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FOREWORD



LONG BEFORE HE ARRIVED AT Spaso House in Moscow as the new US ambassador to Russia, in early 2020, John Sullivan was a true exemplar of excellence, as a public servant and as a citizen. In his principled service to five US presidents during an increasingly challenging series of positions, John was also continuing a family tradition. His father and several uncles were veterans of World War II and had a deeply embedded sense of service.


Ambassador William Sullivan, John’s uncle, was a revered member of the Foreign Service. He not only served as US ambassador to Laos, the Philippines, and Iran, but was a Navy man in World War II whose ship, the USS Hambleton, participated in the Normandy invasion. John comes by his patriotism and his mighty heart for service quite honestly. It is unsurprising, but nevertheless noteworthy, that John was one of very few Trump appointees asked to remain in his post by the incoming Biden administration, a decision that reflected enormous trust in John’s leadership and loyalty.


In Midnight in Moscow, John Sullivan takes us inside his most demanding assignment—US ambassador to Russia. While there is never an uncomplicated time in the US-Russia relationship, readers will learn John’s perspectives from a particularly eventful period whose challenges included the rise of Covid-19, the chaos of the 2020 election transition in the US, the death of Mikhail Gorbachev, the Britney Griner detention, the SolarWinds hack, the constant efforts by the Russian government to undermine his mission, and, most important, Russia’s inexorable march to war in Ukraine and the resulting support for Ukraine from the United States and our allies.


Starting life as a pugnacious Irishman in Boston turned out to be excellent preparation for John’s amazing career, and his cheerful determination to capably manage tough challenges comes through on every page. The roster of public servants who have held that ambassadorial post in Moscow includes names like George Kennan and Averell Harriman, and John has earned a place in the same sentence as those celebrated gentlemen. John’s first trip outside of North America was to Russia in 1989, and he never lost his appreciation for Russian history and culture and his affection for the Russian people, notwithstanding whatever policy tensions occurred during his tenure.


On a personal note, his tenure in Moscow also included the passing of his beloved wife, Grace, and he writes movingly about the many sacrifices public service requires and the burdens placed on family members of our diplomats around the world.


Midnight in Moscow is not only a compelling account of John Sullivan’s years as our ambassador to Russia and a brilliant assessment of what lurks inside the mind of Vladimir Putin, but also a master class in how to be an effective, thoughtful, and humble public servant. People like John Sullivan—people of integrity, independence, and intelligence—are in regrettably short supply in public life these days. We are lucky to have had John Sullivan’s service over so many years, including the service rendered by writing this important book, which I can’t recommend highly enough.




James N. Mattis


General (Retired), US Marine Corps


Richland, Washington


March 6, 2024


















INTRODUCTION



AUGUST 31, 1939


SEVENTY-SEVEN YEARS. IT HAD BEEN that long since the apocalyptic war in Europe of the mid-twentieth century. My father and uncles fought in World War II, and I grew up listening to their stories about the war. As I sat alone in my residence in Moscow late on February 23, 2022, it seemed surreal to me that I was present at the start of the next major war on the continent—and even more so that I was on the wrong side of the front line.


By that night, more than two years after I arrived in the Russian Federation as the US ambassador, I knew that a “reinvasion” of Ukraine by Russia was imminent. This time it would not be an incursion with stealthy “little green men,” as had occurred in Crimea in 2014 and spread to the Donbas. What was coming in February 2022 was going to be much worse: an invasion of Ukraine by all the elements of the Russian armed forces and security services. Russia’s earlier offensives would look tame by comparison.


To prepare for war, my colleagues and I at the embassy had established a twenty-four-hour watch and had agreed upon a coded message to be conveyed by a watch stander to me on an open—and thus monitored by our host government—phone line if the invasion began, as expected, in the middle of the night while I was at my residence. The American ambassador in Moscow had lived for many decades in a beautiful old mansion known as Spaso House, which was a short drive from the embassy, but which did not have secure communications equipment (apart from the monitoring devices planted over the years by the deeply inquisitive KGB and its successors).


The “code” was a not-too-complicated signal that I needed to come to the embassy immediately because the war against Ukraine had started. To snickers from my colleagues, I had chosen a memorable line from the 1980s action movie Predator, four classic words uttered by Arnold Schwarzenegger’s character: “Get to the choppa!” I thought if the Russians went to the trouble of listening to everything I said on the phone, then let them puzzle over that message.


When Rear Admiral Philip W. Yu, the embassy’s highly capable defense attaché, called me a few hours after midnight on Thursday, February 24, with that message, I was only dozing. It was difficult to sleep knowing what was about to happen. Several days earlier, on a February 19 phone call with Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken, the secretary asked about the mood at the embassy. I said it felt like August 31, 1939, the night before Germany invaded Poland. I believed that Russian president Vladimir V. Putin, without legal, military, or moral justification, was going to launch an aggressive war on Ukraine. It was a bold statement, but I knew the secretary shared my assessment.


After the call from Admiral Yu, my bodyguards assembled in the predawn darkness and we drove to the embassy, through empty streets, in one of the armored vehicles they used to transport me. It was cold (below freezing) but not frigid (below zero, as it often was) that awful morning. In fact, I thought it might turn into a nice day by Moscow winter standards. But I knew that I would not be spending any time outdoors.


Upon arrival at the quiet compound in the middle of the night, I was immersed in a stream of cables, reports, meetings, telephone calls, and videoconferences on the brutal and wide-scale Russian invasion and the heroic Ukrainian resistance. Over the next twenty-four hours, with the heightened pace of secure communications with officials at the State Department and the White House, as well as my need to have secure conversations with my embassy colleagues and access to highly classified documents at unpredictable hours around the clock, I concluded that I could not continue to live at Spaso House. Living there meant assembling the bodyguards and making the drive to the embassy every time I needed to receive or convey classified information. On February 25, I moved into a townhouse on the embassy compound, next to the office building, the chancery, where I had my office.


My decision to move was a matter of logistics, but it also had a deeper, symbolic significance. Spaso House had been the US ambassador’s residence in Moscow since shortly after the United States, under President Franklin D. Roosevelt, established diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union in late 1933. Illustrious residents over the years who served as ambassador included legendary diplomats in the US Foreign Service, such as George F. Kennan and Llewellyn E. Thompson Jr. Famous political and military leaders, such as W. Averell Harriman, who later held a variety of senior diplomatic and political offices, including governor of New York, and General Walter Bedell Smith, chief of staff to General Dwight D. Eisenhower during World War II, had also lived there as ambassador. The residence had hosted many gala dinners and important conferences with distinguished guests ranging from American presidents (Nixon and Reagan) and Soviet leaders (Khrushchev and Brezhnev) to famous artists, including Leonard Bernstein and Ray Charles. Spaso House was a cultural and historic icon, particularly for Russians in Moscow.


Alas, on February 25, 2022, I became the first American ambassador in over eighty years not to live in that famous residence. This, too, offered an ominous parallel for any student of history: Ambassador Laurence A. Steinhardt had left Spaso House for a few weeks in October 1941, shortly before America’s entry into the war, and, with other foreign ambassadors, relocated to Kuybyshev as the Germans threatened to overrun Moscow. Through the dramatic eras that followed—America fighting as Russia’s ally in World War II (when the residence suffered bomb damage during a Luftwaffe raid), the Cold War, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the post-breakup chaos, and the rise of Vladimir Putin—the American ambassador had always lived in Spaso House. But no longer. The reasons for the move were pedestrian—my need for secure communications and to be able to get some sleep—but the symbolism was not lost on Russians and Americans who noticed the move.


A few speculated, erroneously, that safety concerns were behind my relocation to the embassy compound. During my time as ambassador, even after the war had started, I never felt physically insecure, or at least no less secure than any other high-profile American official who serves or travels abroad. I believed the Russian government did not want any physical harm to come to me while I was in Russia, since it would not reflect well on the host of our US mission. On the other hand, the Russian government devoted a huge number of personnel and resources to try to annoy, provoke, criticize, frustrate, embarrass, and compromise me. That special attention was a known feature of the post to which I had been appointed.


No, what my move out of Spaso House symbolized, in a trivial way considering the brutal war in Ukraine but ominously given the broader context, was the declining trajectory of US-Russia relations. Our relationship with Russia had been among the most important dynamics in international affairs over the past century and would likely remain at least as important in the next. Nevertheless, as the war began in Ukraine, that essential relationship appeared to be careening toward the ground.
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For years before this moment, I had warned that relations between the United States and Russia were at a post–Cold War low, and I often paired this warning with another earthly image: we needed to stop digging the hole that we were in. That was a common talking point for both American and Russian officials to use in describing our relationship. Before I became ambassador in December 2019, I had served for almost three years as the US deputy secretary of state, and I invoked the hole metaphor many times in both positions.


Until February 2022, the fundamental policy of the United States was, on the one hand, to confront and push back hard on the Russians in the many areas where we were opposed—cyberattacks, election interference, and the wrongful detention of innocent Americans, to name a few from a growing list—but, on the other hand, to seek progress in those few narrowing areas where the interests of our countries could be more aligned: for instance, arms control, counterterrorism, and space exploration. We also continued to engage with the Kremlin on important regional issues involving national governments that were hostile to the United States, but which had better relations with Russia, such as Syria, Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela. There was bipartisan consensus on this approach in Congress and among the three secretaries of state for whom I worked as deputy secretary or ambassador: Tony Blinken, Michael R. Pompeo, and Rex W. Tillerson.


But there had been virtually no progress in addressing any of these challenges, and the overall bilateral relationship continued to sink lower, its descent hastened by the reckless and outrageous actions of the Russian security services. Among the most notorious was the attempted assassination of Sergei Skripal, a former Russian intelligence officer, in the United Kingdom in March 2018 with a dangerous chemical weapon—a so-called Novichok nerve agent—that killed an innocent woman, gravely sickened many others, including a police officer, and shut down large parts of the city of Salisbury.


By the time I arrived at Embassy Moscow, the pace of deeply disturbing events was nonstop, particularly the sweeping crackdown on any political opposition to Putin, on civil society generally, and on what was left of the few independent media organizations in Russia. The crackdown was intimately related to another disturbing development: the putative constitutional and legal reforms introduced by the Kremlin in early 2020 that would allow Putin to avoid the existing term limits in the Russian constitution and serve as president until 2036, if he so chose (and lived that long).


The 2020 election in the United States played out against this dark backdrop. The violent and anarchic scenes from the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, were catnip to Russian propagandists. I responded publicly that our republic under the US Constitution—commonly described as “the world’s longest-surviving written charter of government”—was resilient and would continue to serve the American people in January 2021 and beyond. Thankfully, our Constitution functioned as it had since 1789, and the transfer of power in Washington occurred on January 20, 2021.


President Joe Biden asked me to remain in my post as ambassador, and I was honored to continue to represent the United States in Russia during such unsettled and dangerous times. My life as ambassador and my approach to our Russia policy did not change significantly after I was retained in January 2021. There were, however, significant differences in the policymaking process in the new administration. For example, I had much more contact with the White House and President Biden himself than I had in the prior administration. My point of contact in Washington in the Trump administration had been Secretary Pompeo, and I had never spoken to President Trump—not once—during the entire time I was his ambassador in Moscow.


Some things remained unchanged after the change in administrations. My principal goal as ambassador was to work to stabilize US-Russia relations while defending US national security and our democratic values. This goal was reaffirmed in June 2021, when I accompanied the president to his meeting with Putin in Geneva. Biden made clear that we would continue to confront and oppose the Russians in the many areas where they threatened or undermined US interests, but also that we would seek dialogue on those few issues on which the interests of our two countries allowed.


The White House called it a search for “guardrails” with Russia. Sadly, limited engagement with the Russians had barely begun following the summit when there was a seismic shift in the relationship. In the months that followed, US intelligence agencies reported on Putin’s plans for Ukraine. The Russians were on the verge of crushing any guardrails under the treads of their tanks.
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The painful and bloody history of Russia’s intervention in and seizure of territory from Ukraine, a war of aggression begun in 2014, had hung over every aspect of US-Russia relations up to February 2022. It was a topic in virtually every high-level engagement between senior officials of both governments, but the conflict, while still deadly, was essentially frozen. The Germans and the French had taken the lead in negotiations from the beginning, and in the so-called Normandy Format with the Russians and the Ukrainians, to seek a resolution. But by 2021, the Normandy Format talks had stalled and the Russians would not engage meaningfully in direct negotiations with the government in Kyiv (I use the Ukrainian-derived transliteration Kyiv for all references to the capital of Ukraine in this book).


Ukraine had cast a pall over the relationship between the United States and Russia but had not yet completely broken it. Relations with Russia were terrible, but my US colleagues and I kept trying to find some common areas on which to work with the world’s only other nuclear superpower.


What senior American policymakers learned in late October 2021 about Russia’s preparations for an invasion of Ukraine, however, stopped or transformed everything we were doing. Detailed intelligence showed the scale of a huge Russian military buildup around Ukraine, and over the next four months the United States had tense negotiations with the Russians to try to avoid a disastrous war. Once again, we achieved little success—but this time, the consequences of failure were catastrophic.


When it began, Putin’s invasion of Ukraine completely upended the relationship between the United States and Russia. The war blasted through the bottom of the hole that our two countries had been digging and we plunged to new depths. I gave an interview to Reuters in March 2022 in which I said, in response to a question invoking the hole-digging metaphor, that relations had reached the depth of the Mariana Trench in the Pacific Ocean—the lowest point on earth. My statement elicited a few emails from friends in Washington curious to know what the Mariana Trench was, but no one disagreed.


The war changed things large and small, from Russia’s place in the world to where I lived in Moscow. Not to mention the slaughter of thousands of innocents and the unspeakable suffering of millions of Ukrainians because of a policy choice by the Russian president. There was no threat to Russia’s national security that would justify any military action by Putin, let alone a massive invasion or the indiscriminate civilian casualties that followed.


Putin called the invasion a “special military operation.” Russian state media, the only domestic source of news for most Russians, propagated his narrative that the invasion of Ukraine was necessary to “denazify” and “demilitarize” the Ukrainian government, which, but for the “special military operation,” was engaged in a “genocide” against Russians in Ukraine. The brazenness of Putin and his state propagandists was breathtaking. They were alleging that the democratically elected government of Ukraine—headed by a president who is a Russian-speaking Jew, who lost relatives in the Holocaust, and whose grandfather fought in the Red Army against Germany in World War II—was in fact a rogue conspiracy of Nazis implementing a modern genocide against Russians.


Ironically, considering my prior use of a movie quote from him, it was Arnold Schwarzenegger who in the first month of the war produced a video addressed to the Russian people that was among the most compelling takedowns of their government’s justification for invading Ukraine. Schwarzenegger was a credible voice because he and his movies were popular in Russia; his 1988 movie Red Heat was the first American feature film shot in Red Square.


In his March 2022 video, Schwarzenegger spoke movingly of his love for the Russian people, the lies their government was telling them, and the brutality of the war being fought in their name in Ukraine. He scoffed at the notion that Ukraine was run by Nazis, and he invoked his father’s service as a soldier in the German Wehrmacht at Leningrad, “all pumped up on the lies of his government,” who later in life was wracked with guilt and broken physically and mentally from the experience. He warned Russian soldiers not to succumb to the lies of their government and suffer the same fate as his father.


I watched the Schwarzenegger video after our public affairs chief, Jennifer Palmer, remarked about how powerful it was, at the morning country team meeting, the regular gathering of section and agency heads at the embassy. I thought at first that Jenny was exaggerating or pulling my leg because I had picked a Schwarzenegger quote as our code to signal the start of the war. After I saw the video, it was clear she was not. This was brilliant public diplomacy—albeit conducted by a US citizen, not the US government. Yet, as impressive and persuasive as the Schwarzenegger video was, I knew it would have no impact. It was a tiny drop in the roiling sea of disinformation in Russia at the dawn of the “special military operation.”
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After my relocation to the embassy compound, I worked in a sad, gloomy world, sitting in an office with the blinds drawn—as they always were, around the clock, to try to limit the ability of the Russians to monitor the activities in my suite. I was convinced that Russia had crossed a threshold from which there would be no return. Former Russian president Dmitry Medvedev, channeling the rage of Russian nationalists, wrote that Russia and the West should “padlock the embassies and continue contacts looking at each other through binoculars and gunsights.” Fortunately, we had not yet reached that stage, but we were coming much closer to it than I would have thought possible when I was appointed ambassador.


Adding to the diplomatic challenges were the restrictions and isolation of the Covid-19 pandemic, and their impact on Russia and the Kremlin. Another handicap was the dramatically reduced staffing at the US mission in Russia—the result of an impasse over visas and a series of diplomatic expulsions and consulate closures by both sides in the prior five years. The US mission shrank from an embassy in Moscow and three consulates to a thinly staffed Embassy Moscow with no consulates, making it even harder for the United States to conduct diplomacy with Russia.


Serving as the US ambassador in Moscow had always been difficult, as evidenced by the photographs of bomb damage at Spaso House during World War II. My friend and predecessor as ambassador to Russia, William J. Burns, who was CIA director during much of my time in Moscow, had said that he got his gray hair when he served in Moscow. The post had never been a cushy job of cocktail parties and polite banter with diplomatic colleagues and foreign ministry officials. To the contrary, traditionally it had been so difficult that long before there was a war in Ukraine, I had two presidents (Trump and Biden) each separately question my judgment, if not my sanity, in light of my desire to serve them in Russia.


But the new challenges that my embassy faced during the war and the deadly pandemic, combined with greatly reduced staffing and a ruthlessly hostile host government, were extraordinary. Our relations with Russia had entered a period as low, and as dark, as any during my lifetime. If the Russians could call their failed invasion of Ukraine a “special military operation,” then the US mission to Russia in these difficult circumstances of failed diplomacy could fairly be called a special diplomatic operation.


The story of that mission is a piece of the historical record of Russia’s aggressive war against Ukraine that also sheds light on the potential future of US-Russia relations. At the time of this writing in March 2024, that relationship is at risk of hitting a new low—one that will make the Mariana Trench look like Mount Everest. Can we stop digging, and can we climb out of the pit? That is among the most urgent questions of our time. I hope that this book, my final dispatch from my service as ambassador, will help inform the answer.













PART I


THE ROAD TO MOSCOW













CHAPTER 1



A NEW CHALLENGE


THE ONLY TIME I SPOKE to President Trump about my nomination to be the US ambassador to Russia, he seemed amused. It was the afternoon of August 20, 2019, and we were departing the Cabinet Room at the White House following a meeting with President Klaus W. Iohannis of Romania. President Trump walked up to me and said he had been talking about me to the media.


Earlier in the day, during a media scrum in the Oval Office, a reporter had asked the president whether he was going to nominate me to be the new US ambassador in Moscow. As Politico reported, Trump responded cagily: “Sullivan ‘could very well be’ his pick to be the new envoy to Russia…, saying that the current No. 2 to Secretary Mike Pompeo was ‘very respected’ and that Pompeo likes him ‘very much.’” Actually, the president had decided days before to nominate me, but the news had leaked prematurely. That had become common in the Trump administration but was alien to my experience in past administrations, where high-profile nominations were guarded closely until announced later in the process.


As we stood in the doorway to the Cabinet Room, President Trump told me of the press inquiry and said that if I really wanted the job, he would nominate me to be ambassador. But when I told him that I did, a quizzical look came over his face.


By this point in the administration, I had had many interactions and conversations with the president, and he knew me. In an almost avuncular way, he asked whether I was certain, and before I could respond, he volunteered to say that I did not have to leave my position as deputy secretary.


I reassured President Trump that I really did want to go to Russia, but as our conversation continued, it became apparent that he did not believe me—or at least that he thought I was not making the decision voluntarily.


The president, I realized, thought that my boss at the State Department, Secretary Pompeo, was forcing my departure. This seemed to him to be the only reason a sane person would leave my senior position on Mahogany Row of the seventh floor at the State Department for cold and hostile Moscow.


Finally, after my repeated reassurances that this was what I wanted, the president shook his head in feigned disbelief and said, in that case, my nomination would go forward.


I returned to the State Department and told Secretary Pompeo of my conversation with the president. We both laughed and agreed that the president’s questioning of my sanity was legitimate, but that he was mistaken about anyone forcing my departure. In fact, I had raised the idea myself in a meeting with the secretary earlier in the summer, proposing that I replace Ambassador Jon M. Huntsman Jr. at Embassy Moscow.


When I told the secretary of my interest in the post, he was not initially enthusiastic about letting me go. He asked me why I wanted to leave, and I laid out my rationale.


By the summer of 2019, I had been the deputy secretary of state for well over two years. In ordinary times, it was a difficult and stressful job. In the Trump administration, it was a pressure cooker. Going to Moscow seemed like a reprieve, which was really saying something.
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My background and preparation for what many considered the most challenging job in US diplomacy—ambassador to Russia—was as a lawyer with substantial experience working in Washington. I was born and raised in the Boston area (South Boston and Medfield) in an Irish Catholic family with grandparents who had emigrated from Ireland. I grew up a typically militant Bostonian with a wicked devotion to Dunkin’ Donuts, all four of our professional sports teams, and my patron saint, the greatest ice hockey player ever, the incomparable Bobby Orr. After a terrific education at Xaverian Brothers High School in Westwood, Massachusetts, I attended Brown University and Columbia University School of Law. I was then a judicial law clerk for Judge John Minor Wisdom on the US Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit in New Orleans, and for Associate Justice David H. Souter on the Supreme Court of the United States.


I moved into my first job in the Executive Branch working in the Office of Legal Counsel (OLC) at the US Department of Justice in the George H. W. Bush administration. It was a young assistant attorney general, William P. Barr, the future two-time attorney general, who hired me. I had considered working as a prosecutor (and even interviewed with the then US attorney for the Southern District of New York, Rudolph W. Giuliani, whom I would subsequently run across in very different circumstances much later in my career) but chose OLC instead because that small office was deeply involved in national security issues advising Attorney General Richard L. Thornburgh and the counsel to the president, C. Boyden Grey. I was attracted to foreign affairs and national security, with no real urge to be a trial lawyer.


I admired President Bush and was honored to work for him. When he lost his reelection campaign, on November 3, 1992, to Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas, I was crestfallen. The following day I was present on the South Lawn of the White House with many others to greet him and the First Lady as they returned from Houston. The atmosphere was funereal, with many people in tears, but the president tried to cheer us up. He urged everyone to work hard to have the best presidential transition possible: “Let’s finish this job with style. Let’s get the job done, cooperate fully with the new administration. The government goes on, as well it should, and we will support the new president and give him every chance to lead this country into greater heights.” He was, as always, a patriot who put his country ahead of grief over a crushing personal defeat.


In February 1993, I entered private practice in the Washington office of a Chicago-based law firm, Mayer, Brown & Platt. My decision to stay in Washington, rather than return to Boston, was heavily influenced by my wife, Grace M. Rodriguez, whom I had met when we were in law school. Grace was a native New Yorker from Queens (she grew up near Shea Stadium) and was equally devoted to her hometown and her beloved Amazin’ Mets. That was an issue we successfully overcame as a couple after the Mets tragically beat the Red Sox in the 1986 World Series. I always joked that when we survived this trauma (as I had experienced it), I knew we were meant to be together, and that nothing would separate us after we married in August 1988.


Staying in Washington was a compromise and an act of marital diplomacy. Grace was adamant about not moving to Boston. For some reason, even though she had lived in Cambridge for four years as an undergraduate at Harvard, she thought Bostonians were smug, tribal, mean, and talked funny. I never understood why. (Years later, after the Patriots became the greatest franchise in NFL history and we Patriots fans were proudly chanting, “They hate us, ’cuz they ain’t us,” I wondered whether Grace had been onto something, because she was usually—frustratingly—right. But then again, so were Tom Brady and Bill Belichick.)


At Mayer Brown in Washington, I practiced in the Supreme Court and appellate group during the eight years of the Clinton administration, writing briefs and occasionally arguing cases. When Governor George W. Bush became president, in January 2001, I considered going back into government service, and Grace and I talked about it. With three young children, it was not the right time for me to leave Mayer Brown, where I had been elected a partner in 1997. I turned down an offer to serve as a deputy assistant attorney general at the Justice Department.


September 11 changed my perspective. On that awful Tuesday morning, the weather was stunningly beautiful, and Grace was in her law office at King & Spalding, where she was a partner, at the corner of Seventeenth Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, directly across from the White House complex. Everyone at the firm was ordered to leave and to get out of the area after American Airlines flight 77 crashed into the Pentagon. On the street outside Grace’s building, uniformed Secret Service officers told those exiting to run away, because another hijacked plane was thought to be headed toward the White House, and to avoid the Metro.


At that moment, I was sitting in my car in traffic near my office at Mayer Brown, several blocks north and west of where Grace was. I also had no cell phone service, so I was only able to get in touch with Grace—and pick her up—hours later, after she jogged and walked miles up Connecticut Avenue toward our home in Maryland. Later that night and for days and nights thereafter, we heard jet aircraft flying overhead, even though all civilian air traffic had been grounded. It was the sound of combat air patrols over the nation’s capital and our peaceful neighborhood in Bethesda. Grace and I could not believe how our world had changed so quickly.


The September 11 attacks also changed our view on whether I would return to public service if the right opportunity came along. In 2003, the White House Counsel’s office approached me about serving as the deputy general counsel of the Department of Defense under Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld. I had never served in uniform, and nor had I ever been inside the Pentagon before I went for my first interview with Jim Haynes, the general counsel. It was an intimidating experience. When I was offered the position, Grace and I agreed that this was a job I should take even though it meant leaving my partnership at Mayer Brown.


My service at the Defense Department turned into the most intense educational experience of my life. Just navigating the enormous bureaucracy was difficult and time-consuming, to say nothing of learning the language, culture, and processes of each of the military departments and the Joint Staff. I also had to master whole new areas of the law while giving legal advice to a department that was fighting wars in Afghanistan (Operation Enduring Freedom) and Iraq (Operation Iraqi Freedom), as well as navigating interagency battles in Washington. My work was so personally transformative that I felt as though I were born again professionally. I also gained confidence in my ability to manage stressful situations.


After President Bush won reelection in November 2004, the White House Office of Presidential Personnel reached out to me to discuss possible new jobs in the president’s second term, but I loved working at the Pentagon and was not looking to leave. The sense of purpose and mission among my colleagues was inspiring, and almost daily there was a new challenge to keep me on my toes. My job was never boring, and although the hours were long and the pace was unyielding, I was running on adrenaline and would do anything to avoid letting down my colleagues. Most of all, I had nothing to complain about, because I was not in harm’s way, unlike for example, the marines of the First Marine Division under the command of then major general James N. Mattis, who had begun Operation Phantom Fury in early November 2004 to liberate Fallujah, Iraq, from Islamic insurgents led by Al-Qaeda in Iraq. Mattis would later play a significant role in my professional life.


Then in 2005, the White House made me an offer I could not refuse: a presidential appointment (requiring Senate confirmation) as the general counsel of the Department of Commerce. I would be my own boss as a lawyer, and the office carried more responsibility as the number three position in the hierarchy of the department. I accepted the nomination, was confirmed by the Senate, and was appointed in July 2005. Two years later, I was nominated to be the deputy secretary of commerce and, after another Senate confirmation, was the number two official at the department.


Serving as the chief operating officer of the Commerce Department was the first nonlegal job in my career and gave me significant management experience. I also did a lot of international travel to promote US businesses abroad. And because of my prior experience at the Defense Department, I became deeply involved with promoting the economy of Iraq, where the US military was still heavily engaged, and encouraging US investment there.


When the Bush administration ended, on January 20, 2009, I left office and returned to private law practice. The Obama administration in 2010 appointed me to the US-Iraq Business Dialogue, a government advisory committee on US commercial relations with Iraq, to which I was later elected chair—but that was a part-time position without compensation. I had no expectation that I would ever serve in government again.
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On November 8, 2016, I was as surprised as many were when Donald Trump was elected president. I had not been involved in the campaign and did not know anyone who worked for the president-elect. I was not an active Trump supporter, but I did still believe in Ronald Reagan’s famous Eleventh Commandment, “Thou shalt not speak ill of any fellow Republican.” Even though Trump himself did not follow that directive, I had voted for him with no thought that I ever would be invited to work in his administration.


It did not take long for the seed of the idea to become planted in my mind, however. I was introduced to the incoming Trump administration in January by Jim Mattis, the now-retired Marine four-star general whom the president-elect had announced on December 1, 2016, would be his secretary of defense. A representative of General Mattis called me shortly thereafter to inquire whether I would be interested in working for him as the general counsel of the Department of Defense.


General Mattis was legendary in the US Marine Corps, as I knew from my prior service at the Pentagon. I was enthusiastic about the idea of working under him, because of my enormous respect both for him and for the institution he would be leading: a place where I had enjoyed such an extremely rewarding experience in the George W. Bush administration under Secretary Rumsfeld. The thought of turning Mattis down never entered my mind—unless Grace objected.


My wife and I made every important life decision together, and I valued her opinion. In addition to being the love of my life for thirty years, Grace was a sophisticated lawyer and now a senior partner at King & Spalding, an international law firm that afforded its attorneys a deep understanding of the inner workings of governments at home and abroad. She had not voted for Trump and would not have been supportive if I were going to work for him at the White House. But working for Secretary Mattis at the sprawling Defense Department was a different story. She also thought the new secretary would need the help, noting incredulously that the president-elect insisted on calling him Mad Dog. That was neither his call sign while he was in uniform (which was Chaos) nor a sobriquet that anyone but the president would think to use in his presence. In any case, to my relief, Grace was in complete agreement: I should accept Mattis’s offer.


I considered General Mattis’s job offer an honor in and of itself, although I knew that it was only the start of a clearance process run by the White House that if successful, would lead to my nomination by the president. This ordeal had already proved frustrating to General Mattis, because several of his personnel selections were not approved by the White House. In my case, however, as a lawyer put forward to serve as a general counsel, I went through a special review overseen by the White House Counsel’s office. The process moved quickly, not just because it was on a different track but also because I had served in the two Bush administrations with several of the lawyers involved in the review. They knew me personally and thought I would be a good choice for the position. I also was well known in the legal community and had worked for two prominent senior Republican officials, former attorney general Bill Barr and Judge J. Michael Luttig, at the Justice Department, and they would vouch for me.


As I awaited the approval of my nomination, the Trump transition team asked me to help certain cabinet secretary nominees prepare for their confirmation hearings, including Rex Tillerson, nominated to be the secretary of state, and Wilbur L. Ross Jr., nominated to be the secretary of commerce. I was invited to participate in a mock confirmation hearing—a so-called murder board, a common feature of every consequential nomination by a president reviewed by the Senate—for Secretary-designate Tillerson in the early morning on January 7, 2017. The opportunity to engage with the recently retired chairman and CEO of ExxonMobil Corporation and the soon-to-be secretary of state made it worth the effort to get to the transition headquarters in Washington, DC, before 8 a.m. on a Saturday.


As the least distinguished member of a panel consisting of former senators and a few other very senior former officials, however, I was tasked with asking the secretary-designate questions intended to be provocative, personally embarrassing, or just plain annoying. The former senators and other eminent members of the panel would ask deep, thought-provoking questions on US foreign policy and national security. The organizers of the panel urged me to focus on nasty questions that would “throw the nominee off his game” and “get under his skin.” It was typical to ask wealthy cabinet nominees such as Tillerson, for instance, about the current price of a gallon of gasoline or a loaf of bread in the hope of exposing them as out of touch with average Americans. I knew the routine but thought some of the suggested questions were a waste of time. I was confident that Tillerson—who until days earlier was CEO of one of the largest oil companies in the world—knew the price of a gallon of gas.


I did my best to try to annoy and rattle the nominee—quite a challenge given his stature and imposing demeanor. I asked him about the Order of Lenin he had received from President Putin years before. Among other things, I wanted to know what he had done for Russia to deserve the award, and whether his friend Putin was wearing a shirt when he presented it. Secretary-designate Tillerson stared at me for a moment with a serious countenance and then said in a slow, deep voice that President Putin had presented him the Russian Order of Friendship in 2013 for ExxonMobil’s “contribution to strengthening cooperation in the energy sector,” and that Putin had not presented him the Soviet-era Order of Lenin. He also noted dismissively that Putin was fully clothed when presenting the award.


I thought at the time that if I were lucky enough to be nominated and confirmed as the general counsel of the Defense Department, I should seek to avoid crossing paths with the future secretary of state, who could not have a high opinion of me after our exchanges that morning. Seeming to confirm my suspicion, a fellow panelist, former senator Kay Bailey Hutchison of Texas, and our future US ambassador to NATO, put her arm around me at the end of the session and joked to her old friend Secretary-designate Tillerson that I had played a “great snarky Democrat.” The secretary-designate did not appear to be amused. I hoped he would not complain to General Mattis, but I figured he had more important things on his mind.


Not long after President Trump’s inauguration, the White House approved my nomination, and I started filling out the voluminous paperwork for my background investigation. I was one of the first personnel choices by now Secretary Mattis to be approved by the White House, along with Heather A. Wilson, the former member of Congress who was nominated to be the secretary of the air force. On March 7, 2017, the White House announced my nomination publicly and sent it to the Senate Armed Services Committee for review.


Days after the announcement, Grace and I went to Boston with our three adult children, Jack, Katie, and Teddy, for a long-planned visit with family and friends. We were having a large dinner party at my favorite restaurant, The Inn at Bay Pointe, in Quincy, Massachusetts, on Saturday night, March 11, when I received a surprising text message to call Secretary Tillerson’s office at the State Department.


I stepped outside and spoke to Secretary Tillerson’s chief of staff, Margaret J. A. Peterlin, who said the secretary would like to meet with me, and asked whether I could be in his office at the department on Monday. Of course, I said—but I was curious as to why. Margaret said that Secretary Tillerson wanted to speak with me about serving as the deputy secretary of state.


Was the secretary aware, I asked Margaret, that the president had already nominated me for a position at the Pentagon? She said he was and that he had spoken to Secretary Mattis earlier in the day to get his approval before asking her to reach out to me. In that case, I said, I would see Secretary Tillerson on Monday.


My head was spinning as I returned to the dinner table. I told Grace briefly about the conversation and she gave me one of her “you have got to be [kidding] me” looks. We both shook our heads at this completely unexpected turn of events. She knew, as did I, that serving as the deputy secretary of state would be an enormous change from serving as the chief lawyer at the Defense Department: a job that would be not only more demanding, but also with a much higher profile, and which was sure to impose enormous burdens on both of us and our family. If nothing else, my plans to steer clear of Secretary Tillerson had been completely upended.
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I arrived at Foggy Bottom—as the State Department complex in Washington is informally known—on Monday afternoon and waited in the reception area directly outside Secretary Tillerson’s large office. There was nervous energy and a flurry of activity among the staff in the suite because the secretary was leaving on his first trip to Asia that evening and there was light snow falling that might complicate his departure. I sat there alone amid the commotion, wondering what I was going to say when I saw Secretary Tillerson for the first time since the murder board two months ago, where I had asked him snarky questions about Vladimir Putin. I assumed that there would not be a problem, since he had asked to meet with me, but there was still a lingering question in my mind.


Any doubts that I was harboring vanished as soon as I was invited into the secretary’s office. He greeted me with a grin and started teasing me about the “grilling” I had given him. That was not the way I remembered the morning, I replied, trying to match his good humor, and anyway it sounded like a terrible way to impress a potential boss.


With the air cleared, Secretary Tillerson and I each took a seat and settled into a more formal interview. We discussed my background and my previous service in government, including my management experience as the deputy secretary of commerce. I told him of my substantial work in those prior roles with the State Department, and of my family’s connection to the Foreign Service. My late uncle Ambassador William H. Sullivan had been a senior officer and three-time ambassador who, at the end of a distinguished thirty-two-year career, had served as the last US ambassador to Iran. Bill’s children (my four cousins) had lived the Foreign Service life all over the world. Secretary Tillerson and I also discussed his desire to modernize the State Department by applying the rigorous management skills he had honed over forty years at ExxonMobil.


After an hour, the secretary’s staff interrupted to say that it was time for him to leave for Joint Base Andrews and his flight to Tokyo. I had enjoyed our conversation, but I walked out of the department into the late-afternoon snow not knowing whether he would ask me to take the job. Two days later, Margaret Peterlin, who was traveling with the secretary, emailed me to expect a call from him.


Grace and I had discussed the matter extensively since our dinner had been interrupted on the prior Saturday night. We agreed that I would accept the nomination if it were offered, and our rationale was premised on trust in Tillerson, like my prior decision to accept the Defense Department nomination, which was based on trust in Mattis. Both men had assumed positions vitally important to the nation’s security and I was supremely confident that they would always put the nation’s interests ahead of any other, political or personal. The position of deputy secretary of state would be more burdensome and risky because of its high profile, but it would be worth the sacrifice if I could help Secretary Tillerson with the responsibilities he had taken on.


The following day, March 16, I received a call from the State Department’s Operations Center connecting me with Secretary Tillerson as he was flying from Tokyo to Seoul. The secretary said he wanted me to serve as his deputy secretary and I said yes when he asked whether I would accept the job. The next step was to get White House approval, which the secretary assumed would require a meeting with the president. Secretary Tillerson said he would arrange the meeting and accompany me to the Oval Office after he returned from Asia. I immediately called Grace and told her the news, but we knew it was not final until the president had signed off.


Based on Secretary Tillerson’s advice that a meeting with the president would be necessary, I was surprised when I received an email the very next day from the White House Office of Presidential Personnel with paperwork to fill out for my nomination to serve as the deputy secretary of state. I knew the person who had sent the message—she was an experienced professional who had worked in prior Republican administrations and on my recent nomination to be the general counsel of the Defense Department—and I asked her whether the president had approved the nomination. She said he had; and I asked again whether she was sure, in the light of my conversation the day before with Secretary Tillerson. She said she was certain the president had just approved my nomination and that no meeting would be necessary. It was March 17, an auspicious day for a Boston Irishman.


This turn of events was not what I had expected, but I chalked it up as another example of the “unconventional” style of the nascent Trump administration. I emailed Margaret Peterlin, Secretary Tillerson’s chief of staff, to ask her to relay the news to him—and then I began filling out a new set of forms for my State Department nomination. Not only would it need to be reviewed and approved by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, but it would also require an expanded background investigation because of the scope and significance of the position.


Exactly one week later, on March 24, 2017, news of my proposed nomination leaked to the New York Times. I was surprised again, because in the two Bush administrations in which I had served, the White House always kept a tight hold on a presidential nomination until it was final—in particular, until the background investigation was completed. I had been nominated by President George W. Bush and confirmed by the Senate twice, and in neither case did news of my nomination leak. I was finally, however, beginning to internalize a fact that was already apparent from the abundant reporting about President Trump: his administration was going to be nothing like its Republican predecessors.


The remainder of the nomination and confirmation process proceeded without drama. My nomination was officially announced on April 11, and the Foreign Relations Committee held a confirmation hearing on May 9. The full Senate considered my nomination on Wednesday, May 24, and confirmed me in a bipartisan 94–6 vote, which was a gratifying result in the increasingly hostile political climate in Washington. I attributed the large vote in my favor to the reputation I had earned in Washington over twenty-five years and, more importantly, to the fact that highly accomplished figures with substantive backgrounds as diverse as Rex Tillerson, Jim Mattis, and David Souter had vouched for me. Secretary Tillerson left me a congratulatory message saying that I had hit a home run.


I immediately resigned from Mayer Brown (again) and drove to the State Department, where I took the oath of office and assumed the duties of my new position at 4:30 p.m. that Wednesday afternoon. Any thought I had to savor the moment was quashed when I was immediately handed an enormous stack of binders and told that I needed to prepare for a deputies committee meeting run by the National Security Council (NSC) staff at the White House the following day on the US government’s ongoing nuclear posture review. It was a welcome-to-the-big-leagues moment if ever there was one.
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My first afternoon as deputy secretary set the tone for the next two years and eight months, which were a grueling, seven-days-a-week marathon. The traditional heavy stress and long hours of the job were compounded by the chaotic and undisciplined style of the president and the many unfilled positions at the State Department. The Trump administration had decided not to fill the second deputy secretary position at the department, a role that had been created by Congress at the end of the Clinton administration. The State Department is the only cabinet department with two deputies: a principal deputy secretary (my job) and a deputy secretary for management and resources. The Trump administration intentionally left the second deputy position vacant; I would perform the functions of both.


I agreed with that approach, which President Bush and Secretaries Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice had also adopted, but I did not agree with a process that left many of the other senior positions at the department unfilled for months or years. For example, for more than half my time as deputy secretary, the department did not have a Senate-confirmed legal adviser. Because of my background as a lawyer and the fact that I was nominated to be the general counsel of the Defense Department, everyone naturally looked to me to be the responsible senior official for legal matters at the State Department. Similarly, the department did not have a Senate-confirmed under secretary of state for management during most of my tenure as deputy secretary.


There were a variety of reasons for the dozens of vacancies, but the cumulative effect was to layer added responsibilities on the few senior leaders of the department who were confirmed by the Senate, such as Ambassador Thomas A. Shannon Jr., a career ambassador, the highest personal rank in the Foreign Service, who was the highly capable and richly experienced under secretary of state for political affairs during my first year as deputy secretary. In addition, the secretary and I had to ask more junior officers and other appointees to serve on an acting basis in performing the functions of the numerous unfilled senior positions. The women and men stepping into this void rendered extraordinary service to their country in difficult and often unheralded roles.


I learned something about the challenges of serving in an acting capacity in a senior position when President Trump fired Secretary Tillerson unceremoniously via a tweet in March 2018. In retrospect, the episode captured the tumult of the Trump administration and the resulting stress on all those involved in US foreign policy and national security affairs. At the time, it was simply an all-consuming emergency for me—the biggest that I had to deal with at the State Department as deputy secretary.


An inkling of the chaos ahead came a week prior to the infamous tweet while Secretary Tillerson was on an extended trip to Africa. I had to call him late on Thursday, March 8, waking him in the middle of the night in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, to tell him of the president’s extraordinary meeting earlier that day with Chung Eui-yong, the South Korean national security adviser. I had been present in the Oval Office—with, among others, Vice President Mike Pence; Secretary Mattis; General Joseph F. Dunford, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster, the national security advisor—when the South Korean official conveyed an offer from North Korean leader Kim Jong Un to meet with Trump. I told a groggy Secretary Tillerson that the president had accepted the offer from the leader—whom Trump had called Little Rocket Man—on the spot, without asking for any input from his advisers. Instead, Trump leapt to considering venues for the meeting, including, amazingly, Las Vegas (which was an obvious nonstarter).


The secretary was at first dumbfounded, but he immediately pivoted to how we would manage this new and profoundly challenging situation. In the interim, his important trip to Africa would continue—that is, until he received calls over the weekend from White House Chief of Staff John F. Kelly, the retired Marine general, advising him to return home. Tillerson arrived at Joint Base Andrews before dawn on Tuesday, March 13, and went to his residence to rest before coming to the office later in the day.


I was at the department that morning, preparing for a busy day, when Tillerson’s deputy chief of staff told me that the president had just fired the secretary. To say I was stunned is, of course, a gross understatement. I turned on the television in my office to see that at 8:44 a.m. that morning—just moments before—the president had tweeted:


Mike Pompeo, Director of the CIA, will become our new secretary of state. He will do a fantastic job! Thank you to Rex Tillerson for his service! Gina Haspel will become the new Director of the CIA, and the first woman so chosen. Congratulations to all!


That is how Secretary Tillerson and I, along with the rest of our country and the world, learned of this significant development.


My immediate reaction was that whoever was going to serve as the acting secretary of state until Director Pompeo’s confirmation was going to have a tough job. I guessed that the president would not designate me, because I was associated so closely with Tillerson. I convened a meeting of the department’s senior staff in the secretary’s conference room to try to reassure everyone and to impress upon my colleagues the need to remain calm and to present a controlled and disciplined image and message to a variety of audiences: the department and our posts around the world, the rest of the US government, our country, our allies and partners, and most especially our adversaries and those who wished us ill. I said our goal as a department would be to have the smoothest transition possible from the sixty-ninth secretary of state, Rex Tillerson, to the seventieth, Mike Pompeo.


Later in the morning, I received a call from General Kelly, who was on Air Force One with the president. Kelly gave me the very opposite news that I had suspected I would hear: he told me that I would be the acting secretary of state until the new secretary was confirmed. The president had confidence in me, John said, and so did he and the White House staff, including General McMaster, and of course Secretary Mattis.


I was not completely surprised, because the deputy secretary was usually the default option to step into the role of secretary of state in circumstances like this—insofar as there had ever been circumstances like this. I also was relieved, because Kelly’s call answered another question that had occurred to me in the intervening hours: namely, whether I was about to be fired.


I thanked John for his kind words of reassurance. I then started reaching out as acting secretary to the senior leaders at the department who had not been able to attend the earlier staff meeting I had chaired, as well as our ambassador to the UN, Nikki Haley, and other colleagues across the national security departments and agencies. I had the same message of calm reassurance to each person about the stability of the State Department despite this otherwise very unsettling development.


At this point, Secretary Tillerson arrived at the department, and I went to meet with him in his office. He was, as always, composed and thoughtful, despite the turmoil swirling around him and our department. I told him how shocked and saddened I was by what had happened, and that I owed him enormous gratitude for selecting me to be the deputy secretary of state—the best job I would ever have. He was gracious in response, saying that he would submit a resignation letter to the president with an effective date at the end of the month, on March 31, but that he would delegate all his authorities and responsibilities to me that very afternoon. He said that he would be available for consultations with me at any time, but that from this moment on I was the acting secretary of state. I accompanied him to the press room, where he spoke from the podium and told the media what he had told me.


Secretary Tillerson was a model of strength, decorum, and wisdom. He had vast experience working and living around the world for ExxonMobil, but never lost touch with his Texas roots and the values he had learned as an Eagle Scout. Trained as an engineer, he had climbed the corporate ladder at ExxonMobil to the top and had negotiated for decades with heads of state, foreign ministers, oil ministers, and other global leaders. In many ways, Rex Tillerson had all the talent and experience one could ask for in a secretary of state, which was why former secretary Rice and former secretary of defense Robert M. Gates had strongly endorsed his nomination. But in other significant ways, he was completely miscast for his role—any role—in an administration as undisciplined and unconventional as this one.
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President Trump had chosen as his new secretary of state CIA director Mike Pompeo. The secretary-designate had a military background and was extremely smart (first in his class at the US Military Academy), having gone to Harvard Law School (serving on the Law Review) after his army service, and then into business. He was also a political figure, elected to Congress with the Republican wave in 2010, and a skilled participant in the hurly-burly of national politics.


My first meeting with the secretary-designate was a breakfast on March 16, 2018, in his office at the CIA. We had worked together for almost a year and knew each other but were not close personally. Our breakfast meeting was an opportunity to discuss his preparation for what would surely be a contentious confirmation process and how the State Department and I could support him. We also discussed my approach to what I hoped and expected would be a brief tenure as the acting secretary. In a dangerous world, the United States needs to have a Senate-confirmed secretary of state guiding its foreign affairs.


I ultimately spent six weeks as the acting secretary of state, much longer than I had anticipated. The time passed very quickly, however, with several major events, including the state visit to the United States of President Emmanuel Macron of France (whom Grace and I hosted for lunch at the State Department) and the visit of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe of Japan to Mar-a-Lago for meetings with President Trump. During this period, I welcomed the advice and assistance of Secretary Mattis, who would call me regularly to check on how I was doing and to coordinate our policy positions. This was important when, for instance, it came to planning the joint strike on April 14 by the militaries of the United States, France, and the United Kingdom on multiple chemical-weapons-related sites of the Assad regime in Syria after a chemical weapons attack on civilians in Douma.


Yet even with the backing of Secretary Mattis, serving as the acting secretary of state was a huge challenge, and one that I overcame only with the support of the great team I had assembled in the office of the deputy secretary. They were led by my chief of staff, Gregory D. LoGerfo, a highly respected and experienced senior Foreign Service officer. Like me, Greg was from the Boston area, although from the other side of the Charles River and a rival school, Boston College High School (alma mater of General Dunford). Grace would give me an eye roll for being “tribal” when I would point out those important (at least to me as a Bostonian) distinctions.


Over the years we worked together, Greg and I developed a very close personal and professional relationship. We shared a keen interest in the Godfather trilogy, and our signature office motto, “And there will be the peace,” was a quote from Don Barzini in the first film. Quite appropriate for a diplomatic office, we thought. I had complete trust in Greg, and he never let me down. Ironically, I had been warned by a political appointee in the department that officials at the White House would prefer that I not select any career officer as my chief of staff and that I pick instead a political appointee. I ignored that advice and urged anyone who inquired about the position to trust my judgment, which turned out to be impeccable in the case of Greg.


During my tenure as deputy secretary, Greg and I recruited several very talented special assistants from among the ranks of the Foreign Service and the civil service at the State Department, each of whom was responsible for one of the department’s six regional bureaus as well as a functional bureau (e.g., counterterrorism or arms control). I also had a political appointee as a senior adviser, Marik A. String, who came with a stellar reputation from private law practice at the prestigious WilmerHale firm, after working for the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Marik also served in the US Navy Reserve while he worked at the State Department.


My experience as the acting secretary was an extended reminder that the pace of global events does not slow to accommodate the US government, whether for a lengthy confirmation process or for any other reason. In the history of our country, the important office of secretary of state had rarely been held by an acting secretary for more than a few days. My tenure as acting secretary, from the day Secretary Tillerson was fired on March 13, was among the longest in history.


To my relief, Director Pompeo was finally confirmed as secretary at midday on April 26. Early that afternoon, I went to the US Supreme Court for a small swearing-in ceremony at which Associate Justice Samuel A. Alito administered the oath of office to him. Without skipping a beat, or even stopping at the department, the new secretary then rushed directly to Joint Base Andrews for an overnight flight to attend a meeting of the NATO foreign ministers in Brussels the next day.


That was typical of my experience with the new secretary. He was full of energy, working round-the-clock, and a voracious reader. From the very start, he and I worked well together. We never discussed whether I would stay as his deputy or whether he wanted me to stay. We just went about the business of the department. Most important, Secretary Pompeo tried to improve the State Department’s difficult relationship with President Trump. For instance, shortly after returning from Brussels, the secretary invited the president to speak at the department in the Ben Franklin Room on May 2 to introduce the president to the diplomats who worked for him. And he began to run interference for the department, and for me personally, with the White House.


In my case, the secretary’s influence was most important in August 2018, when President Trump almost fired me. The cause, if that is the right word, was the raft of sanctions that the United States had imposed on Russia in response to the use of a Novichok nerve agent—a chemical weapon—by Russian military intelligence, the GRU, in Salisbury, England, earlier in the year. US law required the sanctions, and they were the right thing to do as a matter of policy, whether they were legally required or not. I reviewed the draft sanctions order, and before signing, I informed Secretary Pompeo and the White House of what was forthcoming.


Unfortunately, the National Security Council staff did not tell the president in advance of the sanctions. Trump learned of them from the front pages of the morning newspapers. He was blindsided and incensed, thinking that someone in the “deep state” was acting without his approval to subvert his relationship with Putin and Russia. That relationship had been the subject of immense speculation due to credible reports of Russia’s attempted interference on Trump’s behalf in the 2016 presidential election, and had come under renewed scrutiny after Trump’s comments at a summit with Putin in Helsinki the month before, when our president had appeared to take Putin’s word denying election interference, over the assessment of the US Intelligence Community.


The president called Secretary Pompeo very early in the morning on August 8, just as I was walking into his office for our daily morning check-in, a little before 7 a.m. The president said in colorful language that he wanted the person who had signed the sanctions order to be fired. The secretary told the president he would find out what had happened. Pompeo hung up and looked at me for an explanation. I told him that the sanctions were right as a matter of policy and required by law. I also said that I had given the White House notice of the sanctions and had heard no objection. The secretary nodded and said he would take care of the situation.


I went back to my office down the hall while the secretary spoke to National Security Advisor John Bolton, and—to Ambassador Bolton’s credit—he intervened with the president to explain what had happened. As a result, the president did not demand my firing, but the whole situation made for a hectic day. Through it all, however, I was relatively serene. If I were going to be fired by the president, this was as good a reason—imposing sanctions on Russia for the attack in Salisbury—as I could imagine.


Partly because of this brief, disturbing episode, I developed a solid relationship with Secretary Pompeo as I continued my service as the deputy secretary of state in the Trump administration over the following year. Over time, thanks to hard work by the secretary and his team, a number of senior positions at the department were eventually filled, which relieved some of the burden on those of us who had been there from the start of the administration. Some of the burden—but not all.
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No matter how long many of us survived in the Trump administration, our jobs never got easier. The chaos and unpredictability of the White House remained a vexing problem. Sooner or later, it became too much for some to tolerate any longer.


Secretary Mattis, who had brought me into the administration, decided that he could not continue to work for President Trump and resigned in December 2018. In his resignation letter, the secretary emphasized that the president needed (and deserved) a secretary of defense whose views were more in line with the president’s views than Mattis’s were. His resignation was a great loss for the country, as well as for me personally. I wondered whether I could continue to serve the president responsibly if the person I originally trusted to bring me into the administration was leaving in these circumstances.


I spoke to Secretary Mattis about my reservations, and he urged me to stay. Among other things, he told me that Secretary Pompeo and my colleagues at the State Department needed me to remain in my position, if only because somebody had to do the job and because the global challenges that the United States faced were not going away. His comments had the intended effect: I resolved to stay, although I remained deeply troubled that the two people responsible for my being the deputy secretary of state—Rex Tillerson and Jim Mattis—were no longer serving in the administration. I could not shake the feeling that my days in office might be numbered, too.


That foreboding grew stronger during a slow-burning intrigue involving representatives of the president (including Rudy Giuliani) and a senior US diplomat. Months before Mattis’s resignation, I had learned from Secretary Pompeo that the president was concerned about our embassy in Kyiv and the US ambassador there, Marie L. Yovanovitch. I knew the ambassador, and her deputy chief of mission, George P. Kent, having visited the embassy in February 2018. I also was very familiar with the situation in Ukraine, having met twice with the Ukrainian president, Petro Poroshenko.


Ukraine was a festering problem for Europe and the United States. The country confronted two staggering challenges. The first was existential: Russian aggression. Putin’s government had seized Crimea and occupied the eastern Donbas region in 2014 in response to the Ukrainian Revolution of Dignity in February of that year. Putin refused to accept the Revolution of Dignity as reflecting the will of the people of Ukraine in removing President Viktor Yanukovych, who had fled to Russia. The second challenge was widespread and ingrained corruption, which made governing Ukraine difficult and the country’s desired integration into the European Union (EU) and NATO a fraught subject at best.


Secretary Mattis and I had met with President Poroshenko in Munich on February 17, 2018, to discuss both issues. The Trump administration had agreed, at my urging and in contrast with the Obama administration, to provide lethal aid to Ukraine to resist the continuing Russian aggression. The security assistance included Javelin anti-tank missiles. Mattis discussed this with Poroshenko but spent more time emphasizing the need for legal and other reforms in Ukraine to address rampant corruption. The secretary said that I would follow up with the Ukrainian president on anti-corruption reforms soon.


That was the purpose of my trip to Kyiv the next week. While there, I was thoroughly briefed by Ambassador Yovanovitch and her team on anti-corruption reform efforts the United States supported and on the security situation in Ukraine. When I met again with President Poroshenko, late in the afternoon of February 21, I urged him to adopt vigorous anti-corruption measures, which would not only improve the economy but also strengthen the country to push back against the violent Russian encroachment on Ukrainian territory. Before the meeting with Poroshenko, Ambassador Yovanovitch and I toured Maidan Nezalezhnosti (Independence Square) in Kyiv, which had been the focal point of the Revolution of Dignity.


Later in 2018, when Secretary Pompeo told me about President Trump’s concerns with Ambassador Yovanovitch, I recounted for the secretary my visit to Embassy Kyiv and my favorable experience with the ambassador and her team. My strong impression was that they were doing a good job under very difficult circumstances, and faithfully implementing US policy with respect to Ukraine. The secretary said he did not know the factual basis for the president’s concern, but he would make further inquiries.


In the months that followed, I would occasionally hear from the secretary that the president was asking again about our ambassador in Kyiv and why she was still there, to which the secretary would respond that Ambassador Yovanovitch was doing her job and that there was no basis to remove her. Eventually, the president directed the secretary to speak to his personal lawyer, former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani (the former US attorney who had interviewed me for a job decades before). But Giuliani had no clear justification for the president to recall Ambassador Yovanovitch, other than the vague and unsubstantiated accusation that she was “anti-Trump,” as described by some dubious Ukrainian sources that Giuliani knew. There was serious concern among US national security officials that Giuliani was being influenced by Ukrainians who were affiliated or working with the Russian security services. Secretary Pompeo declined to take any action in those circumstances without a firm factual basis for his decision.


By the spring of 2019, however, President Trump was becoming more insistent. Secretary Pompeo warned me that the president was going to go around him and fire Ambassador Yovanovitch by tweet, just as he had fired Secretary Tillerson the year before. The secretary asked me to speak to the ambassador, explain the situation to her, and ask her to end her service in Kyiv early rather than subject herself to such a painful public ordeal. She was approaching the three-year mark for her service as ambassador later in the summer, which is about the average tenure for the post in Kyiv. Leaving a few months ahead of time seemed like a comparatively small price to pay for avoiding another social-media spectacle, with its corresponding implications for morale at the State Department and for America’s national security more broadly.


Through the director general of the Foreign Service, Ambassador Carol Z. Perez, I asked Ambassador Yovanovitch to return to Washington to meet with me in early May 2019. I proceeded to have a series of difficult conversations with her over two days in my office. I told her everything I knew and answered every question she had to the best of my ability: she had done nothing wrong, but the president had lost confidence in her and did not want her to remain as the US ambassador in Kyiv. I did not agree with that assessment, but it was not my judgment that mattered. Only the president determined when an ambassador’s tenure was over. I told her that my uncle, Ambassador William H. Sullivan, had been recalled by President Carter as the US ambassador to Iran in 1979 over the objection of then–secretary of state Cyrus Vance. As she knew, the confidence of the president is the coin of the realm for an ambassador. If the president has lost confidence, then the ambassador must come home whether the secretary of state or his deputy agrees or not.


I explained to the ambassador bluntly that if she did not leave her post, the president was likely to fire her by tweet at any moment. This was an extremely difficult message to convey to a person who had done nothing wrong to merit her recall. Ambassador Yovanovitch was understandably upset by, and disagreed with, the message. But she handled the situation with poise and professionalism. We discussed the logistics of her return to Kyiv and how she would disengage from the embassy over the next few weeks in the context of the upcoming inauguration of the new president-elect of Ukraine, Volodymyr Zelensky.


So it was that Ambassador Yovanovitch concluded her service in Kyiv early and returned home. This was a bad outcome for US diplomacy and our relations with Ukraine, and it sent the wrong signal to Russia about US resolve in supporting Ukraine. But it was, in my opinion, a marginally better outcome than having another senior State Department official endure dismissal via social media. After she returned from Kyiv, Ambassador Yovanovitch remained in the Senior Foreign Service and took a position teaching at Georgetown University before her eventual retirement in January 2020.


After dealing with Ambassador Yovanovitch’s departure from Ukraine, yet another in a series of deeply troubling developments, I started to think seriously about leaving my position as deputy secretary. I was ready for a change. The Tillerson firing, the Mattis resignation, and now the recall of Ambassador Yovanovitch: these were all extreme examples of the stress and disorder that I had to deal with every day, beyond the usual daunting challenges of formulating and implementing US foreign policy in a dangerous and ever-changing world.


When I began my service at the start of the Trump administration, I often wondered—considering the chaos at the White House and the high turnover in personnel—whether I would be able to remain in office until the end of 2017. As the summer of 2019 began, I was grateful that I had been able to serve in a critical position in the US government for well over two years. But Secretaries Tillerson and Mattis were gone, and I began to ponder my eventual departure. I wanted to do so on my own terms and with the least disruption possible for the department. I also had my eye on a new challenge—a country that was malevolently undermining the interests of the United States and its allies and partners around the world, from Salisbury to Kyiv and beyond. I refer, of course, to Russia.















CHAPTER 2



THE GAUNTLET


I MET WITH SECRETARY POMPEO IN his office on June 17, 2019, to propose that I resign as the deputy secretary of state. The secretary was surprised by the idea and said he did not want to lose me. Why did I want to leave an important job supporting him—a job that, according to him, I had mastered?


My rationale was simple: I was burning out.


The magazine Foreign Policy noted at the time that I had served as “deputy secretary during one of the most tumultuous periods in modern State Department history.” After more than two years, I was ready to get off the hot seat.


But I was deeply conflicted about the idea of leaving my post, much less retiring from government entirely. I felt guilty, for one thing, because my resignation would not make things easier for my colleagues remaining on duty in the department—or for my successor, if she or he were lucky enough to be confirmed by the Senate in the deteriorating political environment in Washington. I also did not want to leave public service and abandon the broader mission of defending America’s interests around the world. So, on the one hand, I was worn out and needed a change. Yet, on the other hand, I wanted to stay the course.


I had just begun to grapple with this dilemma and to consider other positions in which I could continue to serve, when, shortly before my meeting with Secretary Pompeo, an appealing opportunity presented itself.


At the beginning of June, Ambassador Jon Huntsman returned on leave from Moscow to tell the president and the secretary that he was going to resign his post on October 1, 2019, to run for governor (again) in Utah. He and I met in my office at the department on June 4 before he walked down the hall to tell Secretary Pompeo the news. Jon and I discussed the importance of the job he was leaving and who might be good candidates to succeed him.


I did not mention it in my first meeting with the ambassador, but the threshold question in my mind was whether his departure presented a solution to my professional dilemma. The ambassadorial post in Moscow was a role in which I could remain engaged in the key foreign policy issues on which I had worked as deputy secretary. Russia, as a permanent member of the UN Security Council and a nuclear and energy superpower, was involved in some way in virtually every issue of significance to American interests and security. On a personal level, too, Russia was a nation of particular interest to me. I had from my youth been fascinated with the country.


In subsequent meetings and phone conversations with Ambassador Huntsman over the next ten days, we discussed the possibility that I would succeed him. Jon was very enthusiastic about the idea, explaining not only the obvious importance of the position, but also the satisfaction he had derived from it. He thought that I would be a good fit for the post and could have influence with the Russians because they would respect me as a former deputy secretary of state. He said he would advocate for my selection with the president if I wanted the job. In the time between these conversations and my meeting with Secretary Pompeo, I had decided that I did.








[image: image]











My interest in serving as the US ambassador to Russia only increased as I considered the advantages of making the move. There were many, some of them professional or service-oriented, and others more idiosyncratic.


The preeminent reason, of course, was that I would remain meaningfully involved in public service implementing US foreign policy with no guilt that I was abandoning my colleagues at the State Department. But I also would be my own boss in running the US mission in Russia and less subject to the undisciplined machinations of the White House. I would control my day-to-day schedule, for example, which meant that—perhaps most appealingly—there would be no more last-minute substitutions by me for the secretary in important meetings when he was summoned to the Oval Office on no notice, a not infrequent occurrence in the Trump administration.


On one occasion, Secretary Pompeo had been summoned by the president to the White House, with no option to decline or delay, shortly before he was to meet at the department with Mexican foreign secretary Marcelo Ebrard. I was handed the secretary’s briefing book for the meeting by his staff and told that I would be hosting the foreign secretary to discuss topics on which I had not recently been involved—including the situation on the southern border of the United States—and with only minimal time to prepare. Although I pulled it off, and the meeting ended with smiles and handshakes, last-minute substitutions such as this were no way to conduct US foreign policy.
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