to let you see these letters, but I think you should,” he said. “I think you should. This is my personal correspondence with Kim Jong-un. I want you to read it.”

         I didn’t know who he meant by “they,” the people who had told him not to show me the documents, but I assumed it wasn’t Bill or Sarah, the only others in the room. It was more likely NSA advisers, or State Department folks or intelligence experts. And they would all have good reasons to tell him not to let a writer see them. But that, of course, meant that my project was known to them, as well, and that it had been discussed.

         “You can’t photograph these or copy them in anyway,” the president said. I imagined he was passing on protocols to which he had agreed.

         And then he added, “Nobody will ever know how close we came to war.”

         This was the president outlining his own history book. He was starting with North Korea, which even during the campaign he had realized was the single greatest strategic problem facing the United States. He wanted me to see that. His predecessor, President Obama, had agreed and had come to the same conclusion. Indeed, so had most of the nation’s top policy thinkers.

         Beyond the great economic numbers he had achieved, beyond the defeat of ISIS, the single most important thing that had happened, in the president’s mind, had been that a nuclear threat had been averted and tensions with North Korea had been reduced. Later on, when we had lunch together, the president drove home this point. It wasn’t just the nuclear weapons themselves; many nations now had nuclear weapons. Russia was obviously far more powerful than North Korea. The danger came from the likelihood that such weapons would be used by one nation more than another. Or that they would be passed into the hands of others who would use them.

         Of course, most writers and pundits and journalists understood that. They also understood how horrific a nuclear war would be. And yet, in the president’s mind, they didn’t fully understand. It took more than a two-hour seminar or ten good books to get it to sink in. You had to live with it, day by day, with modern, relevant models of what would actually happen. You had to understand it, step by step, nation by nation, city by city. It took days to fully comprehend. It would be clear in our conversations that Donald Trump had been living with it. North Korea was a problem that had been put off far too long by too many presidents, and that neglect had allowed a crisis to reach a very dangerous temperature.

         THE VICE PRESIDENT’S EMERGENCY INTERRUPTION

         The Oval Office has two main doors. If you sit at the president’s desk, the Resolute desk, a priceless gift from Queen Victoria to President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1880, you face the fireplace on the east wall. The portrait of Washington is just above it, and flanking both sides are the two chairs that Trump had just pointed out. To the left of the fireplace is the main door, the traditional entrance to the Oval Office. To the right of the fireplace is a door that leads to the president’s secretaries and personal assistants.

         Most heads of state and officials come through the main door. There is a Secret Service agent sitting just outside. If you leave the Oval Office through this door you enter a hallway with a thick, deep carpet. The hallway splits to the left and the right. To the left it passes doors opening into the Roosevelt Room, where the senior staff meets and where many of the group meetings with the president take place. It passes Jared Kushner’s office, finally ending at the chief of staff’s corner of the West Wing.

         If you leave the Oval Office through the main door, and head out to the right instead, the hallway passes the Cabinet Room and eventually leads into the maze of White House press offices and the James S. Brady Press Briefing Room.

         Meanwhile, to the right of the fireplace in the Oval Office is the second door. The door that leads to the president’s secretaries’ offices, and a niche for the president’s personal assistant. This is the young man who carries the nuclear codes (in a briefcase known as “the football”) and who keeps the president functioning day to day. This office has a direct door into the Cabinet Room and backs out into the same hallway that fronts the main door.

         Most guests enter the Oval Office through this secretaries’ office. That’s how I’d come in only minutes earlier. The secretaries and the president’s personal assistant had stood and smiled and greeted me kindly. They would have seen me on the official schedule for lunch with the president that day. When I had served on senior staff at the White House and was the action officer for an Oval Office event, I knew everything about that person down to his shoelaces. And I usually knew all of it weeks before the visit. My staff and I would see the name on the calendar and watch it grow closer. We would even create the dialogue, what the visitor was likely to say and how the president should respond. I shuddered to think about what they had learned about me.

         It was though this door, the secretaries’ door, that suddenly, unexpectedly, the vice president of the United States, Mike Pence, came bounding into the Oval Office, interrupting our meeting.

         The president was on the other side of the room, talking to us about Kim Jong-un and North Korea, his booming voice and colorful personality dominating the room. Now we were suddenly distracted by a softer, younger, female voice, struggling bravely to find the volume to be heard from her doorway across the Oval Office. It was like two competing televisions in the same room. But her announcement was too faint and the vice president was moving so fast that he was already in the middle of the room before she could finish announcing him.

         “Excuse me, Mr. President.” Mike Pence was huffing and puffing. “This can’t wait. I’ve got to speak with you, sir,” he said urgently. “And I’m sorry, sir, but I’m afraid that I need to speak to you alone.”

         I was ready to leave, but the president, hardly flinching, only joked good-naturedly, saying something to the effect that well, after all, he was just showing Doug Wead his secret communications with Kim Jong-un so, whatever it was, it couldn’t be any more secret than that. “Well, Doug here is writing a history of this White House,” the president said. “He can hear anything.”

         The vice president laughed, came over and shook my hand, “Hi, Doug, good to see you, sir.” He smiled broadly.

         “Hi, Mr. Vice President.” And then I added softly, “I promise I won’t tell, at least until the book is published, which is probably much more than a year away.”

         There was more laughter.

         Pence turned back to the president, face-to-face, speaking quietly, affording a bit more privacy, “Well, sir, the senators just want you to know that they are behind you.”

         That explained the interruption. And it explained why the vice president was huffing and puffing. He had just come from Capitol Hill, where he presides over the Senate, and he wanted the president to know that the Republican senators would support him if he wanted to give his State of the Union speech at another location, such as the Senate chamber. They would be there, wherever it might be, and they would lend dignity to this event that was mandated by the US Constitution. The State of the Union speech was scheduled for the following Tuesday, January 29, 2019, so the country was waiting for news. Would it still happen? And, if so, where?

         The president turned to me, the outsider, to offer a little explanation, “You see, Doug, to do this right we need for the Senate to be unanimous, and the Democrats aren’t going help us with that, it just ain’t gonna happen.”

         Then he turned back to Pence, “No, no, tell them thanks so much.”

         “They support you, sir.”

         “I know that.”

         “And they want you to know that they are behind you, sir.”

         “Yes, and I want you to thank them,” the president said. “But I’ve already decided, we will do it later. So, we are going to postpone it. I’ve just decided.”

         And that was that. The vice president would take the news back to the Senate, and it would be announced to the public that very day.

         Two days later, on January 26, 2019, the Republicans and Democrats would agree on a spending bill, and the longest government shutdown in American history would come to an end. Meanwhile, President Donald Trump would deliver his State of the Union address, in the House chamber, on February 5, 2019. And as Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi would give her famous, sarcastic applause.

         LUNCH WITH THE PRESIDENT

         There are other doors in the Oval Office that I didn’t mention. To the president’s right as he sits at his desk is a whole wall of French doors that open out onto a small portico. The manicured grass stretches out to the South Lawn. To the immediate right, just outside those French doors, is a little trail that leads to the president’s private garden. It is a secluded spot where he can take a Diet Coke and read newspapers and memos when the weather is nice. And then there is a branch off that trail that leads, almost unseen, down to the White House swimming pool. The tennis courts, surrounded by towering trees, are deeper into the South Lawn and hidden from view until you are upon them.

         The secretaries’ offices also have a wall of French doors, along the east side of their room. These doors open out onto a portico that overlooks the Rose Garden.

         Finally, there is one more door that I haven’t mentioned.

         As the president sits at the Resolute desk, to his extreme left, curving along the wall that stretches behind him, in the closest place you can find that might qualify as a corner in an oval room, is one more door. It is this door that leads to an inner sanctum of privacy. This door opens into the narrow “Monica Lewinsky hallway.” Of course, that is not what the White House Historical Association calls it, but it is a name that, nonetheless, comes to mind for most visitors. It was in this narrow hallway that President Bill Clinton and his twenty-two-year-old intern Monica Lewinsky were able to achieve some degree of private, sexual intimacy. It was in this hallway that Kathleen Willey, a White House volunteer and longtime Clinton fundraiser, says she had been pinned against the wall and sexually abused.

         To the right of this narrow hallway is the presidential toilet. To the left is the “real office” of the president, where he works. It is how he keeps the Oval Office so tidy. It is how he keeps the Resolute desk so empty. That famous desk, by the way, was built from the English oak timbers of the HMS Resolute, and it has served FDR, JFK, Ronald Reagan, Barack Obama, and many other presidents.

         Straight ahead, down to the end of this short hallway, is the private presidential dining room. At this small table President Ronald Reagan had a weekly lunch with his vice president, George H. W. Bush. And this is where President Donald Trump invited me to begin interviewing him for this book.

         “Where do you want me to sit, Mr. President?”

         He took a seat at the head of the table. There was a white, starched tablecloth, heavy silverware, and White House bone china.

         “Sit right here.” He motioned to the seat to his right. Bill Shine and Sarah Sanders took seats on the other side of the table.

         The president had a Diet Coke. Some joked that, for a man who didn’t drink alcohol or smoke cigarettes, it was his only sin. I took a water. And then they served us a salad. In fact, it was just a lettuce salad, its pieces cut to bite size. There were no tomatoes, or olives, or onions, but the dressing reminded me of the tasty house dressing at Carrabba’s Italian Grill.

         We all waited for the president to take the first bite. And when he did we began eating our lunch.

         “We were talking about Kim Jong-un, Mr. President.”

         “So Kim and I started off very rough,” the president said, picking up where he had left the story. “Because this country was ready to go to war with North Korea. Under President Obama, I really believe we would have had a war had he stayed longer. And I also think that thirty to one hundred million people could have been killed. When I saw predictions by experts on television that said one hundred thousand people, two hundred thousand people would die.” He shook his head at the absurdity.

         “That’s almost the population of a small town or a village in Korea. Imagine that? Some experts on television were saying that a nuclear war would wipe out the equivalent of a village. At first, this was what some television networks were telling their audiences.

         “Well, as you know, Seoul, the capital city, is right by the so-called border. And that is a tough border by the way. An impenetrable border. And Seoul has a population of thirty million people. Kim has ten thousand guns, artillery, they call them cannons. He doesn’t even need a nuclear weapon to create one of the greatest calamities in history.

         “But a nuclear war? I see these people on television talking about it so casually. They have no idea. They give it a few days’ thought and talk like experts. Or they say that some other country has more nuclear weapons than North Korea and is therefore more dangerous. But it doesn’t take a hundred nuclear missiles to really hurt a country, even destroy a country. One nuclear device can do that. Which city in America would you be willing to give up? As far as I’m concerned? Not one. Not one.

         “So when I came into office the rhetoric with Kim became extremely tough, extremely tough. And if it weren’t so tough, we would have gotten something going immediately. Because this was the biggest problem I faced.”

         THE WORD THAT KIM HATES

         The president was interrupted by a phone call. “Excuse me just a second.” He took the call from a phone that was on a small table behind him. As you look toward that table, just beyond are two windows behind it, opening up on the president’s private garden.

         I used the moment to finish my salad and study the letters from Kim Jong-un. Somehow they had finally been passed over to me, although, even now, thinking back on this experience, I can’t remember exactly when that had happened. I suspect it was while we were still in the Oval Office, which meant that I had actually carried them into the president’s private dining room. In any case, I was conscious that I now had this stack of papers. The letters on top were in the Korean language and were on the official, embossed stationary of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, with fancy ink signatures at the bottom. There were English translations right underneath, probably prepared by our own intelligence services.

         While the president took his phone call I had a moment to look and quickly read some of them. It was clear that the two men had grown close and were quite friendly, that there was something almost paternal about Trump’s relationship with Kim.

         When the president finished his call, I moved the stack of letters farther away from my plate. I didn’t want to get any food stains on these precious papers. In my own personal collection I have letters from presidents Millard Fillmore, Rutherford B. Hayes, and William Howard Taft, and notebooks full of many others. A spot could cost a collector $10,000. And I suspected that in a hundred years these letters might end up under glass in some collector’s display.

         The White House waiters took our salad dishes and replaced them with dinner plates with a filet mignon, french fries, and broccoli. How can I describe the steak? They hadn’t asked how I wanted it cooked, but it was so fresh, almost like it had been cooked on a stone and had only just been transferred to the plate. It certainly hadn’t been sitting under a heat lamp. This was what you would expect from a White House steak. Having served years before on senior staff, I knew it had been delivered by an elevator from the kitchen downstairs.

         “Mr. President,” I asked, “why do you think Kim responded to you and not to your predecessors? Is it because you finally tried something more direct, and they wouldn’t take that chance?”

         “No, that’s not it. They tried. If you read the internal history, the signals were sent, an effort was made. Other American presidents tried. Maybe not enough, maybe not the right way, but North Korea wouldn’t even talk to them. They didn’t even respond.”

         “Was it a celebrity thing?” I asked. That brought up a discussion of Kim’s fascination with American culture, including its celebrities. There was the basketball star.

         “Dennis Rodman,” Sarah Sanders said.

         “Maybe Kim wanted to meet you as a celebrity president?”

         “I don’t know about that,” Trump said. “I don’t know about that. You can read those letters and see what you think. But I can tell you the exact moment when everything changed.

         “Our language started to get really violent, the toughest. Violent. Nobody had even seen anything like this. But something had to be done. And what Americans missed was how he was threatening the whole region.”

         The president was talking about the wider implications of the North Korean nuclear threat, which was something that the myopic American news media had not fully covered. Anything beyond our own shores often went unreported. In the United States we had watched the progression of the North Korean missile program as steps to reaching the American mainland. “Now he can reach Guam.” “Now Hawaii.” “Now San Francisco.” But the fact was that Kim Jong-un’s threats had not been directed solely at the United States. Early in the summer of 2017, Kim announced that his nuclear missiles could now reach Brisbane, Australia. In America, the news did not even merit a mention, as we were preoccupied by fires in California, but it was on the front pages in Australia. Likewise, Kim’s bullying of Japan, whose defense was totally reliant on the United States, was ominous and dominated the daily national discussion in that country.

         Kim’s threats had become so angry that Trump had finally responded in kind. During a briefing on the opioid epidemic, held at his clubhouse at his Bedminster, New Jersey, country club, Trump invited in reporters and gave them an earful. “North Korea best not make any more threats to the United States,” he said. “They will be met with fire and fury like the world has never seen.”4

         That summer, using back channels, the Trump administration succeeded in gaining the release of Otto Warmbier, a University of Virginia student who had been arrested during a tour of North Korea. He had allegedly tried to take home a propaganda poster as a souvenir. A North Korean court sentenced him to fifteen years of hard labor.5 But Warmbier’s return to the United States was bittersweet. The young man was in a coma and died within a week.

         In September 2017, President Donald Trump announced he would be meeting the parents of Megumi Yokota on an upcoming visit to Japan.6 Megumi was a teenager who had been snatched from her Japanese homeland and taken to North Korean forty years before. She was heading home after school badminton practice when North Korean agents had landed by boat, abducted her, and taken her away. Her parents learned the details of the abduction only long after, in 1997, when a former North Korean spy defected to the South and told the story. The North Koreans claimed that the teenager had committed suicide, but when they sent her remains back to Japan in 2004, DNA analysis showed it was another body.

         Against advice, Trump outed the whole story in a public speech before the United Nations. “We know it kidnapped a sweet thirteen-year-old Japanese girl from a beach in her own country to enslave her as a language tutor for North Korea’s spies.”7 By some estimates, North Korea was holding up to one hundred hostages from around the world. The Kim government was humiliated by Trump’s speech. But the family of the girl and the Japanese government thanked the president for speaking up.

         While past American presidents kept stories of hostages quiet, saying that more could be done if the offending nations were not publicly embarrassed, Trump’s style was the opposite, and it soon bore fruit.8

         We were reviewing some of this history when President Trump suddenly looked up from his lunch, with a mischievous smile on his face. “Kim especially doesn’t like it when I talk about hostages. He hates that word. ‘Hostages.’”

         “Really?”

         “Yes. He said to me, ‘Please, do not say that. Please do not use that word.’”

         Trump had found a nerve.

         “You want to know why?”

         “Why?” I asked.

         “Because it makes him look bad. And because Obama paid the Iranians $1.8 billion dollars for hostages. I paid nothing. And I got ours back from Kim for nothing.

         “But I will tell you all about that. It’s not over. There is still a long way to go, but I will tell you how it all turned around, the turning point. This will be good for the book.”

         
            NOTES


            1. Unless otherwise indicated, all quotes from President Trump come from conversations and interviews conducted by the author between 2016 and 2019.

            2. https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/unemployment-rate

            3. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mi41C3gV9kw

            4. https://www.latimes.com/politics/washington/la-na-essential-washington-updates-trump-warns-north-korea-of-fire-and-1502220642-htmlstory.html

            5. https://dailycaller.com/2018/05/27/president-trump-freed-17-prisoners/
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            LUNCH WITH PRESIDENT TRUMP

            
               “He better watch his ass!”

               —PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP, TALKING TO THE AUTHOR ABOUT KIM JONG UN

            

         

         It all turned around that week at the United Nations,” President Trump said. “That’s when it happened. I told everybody, ‘The Little Rocket Man is going to cause the total annihilation of his country.’”

         On November 30, 2017, President Trump tweeted the message publicly: “The Chinese Envoy, who just returned from North Korea, seems to have had no impact on Little Rocket Man. Hard to believe his people, and the military, put up with living in such horrible conditions. Russia and China condemned the launch.”1

         At the time, President Trump’s critics, which consisted primarily of the American media, were on all sides of the issue. They complained when the Trump White House sent out feelers to talk to North Korea. He was consorting with an evil dictator, they said. Or he was giving away too much by his apparent willingness to talk. But they were hysterical when Trump began talking tough to Kim Jong-un. “He’s going to start a war.” And yet, at the same time, everyone agreed that it was the status quo that had brought America to the brink. Eleven American presidents had failed to make peace with North Korea. Even some of the most unadventurous State Department bureaucrats were wondering if Donald Trump’s hyperactive motions might force the issue.

         “Understand what I am saying to you, Doug,” the president said, “I was saying stuff that you would never say no matter how close you are to the edge. No matter how much dislike there is. You only say this if you are ready to act on it. It was unbelievably close.”

         The critics were complaining that Trump should watch his language. That he should only talk like that as a last warning, a last effort to shock the enemy into realizing that war was imminent. Otherwise, you may unintentionally provoke the very war you fear. As early as April 2017, New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof had written an op-ed speculating on a possible nuclear war with North Korea.2 Was President Trump now telling me that the United States had actually been there? Had we, indeed, been on the verge of going to war? He would know, because he would have had to make that decision.

         “It was unbelievably close.”

         Others were actually discerning this at the time, but their voices were often obscured. Uri Friedman, writing for The Atlantic, claimed that the Trump confidant Lindsey Graham, the Republican senator from South Carolina, “was telling me there was a 70 percent chance of the president launching an all-out war against the Kim regime if North Korea tested another nuclear device.”3

         Trump’s tough talk to Kim was not a bluff. That was what he was making clear to me during our lunch interview. He was not going to let America be hit by a nuclear missile on his watch. And yet the national media was furious with him, blaming him for the growing escalation. Calling for a more reasonable approach.

         When it came to Communist dictators, history tends to favor Trump’s hard line. When John F. Kennedy met with Nikita Khrushchev in Vienna in 1961 he had tried to extend an olive branch, and the Soviet dictator had seen it only as a sign of weakness.4 Khrushchev ordered nuclear missiles to Cuba, and it brought the world to the brink of a nuclear war.

         At the Yalta Conference in 1945, the American president Franklin Roosevelt had tried to be generous to the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin. The two men carved up post–World War II Europe, as Churchill looked on. It resulted in sending tens of thousands of Eastern Europeans to their deaths in the Gulags.5 Historians note that Roosevelt had been sick and weakly. He would be dead within two months of the Yalta Conference.

         By contrast, critics had been upset by Ronald Reagan’s tough, American cowboy approach. He had called the Soviet Union “the evil empire.” They said he was only provoking them. They were afraid. But most historians now accept that Reagan’s strength helped bring an end to the Cold War and saved the world from nuclear annihilation in his day.

         Although a young man, Kim Jong-un had been born into a line of old Communist dictators, in the tradition of Nikita Khrushchev, Pol Pot, and Mao Zedong. He ran concentration camps. He tortured prisoners. A sensational story in a Hong Kong newspaper claimed that he had executed his uncle by feeding him alive to 120 starving dogs.6 North Korea said he was shot. In February, 2017 Kim Jong-un was believed by many to have orchestrated the murder of Kim Jong Nam, his own half brother and a possible political rival. It had been an audacious, public assassination at the Kuala Lumpur International Airport.7

         One of the most troubling issues had been the ongoing famines in North Korea. I am a founding board member of Mercy Corps, the relief organization that had taken the lead in distributing food during the 2008 North Korean famine.8 Our people had been some of the few outsiders allowed into the country. They saw firsthand, on the ground, the devastation. In 2017, even while developing its nuclear arsenal, North Korea was apparently facing famine yet again.9 The very real concern was that if Kim Jong-un was willing to allow hundreds of thousands of his own people to starve in a famine, why would he have qualms about risking the annihilation of an American city within reach of his missiles? San Francisco, Los Angeles, or Seattle?

         Kim Jong-un, who had learned from his father and grandfather, and who came from the old Communist dictator tradition, was apparently a man who respected strength. Communist dictators are predators. And like predators in the wild, they target the weak, not the powerful. Donald Trump’s rhetoric, which rattled the American media, apparently had its impact in Pyongyang.

         “Kim said, ‘I have a button on my desk, a red button,’” Trump said, telling the story, “I mean, you can’t misunderstand this. I mean foreign policy people study the tea leaves, but you don’t have to study these words very long to know what they mean.

         “And I said, ‘That’s right and I have a much bigger button than you do and my button works.’ By the way, he knew what that meant. He knew what that meant. We both knew what North Korea could and couldn’t do.”

         From this exchange, I got the impression that the North Korean missile program had some limitations and the United States knew what they were. Trump wanted Kim to know that we were aware of what was real and what was only bluster.

         “And everybody said, ‘Oh, it is so vicious.’” Trump began to act the part of his panicked critics. “They were all saying this. And for some reason, when I made that speech at the United Nations. Remember? Where I call him ‘Rocket Man’? Where I say, ‘He better watch his ass!’ Well, after that, everything changed. It got so incredible. And then they wanted to talk! It is really an amazing thing.”

         If the American media was frightened by Trump’s rhetoric, the United Nations got the point. The Security Council voted 15–0 to adopt hard-hitting resolutions against North Korea. Trump was able to bring China and Russia into the effort. Kim was isolated and soon reached out to America to solve the problem.

         Incidentally, this whole conversation with President Trump was at times surreal because there was actually a long, narrow, wooden block on the luncheon table, connected to a cable, and there was a big, fat red button in the middle of it. At one point the president actually pushed the button. It did not launch missiles on North Korea, but it did magically produce a steward with another Diet Coke.

         TRUMP’S DESCRIPTION OF THE SINGAPORE SUMMIT

         On June 12, 2018, American president Donald Trump and North Korean chairman Kim Jong-un met at the Capella hotel on the resort island of Sentosa in Singapore. It was the first time in history that the leaders of these two nations had met.

         Trump, ever the television artist and stage manager, was enthusiastic as he described the setting. “We got a great location. In between South Korea, Russia, and China. How good is that? And I can tell you that it was quite a nice piece of real estate.”

         “What surprised you?”

         “Well, first I can tell you that Kim and I had great chemistry. That I can tell you. As you may know, that is important to me. All through my life, whether in business or politics, I know when I have it with someone and I know when I don’t. And very often, it’s not there. By the way, Doug, I think you and I have good chemistry. That’s going to be a good thing for this book.”

         We all laughed.

         “Thanks, Mr. President. But you and Chairman Kim had such harsh words leading up to that moment. So I’m wondering, after all of the hurtful things that you and Chairman Kim said about each other, how could you suddenly have good chemistry? Some of the attacks were very detailed and personal.”

         “Well, at a certain point,” Trump continued, “as we met and talked, you could begin to feel that we both wanted this to work.”

         “Did that surprise you?’

         “Some. It surprised me some. Look, we both wanted it to work. For the sake of our people. For the sake of the world. I went into the meeting with a positive attitude. Sure, I went in there with Otto Warmbier on my mind too, that his life would not be in vain. But a lot depended on us finding answers. War was a real threat. Nuclear war. Who wants that? But yes, I was surprised by the immediate desire to get things resolved.”

         “What else surprised you?”

         “I’ll tell you a moment that neither one of us fully expected. How could anyone prepare for this moment? And that was when Kim and I were introduced to the international media.

         “Now, I have some experience onstage before cameras. I had been to conventions and awards ceremonies. Melania and I first went to the Academy Awards back in 2001.10 There were a lot of cameras. But this? This was something I did not fully expect. And I am sure, Chairman Kim, living in North Korea, did not expect it either. When we walked out onstage and shook hands and then turned to face the international press, each photographer there had to get their photo for their organization, from countries all over the world, well it was amazing.”

         “The noise?”

         The president nodded. “The noise.”

         He was referring to the repetitive sound of digital single-lens reflex (DSLR) technology.11 It turns a camera from a picture-taking sniper rifle into a machine gun, capturing hundreds of pictures that can be viewed and edited later. While the president is known for his enthusiastic hyperbole, on this occasion he was probably exactly right. This was the first time when this technology had intersected with a historic world summit. It was a unique moment. Instead of hearing a flutter of shutters that can sound like a flock of birds stirring, Trump and Kim heard a sound more like the roar of a thousand helicopters lifting off.

         “That moment was unexpected. I can tell you. Though we both kept a straight face. And I can tell you that it took us both by surprise. There were thousands and thousands of cameras. And the flashes. Nobody had ever seen anything like it.

         “It was a great summit. It was a tremendously successful summit. Again, think of this: No more missiles. No more launches. No nuclear. We are now talking about economic development. And I think that is what he really wants.”

         The president was hopeful at this luncheon back in January 2019. The next summit would bring him back down to earth.

         MELANIA TRUMP WAS WATCHING CNN

         “Melania called me and said that she was watching CNN,” the president said. “And they were stunned by what had happened. The idea of a summit had just been announced. They were talking about what a breakthrough this was. How previous administration had tried to set up a meeting and failed.

         “‘They are saying this is a great achievement,’ Melania said, ‘They cannot believe it because, you know, it is the hermit kingdom.’”

         It had been a long time since the first lady had seen such objective reporting about her husband, such straight news.

         “The media didn’t know how to react,” the president continued. “They hadn’t got their marching orders yet so they were just frozen and had to act like real journalists for a change, reporting on a story. And so for twenty-four hours I got the best press since I had been elected president. Everyone. The haters. They were all saying, ‘This is the most incredible thing that we have seen.’”

         For more than a year, right up to the moment of the announcement of a Trump-Kim summit, pundits had been daily attacking the president, suggesting that the United States was locked into a one-way pneumatic tube toward war.

         The former CIA director James Clapper had declared on CNN that Trump’s words were to blame. “They can easily construe what he has been saying as a declaration, or at least a threat, of war.”12

         Mike Mullen, who had served as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under George W. Bush and Barack Obama, had appeared on the ABC show This Week with George Stephanopoulos to say that “we are actually closer, in my view, to a nuclear war with North Korea, and in that region, than we’ve ever been, and I just don’t see the opportunities to solve this diplomatically at this particular point.”13

         As a guest pundit on MSNBC, Dan Rather had joined the queue. “We’re probably closer to an outright war with North Korea,” said Rather, “than we have been in a very, very long time.”14

         Joe Scarborough of MSNBC had said, “You have reason to be scared of a war that can wipe out five hundred thousand people.”15

         His sidekick, Mika Brzezinski, had attributed the worst intentions of all to the president, “No,” she said, “I just think he wants to use nukes.”16

         After a year of such expert commentary, the news that North Korea was actually ready to meet and to talk with Donald Trump came to the monolithic, single-minded American national media like a head-on collision.

         “In fact, in some cases, they didn’t believe it,” President Trump said. “They would accept any bogus, false story that they thought would hurt me or the people who supported me, but here was real news, a real story, and they were just stunned. ‘Could this be true?’ Then when it was being reported around the world and the people from North Korea were issuing statements, our own media followed after them, saying, ‘Well, I guess it’s true. I guess it’s true. It’s on German television, it’s on French television, so now we can tell the American people.’

         “You can go back and look,” the president chuckled. “For twenty-four hours, held in time on the internet, you will find positive press for one day about Donald Trump and the coming summit with Kim Jong-un. You would have thought that I was the greatest genius of all time. At least for one day. And then the media got their bearings and the bosses called in and said to the anchors, ‘What are you doing?’ And so the whole message shifted the next day to ‘What is the big deal?’

         “And it went downhill from there. They actually started telling the American people that we had lost by having the summit; that the very act of meeting was a net loss because we had given up too much. Have you heard that one?”

         “Yes,” I agreed. “I had heard it.”

         “And in fact, nothing we did was irreversible. Canceling the war games saved us millions of dollars and we can start them up anytime we want.

         “So what had we given up, what? We put vicious sanctions on them. The sanctions are still on, and they involve nations that had never joined in before. Now that they see we are talking with North Korea, that we are getting somewhere, the other nations are more committed than ever to keep it going. These are tough sanctions. North Korea is paying a price for what it is doing. We got the hostages free. We got the remains back of our soldiers from the Korean War. We had to wait for many presidents to get that.”

         “Eleven,” I said.

         The president was easily making his case. “Look at what has happened since: There are no nuclear tests. No missiles firing over Japan, No bellicose statements about attacking the United States. No more hostage taking.”

         “No Nobel Peace Prize,” I shot back.

         The president laughed.

         THE NOBEL PEACE PRIZE

         After the Singapore summit there were many who argued that in a fair world, Donald Trump should have won the Nobel Peace Prize. James S. Robbins, a USA Today columnist and a senior fellow in national security affairs at the American Foreign Policy Council, called the summit “a critical element in shifting the ground toward peace, something that was unprecedented in U.S./North Korean relations.” Robbins wrote that “what President Trump achieved—and which few thought was even possible—more than merits the Nobel Peace Prize.”17

         Trump’s supporters were arguing that he had achieved in months what had eluded other American presidents for more than a quarter of a century. President Barack Obama had pursued a policy of “strategic patience” with North Korea. It hadn’t worked. Foreign policy experts were openly ridiculing the policy as “strategic passivity.”18

         Dan Rather, who had only weeks before insisted that we were headed to war, now argued in a headline that Trump should not get the Nobel Peace Prize. “Hold Trump’s Nobel Prize, for Now: Kim Jong-un Won Big.19

         Trump was amused by the rapid change in language. “So the big criticism was that I had ‘met.’ That was what they said was wrong. ‘He met.’ In other words I lost because I met Kim Jong Un. ‘I met.’ What does that mean? ‘I met.’ That was the best thing they could come up with? That’s all they could think of?

         “And what is funny,” President Trump said—although he was not laughing—“is that finally, afterward, the media found a way to make the whole summit disappear, like it never happened. So there will be no nuclear war, after all. So what? That doesn’t count as news. That is not important.”

         The president was making a good point that was frustrating to media critics and to a previous generation of journalists. Monday we avert a nuclear war, but Tuesday the news shifts to a rainstorm in Denver, Colorado.

         “I have never been given so little credit for something that was actually so important,” the president said. It’s interesting. As I read those words now on the page, they sound harsh, or pouty, but if you could hear them on the voice recorder, you could tell that there was not the slightest trace of bitterness in his voice. Rather, he seemed genuinely fascinated.

         “We would be in a war right now. It would probably be a nuclear war, to be honest with you. Right now. And if a normal guy had been president, it would have happened. Nothing would have stopped it. It would have been a rough one.

         “You know, they’ve got several million soldiers, by the way? North Korea? That is a lot of bullets even if you look at it that way.

         “And my administration gets no credit for it. But we get no credit for anything. You know the economy, you said it this morning, the economy is really good and the world is collapsing. The economy is really good, great numbers came out today on Wall Street. They do not even talk about it. They never talk about it.”

         I had appeared on Fox and Friends that morning and had talked about the good unemployment numbers. One report claimed that the media devoted 0.7 percent of its coverage to the booming Trump economy.20

         “Doug, they don’t talk about it, because they are such good stories.”

         “Well, Mr. President”—I laughed—“you won the election and it wasn’t expected. And the economy is flourishing in spite of the prediction of the world’s greatest economists. ISIS is on the run; you’ve got to give your enemies a win somewhere.”

         “But the big one, Doug, was North Korea. Remember, it’s not how many nukes you have that make you dangerous. One nuke is dangerous. Now we have a great relationship. If you were to come here two years ago and you had asked, ‘So what is your biggest problem?’ I would have said North Korea.

         “When I said to Obama, ‘What is your biggest problem?’ No hesitation! ‘North Korea. I think you will go to war with North Korea.’

         “So I said to Obama, ‘What is that all about? Tell me why?’ And then I realized it was really tough, really tough. My first few months. The level of anger at us was terrible.”

         “Do you mean from Kim?”

         “Yes. Do not forget we have forty thousand soldiers in South Korea all year around. Do you know how much we spend defending South Korea? Four and half billion dollars a year. Figure that one out?”

         “It’s a lot of money.”

         “So now you understand.”

         “Yes. I understand.”

         “If Obama would have been able to pull off that summit he would have had five Nobel Peace Prizes,” Trump concluded.

         “That may be true,” I ventured. “But he would say that he got one anyway, even without having a summit.”

         “He got one and said he didn’t know why he got it.” Trump chuckled. “They asked him why he got it and he said he didn’t know. And that was the right answer too, by the way, because there was no reason.

         “Look, at what happened in Idlib, in Syria?” the president said. “At the time all kinds of terrible motives were tossed at me. But as the world later learned, I got the Russians and Iran to suspend their attacks. What they were going to do could have killed three million people. Nobody writes about it. Everyone knows it. It was very real. Now nobody writes about it. Nobody cares. Three million lives saved.”

         When that crisis was imminent, the Washington Post published a big story about it. They mocked the president. “Can a Tweet Stop Another Bloodbath in Syria? Evidently Not.”21 When it was over, when Trump’s private diplomacy had worked and the lives had been saved, the story quietly disappeared. Trump is right: it is almost never mentioned.

         HISTORY KEEPS A RECORD

         Donald Trump seemed resigned to a monolithic, corporate media opposition. His rank-and-file supporters would say that he was taking on the establishment, both the Democratic and the Republican. “The Swamp” they called Washington, DC. Trump didn’t respond to the lobbyists. They had ways of getting money to congressmen and office holders. It was how politicians came to Washington broke and left as multimillionaires. Presidents, if they did what they were supposed to do for lobbyists, came out especially well, with corporate jets available for their use the rest of their lives. The author was, himself, sometimes involved in making those arrangements. Incidentally, the lobbyists often came from the same companies that financed the network news. It was an unbroken, insular cycle.

         The presumption was that if Donald Trump played to the monopolies and gave into the big companies, as other presidents usually did, they would finally let up on him. If he made their corporate CEOs ambassadors, in his retirement their companies would give plush jobs to his children and nieces and nephews, or donate to his foundation.

         The problem was that Donald Trump already had money. He already had his own jets. And his children had their own companies. So, was his money a curse as well as a blessing? It gave him independence and freedom, but he was using that freedom to take on entrenched powers. At least, that was how the young men and women in the red MAGA hats saw it.

         The conversation returned to the Nobel Peace Prize and some Republican senators who were wanting to advance it. Trump would be meeting with Kim again in two months.

         “Hey, that’s okay,” the president said about the snub. “I expect that.” And since we were on the subject of unrequited love, he added this thought, “I should have had the Emmy three times for The Apprentice too.” If we were going to take the trouble of reviving aspirations for the Nobel Peace Prize, why not add an Emmy to the list?

         We all laughed.

         I was reminded of President Theodore Roosevelt, who had risked his life charging up San Juan Hill in the Spanish-American War. So I told the president the story. Roosevelt had been recommended for the Congressional Medal of Honor. It was refused. Again and again. Three of his sons would be wounded in battle, trying to make up for it. Trying to win it for their wronged father. One of the sons, Theodore Roosevelt Jr., would finally be awarded the Medal of Honor posthumously, only months after his death, after the landing on D-day in World War II.

         And then, 103 years after the Battle of San Juan Hill, President Theodore Roosevelt was finally awarded his Medal of Honor. It would come from President Bill Clinton, on January 16, 2001, four days before Clinton would leave office. Of course, Theodore Roosevelt and his family never lived to see any of it. But at least history kept a record.

         “Nobody notices those things,” Trump said.

         “Well, somebody noticed,” I answered. “After all, you were elected president of the United States.”

         Sarah Huckabee Sanders spoke up: “Sixty-three million people noticed.”

         “And we are a stronger country today,” the president said. “It’s all worth it.”

         DON’T FORGET THE LETTERS

         There was no dessert. No two scoops of ice cream. No crème brûlée or miniature hot fudge sundae. It was my misfortune to have had lunch with the president after the first lady’s big summit meeting with the White House kitchen personnel. At that meeting she had kindly explained that she wanted her husband to eat a healthier diet.22

         Throughout the luncheon I had the impression that the president was keenly conscious of the Kim letters. He occasionally glanced at them stacked on the table next to me. No doubt he wanted to maintain discretion and protect his relationship with his partner on the world stage. And then there were protocols about state secrets.

         Before we left the room, the president said, “Sarah, Doug hasn’t had a chance to read these yet. Can you get him a little room where he can read them?”

         And then he reiterated, “Sorry, Doug, you can’t take them, and you can’t take pictures of them. But I want you to read them. This will be good for the book.”

         I thanked the president and said goodbye to him and deputy chief of staff, Bill Shine, and followed Sarah Huckabee Sanders out of the Oval Office. We retreated into the labyrinth of back offices in the press secretary’s lair. Sarah gave me a little cubicle and left me alone.

         The letters were truly history making. Better than any dessert.

         I would later have to submit to the White House anything I wanted to write or say about the exchange. Without recounting all of the details here I can offer this impression. Kim is fascinated by Donald Trump. He sees him as a unique figure on the stage of world history. And he wants to make history with him.

         In one letter Kim wrote, “I firmly believe that the strong will, sincere efforts and unique approach of myself and your Excellency, Mr. President, aimed at opening up a new future between the DPRK and the US will surely come to fruition.”

         Included in the remarkable exchanges was the very clear goal of actually, formally, ending the Korean War. The armistice was signed in 1953, and when I had lunch with the president that January, it was still, just that, an armistice. Could these two men finally end that war?

         A few days after my interview with the president I was able to visit alone with his son-in-law and close adviser, Jared Kushner. He was surprised when I told him that the president had allowed me to read the letters from Chairman Kim. After I quoted from them, he overcame his initial skepticism and actually seemed pleased to be able to talk to someone about them.

         “It’s a father thing,” Jared observed. “You can see from these letters that Kim wants to be friends with Trump, but his father told him never to give up the weapons. That’s his only security. Trump is like a new father figure. So, it is not an easy transition.”23

         THE SAIGON SUMMIT

         The second Trump-Kim summit was set for March 2019 in Saigon, Vietnam. After my luncheon with the president I strongly suspected that at some point in the future, Trump and Kim were wanting to shock the world again. But it would not be in Saigon.

         Trump’s opponents, the American media and their Democratic Party allies, would prove to be every bit as formidable as the Communist dictator. In an extraordinary moment in American history, the national media and the Democratic Party offered the world’s television audiences a split screen. In one corner would be the picture of an American president, trying to negotiate with a man who had threated to level American cities with nuclear bombs. On the other screen would be a witness testifying before a congressional hearing called by the Democrats. Michael Cohen, the president’s estranged former lawyer, ironically convicted of lying to Congress, would be telling the world that Trump was “a con man and a cheat.” And the American media would make his accusations a coequal story with a summit held by the heads of state of two nations.

         For some, the message that the media and their partners in the Democratic Party was sending to Saigon, Vietnam, was deeply troubling. Trump called it almost treasonous.24 Chairman Kim should not give up, the message seemed to say. America was a divided nation. If Donald Trump wanted to find peace for the world, he would first have to find more of it at home. The American media seemed to be more committed to hurting Donald Trump than protecting their own children and the world from a nuclear war.

         President Trump walked away from the Saigon summit rather than play a weak hand. In his book The Art of the Deal Donald Trump wrote, “Sometimes your best investments are the ones you don’t make.”25

         There is an interesting postscript to this story.

         Michael Cohen, the president’s attorney turned accuser, was asked when and why he had changed his mind about his old friend Donald Trump. Cohen told Congress that it had happened after the president’s words following events in Charlottesville, Virginia, and after the Helsinki summit with Trump and Russian president Vladimir Putin. In fact, after both of those events, Michael Cohen was still very positive about Donald Trump. He had actually presented a proposal to a number of publishers, including mine.26 Cohen’s book would have been called “Trump Revolution: From the Tower to the White House.” It would have been an enthusiastic endorsement of his old client, which, many would say, makes Cohen’s second testimony to Congress also patently false.
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