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Introduction

Face time with the president is political gold in Washington, so Donald Rumsfeld moved quickly after taking charge at the Pentagon to secure regular private meetings with President George W. Bush. Now, nearly six years and many meetings later, the defense secretary arrived in the Oval Office prepared to raise a delicate, personal matter.

His opportunity came as talk that day, in September 2006, turned to Iraq. The conflict there was going badly. Violence had metastasized into a civil war. Plans to begin a major drawdown of U.S. troops had stalled. Iraqi forces still appeared unready to assume charge of security, and the Iraqi government, riven by sectarian strife, was doing little to unite the nation. In Washington, much of the blame for the mess in Iraq had fallen on Rumsfeld. He had failed to plan adequately for the occupation, was slow to develop a counterinsurgency campaign, and had alienated too many people with his combative, domineering personality.

By then, Rumsfeld had hung on to office longer than most of his predecessors in the top Pentagon job. But with congressional elections approaching in the fall, he had become a campaign target, vilified by Democrats and considered a political liability by many Republicans. If, as was increasingly anticipated, Democrats won control of one or both  chambers of Congress, it would mean more hearings for Rumsfeld and more punishing interrogations. In recent days, Rumsfeld and his wife, Joyce, had discussed the prospect of his stepping down.

“We said there’s no way he would stay if either the House or the Senate went Democratic because he would be the issue,” Joyce recalled months later. The criticism “would have been relentless until he was gone.”

Sitting with Bush, Rumsfeld broached the possibility of his departure. A “fresh pair of eyes” on Iraq might not be a bad thing, the secretary remarked. He made no explicit offer to resign. Still, his inference was unmistakable.

Or so the president thought. Although Bush didn’t pursue the point, he told a senior White House official afterward what Rumsfeld had said. Bush took the comment as a sign of Rumsfeld’s own recognition of the political realities closing in on him. “In the president’s mind, Rumsfeld had cracked the door open,” the official recounted. “And whether the president wanted to kick it open or not was up to him.”
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The question of whether to keep Rumsfeld had dogged Bush and his senior advisers for months. It had been raised after the Abu Ghraib prison scandal in early 2004 and several months later in the wake of Bush’s reelection. It had come up again as the Iraq War worsened during 2005, and once more in the spring of 2006 when a number of retired generals stepped forward to appeal for Rumsfeld’s dismissal.

Each time, Bush resisted letting Rumsfeld go, even rebuffing several suggestions that he do so by his own chief of staff, Andrew Card, and other senior aides and advisers. Bush had still valued Rumsfeld’s counsel and also worried that the disruption caused by replacing a secretary in wartime could be risky. Moreover, Rumsfeld had been unfailingly loyal to the president, and he had a powerful ally in Vice President Richard Cheney, who owed his own rise in the administrations of Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford four decades earlier to Rumsfeld. Cheney and his aides liked Rumsfeld’s hard-charging style and argued that the secretary had been right on a number of things where others had been wrong.

Importantly, too, the Pentagon leader had championed the administration’s signature drive to reform the U.S. military. From the beginning  of his tenure, he had proclaimed “transformation” his main slogan and had pushed to create a more agile, adaptable military. He had relentlessly challenged existing assumptions and had advocated new principles of warfare, insisting on the need for change in confronting new and evolving threats to the United States.

He had taken on the Army early, its heavy forces and cumbersome deployments standing as a symbol of the bureaucratic inertia he was determined to overcome. Eventually during his tenure, the Army was restructured into more flexible, more easily deployable units. And he had pressed all the services—Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps—to work more cooperatively. Before Rumsfeld was finished, his constant churning had led to a rewriting of U.S. war plans to emphasize speed and fewer troops, a repositioning of U.S. forces around the world to shrink bases in Europe and Asia that dated from the Cold War, and a rearrangement of the military’s regional and functional commands to fill gaps and adjust to new dangers.

Outside the Pentagon, in interagency deliberations, he had emerged as a forceful conservative voice on a range of national security policies and a fierce guardian of what he considered military prerogatives. Publicly, he had performed as the administration’s most spirited spokesman, sparring sharply with the media. All in all, Rumsfeld had become the most powerful secretary of defense since Robert S. McNamara.

But he was also the most controversial. His methods were offensive to many. Senior officers complained that he treated them harshly. Legislators groused that he was either unresponsive to their requests or disrespectful in personal dealings, and senior officials at the State Department and the White House portrayed him as uncompromising, evasive, and obstructive. Despite his reputation as a shrewd politician and skilled bureaucratic operator, Rumsfeld had lost the confidence of so many lawmakers and strained so many relations inside the administration that few were willing to argue for his staying on.

The dismal facts on the ground in Iraq were such that even Rumsfeld, with his customary glass-half-full outlook, couldn’t gloss over them. He had acknowledged in other conversations with Bush and presidential aides that things in Iraq weren’t going “well enough or fast enough.” Josh Bolten, the White House chief of staff, encouraged Bush to work Rumsfeld’s phrase into his own public remarks. Bolten was concerned about a  disconnect between the administration’s stay-the-course message and American public opinion about the war, opinion that had become exceedingly negative during 2006.

Intensified efforts over the summer of 2006 to secure Baghdad by relying on Iraqi forces as well as on U.S. troops had failed to quell the violence for long. The escalating turmoil had called into question Rumsfeld’s strategic premise that Iraqi forces could be trained and rushed into service to take over the counterinsurgency fight so that U.S. troops could go home. Bush himself, prompted by his national security adviser, Stephen Hadley, had belatedly begun challenging the course in Iraq that Rumsfeld and U.S. military commanders were pursuing.

As Bush started looking for a new approach, he had to confront the question of whether to retain the secretary so closely associated with what looked like a doomed strategy. By early October, he had all but resolved to let Rumsfeld go. Even so, he was adamant that the announcement of Rumsfeld’s departure be postponed until after the elections. He did not want it seen as a politically expedient attempt to boost Republican chances at the polls. Bush’s aides, in turn, advised against waiting too long after the elections and running the risk of triggering a Democratic drumbeat for Rumsfeld’s head.

A White House rump group was formed to choreograph the probable change in Pentagon leadership in the context of other postelection moves. It included Bolten; Hadley; Karl Rove, the president’s top political adviser; and Dan Bartlett, Bush’s counselor and communications chief. They settled on making the announcement about Rumsfeld the day after the elections, although the move was contingent on Bush’s finding someone to take over at the Defense Department. He started looking seriously at Robert Gates, the president of Texas A&M University, a former CIA director, and a favorite of Bush’s dad.
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Rumsfeld suspected his time was running out. But he was not informed of the White House plan. For his part, Bush, hiding his intentions, went so far as to engage in a deliberate deception, telling news service reporters a week before the elections that the defense secretary would be staying on.

The president’s feint confused even Rumsfeld’s wife, whose own political instincts were keen, to say the least. “I thought, What is that about?” she recalled. “I had kind of been winding down, thinking it’s almost over. And then that statement came out, and I thought, Oh, my gosh! So then I started thinking, I’ve got to get myself—forget Don—I just have to get myself the energy to get through another two years.”

The weekend before the elections, as Bush met secretly at his Texas ranch with Gates and decided to make the switch, Rumsfeld rushed to complete an options paper on Iraq for the president. As was his custom with important documents, Rumsfeld asked General Peter Pace, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Eric Edelman, the head of the Pentagon’s policy branch, to help refine it. To prevent copies from circulating outside his office, Rumsfeld insisted that the two senior officials come in person and make changes on the spot. “He really got frantic about it—that it be done and given to the president,” said Delonnie Henry, Rumsfeld’s personal secretary. “He was just obsessed about this options paper.”

Dated November 6, one day before the elections, the memo, titled “Iraq—Illustrative New Courses of Action,” showed Rumsfeld coming around to accepting some change in approach. “In my view it is time for a major adjustment,” he wrote. “Clearly, what U.S. forces are currently doing in Iraq is not working well enough or fast enough.”

But what Rumsfeld had in mind still came nowhere near the magnitude of the shift being contemplated by Bush and the National Security Council staff. He stopped well short of proposing any coherent new plan. Instead, he provided a laundry list of twenty-one “illustrative options,” many purely tactical. His aim appeared to be to promote discussion rather than to rally others around a decision. Refraining from endorsing any particulars, he simply divided the options into two groups—one worthy of consideration, which he labeled “above the line,” and the other, a less favorable set, placed “below the line.”

Those he favored tended to amount to an intensification or acceleration of the existing strategy—more U.S. trainers, more U.S. equipment for Iraqi forces, and more resources for the Iraqi ministries of Defense and Interior. The basic thrust was to draw down U.S. troops and shift to an advisory mission. In the other group of less attractive choices were options pushed by the proponents of doing more—shifting more U.S.  forces into Baghdad to control it, surging more U.S. troops into Iraq, staging a Dayton-like peace process like the one used in the Balkans conflict in 1995, partitioning Iraq, and setting a firm withdrawal date.
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The memo reflected Rumsfeld’s predilections and his weaknesses. He liked lists. He often approached problems by spelling out options. He favored analysis. And yet, he was lost. Although he recognized the need for change, he was unable to embrace a bold new initiative and uncertain about just what action to recommend.

There was no small measure of irony in Rumsfeld’s poor management of the Iraq War and his other failures as defense secretary. None of his predecessors had come into the job with as much experience or potential. He was the only person ever to get a second shot at being defense secretary, having served once before in the mid-1970s. During stints in several senior government positions under both Nixon and Ford, he had developed a reputation as an able administrator and an effective bureaucratic infighter. In a subsequent career as a corporate chief executive, he had turned struggling businesses into profitable enterprises—and made himself wealthy in the process. Even in his youth he had shown a talent—particularly on the wrestling mat—as a first-rate competitor adept at sizing up opponents and taking them down.

Yet as the war in Iraq grew into the administration’s most serious challenge, Rumsfeld remained most dedicated to his military transformation agenda. A hands-on manager in Washington, he inexplicably deferred key decisions in Baghdad on personnel and strategy. He was sluggish in responding to evolving conditions, averse to acknowledging an insurgency, reluctant to recognize that Iraqi forces were not yet ready to take over from U.S. troops, and resistant to the idea of raising U.S. force levels. Even as the chaos and bloodshed in Iraq worsened in the middle of 2006, Rumsfeld remained fixated on finding ways to facilitate the turnover of responsibility to Iraqi troops and to accelerate the withdrawal of U.S. forces.

He was hardly alone in this view. The top U.S. generals in the region—Army general John Abizaid, who oversaw U.S. forces in the Middle East and Southwest Asia, and Army general George Casey Jr., who commanded  U.S. troops in Iraq—strongly supported the idea of continuing to shrink U.S. military involvement in Iraq. They shared Rumsfeld’s sense of urgency about placing more responsibility in the hands of the Iraqis and avoiding the risk of greater dependency on U.S. involvement. The Joint Chiefs of Staff, too, under Pace’s leadership, did not see how the U.S. military, already badly strained by three years in Iraq, could consider building up there.

This consensus in upper military ranks left little room for alternative views inside the Pentagon. Edelman had mounting reservations about the existing strategy. But he regarded Rumsfeld and his field generals as unreceptive to other opinions. Jack Keane, a retired general and former vice chief of the Army on friendly terms with Rumsfeld, had tried, during a meeting in September 2006, to urge the embattled secretary to change course but had made little headway. “I thought there was a general resignation about him that I hadn’t seen before,” Keane recalled months later. “I thought probably it was because he was realizing the war was not going well, and people were coming to him and telling him so—not just critics but people he respected.”
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Rumsfeld had confided nothing even to his closest Pentagon aides about the possibility that he might soon be gone. His staff joked that they would probably be the last to know. But hints began emerging in mid-October.

Delonnie Henry, Rumsfeld’s secretary, noticed an increased interest by her boss in his archives. Rumsfeld kept lots of personal files—and had done so for years—checking from time to time that the records were being properly organized, updated, and digitized. He was a stickler especially for tallies—tallies of when and how long he had conferred with members of Congress, met with the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, talked to the media. Other records tracked the trips he had taken and foreign dignitaries he had seen.

Measuring things seemed to satisfy a certain compulsion in Rumsfeld and allowed him to gauge progress. He had even devised a way of measuring how he was doing as secretary of defense in a list labeled “accomplishments and initiatives” that was periodically updated. The staff  referred to it as “Rumsfeld’s greatest hits.” Although he had often denied worrying about his legacy, his private record keeping and public touting of achievements suggested otherwise.

Other subtle signs also indicated that Rumsfeld might be anticipating the end. He put a hold on his regular purchase of season tickets for sports events. He seemed less concerned about getting prompt responses back to the many memos he issued to subordinates.

Victor E. “Gene” Renuart Jr., who as a three-star Air Force general was Rumsfeld’s senior military assistant at the time, detected a change in the secretary’s mood prior to the elections. “He clearly was more thoughtful about things,” the general recalled. “I didn’t press him, nor did he offer. But you could sense something was on his mind. He was a little more quiet, more reserved, just not quite his normal personality.”
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After Bush decided on Gates, Cheney called Rumsfeld to deliver the news. Rumsfeld remembers responding, “Fair enough. That makes sense. Let’s get on with it.” He then proceeded to get his affairs in order.

His thirty-nine-year-old son Nick—the youngest of his three children—had arrived in town with no advance notice to Rumsfeld’s staff, which was unusual. The trip was presented as a last-minute thing—a chance to visit with the folks and watch the election returns. Actually, Nick spent Monday, November 6, with Joyce at the family’s house in Washington, D.C., preparing a letter of resignation that Rumsfeld had composed. While Joyce entered it into a computer, Nick helped set up the printer using stationery with the letterhead “The Secretary of Defense.” The letter consisted of four brief paragraphs:
Dear Mr. President:

With my resignation as Secretary of Defense comes my deep appreciation to you for providing me this unexpected opportunity to serve.

I leave with great respect for you and for the leadership you have provided during a most challenging time for our country. The focus, determination and perseverance you have so consistently provided have been needed and are impressive.

It has been the highest honor of my long life to have been able to serve our country at such a critical time in our history and to have had the privilege of working so closely with the truly amazing young men and women in uniform. Their dedication, professionalism, courage and sacrifice are an inspiration.

It is time to conclude my service. As I do so, I want you to know that you have my continuing and heartfelt support as you enter the final two years of your Presidency.

Respectfully, Donald Rumsfeld





Left unstated was any particular reason for the resignation. Rumsfeld chose not to try to explain. It was simply time to go.

At a meeting with Bush the next afternoon, on November 7, Rumsfeld presented his resignation letter. The election results that evening revealed an overwhelming victory for the Democrats, handing them control of both chambers of Congress for the first time since 1994. American voters had delivered a repudiation of the Bush administration and its Iraq policy.

The next morning, a White House courier arrived at the Pentagon with an envelope for Rumsfeld and instructions not to leave until the secretary of defense had received it. Rumsfeld, attending a briefing on Iraq across the hall from his office, took the envelope and placed it in his briefcase to look at later. It contained a handwritten letter from Bush accepting Rumsfeld’s resignation and praising him for his service to the nation.

Shortly before word of his departure was officially announced, Rumsfeld began calling in his most senior aides one by one, telling each the news. Pace walked out of Rumsfeld’s office appearing pale. “He looked like he’d seen a ghost,” Henry observed. Matt Latimer, the secretary’s main speechwriter, teared up. “You’ve been a star,” Rumsfeld told him, sounding unusually effusive. Such expressions of appreciation were not Rumsfeld’s style. Stories about how sparing he was in voicing gratitude, let alone praise, were legendary among those who had worked for him. Aides knew they were doing a good job if he didn’t tell them they weren’t or if he gave them more work to do. “That was just the way it was,” Henry said. “But I think at the end there, he was really awkward. He was overwhelmed.”

Preparing for a White House appearance with Bush that afternoon, Rumsfeld scribbled some notes for a few remarks on the yellow, legal-sized paper he often used. He faxed a draft to Joyce at home to review. He was particularly concerned his remarks not sound defensive.
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Shortly before 3:00 p.m., Rumsfeld headed to the White House, where, in a brief Oval Office session, Bush declared that “new leadership” and a “fresh perspective” were needed to guide the military through the difficult war in Iraq. He portrayed Rumsfeld’s departure as a mutual decision, saying that he and the secretary had held “a series of thoughtful conversations” and that Rumsfeld understood that “Iraq is not working well enough, fast enough.”

Bush’s reference to a series of talks evidently referred to broader discussions that had taken place between the president and the defense secretary about the situation in Iraq, potential changes in U.S. strategy, and plans to dispatch new U.S. military commanders to the region. There had been no explicit conversation between the two men about Rumsfeld’s departure before Bush’s decision to pick a replacement.

“The president, at least in his own mind, felt that through some of these conversations about the strategy, Rumsfeld was also giving clear signals that new leadership made sense,” one presidential aide explained later. A blunt discussion about Rumsfeld’s leaving was not necessary, another White House official suggested. “I think they both understood where they were in the conversation,” the official said. Additionally, there was often a certain formality about Rumsfeld, and the president, until he had finally decided the time had come for Rumsfeld to go, may have been reluctant to say something that could have been misunderstood. “Rumsfeld is businesslike and might have interpreted a comment from the president as sending a signal, prompting him to tender his resignation immediately,” the official said.

Rumsfeld, for his part, was wary of making a formal offer to resign. He had done so twice in the spring of 2004 following the Abu Ghraib revelations, and he did not want to be seen as someone who kept submitting his resignation as a technique to try to defuse calls for his removal and shore up his political standing. To have talked to Bush this time about stepping down would, in his view, have been final.

When it was Rumsfeld’s turn to speak at the White House event, he limited his remarks, thanking the president for the opportunity to serve and praising the professionalism and dedication of U.S. forces. He made no effort to defend his record, nor did he acknowledge any missteps on Iraq. But recognizing the target for blame that he had become, he invoked the words of an earlier civilian warrior who considered himself misunderstood by critics. Paraphrasing Winston Churchill, he said, “I have benefited greatly from criticism, and at no time have I suffered a lack thereof.”

He made only one reference to the fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan and the hunt for terrorists worldwide, calling it a “little understood, unfamiliar war, the first war of the twenty-first century—it is not well known; it was not well understood; it is complex for people to comprehend.” The comment, coming at the tail end, sounded like a parting shot tinged with the frustration Rumsfeld himself had felt in trying to understand the new global fight and figuring out how best to combat it.

Even with the heated speculation about Rumsfeld before the elections, the defense secretary’s exit stunned Washington. In bearing the brunt of attacks for the administration’s conduct of the Iraq War, Rumsfeld had to some extent served to shield Bush from criticism. His departure confirmed what a damaging political liability he had become, although Bush was still unwilling to concede publicly that his defense secretary had made serious mistakes. To the contrary, the president praised Rumsfeld for having been “a superb leader during a time of change.”

Many of Rumsfeld’s friends were offended by the White House’s seemingly rushed and unceremonious handling of the announcement of Rumsfeld’s resignation. To his supporters, the day-after news conference—which concluded with Bush patting the defense secretary on the shoulder as he ushered him out of the Oval Office—was insensitive and unbefitting of Rumsfeld’s long career of public service.

To others, though, the end of Rumsfeld’s tenure came too late. A number of Republican lawmakers complained bitterly that Bush had not cut Rumsfeld loose before the elections, when the move might have provided a boost at the polls for some GOP candidates. While presidential  aides had anticipated some gripes about the timing, the extent of the anger within party ranks surprised them.
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Once away from the Pentagon, the former secretary effectively disappeared from the political scene, rarely appearing in public and declining most requests for interviews. When he initially agreed to see me for this book, he put talk about Iraq off limits. But at our final interview in late 2008, he relented and addressed a number of aspects of the war. Still, he had little to say when asked about regrets, and he scoffed at a question inviting him to acknowledge any mistakes. At times he seemed unsure himself of what to think about certain decisions or events, waiting for some later opportunity to review the facts and to reflect.

The story of Donald Rumsfeld is an exceptional personal drama that has had profound consequences for the United States and the world. It is an instructive tale of what can happen when a man, once considered among the best and brightest of his generation, meets his greatest challenge late in life and ends up being relieved of duty, widely despised and branded a failure.

Hubris and miscalculation, obstinacy and mismanagement, bad advice and bad luck all played a part in bringing Rumsfeld down. Given his leading role in two wars that have become national sinkholes, his association with some of the most shameful incidents in modern U.S. military history, and his personification of the arrogance and misjudgments of the Bush administration, Rumsfeld is likely to remain a deeply controversial figure for many years, easy to caricature and easy to loathe.

But he is more complicated than the common image of him as a pugnacious, inflexible villain. Quiet trips to visit the war wounded at Walter Reed Army Medical Center belied his public stoicism and suggested anguish and pain that few saw. Gruff and imperious in formal settings, he could, in more casual surroundings, be disarmingly genial and fun-loving. At turns brilliant and engaging, charming and generous, highly ethical and deeply committed to public service, he was also defined by his tendency toward confrontational, unyielding, overbearing, and ornery behavior.

For all his complexities—or perhaps because of them—Rumsfeld had an abiding interest in simple rules. During the second half of his life, he composed lists of them to live by and distributed them freely to others. The homespun compendium of lessons for coping with the federal bureaucracy and corporate world drew largely on quips, aphorisms, and adages that Rumsfeld had read or heard elsewhere. But he fused them into an approach to issues and people that was distinctly his own, confident of his way even as some close to him worried, when he struggled as defense secretary, that he was veering badly off course. By the end of 2006, even his rules couldn’t save him.






CHAPTER 1

A Bit of a Rascal

The tough-guy image that defined Donald Rumsfeld later in life might suggest a childhood of hard knocks and personal struggle. But Rumsfeld’s beginnings, set largely in the quiet, leafy village of Winnetka near the shores of Lake Michigan north of Chicago, contained many positively reinforcing elements—loving parents, close friendships, success in school.

Rumsfeld’s parents, George and Jeannette, moved to Winnetka in 1937, when Rumsfeld was five and his sister, Joan, was seven. As a realtor, George saw promise in the burgeoning North Shore suburb. It was not yet the wealthy enclave it would become, but its offer of tranquility and safety, just a forty-five-minute train ride from Chicago’s downtown, pointed to a future of growth and prosperity.

Winnetka was far from Sudweyhe in northwestern Germany, which Rumsfeld’s ancestors had left in the mid-nineteenth century for America. There, the Rumsfelds had been farmers. Records in Sudweyhe, today a suburb of the port city of Bremen, show a continuous line of Rumsfelds from 1776 on, the names of the firstborn son alternating between Hermann and Heinrich. The line probably extends even further back, but earlier church records were destroyed in a fire at the parish minister’s home.

By 1866, Hermann Rumsfeld, then forty-five, was in a bind. His wife Wuebke had died two years earlier after fifteen years of marriage, leaving him with seven children. He worked a family farm—a small corn-growing lot with a straw-roofed house flanked on both sides by barns. With the German economy in depression, many in the area had joined a massive flow of emigrants to the United States, where land could be acquired cheaply. Hoping for better prospects, Hermann sold his farm to a neighbor.

Exactly what he did next is unclear. Some histories show him moving with his six youngest children, ages two to fifteen, to the United States. By this account, the eldest child, Heinrich, stayed home to farm and followed in 1869, a year before his permit for emigration expired. An alternate history has Hermann buying a farm in Ofen, bordering the city of Oldenburg, after selling his property in Sudweyhe. The farm buildings burned down in 1865, but Hermann built new structures. Two of his sons subsequently traveled to the United States to escape being drafted. Hermann sold the farmstead in Ofen in 1876 and followed his sons. The manifest for the SS Donau, dated June 24, 1876, lists five Rumsfelds, including “Herm,” a farmer age fifty-four, fitting the description of Don Rumsfeld’s great-great-grandfather.

After reaching America, the Rumsfeld clan settled in the Chicago area. By the time George was born in 1904, the family was still struggling. His own parents had divorced when he was two, leaving him and his older brother, Henry, with their mother, Lizette, herself an émigré from northwestern Germany. To support her young family, Lizette worked in the mail-order division of the Marshall Field’s department store handling shoe orders—a job she held until retirement at age sixty-five.

One Saturday morning when George was thirteen, he walked into the Baird and Warner (B&W) real estate office on Broadway in the Uptown neighborhood of Chicago and approached one of the partners, Warner G. Baird, seeking an after-school job. George explained that his father had died earlier in the year and his mother was having financial difficulty. Impressed with George’s sincerity, Baird hired him as an office boy. From 1918 to 1922, George worked summers and after school in B&W’s Uptown office.

George again approached Baird as he prepared for college at the University of Illinois in Champaign. He had secured a scholarship that paid  for his room and had landed a job waiting tables that covered his meals. But he needed financial help for tuition. Baird provided a loan, and George signed a note for it.

In college, George majored in business and belonged to Alpha Chi Rho. Tall, rather quiet, with soft blond hair, he met Jeannette, a stunning brunette in Chi Omega who had transferred from a school in Normal, Illinois, and was studying for a teaching degree. She could trace her own ancestry back to the American Revolution, but her immediate family had experienced its share of struggle. The youngest of five children, she was, like George, from the Chicago area. She had never really known her mother, who had been quite ill when Jeannette was a toddler and had died before Jeannette’s seventh birthday. Her father had been more business-than family-oriented, although she always felt that she was his favorite.

Jeannette’s petite frame contrasted with George’s wiry height, but together they made a handsome couple. They were married on June 16, 1927. Shortly before his wedding day, George, who was back working at Baird and Warner, went to Baird to pay off the note signed years earlier. As Baird recalled the moment, George had a check in hand to cover the interest and principal. Baird would have been willing to excuse the whole loan, but he said that if it would make George happy, he would accept repayment of just the principal without the interest charge.
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By 1933, George had risen to office manager in the real estate firm’s North Michigan Avenue office. The steady employment provided some financial cushion during the Depression. Years later, when Donald Rumsfeld eventually acquired the kind of wealth never known by his forbearers, he sank a fair portion of it into real estate.

Moving his young family from a small apartment in Evanston to a home in Winnetka marked George’s first house purchase. The house, at 545 Provident Avenue, had room for George’s mother, Lizette, and her mother, Elizabeth Yagle Claussen. An apple tree in the backyard with a thick branch jutting over the garage provided space for a tree house. In the evenings after dinner, Don and Joan played kick-the-can and hide-and-seek with other kids in the neighborhood.

Out of step with Winnetka’s sleepiness, Don Rumsfeld emerged as a boy eager to push the boundaries. While studying Native Americans in school and learning about smoke signals, he lit the contents of a waste-basket in his own bedroom and flapped a blanket over the smoke until an alarmed parent rushed in to douse the fire. Not long afterward, playing in a field behind an elementary school in the neighborhood, he put a match to some weeds, then fled the scene on his bike. Fortunately, the fire didn’t take. By his own account, he was “a bit of a rascal,” sometimes shoplifting gum and candy, and once, with some others, breaking into a convenience store, “not to take anything—just to do it.” Rumsfeld’s dad summed up his son’s behavior this way: “If it doesn’t go easy, force it!”

George Rumsfeld also had a deep streak of daring and determination that drove him past customary barriers. At thirty-seven, too old to be drafted for World War II, he wanted desperately to serve and fulfill his duty to country. The Navy refused to take him when he tried to enlist, declaring him underweight. So he downed milk shakes and bananas several times a day to add pounds and applied again in August 1942. Passing the physical exam despite a bad knee, he entered the military and received his lieutenant’s commission, completing Officer’s Candidate School at Quonset Point, Rhode Island.

George Rumsfeld’s war service would have a profound impact on his son. For one thing, it took the family away from Winnetka on a journey around America as Donald, his sister, and his mother followed George from assignment to assignment—first to a blimp base in Elizabeth City, North Carolina, then to a firefighting and gunnery school in Bremerton, Washington, and later to the Pacific coastal towns of Seaside and Astoria in Oregon. From June 1944 to October 1945, when George served as a hangar deck officer on two escort carriers, the rest of the family took up residence in Coronado, California.

While George was at sea, he and Jeannette exchanged long letters filled not only with words of tenderness but also with many details of life both at war and on the home front. In one instance, after Jeannette bought a house in Coronado, she wrote George all about it, describing the house and what everything cost—sometimes to the penny—and assuring him that if he didn’t like anything about the deal, they could certainly change it.

Assigned initially to the USS Bismarck Sea, George was transferred to another ship, and then was denied a request to be put back on the Bismarck , where he had many friends. The Bismarck later sank off Iwo Jima after being struck by two kamikaze fighters on February 21, 1945, in an attack that killed 318 sailors, or about one-third of the ship’s crew. The tragedy hit George hard. Two months after his promotion to lieutenant commander in October 1945, George left the Navy, having earned both the American Campaign Medal and the Asiatic-Pacific Area Campaign Medal with battle star.

Moving from place to place, changing schools each year, following the war news, knowing his dad was at sea in the Pacific campaign, Don Rumsfeld felt directly affected. “The intensity of a young, bright boy—father gone on a ship—he was tracking the war, he cared desperately about the outcome,” his wife Joyce observed.

Rumsfeld took considerable pride in the extra effort his dad had made to enter the Navy and participate in the war. The experience instilled in him a lasting appreciation for government and military service. In tribute to his father, Rumsfeld framed the honorable discharge letter that George received from James Forrestal, then secretary of the Navy and later the first secretary of defense. Millions of others who had served got the same letter, but to Rumsfeld it was a precious memento signifying the patriotism and dedication to public service that he shared with his father. Until Rumsfeld’s final days as defense secretary, the letter hung on a wall in his office.

When the Rumsfelds resettled in Winnetka after the war in 1945, Don entered eighth grade at Skokie Junior High School. He was back in familiar surroundings, but he had changed. While away, living in a different region of the country each year, he had been compelled to meet new kids, make new friends, and adjust to new neighborhoods and schools. He had learned to cope with the long absence of a parent and to make his own way.

“I remember asking him if it wasn’t difficult moving around so much when his dad was in the service,” recalled Judy Koch Merrifield, who was Rumsfeld’s first girlfriend in junior high school. “He said, ‘Yes, it’s difficult, but it sure makes you grow up fast.’”
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Rumsfeld’s father returned to work after the war at Baird & Warner as a residential real estate salesman. In time he became manager of the Winnetka office and then a company vice president. Along the way he began to acquire houses himself, usually ones that needed work, which he renovated to resell. Sometimes the Rumsfeld family lived in a house while it was being fixed up. As a result, Don changed houses several times during his adolescence, although he remained in the same general area.

With its tree-lined streets, Winnetka was a quaint, small town. The geographic boundaries of Lake Michigan and a nature preserve left little possibility for the town to annex big tracts of land that might have attracted large-scale builders. A prohibition against encroachment by industry ensured Winnetka’s residential character and helped preserve older properties. George Rumsfeld seemed to have a particularly good eye for fixer-uppers, houses that were fundamentally in good shape but could use some sprucing up. He tended to favor properties that were near schools and priced toward the lower median end of the market, so they would benefit from higher-priced houses in the area.

Years later, Don Rumsfeld sometimes portrayed himself as having grown up with little money. And it is true that he did not live in the wealthier sections of Winnetka and had to earn whatever he wanted to spend. From the age of ten onward, he held a variety of odd jobs—newspaper delivery boy, golf-course caddy, gardener, rug cleaner, ditch digger, janitor. He was industrious and learned not to take things for granted.

But Rumsfeld’s family was more middle class than poor, and in the years after Don left home, his father’s acquisition of rental houses yielded a comfortable income. When George Rumsfeld died in 1974, he left a valuable estate containing more than a half dozen properties.

From his father, Rumsfeld drew his more outgoing qualities and his industriousness. He remembered his dad as “a happy person” who laughed a lot, enjoyed life, and often came home whistling. George liked to play golf, but because he worked “day and night,” he played quickly, trying to finish nine holes at dusk in about thirty-five minutes. “He never took a warm-up stroke,” Rumsfeld recalled years later. “He would just get on that course and hit the ball and go.”

George Rumsfeld also had a reputation for being highly ethical—so honest and principled that he would point out flaws in a house to  prospective buyers. Critical of those with “one-way pockets,” who took from their community without giving back, he believed people should not just make money for themselves but should help the industry in which they were working. To that end, he served on various committees and later as president of the North Shore Board of Realtors, a director of the Winnetka Trust and Savings Bank, and a longtime member of the Winnetka Rotary. In Don Rumsfeld’s eyes, his dad was “a standard for his friends, his associates, and his family.”

Rumsfeld’s mother, who worked as a substitute teacher, was a slight, delicate woman, an intense, bookish personality more straightlaced than her husband. A stickler for precise speech, she served as the family grammarian. “She kept cleaning up my language—or at least trying,” Rumsfeld recalled. His own proclivity to nitpick the word choice and phrasing of subordinates, journalists, and others can be traced to her.

Jeannette Rumsfeld also took great pride in her son, keeping scrap-books of his achievements well into his adult years. “I think his mother was a competitive individual and wanted Don to do well,” said Myles Cunningham, a childhood friend.
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Rumsfeld entered New Trier High School in 1946 when the school was gaining prominence as one of the best public secondary institutions in the country. Life magazine featured a New Trier student on the cover of a special issue on education several years later, extolling the school’s extensive course offerings, elaborately equipped athletic program, and large selection of student clubs. Academically, Rumsfeld was placed on a fast track known as the V (for “velocity”) program, which offered advanced courses. “He was smart and he was inquisitive,” said Betty Christian, a classmate. “He wasn’t afraid to speak up. He would say what he thought.”

Rumsfeld held his own in class, although he never did well enough to make the annual Honor Society list. “He was a very good student, but not a scholar,” recalled Cunningham, who had classes with Rumsfeld. “He was always capable, always confident. But Don never stood out in the classroom; it wasn’t his forte. His recognition really came outside the classroom.”

Rumsfeld made his biggest mark in school—and found some of his closest friends and mentors—in athletics. Lacking the height for basketball and the heft for varsity football (although he did end up playing on the junior varsity), he decided to give wrestling a try. The sport was new at the school, having started there only two years before Rumsfeld arrived. The program was led by the school’s baseball coach, Dick Clausen, who knew so little about wrestling that he came to practice with a book of pictures showing various moves.

Rumsfeld wrestled in intramural tournaments before making the school team. Strong, quick, agile, and determined, he brought ideal attributes to the sport. He seemed to relish the sense of being out on the mat, matching strength and wits with a single opponent, having no one to rely on but himself. “I think he liked that,” said Brad Glass, who was two years ahead of Rumsfeld at New Trier and became one of the school’s greatest wrestlers.

By Rumsfeld’s junior year, the school had hired a new and more knowledgeable wrestling coach, Al Hurley. Hurley’s southern drawl and laid-back, country-boy manner masked the mind of a real wrestling technician. He started teaching moves and holds that the kids had never seen and placed a heavy emphasis on physical conditioning. Rumsfeld threw himself into the sport and the training requirements.

Wrestling provided an outlet for Rumsfeld’s aggressiveness and ambition, which were already in evidence in his youth. He enjoyed winning, and having begun something new, he didn’t want to stop until he emerged as the best, the champ. “George and I weren’t particularly interested in having an athlete as a son, but it was good for Don, we realized, because he had all that energy,” Jeannette Rumsfeld once told an interviewer.

Cunningham remembers the sight of Rumsfeld moving around a cinder track in the school’s basement that had been set up with hurdles, overhead bars, and other obstacles to resemble a commando course. “I marveled at what he could do,” Cunningham said. “He’d tumble through that thing—just flew around it.”

Early on, Rumsfeld befriended a teammate named Lenny Vyskocil, who had won the state championship as a freshman. The two had similar builds and were so close in appearance that each could be mistaken for the other from a distance. Vyskocil was arguably the most technically  skilled wrestler on the team. Rumsfeld had seen Vyskocil do an impressive takedown move called the fireman’s carry. “He came to me and said, I want you to teach me this,” Vyskocil recalled. “I couldn’t do it during practice, so what I did was stay later with Don for a number of days, after practice, and we worked on it. He wanted to go over and over it to make sure he had every corner of it figured out. In the end, I think he did it better than I did.”

The fireman’s carry served as Rumsfeld’s signature move for the rest of his time as a wrestler, through college and the Navy. Requiring great balance and exact timing, it involves a wrestler taking hold of an opponent’s arm, then dropping down, grabbing a leg, picking the opponent up off the mat—like a fireman carrying somebody out of a house—and bringing him down. When it works, it is very effective. But it also is risky and can backfire. “You can get into trouble with it,” recalled Bob Nellis, another teammate of Rumsfeld’s who, by his own admission, was not good at the move himself. “It requires you to duck under your opponent, and if you don’t have yourself positioned right, the opponent can just fall on top of you and crush you.”

Rumsfeld could execute the fireman’s carry to near technical perfection. But much else about his wrestling style tended to center on speed and brute force. “That’s the way Don wrestled,” Cunningham said. “Not a lot of subtle moves, not a lot of smoothness, not a lot of technique. Just athleticism. Get the job done.” As an example, Cunningham recalled Rumsfeld’s approach to escaping from wrestling holds. The team worked on various reversal techniques and other moves that required staying down on the mat. “Don had none of that,” Cunningham said. “Don’s idea was just to stand up and tear the guy loose. That’s all he did. The sooner he could get to his feet and tear him loose—that was it.”

Rumsfeld also drove hard not just to score points against his opponents by breaking holds or dropping them to the mat; he wanted to pin them. “He was the most aggressive wrestler I ever saw,” said Lex Irvine, another teammate. “A lot of wrestlers will go out and circle the opponent and try for a takedown. Don didn’t do that. He’d charge across and tear a guy down to the mat as soon as he could.”

Hurley encouraged such aggressiveness. It became a point of pride on the New Trier team to pin opponents. “We would put a half-dollar in  a jar, and there were twelve wrestlers, and the one who got the fastest pin got the money,” Vyskocil said. “Coach Hurley didn’t like us betting, but we did.”

Hurley, who succeeded in channeling whatever inner aggression the young Rumsfeld was feeling and inculcating a sense of discipline, had a profound impact on him. His take-no-prisoners style somehow suited Rumsfeld’s own drive for the jugular. “Don now says that Coach Hurley turned his life around—not going down the wrong way but demanding discipline and output and so on,” said Carolyn Twiname, a former classmate and lifelong friend.

The aggressiveness paid off. In Hurley’s first year at New Trier—Rumsfeld’s junior year—the high school took second in the state championship. The next year Rumsfeld not only starred on the team, wrestling in the 145-pound class, but served as cocaptain along with Vyskocil. That year also marked the most successful season up to that point for New Trier’s varsity wrestling squad. The team swept the suburban league title and went on to take the state championship. In regular season, the squad never lost a single meet and was tied only once, in a match against Moline High School.

But there was one wrestler Rumsfeld had trouble beating: Fred Pearson, a trim, muscular, blond teenager from Tilden High School on Chicago’s South Side. Pearson was a more experienced and more accomplished wrestler—he had won the state title his junior year. His style was less aggressive than Rumsfeld’s but technically more proficient.

He and Rumsfeld squared off three times in 1950. The first was at a dual meet between the New Trier and Tilden teams, and Pearson beat Rumsfeld 10 to 6. By the state tournament in March—the climax of the wrestling season for suburban and downstate schools—tension had built over the rematch, which occurred in the semifinals. “They just both went out after each other, and it was really exciting,” Nellis said. “These guys stalked each other on the mat like a couple of tigers. Neither backed down.” Pearson was declared the winner, although New Trier disputed the call.

“The guy was a bull in a China shop,” Pearson said of Rumsfeld years later. “But he wasn’t a bull without logic. He was in great shape and a smart, capable guy.”

Pearson and Rumsfeld locked bodies one last time, in a postseason tournament run by the Central Amateur Athletic Union on Chicago’s South Side. There, Rumsfeld triumphed over his archrival, but lost a subsequent match to a five-time tournament champion. “Don was determined to be the best at everything, and he was going to get back at Pearson no matter what it took, and he finally did,” Cunningham said. Several decades later, when Rumsfeld and Pearson met at a fund-raising dinner in Chicago, Pearson had virtually forgotten their last match. Rumsfeld never did.
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As a wrestler, Rumsfeld was encouraged to spend a summer at Camp Owakonze on Baril Lake in Ontario, Canada, which was owned by New Trier’s athletic director, Duke Childs. A number of New Trier’s staff served as counselors, including Hurley and Pete Frantzen, the junior varsity football coach who also was Rumsfeld’s adviser throughout high school. The camp lasted eight weeks and offered a rugged experience, filled with canoe trips, woodchopping, and the great outdoors. Against the rules, Rumsfeld sometimes smoked cigarettes; once he asked a younger camper, John Madigan, to hide a pack for him.

“There was an inspection when I wasn’t in the cabin,” Madigan recalled. “I came back and they told me they had found these and I was in serious trouble and they were going to take it up in the highest councils of the camp. I thought I was going to get sent home, but I didn’t, I survived. I never ratted on Don. I’ve held it over him all these years.” Madigan went on to become chairman and chief executive officer of the Tribune Company, on whose board of directors Rumsfeld subsequently served.

Madigan also remembered a canoe trip with Rumsfeld. “I was in his canoe, and he was paddling stern,” he said. “We’d get exhausted paddling across these great lakes and stopped to rest maybe every fifteen or twenty minutes. One time as we were stopped, I felt the canoe wobble a little bit and turned around. Don had kicked up into a handstand, holding on to the gunnels of the canoe, which was fully loaded with gear and provisions and everything else. We were in the middle of the lake. It was  incredible. That’s Don—he didn’t feel like resting; he’d rather do a handstand than sit.”

Back at home in the summer of 1948 and spending a day at the Maple Street beach on Lake Michigan, Rumsfeld disregarded a No Diving sign and plunged from a pier. He hit a piling or a pipe, cutting his head and gashing his upper torso. “There was a very distinct sign there saying, ‘No Diving.’ You couldn’t miss it,” recalled Bill Ryno, a childhood friend. But Rumsfeld had been chasing after a girl. He emerged from the water gushing with blood—a frightening sight to his friends on the scene. He spent days recovering. All told, from the accident and a hernia operation that same summer, he received about one hundred stitches.

Rumsfeld’s energetic, fun-loving side endeared him to many friends. For all his competitiveness and intensity, he got along well with peers. Widely known by his nickname “Rummy,” he socialized easily, laughed readily, and emerged as one of the most popular students in his high school class.

John Griesser, who captained the football team senior year, remembered Rumsfeld not only as one of the most competitive people he had ever met, but also as someone who was always upbeat, who accepted people for who they were, and who would do anything for a friend. Another classmate, Betty Christian, explained Rumsfeld’s appeal flat out: “He was good-looking, he had a great personality, and he was fun to be with.”

Joyce Pierson started noticing Rumsfeld during sophomore year of high school. “I was aware that there was fascination or excitement around him and wherever he was,” she recalled years later. “He definitely had a dazzle.”

Joyce had moved to the North Shore area—a house in the suburb of Wilmette—in 1941 when she was nine years old. Her father, Red Pierson, worked for International Harvester as a sales executive and had shifted his family several times—from Montana to North Dakota to Minnesota to Wisconsin—before settling near corporate headquarters in Chicago.

Slender, blue-eyed, and bubbly, Joyce made friends easily and was popular in high school. “She was kind of a little pixie, always a smile on her face, always happy and good to everybody,” recalled Barbara Mayberry, a close friend. In junior year, classmates elected Joyce secretary of the class and Rumsfeld vice president. The two started spending time together in meetings, planning a prom and other events. Joyce was dating a senior on the football team at the time, but the relationship was stormy.

After the summer, Rumsfeld returned to school determined to ask Joyce out. The first Saturday of their senior year, he took her to a play in Chicago. They started dating, but the relationship was stop-and-go, and by the second half of the year, Rumsfeld was going out with someone else. As dazzled as Joyce was by Rumsfeld, she also was wary of him because he had dated—and broken up with—a number of her close friends. “So mine was more of a defensive mode—it’s not going to happen to me kind of thing,” she recalled. “I was cautious.”

Both continued to hold prominent positions in the class during senior year, Rumsfeld as vice president of the Tri-Ship Club, Joyce as head of the Girls Club’s Friendly Committee. The committee’s mission was to try to break through New Trier’s thick network of cliques and include those left out. This kind of social outreach effort seemed to suit Joyce’s personality and interests particularly well. Friends considered her type-cast for the role—one she would find herself playing countless times by Rumsfeld’s side later in life.
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For all his popularity, there also was something that, to a number of his closer friends, appeared to set Rumsfeld apart. He was filled with goals, intense and inwardly driven. “He’d say things like, ‘I want to accomplish something,’” Vyskocil recalled. “Don was serious. Even though he was like one of the guys all the time and dating and stuff, there was a very serious side to him. More so than anybody else I’d known.”

Rumsfeld openly professed to friends that he intended to be president of the United States someday. Griesser recalled Rumsfeld saying so to a group of boys standing around in a school hallway. The words also stuck in Betty Christian’s mind. “When he said that, he wasn’t bragging, he wasn’t boasting,” she recounted. “It just was a statement about something that he was going to achieve. He believed in himself, and he had his mind set. You heard him and in the back of your mind you would think, It could very well be.” Joyce said the idea of Rumsfeld becoming president was something they only joked about in high school. In any case, his comment  revealed an early interest in public service. “The point is, he was thinking politics, governance, freedom, the country that he loved,” she said.

Rumsfeld’s image as a clean-cut superachiever was further burnished by a commitment to the Boy Scouts that continued through high school. He rose with a group of eight other boys—members of Explorer Post 25—to the top rank of Eagle Scout in his senior year. “We always were working on merit badges,” said Ryno, another member of the group. “We went on campouts all around Illinois. It was a way to keep us out of trouble.” Ryno credited a conscientious scoutmaster, Bob Levings, for holding the group together and pushing the boys along.

Rumsfeld once came close to giving up on scouting. At age twelve, after three years as a scout in Illinois, North Carolina, Washington State, and California, he had written his father, who was serving on an aircraft carrier in the Pacific, to say he wanted to quit.

“My dad sent a note back saying, ‘That’s fine, use your own judgment, ’” Rumsfeld recalled in a speech years later. “Go ahead, it’s your call. After all, quitting is easy. You can quit one thing, and then you can quit another, and then pretty soon you’re a quitter. So you will have defined yourself not by what you’ve done, what you accomplish in life, but your decisions not to finish what you start.”

“Well, even at age twelve, I got the message,” Rumsfeld went on. “And I stayed in scouting. And it was one of the best decisions I’ve made.”

For Rumsfeld, scouting became an affirmation not only of persevering and seeing something through to its end but also of honor and duty to God and country—values that carried over later into his military and government service. The experience also had a lasting impact on Rumsfeld in another, more tangible way by introducing him to a part of the United States where he would later sink roots. One summer he attended the Philmont Scout Ranch in Cimarron, New Mexico, and fell in love with the area—its wide-open spaces, rugged terrain, and natural beauty. Decades later, he returned to buy property in the state and made a farm just north of Taos a center of his family life.
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When the time came to decide on college, Rumsfeld’s parents hoped their son would pick a school close enough to home that they could attend his wrestling matches. A friend’s father, who recruited athletes for the University of Michigan, tried to interest Rumsfeld in the school’s wrestling program. But the dean of boys at New Trier was a graduate of Princeton and urged Rumsfeld to consider applying there.

Brad Glass, New Trier’s star wrestler, had gone to Princeton. So had two other strong athletes in the class ahead of Rumsfeld—Ned Jannotta and Jim Otis. When the three returned home for winter break in late 1949, they conspired to persuade Rumsfeld to pick Princeton. “We definitely worked him over,” Jannotta recalled. “I remember going to New Trier and collaring him in the hall; then we got the dean to give us a room, and the four of us went in and gave him a good pitch about Princeton.”

Rumsfeld took a while to make up his mind. He had assumed he would end up wrestling at a Big Ten school, not in the Ivy League. “We had a hard time, it seemed, getting him to make the decision,” Otis said. Ultimately, Rumsfeld picked Princeton. Decades later, he told an interviewer that he probably would not have gone to Princeton if it had not had a wrestling program.

He still had feelings for Joyce, or “Bird,” as he called her. He had searched her out during the evening of graduation to give her a token of affection—a Boy Scout saddle ring from the West. Joyce carried a flame for Rumsfeld, too, but did not want to attend an eastern school just to be near him if it would mean always waiting for the phone to ring. Instead, she headed west to the University of Colorado along with several friends. “I just thought, Do your own thing,” she recalled. In her copy of the New Trier yearbook, Rumsfeld wrote, “Have a good time in Colorado (that play school).”
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In the 1950s Princeton still had many of the qualities of an exclusive, self-perpetuating club, its students drawn largely from wealthy families and boarding schools and its upperclassmen’s social life dominated by a hierarchy of seventeen eating clubs. The college had begun a conscious effort after World War II to recruit students from the nation’s public schools, but of the 770 men in Rumsfeld’s entering class, more than 60 percent still came from prep schools.

As a public school graduate attending Princeton on a scholarship, Rumsfeld felt at a distinct disadvantage. “Back in my day,” he told an interviewer, “an awful lot of people had gone to prep school, and the first year those people had taken most of the freshman courses by the time they got there. I hadn’t.” The transition to college life was not easy for him. “He was an unhappy camper for the first semester,” Otis recalled. “He kidded us about the dirty trick we had played, telling him what a great place it was.”

To make it through, Rumsfeld allowed himself few diversions, basically leading an intense, austere existence. “I worked hard,” he recounted. “I was disciplined, and I managed my time. I got up early and worked and went to class and went to sports, whatever it was that season. And I didn’t have any money, so I didn’t have dates or anything like that. I had no reason not to be highly focused.”

Darkening the outlook for many in Rumsfeld’s class was the war in Korea, which had begun in the summer of 1950. Recruiters for the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) had little trouble meeting their quotas on college campuses amid the patriotic fervor of the period. Sometime in the fall of 1950, Rumsfeld decided to join the Naval ROTC, which provided more scholarship money than did the nonathletic scholarship he had secured from Princeton. But the program came with a major commitment, requiring him to attend training classes during the summers and three times each week, followed by three years of military service after graduation.

Rumsfeld made the decision to join over winter break when he was home with his family. Joyce was there, too, and they discussed it. “I remember him saying, ‘This is a big decision,’” said Joyce, who went with him when he mailed the letter of commitment. “I remember that was one of the grown-up decisions where I was with him. He said, ‘This means that three years after I graduate, I’m committed.’”
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Rumsfeld eventually fell in with a group of roommates, all athletes, who formed a bond that lasted for decades afterward. There were three whose main sport was football (Richard Stevens, Somers Steelman, and Prewitt Turner), a couple of hockey players (Derek Price and Peter Gall),  another couple of tennis players (Sidney Wentz and Michael Weatherly), and a baseball player (Joseph Castle).

They teased each other a lot. Rumsfeld, given his ancestry and his crew-cut look, got kidded about being a “tough German.” Weatherly was “Mickman,” reflecting his Irish roots. Wentz was “Bear,” because, often slouching, he walked like one. Turner was dubbed “Sportyman,” a name conveyed by his dad. Stevens was known as “the old philosopher,” given his penchant for pulling classmates aside, dropping his voice, and imparting words of wisdom. And Steelman got called “Syd,” a reference to a large black bull named Big Syd that he had tried to ride in a rodeo in Atlantic City when he was fourteen years old.

“There was camaraderie, but it was like in the Marine Corps—you couldn’t be sensitive,” Weatherly recalled. “You had to give as well as you could take. If anybody showed a weakness, he was in trouble. But we also loved each other. I can’t remember a serious rift or fight among any of us the whole time.”

Rumsfeld also knew how to put on a show for his roommates, becoming famous especially for one-armed push-ups. Stevens, who had seen Rumsfeld do fifty push-ups with his right arm, once bet him five dollars he couldn’t do fifty push-ups with his left. Rumsfeld took the bet, did the fifty, then picked up the five dollars and walked out of the room.

“Rumsfeld was a very strong individual, and we used to brag about him,” Steelman said. “Every now and then some character would come into the room and say, ‘I’m here to see Rumsfeld do his one-handed pushups,’ and we’d egg the guy on to put his money where his mouth was. Then Rumsfeld would proceed to take the money.”

Rumsfeld is remembered by his roommates as someone who was fun to be around—upbeat, with a good sense of humor, a quick mind, and a big grin. But he remained highly disciplined, always conscious of certain limits. While some of his friends ventured on weekends to New York bars and dance halls, Rumsfeld did not go. He was not the late-night partying type. “Rumsfeld was never one to close the place up,” Weatherly said. “He was not on the cutting edge of some crazy things we did. He was a conservative guy—a Midwestern boy, scholarship student, Naval ROTC.”

There was also a seriousness about Rumsfeld, a sense of discipline laced with a deep strain of morality, that was striking even in his college days. “As close as we all were, there weren’t any moments when Rummy  let his guard down,” Steelman said. “I mean, he was straight and stayed straight. He had very definite ideas as to right and wrong, and he never deviated. At that young age, a lot of us deviated.”

Indeed, thinking back on it, Steelman saw a certain calculation in Rumsfeld’s ability to keep such a tight hold on himself. “The guy was thinking,” Steelman said. “Do you know what I mean? He wasn’t the kind of guy who would stray off and say something or do something that would come back to haunt him. He had that instinct.”
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Academically, Rumsfeld by his account maintained the equivalent of a B average in college. Friends confirmed that Rumsfeld, while not an academic star, did not appear to struggle in class. “He wasn’t an intellectual giant but very determined. He was not going to get distracted,” recalled Wentz, who met Rumsfeld in the Naval ROTC program and became one of his best friends at Princeton.

Rumsfeld did especially well in math. But he chose to major in politics, which was popular at the time and which he saw as permeating all aspects of life.

When asked years later about his college days, Rumsfeld had fond recollections of two professors: Walter P. “Buzzer” Hall, an authority on modern European history whose entertaining, demonstrative classroom style consistently made him one of the school’s most popular lecturers, and Eric F. Goldman, also a historian and a popular lecturer, whose major work, Rendezvous with Destiny, a social history of the Progressive Era, was published in 1952 while Rumsfeld was at Princeton.

But for the most part, Rumsfeld recalled little about the courses he took as an undergraduate or the professors whose lectures he attended. He portrayed himself as often questioning what professors said in class and wondering, as he once told the Princeton Alumni Weekly, whether what he was hearing was the whole story. “I felt I learned as much or more from my peers and my individual study as I did from the faculty,” he said. “Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe it’s designed to be that way.”

At the time, Rumsfeld characterized his own political leanings as independent, and Wentz remembered him as largely free of any political ideology. “He was not swayed by majority opinion,” Wentz said in an interview. “Nor was he always one way or the other. I think he was his own man.” That did not mean, however, that Rumsfeld lacked strong preferences for particular candidates or positions on tough issues. “We were both somewhat skeptical of the world, of heroes,” Wentz said. “We used to have fairly vigorous debates. I was pro-Eisenhower because he was no-nonsense, but Rumsfeld liked Adlai Stevenson for his articulation, his ability to project ideas.”

Rumsfeld was not politically active as an undergraduate. But he and his friends in the spring of their senior year were caught up, like much of the nation, in watching the televised Army-McCarthy hearings, the riveting showdown between the bullying Senator Joseph McCarthy from Wisconsin and the military officials he accused of protecting communists in their ranks. “We were just glued to it. It was so dramatic,” he said, recalling his own antipathy toward McCarthy.
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Rumsfeld’s greatest success at Princeton came outside the classroom, in athletics. He played on the lightweight football team, limited to players weighing less than 150 pounds, and as a senior led it to its most successful season in years. But it was wrestling that remained his main interest in college, as it had been in high school.

The sport had a long if not particularly illustrious history at Princeton. Well into his second decade leading the program when Rumsfeld arrived, head coach Jimmy Reed had a rather mediocre record guiding the Tigers. But the team enjoyed its golden age during Rumsfeld’s years there, boosted especially by the exceptional performance of Rumsfeld’s high school friend Brad Glass, who became the first National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) wrestling champion in the school’s history.

True to form, Rumsfeld in his matches often relied on the fireman’s carry. “He was very quick and quite smart, but he did do that carry on everybody—and it worked on almost everybody,” said Carlton MacDonald Jr., a teammate. “I said to him once, ‘I bet you can’t do it on me.’ And damn if he didn’t. And I even knew he was going to do it!”

Rumsfeld reached his college wrestling peak in 1953, when as a junior he went undefeated during the regular season and rose to the finals of the Eastern Intercollegiate Wrestling Association meet, held that year  at Princeton. In the final match, everybody had expected to see Cornell University’s Ken Hunt, who had had an undefeated season, face off against Syracuse University’s Ed Rooney, considered an excellent leg wrestler (someone who ties up opponents below the waist and then overpowers them). But Rumsfeld eliminated Rooney, 6 to 4, in the semis by getting ahead of him in points early, then keeping his distance and running out the clock.

In the championship bout later that night, it was Rumsfeld against Hunt, whose strategy was to bait Rumsfeld into making the first move. It worked. Rumsfeld “would go in for this so-called takedown, and see that he couldn’t get it, and as he backed off, that’s when I would go in and take him down with an ankle pickup,” Hunt recalled in an interview with the  New Yorker in 2003. “I took him down three times with that, and that was six points right off the bat.” Still, Rumsfeld persisted. “I think I was ahead eight-zip or eight-two, and then I began to run out of gas. I had the feeling that he could taste blood, you know, if he could get me real tired—and I was getting tired,” Hunt said. In the third and final period, Rumsfeld gained a few more points but came up short, losing 9 to 5.

Two weeks later, at the national NCAA tournament, Rumsfeld lost in the first round to Jim Ellis of Indiana University. Elected team captain in his senior year, Rumsfeld had another undefeated regular season but didn’t manage to do as well in the regional competition as he had done the year before, finishing fourth.

Half a century after Rumsfeld’s college wrestling days, Roger Olesen, an accomplished writer about wrestling, coauthored a book on the 1953 season titled A Turning Point. He offered a critical assessment of Rumsfeld’s style, concluding that it had relied less on technical skill than on sheer bulldog grit. “They’ve always built Rumsfeld up as being a great wrestler,” Olesen said. “But he wasn’t. Rumsfeld, I think, was just a plugger. He would keep coming after you even when the final verdict was no longer in doubt.”
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Rumsfeld’s senior thesis probed President Harry Truman’s controversial attempt to forestall a 1952 steelworker’s strike by nationalizing the nation’s steel mills, and the U.S. Supreme Court’s subsequent decision striking the act down as an abuse of executive power. In his conclusion, Rumsfeld endorsed the Court’s decision to curb the president’s emergency powers, although he threw in a realistic caveat, envisioning situations beyond a labor dispute where other rules might apply to presidential action. “There is much to be said for not tying the hands of the President unduly,” he wrote. “No one wishes to injure adequate defense action in the event of an enemy attack or an emergency of similar gravity. But it must not be forgotten that the concept of emergency is elastic.”

Still, Rumsfeld ended affirming the importance of limits. He noted that almost anyone could rise to the presidency, a fact he regarded as both good and bad. “With an eye toward its bad aspect, i.e., the Presidency may not always be occupied by a man intelligent enough to use his power sparingly, Jefferson had the correct answer 165 years ago, when he warned: ‘In questions of power let no more be said of confidence in man, but bind him down from mischief by the chains of the Constitution.’ Let us be thankful that we live in a land where we can demand of those in authority, ‘Give an account of thy stewardship.’”

An idealistic speech delivered at Princeton in the spring of his senior year by Adlai E. Stevenson II made a lasting impression on Rumsfeld. At the time, the former governor of Illinois was between his two unsuccessful presidential campaigns, and he appeared reflective during his visit to his alma mater in March 1954. He used his visit to talk about the nature of the U.S. political system and the importance of individual action and involvement in the political process. Addressing the senior class banquet, Stevenson called on members of the class to apply their education to the nation’s service.

“You dare not, if I may say so, withhold your attention,” Stevenson said. “For if you do, if those young Americans who have the advantage of education, perspective and self-discipline, do not participate to the fullest extent of their ability, America will stumble, and if America stumbles, the world falls.”

He spoke about the “broad responsibility” the students had “to protect and improve” what they had inherited and what they would be willing to fight and die to preserve—“the concept of government by consent of the governed as the only tolerable way of life.” He observed that the United States had made a “magnificent gamble” in deciding that people should have an opportunity to help guide and direct the country’s course. It was  a gamble in the sense, he said, that it presumed free people would be able, given sufficient information, to make correct judgments. It also presumed that people would avail themselves of the opportunity to get involved in government affairs, either as active participants or as supporters or monitors of those who were in public life.

In later years, Rumsfeld frequently talked about the inspiration he had drawn from Stevenson’s words and how the speech had contributed to his decision to enter government. Decades after he heard it, Rumsfeld could still quote passages from the address. What made a lasting impression was not only Stevenson’s call to public service but his tone. Even as the Cold War was dawning, with its threat of nuclear war and sustained struggle against the Soviet Union, Stevenson sounded full of hope and promise.

“You live in a time of historic change and of infinite difficulty,” he told the Princeton seniors in a passage Rumsfeld liked to cite. “But do not let the difficulties distract you. Face the problems of your time you must, deal with them you must. But do not allow the alarms and excursions and partisanship of our political scene to distract you. . . . Dare, rather, to live your lives fully, boldly; dare to study and to learn, to cultivate the mind and the spirit.”
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Rumsfeld stayed in touch with Joyce during their time in college, but they saw each other only intermittently, when both were at home for brief periods. They dated others, although according to his roommates, Rumsfeld did not pursue anyone else intently, whereas Joyce as early as sophomore year accepted a pin from a suitor, indicating a serious relationship. “A lot of guys at CU really thought Joyce was it. She was so darling,” recalled Julie Sherman Whitaker, one of the half dozen or so girls from Joyce’s New Trier class who joined her at the University of Colorado and in the Kappa Alpha Theta sorority there.

Reflecting Rumsfeld’s hold on her mind and her heart, Joyce, who majored in art history, signed up for a couple of courses in U.S. political thought and U.S. foreign policy her senior year. “That’s not usually what you take as an art history major,” she said. “But in college, he had been writing to me or talking to me, putting thoughts out there that then became of  interest to me.” One book she recalled Rumsfeld recommending was Man’s Fate, by André Malraux, a novel about the early days of the Chinese Revolution focusing on the intertwining plights of several characters and their life-and-death struggles. “That was one of his favorite books,” Joyce said. Another, by Rumsfeld’s account, was Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography.

Just before the start of his senior year, Rumsfeld had come out to Boulder, Colorado, to visit Joyce. She then went to Princeton in the spring. “He was writing his thesis and studying for his comprehensives,” she recalled. “And so my five days at Princeton, I would go to the library, and he and his friends had a special little study carrel that they would put me in and close the door. Then someone would come and open my door and say, Now you can come and have lunch. So I’d go out and then I would come back to the carrel, same thing, all afternoon. Then they’d let me out again and I’d have dinner. I read five books.

“The pressure of all those guys, the intensity of their study, was fierce. But it was the first time that I had met his gang. I was intimidated, no question. They were just kind of circling, waiting for me. And a lot of teasing. They were funny. They were very close. They were trying to pretend that they weren’t scared to death about not graduating. One of them always had the newspaper in front of his books to pretend that he was casual. But they were all under a lot of pressure.”

Because the visit went well, Rumsfeld suggested she come back for his graduation. But there was another boyfriend in the picture in Colorado. Joyce intended to move to Chicago after her college graduation, as did her boyfriend. “He was determined,” Joyce said. “Even knowing all about Don, he was sure that he was going to win out.”

Worried about losing Joyce, Rumsfeld made up his mind by the time of his graduation to ask her to marry him. His roommate Stevens recalled Rumsfeld being intent on tidying up his room before she arrived. “He said, ‘I’m going to get engaged but I want to go into this thing the right way,’” Stevens said. “There was all this discipline, all this focus.”

Decades later, recalling the moment that Rumsfeld proposed, Joyce searched a bit for the words to describe the event. “He was sure I wouldn’t be around much longer, I think, so he was almost mad when he said do you think we should get married or something. He said let’s just not continue whatever it was. We were probably taking a walk. I mean, it was just—let’s just—it was more matter of fact. So we got engaged, set a date.”

Joyce also remembered breaking the news to the Colorado boyfriend. “I wired him and said, This is hard to believe but I’m engaged to the guy who was paying no attention to me for four years. I do remember being panicked that he was going to move before I could get word to him.”

Rumsfeld waited to present an engagement ring until he and Joyce returned to Illinois a short time later. “He wanted to wait so I’d be with my parents and he could talk to them and acknowledge what was up,” Joyce said. “My parents were stunned. They loved him, but, you know, the storminess of it—no one could figure out if we were together or not. So the fact we were engaged was just a big surprise, I think, to everyone.

“It was just a funny relationship,” she went on. “The reality, the bottom line is, I would never have married anyone until he married someone other than me. That had already been fixed in my mind, which shows how crazy I was. I think he thought, Well, this isn’t the ideal time. I mean, he would have loved to have a few more years as a bachelor. But he thought, Gee, I’m not going to wake up some day and say why didn’t you act faster or sooner. So his was more of an intellectual decision, not knowing that I would have waited.”

As Rumsfeld took leave of Princeton, he looked forward to getting married and to serving several years in the Navy. Beyond that, he expected to attend law school. His mother had always wanted him to be a lawyer.

All in all, the Princeton experience had been a positive one for him. He had performed ably in class, excelled in wrestling, and made a number of lifelong friends. But Rumsfeld never overcame the early sense of economic and class division he had felt his freshman year. Even after ending up a member of Cap and Gown, one of Princeton’s top-tier eating clubs, Rumsfeld carried a certain lingering disdain of Ivy Leaguers and of the eastern establishment elite. “He’d call them ‘reversible names’—people with initials and all that kind of stuff,” said Ken Adelman, who met Rumsfeld in Washington in the late 1960s and became a close friend. “We talked about that hundreds of times.”

Joyce acknowledges that her husband has harbored a strong aversion to elitism and privilege. “Don always says he went to Princeton on a scholarship,” she remarked when asked about this bias. “So he’s got that edge. He is wary of those who think they’re better.”






CHAPTER 2

Developing His Own Tune

Commissioned an ensign after graduation, Rumsfeld in October 1954 reported to Pensacola, Florida, for basic training to become a Navy pilot. He had all the makings of a hotshot aviator—excellent coordination, good judgment, fighting edge, and self-confidence. He trained in an SNJ, a propeller-driven aircraft, and dreamed of earning an assignment flying jets off an aircraft carrier. Such coveted positions went to the Navy’s best pilots, and Rumsfeld clearly stood out among his peers. “Coordination was required—a lot of the tests they gave us were based on coordination—and if anybody was coordinated, it was Rummy,” recalled Alan Halkett, a UCLA graduate who was in Rumsfeld’s pilot-training class.

Rumsfeld completed the basic flight-training course faster than anyone in his group, rushing ahead to conduct carrier-qualifying flights on the USS Monterey before the ship was mothballed. (At that time, primary-training students had to complete six landings on an aircraft carrier.) But Rumsfeld never got his wish for a carrier assignment. The Navy sent him instead to fly seaplanes. “I was about as disappointed as any human being could be,” he remarked years later during an interview.

It is not clear from the information available whether Rumsfeld’s assignment reflected some lack of ability to qualify for carrier duty or simply the luck of the draw. His contemporaries certainly remember him as  an excellent pilot, with not only the skills but the tough attitude for attack aircraft. “Flying attack jets was a glamour assignment that took an aggressive personality,” said Charles Kinnaird, now a Detroit attorney who graduated with Rumsfeld from Princeton and attended flight training with him. “Rummy had that.”

It could be that the Navy simply had an urgent need to fill other slots when Rumsfeld’s name came up. But other Navy veterans from that period say the service was always ready to place its top pilots in carrier aircraft, and if Rumsfeld really had been a superior aviator, he would have ended up flying jets at sea.

In any case, Rumsfeld’s disappointment soured him on the idea of making a career of military service, which he had seriously considered. Had he become a carrier pilot, he might well have made a long-term commitment to the Navy. “I think he would have stayed in,” Joyce said, recalling her husband’s early career. “But all of a sudden he was flying these huge seaplanes. It just wasn’t a fit for him.”

Rumsfeld spent six months in advanced training in Corpus Christi, Texas, earning his wings in January 1956. Worried then about being shunted off to seaplane duty for an extended period, he applied to return to Pensacola as a flight instructor. “It was the only way to avoid going to a seaplane squadron,” said Walt Halperin, who went through training with him.

Before heading back to Florida, Rumsfeld, who had not given up on his wrestling after donning a military uniform, moved to Norfolk, Virginia, to train on the Navy’s wrestling team. He won an All-Navy championship title in 1956 at 147 pounds, earning him a chance to compete in Annapolis, Maryland, for a spot in the group the Navy would be sending to U.S. Olympic team tryouts.

But there again, disappointment struck. During a workout match, he separated his shoulder. The injury was serious enough to force him to drop out of the competition. Even had he remained healthy, there was no guarantee Rumsfeld would have made the cut for the Olympic team. Joseph Gattuso, the three-time eastern collegiate champ whom Rumsfeld was wrestling at the time of the shoulder accident, remembers him as a “spunky” and skillful wrestler, although not one of the best in the group.

In any case, with his wrestling days over, Rumsfeld returned to Pensacola in May to teach flying. The job proved to be a challenging test of  patience. “He taught formation flying, and every morning he would say, ‘Today, I’m not going to scream,’” Joyce recalled. “You have four people in four planes who don’t know how to do it, and you’re in a chase plane. So he would come home at three or four in the afternoon after an early-morning launch, just barely able to talk. They all would talk with their hands saying, you know, this is what happened, this guy went this way and that guy went that way.”

Accidents were a constant worry, especially for spouses on the ground. “In those Navy years, in that three-year period, we lost fifteen really close friends in crashes and training accidents,” Joyce remembered. “There’d be a crash, you’d hear the sirens. The minute you’d hear them, the wives, without saying a word, would just stop what they were doing and head home. Two different times the chaplain came down our walk and went to a neighbor. They’d come down the walk and you’d think they’re coming to you.”

The pilots tended to deal with the danger stoically. At Saufley Field, where Rumsfeld flew, a huge sign in the hangar stated matter-of-factly, “A mid-air collision can spoil your whole day.”

Rumsfeld had his own close call once while on a night flight over the Gulf of Mexico from Key West to Corpus Christi in a twin-engine seaplane. It was his final flight as a student pilot, and Rumsfeld was looking forward to receiving his wings the next day. Suddenly, one of the engines failed, and the plane began descending. Rumsfeld and other crew members struggled to jettison everything they could—suitcases, fuel, radar equipment—to lighten the aircraft in hopes of regaining some altitude. Finally, as Rumsfeld recalls, the aircraft leveled off at about nine hundred feet, and they managed to reach a military landing field near Lake Pontchartrain in Louisiana.

Like many young military pilots, Rumsfeld exuded great confidence in his own ability—a characteristic that never seemed to wane through the rest of his life. “Self-assurance, he always had that,” Halperin recalled. “Someone else might say cocky. It bordered on that. But he was such a good-natured, happy guy, so much fun, that it didn’t bother you that he had that side to his personality, being overly self-assured.”

Indeed, Halperin and his wife Willa, who socialized often with the Rumsfelds in those days, remember many enjoyable times. They golfed together, went to the beach, fished. Once, they rented a plane and all went flying, the Halperins seated up front and the Rumsfelds behind.

It was a period in their lives when none of them had much, when they were just starting out. Living conditions on the base were spartan in small, concrete-block houses. “I remember Rummy coming over once, and we ate dinner on an ironing board in our bedroom because it was the only room that was air-conditioned,” Willa said. “Nobody lived lavishly.”

Before long, too, they all were learning to be parents together as children started to come into the picture. The Rumsfelds welcomed Valerie, their firstborn, in 1956. Their futures were ahead of them.
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In November 1957, Rumsfeld left Pensacola and active-duty Navy service. Explaining his reasons for moving on, Rumsfeld told an interviewer later that after three years as a “damn good” Navy pilot, he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life being “just another chauffeur” in a military plane.

Acting on an interest in politics that dated back to his college days, he went to Washington looking for a job on Capitol Hill. As he tells the story, he just “knocked on doors” until he found a congressman willing to hire him. He says he had never met a congressman or any politician before that.

Rumsfeld first visited Congress in the late 1930s with his parents. In 1954 he returned with Joyce while in Washington to attend a friend’s wedding. They went to the Senate gallery and, by Rumsfeld’s account, saw Carl Hayden of Arizona dozing in the majority leader’s chair and Wayne Morse of Oregon talking about music to an empty chamber. “I was so excited to be there,” Rumsfeld recalled. “And I said to Joyce, ‘Isn’t that thrilling?’ And she said, ‘I think you’re a little strange.’”

The tale allows him to highlight his own early enthusiasm for one of Washington’s great centers of power while also portraying Congress as less than it’s cracked up to be. That’s certainly how Rumsfeld came to view it over time, although at the outset he just wanted very much to be part of the action.

For him to show up on the doorstep in hopes of just knocking and being let in suggests no small measure of nerve. But chances are he didn’t arrive as a total walk-in. His search was likely facilitated by his network of Princeton and Navy connections. So, too, his wrestling background  appears to have factored into the decision by David Dennison, a first-term Republican congressman from Ohio’s Eleventh District, to hire Rumsfeld as an administrative assistant.

“He had been a wrestler in college, and I had been a wrestler, and he hired me because I had been a wrestler,” Rumsfeld recounted once. “I mean, that’s how life works. It had nothing to do with my ability to work in his office and do the things he wanted.”

A lawyer and former special assistant to Ohio’s attorney general, the thirty-nine-year-old Dennison was an especially active first-term member. He championed the first comprehensive federal employee’s training bill, supported improvements in the postal service, and promoted pensions for government employees. He also helped reunite a number of separated immigrant families and gave a speech in the House on civil rights that attracted favorable notice from President Dwight Eisenhower. For voters back home, Dennison was at the forefront of efforts to improve Lake Erie harbors in his district.

Until then, Rumsfeld’s exposure to politics had been limited to what he had studied in school or watched from afar. He found immersion in Congress overwhelming and excruciating. “Going from being a naval aviator to an administrative assistant to a congressman from Ohio was one of the most wrenching experiences of my lifetime,” Rumsfeld said in an interview with Pentagon historians. “I didn’t know how to write press releases or radio programs, do legislative research, work in an office, manage a campaign. It was all new and terribly difficult for me. It took an enormous amount of effort and application and hours and anguish trying to do it well.”

Complicating matters, Rumsfeld had to manage initially without his wife and daughter at his side. They had remained in Chicago, where Joyce spent months recuperating from hepatitis contracted around the time of the move from Pensacola.

Rumsfeld’s family caught up with him in Ohio in 1958 as he was managing Dennison’s reelection campaign. The congressman had some strong local support, including an endorsement from the Warren Tribune Chronicle. “No member of Congress has been busier or more active in the interest of his district, state and nation than Mr. Dennison in his first two years in the House of Representatives,” the paper said. “His diligence has  attracted the favorable attention not only of his own constituents but of his colleagues in the national legislature and top political personalities in both parties.”

But Dennison faced an uphill fight against a local county attorney, Robert E. Cook, due in large part to a controversial ballot item. A proposal for a constitutional amendment that would ban compulsory union shops had riled the labor unions and triggered a surge in registration of Democratic voters. That didn’t bode well for the Republican Dennison.

A whiff of scandal also enveloped Dennison when he was accused of having put his father and his wife on his congressional office payroll. Rumsfeld insists there was nothing to the story. He says Dennison’s wife had worked in the office, but only for a few months to fill the gap between the departure of Rumsfeld’s predecessor and Rumsfeld’s arrival. Dennison’s dad had been hired for just a month or two to conduct a study. Nonetheless, the family payroll cases dogged Dennison. The existence of several other scandals involving Republican candidates in neighboring states didn’t help Dennison either.

Dennison lost by 967 votes out of a total of 157,969 cast—an extremely narrow defeat that hit Rumsfeld hard. The controversy over Dennison’s hiring of family members had made an especially deep impact on the young congressional aide. It prompted Rumsfeld to promise himself to avoid even the appearance of financial impropriety in his own dealings—something he went to considerable lengths to do in the high-level positions he held later in both government and business.

With Dennison out, Rumsfeld returned to Capitol Hill and took a job on the staff of another Republican congressman, Robert Griffin of Michigan, whose office was down the hall from where Dennison’s had been in the Cannon House Office Building. Himself a rising star in Congress, Griffin saw promise in Rumsfeld as an intelligent, quick-to-learn staff member. The connection with Griffin would prove exceptionally important as Rumsfeld’s own political career developed later.

For now, Rumsfeld concentrated on learning more about the inside operations of Congress. He also began night school at Georgetown University, studying for a law degree. It was something his mother had hoped he might pursue, and he figured a legal education would facilitate his work on legislation. “I wanted to learn the language of law,” he told  an interviewer. “It bothers me if I don’t know the language people about me are speaking.” His family also was expanding with the birth in 1960 of a second daughter, Marcy.

But later that year, Dennison, having decided on a comeback effort, appealed to Rumsfeld to help run another campaign. Reluctantly, Rumsfeld agreed, only to witness his candidate again go down in defeat, unable to overcome the coattails effect in Ohio of the presidential campaign of John F. Kennedy. “I remember seeing Rumsfeld when he was helping Dennison in Ohio, and he was complaining there were Kennedys all over the place,” Kinnaird said. “He gave me the impression it was an uphill battle against those glamorous types.”
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After Dennison’s second disappointing loss, Rumsfeld moved with Joyce and their two daughters back to the Chicago area to bide his time until his own run for political office. While in Ohio, he had enrolled at Case Western Reserve University to continue his legal education. But in Chicago, drawing on contacts with childhood friends, he lined up a job as a securities salesman with a financial brokerage firm, A. G. Becker and Company, and dropped his plans to earn a law degree.

Rumsfeld had no intention at that point of pursuing a career up some corporate ladder. His ambition was still centered on government service, which was clear in a conversation that Michael Weatherly, a Princeton classmate, recalls having around that time with Rumsfeld and another classmate, Dick Stevens.

“I was in the advertising business, and Stevens was with IBM,” Weatherly said. “I remember Rumsfeld asking us what our goals were. Stevens said he wanted to make branch manager, and I said I wanted to make money. Rumsfeld said our goals were so shallow and so different from his. ‘That’s not what it’s about, it’s about contributing,’ he said.” Stevens, when asked about that conversation years later, had no recollection of it but said it sounded like Rumsfeld. “He would take you to task,” Stevens remarked.

Rumsfeld did not have to wait long for an opening to get back into politics. In 1961, Republican congresswoman Marguerite Stitt Church,  who had represented Rumsfeld’s hometown district on Chicago’s North Shore for a decade, decided not to seek another term. A lawyer named Marion Burks, who was a state representative with a conservative voting record, quickly emerged as the Republican front-runner, but others also started entering the race for the GOP nomination. Rumsfeld saw his chance.

The Thirteenth District was a mix of older shoreline communities and small inland townships that together formed a reliably Republican voting base with a strong conservative bent. It was largely a bedroom district, with the highest median income and lowest rate of unemployment in the nation. It also vied with two other districts (in California and Virginia) for having the highest median level of education.

That a twenty-nine-year-old first-timer like Rumsfeld could take the Republican Party’s nomination ahead of more-seasoned, better-known candidates seemed a long shot. Although he had grown up in the area, Rumsfeld had been gone for ten years. He lacked political or social standing in the community. Nonetheless, Rumsfeld felt he had to try. “Immediately Don decided to run for that office, knowing that unless he took advantage of the opportunity, it would be years before such a chance would happen again,” his father later explained in a letter to friends.

Building a political organization from scratch, Rumsfeld tapped into his old network of schoolmates in the area. “We were at a Christmas party at his house,” John Mabie said. “He called a bunch of us into his den and said, ‘I’m going to run for Congress. Will you guys support me?’ We said, ‘Sure!’ I then told my father, who said, ‘You’re crazy, he’s got no chance.’”

As new as Rumsfeld was to the political game, his friends had even less experience. Rumsfeld at least had spent a little time as a congressional aide and had helped manage two election campaigns in Ohio. His friends were just getting started in their own nonpolitical careers. “The idea of him getting elected was like trying to climb the Empire State Building. In my mind, it looked impossible,” said Jim Otis, who was among those enlisted early.

But what Rumsfeld and his friends lacked in experience, they more than made up for with enthusiasm. The underdog nature of the campaign served to give it a what-have-we-got-to-lose spirit, galvanizing the group. “We were all so young then and so enthusiastic and thought  we could do almost anything, so we went charging into it,” Carolyn Twiname said.

Ned Jannotta signed on as campaign manager, Brad Glass as treasurer. Rumsfeld’s dad offered a house in Winnetka for use as a campaign headquarters. Rumsfeld’s mother spent all her spare time clipping newspapers for articles about all the issues and about the activities of his opponent. His sister handled bookkeeping of bills and donations.

One of Rumsfeld’s biggest hurdles was his age. His brush cut and boyish appearance didn’t help. “He looked like he wasn’t old enough to vote, let alone be a congressman,” Jannotta said. But Rumsfeld sought to turn his youth to an advantage. “If elected, at age thirty, I would have enough years ahead that I could achieve the seniority necessary to move into a position of major responsibility in the Congress,” he said in a statement announcing his candidacy. A campaign flyer portrayed him as representing “new hope for the Republican party” and “new vigor for the challenges that confront us at home and abroad.”

On the issues, Rumsfeld struck broad conservative themes. There were many subjects on which he had not yet formed strong opinions, but he positioned himself in the Republican mainstream. He warned against the “pressing dangers of communism.” He touted a strong U.S. military. He opposed “stifling taxation and federal domination of farming, education, medical care and urban affairs.”

His main pitch focused less on issues than on presenting himself as a bright, honest, hardworking young man who would be a very good representative for the district. Campaign photos showed him as a family man, with Joyce and their daughters—Valerie, six, and Marcy, two. Other photos highlighted his continued military connection, featuring him in a flight jacket climbing into a plane as a Navy reservist flying with an antisubmarine squadron. (As a reservist, he piloted the S2F Tracker, a propeller-driven, twin-engine antisubmarine aircraft with a crew of four.)

He also tapped into congressional ties established during his days in Washington. Dennison and Griffin both wrote endorsements. Bob Michel, then a congressman from Peoria, Illinois, and later minority leader, posed for a photo with Rumsfeld. The two had come to know each other when both were administrative assistants on Capitol Hill.

Rumsfeld’s first speeches to voters revealed a poor public speaking style. He slouched, lacked force, mumbled, and stumbled. Using a school auditorium, his top campaign aides put Rumsfeld on a stage one day and ran through a tough, blunt critique. “Get your chin up! Don’t lean on the podium! Smile! Don’t tail off your sentences—you’ve got to wind up strong!” he was instructed. As Jannotta recalled, the sessions, which lasted for hours, were “brutal,” but they “paid huge dividends.”
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Rumsfeld campaigned tirelessly. He went to train stations in the North Shore area at dawn to stand on railway platforms shaking hands. He attended countless coffee sessions in private houses to discuss issues. He looked for endorsements wherever he could—area newspapers, local politicians, community business leaders. His small army of volunteers learned the tactics of grassroots movements, putting up signs in yards and atop cars, passing out “Rumsfeld for Congress” matchbooks, sealing envelopes and licking stamps, soliciting funds, and making phone calls.

They could not count on much help from local Republican committeemen or the local GOP’s built-in organization. “We didn’t know any of the committeemen, we didn’t even know what they did,” Mabie said. And when they went to meet them, they often got a cold shoulder. “I remember one committeeman saying to Don, ‘Sonny, why don’t you come back in another ten years,’” Jannotta recalled.

They had an easier time initially wooing some prominent businessmen, using Princeton ties and their parents’ connections. Backers included senior executives from Quaker Oats, American Hospital Supply, G. D. Searle, Jewel Food Stores, ACNielsen, Motorola, and Abbott Laboratories. With their support came funds and enhanced respectability for Rumsfeld.

“We did very well with the business community, particularly older business leaders in Winnetka,” Jannotta said. “In many ways, senior businesspeople were easier to sell than Rumsfeld’s contemporaries because senior businesspeople could see the potential in him, and the district had a history of long-serving representatives. They were particularly attracted to a guy who might be there for a long time, might become speaker of the House.”

Twiname’s dad, Harold Anderson, who headed the Publishers Newspaper Syndicate that distributed columns, comics, and Gallup poll results, was particularly helpful. He served as a kind of senior adviser to the campaign and used his newspaper links to draw press attention to Rumsfeld, most notably by the Chicago Sun-Times. The paper, in an editorial two and a half months before the April 1962 primary, assured voters that Rumsfeld was conservative enough to represent his district. “Rumsfeld’s Republicanism is sound,” the paper said. “He isn’t an extremist. He is what is best described as an intelligent conservative.”

With about nine candidates in the race, the field was crowded. As his candidacy gained momentum, Rumsfeld persuaded several competitors to drop out, arguing that he had the best chance of beating the main contender, Burks. Church herself, while declining to endorse anyone, hinted in mid-February that she favored Rumsfeld, saying, “If the Republican party needs anything, it is youth.”

Then Rumsfeld caught a lucky break. A story in the Sun-Times reported financial irregularities in an insurance firm linked to Burks. The article revealed that months before Burks had entered the congressional race, the state insurance director had quietly reported more than $1.5 million diverted in questionable ways at Central Casualty Company, a five-year-old firm that Burks had helped promote and where he had served as general counsel and then chairman of the board before becoming a candidate in December 1961. The company’s financial affairs were so tangled that the only solution appeared liquidation, the state director had concluded.

Burks had no direct financial responsibility for the firm, and state officials were not suggesting he had done anything illegal. Burks maintained that he had known nothing about the financial dealings at issue. But his high-level position in the company, and his role lending his name and prestige to it, cast doubt on his claims.

Burks’s campaign manager called the story a “campaign smear” and portrayed it as a “smoke screen” intended to obscure Rumsfeld’s inexperience. Rumsfeld and his aides denied any role in planting the story with the  Sun-Times, and no evidence has since emerged to contradict that. Indeed, some suspected at the time that the story had originated with Burks’s other political enemies, notably, committeemen in the townships resentful of the older shoreline communities where Burks drew his principal support.

The fight for the GOP nomination grew increasingly bitter as Republican organizations in the district split between Rumsfeld and Burks. Then, a month before the primary vote, the Sun-Times dropped a new bombshell in the insurance case that all but sank Burks.

On March 9, 1962, the paper printed a copy of a Central Casualty check for $200,000 signed by Burks in 1960 to an Evanston bank. The paper also reported another check for $100,000 that Burks had signed. The existence of the two checks contradicted earlier claims by Burks that he had lacked authority to sign company checks for substantial amounts.

When Burks saw the Sun-Times report, he initially had no recollection of the checks, but then subsequently discovered that he really had signed them. He said he had forgotten because the checks “were written into the company instead of out of it,” representing money from new stock issues sold by Central Casualty and transferred from a stock fund to the company’s general fund. Support for Burks quickly eroded. By primary day, he was able to garner only 27 percent of the vote. Rumsfeld won easily with 68 percent.

The allegations against Burks later proved unfounded, and Burks went on to serve as a respected circuit court judge. During the campaign, Rumsfeld had never actually mentioned the purported scandal. He had left it to his operatives, who showed up in places where Burks spoke and tossed questions at him. Years later, Rumsfeld acknowledged that Burks had been wrongly accused. Still, he said, the episode drove home to him the importance of living a life above reproach. “I learned from the incident and from other political errors of the time,” he stated. “You had to conduct your affairs in life so they didn’t erode your professional efforts.”

As the GOP candidate in a heavily Republican district, Rumsfeld went on to capture the general election in November with little problem, winning by a vote of 134,442 to 73,998. Improbable as his candidacy had been at the start, Rumsfeld’s come-from-behind victory shook up the area’s political establishment and introduced the young, brash, ambitious new congressman as a force to be reckoned with. It also had a significant impact on the lives of a number of Rumsfeld’s friends, who had come together in the campaign and achieved something few had thought possible.

“We took a sleepy Republican organization and put some life into it,” said Otis, looking back on it all years later. “And it was fun, we really had  a good time. Winning the election was a wonderful moment. It was the first thing we ever did that we accomplished all together. It cemented a lot of friendships, not just with Don but with lots of people.”
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Rumsfeld’s election from the staid, bedrock North Shore was seen as an anomaly. A dissertation written soon afterward by a doctoral candidate in the Chicago area argued that each congressional district produces a perfectly predictable member of Congress. Rumsfeld, the paper went on, represented an exception to the rule, because he was distinguished principally by his total lack of social, financial, or political standing in the community. Rumsfeld received a copy of the paper and, as he tells the story, woke up Joyce as he read it in bed.

“Listen to this,” he said to her. “It’s terrible.”

“Go back to sleep, Don,” Joyce replied. “It’s tough to argue with.”

But Rumsfeld would show himself to be a significant player in Congress. Even before the new congressional session got under way, he turned up in the middle of the political maneuvering for GOP House leadership positions. A group of younger members led by Griffin, Mel Laird of Wisconsin, and Charles Goodell of New York were vying for a larger role in the party’s hierarchy and had a plan to unseat Charles Hoeven of Iowa as chairman of the Republican Conference, the third-ranking post in the House Republican leadership. Griffin phoned Rumsfeld and asked if he would organize freshman congressman behind another candidate, Gerald Ford of Michigan, who was seen as more amiable and more open to change. Rumsfeld knew Ford from his earlier time on the Hill, and Ford had campaigned for him. “We looked to Don to bring along the new members,” Griffin recalled in an interview. “I had worked with Don and knew a lot about him. He was eager and willing to provide leadership.”

The plotters kept their efforts secret until the day of the Republican Conference, then sprang their coup and elected Ford, 87 to 76. Other old-guard leaders held on to their positions—Charles Halleck of Indiana as minority leader and Les Arends of Illinois as GOP whip. But the rebels had won their first major victory. The disgruntled Hoeven told reporters that he was “the scapegoat and fall-guy” of liberal Republicans who were determined to take over the leadership. “You’d better be careful,” he  warned Halleck. Ford has “just taken my job, and the next thing you know he’ll be after yours.”

The episode catapulted Rumsfeld to the top of the freshman class of the Eighty-eighth Congress, with a reputation as an energetic reformer. He held regular meetings with his cohorts and some of the party’s ranking figures and became identified with a bloc of a dozen or so youthful GOP congressmen who viewed Congress as moribund and were intent on making a difference.

“That congressional class was full of guys with high motivation,” said Barbara Ludden, who had worked for Church before Rumsfeld hired her to be his administrative assistant. “These weren’t guys who had been precinct captains and other jobs in the party and then got supported to run. These were guys who really felt they’d make a difference when they came to Washington. They came in with high ideals and with an idea that it was time for a change, and I don’t mean just a political or party change, but a change in the institution.”

Laird, who had entered Congress at Rumsfeld’s age a decade earlier, offered the young Illinois lawmaker some advice. “I told him, ‘Keep your head down for a while and just get acquainted and be careful your first year,’” Laird recalled.

Indeed, Rumsfeld still even looked too young to be in Congress. “He didn’t look much older than some of the page boys flitting down the aisles,” noted a Chicago Tribune reporter. There “lingered about him the fresh, eager, crew-cut appearance of a college graduate applying for his first job.”

On many issues, Rumsfeld shared the views of other young Republican conservatives in the House at the time. Most of them had come to maturity in the shadow of the Korean War and found a world menaced by communist imperialism. They also had inherited a nation with constantly rising taxes, mounting public debt, and an increasingly powerful government bureaucracy. Almost all had small children and were determined to give them a better world in which to live. They were fiercely anticommunist and were stoutly opposed to deficit spending. They objected to federal domination of farming, education, medical care, power resources, and urban affairs as a threat to freedom and economic growth.

But Rumsfeld also had a deep reformist streak, one that would drive him time and again during his life to shake things up in places he landed, whether in government or corporate America. To a degree,  he was simply wired to be restless and dissatisfied with the status quo. He even described himself, years later, as “genetically impatient.” Congress just happened to be his first target.

Some around him at the time also sensed about Rumsfeld a deep streak of independence and inner direction. He was on a mission that served his nation but was still very much his own. “From the very beginning, Don wasn’t marching to the drummer out ahead,” Ludden said. “He was developing his own tune and was going to march to that. It just took him a while to get it sorted out.”
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When committee assignments were handed out, Rumsfeld received a spot on the Science and Astronautics panel—not exactly the sort of positioning he had hoped for. The science committee was not considered a launch pad for great legislative careers. “I think he would have preferred to be on Ways and Means or Armed Services,” Ludden said. But the crusty, aged leaders still in charge of GOP power levers in the House were wary of the obstreperous, brash troublemaker from Chicago’s North Shore and were not ready to do him any favors.

In any case, Rumsfeld was determined to make the most of his opportunities and used his posting on the committee to delve into the U.S. space program. As a Navy flier, he felt a certain kinship with astronauts. “It became a little family joke between him and Joyce—that if he weren’t a member of Congress, he’d like to be an astronaut,” Ludden said.

At the time, the U.S. space effort was focused on putting a man on the moon. By the summer of 1963, Rumsfeld was complaining on the House floor that the military’s role in space had been neglected. While the U.S. program aimed for outer space, he warned, the Soviets sought to dominate “inner space”—that is, the area within five hundred miles of the surface of the earth.

With a group of five other junior committee members, Rumsfeld called for a special congressional panel to reevaluate the nation’s goals in space. He also sought to curtail what he considered spending excesses in the space budget, winning passage on the House floor of two cost-cutting amendments that went against the recommendations of more-senior party members.

On other occasions, Rumsfeld wasn’t averse to using his influence over the space budget to obtain some good, old-fashioned pork for North Shore-area voters. He won approval in March 1964 to give the space agency $4.5 million—more than twice as much as it had asked for—to conduct research into the problem of aircraft noise, a measure of particular interest to his constituents living near Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. He also fought, unsuccessfully, to get a new $60 million electronics-research center switched from Boston to Chicago, complaining that the government’s research dollars were flowing largely to the East and West coasts.

Overall, Rumsfeld’s first-term voting record remained predictably conservative. He advocated military superiority, chastised the Soviets, touted the virtues of fiscal responsibility, and supported programs that emphasized individual responsibility. Such positions earned him a 100 percent rating from the conservative Americans for Constitutional Action. The liberal Americans for Democratic Action gave him a meager 4 percent.

In his zeal, though, to demonstrate his conservative credentials, Rumsfeld erred in a way that would later cause him regret. It led him into a hurtful and embarrassingly erroneous public denunciation of Paul Nitze, one of the Cold War’s leading strategists.

In 1963, during Rumsfeld’s first year in Congress, Nitze was nominated to be secretary of the Navy, and Rumsfeld, searching for ways of attacking the Kennedy administration as soft on defense, thought he had found a target in Nitze and what appeared, to the young congressman at least, to be an obscure but damning report in Nitze’s past. The report was the product of a conference sponsored five years earlier by the National Council of Churches, and it criticized the Eisenhower administration for dragging its feet in pursuit of “the goal of universal disarmament,” urging greater reliance on the United Nations and more intense, sincere negotiation with the Soviet Union.

Although Nitze had argued against many of the points in the report, Rumsfeld used it to portray him as dangerously naive in confronting communism. The allegations should have been dismissed as absurd given Nitze’s hawkish credentials—among them, authorship of two highly influential government papers in the 1950s, NSC-68 and the Gaither Report, playing up the Soviet threat and advocating a U.S. military buildup.

But those documents, still classified, were not widely known, and Richard Russell, chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, picked up Rumsfeld’s argument and pressed Nitze on whether he favored a “policy of appeasement.” The nomination nearly went down in defeat, passing only at President Lyndon Johnson’s urging after President Kennedy’s assassination. Years later, Rumsfeld, by then an admirer of Nitze, apologized to him for the episode, but Nitze never quite got over the insult of having had his reputation impugned during the confirmation process.

As much as Rumsfeld sought to play the part of committed conservative after arriving in Congress, his positioning may have stemmed less from any deep-seated political philosophy than from pragmatic calculation. According to friends and associates at the time, Rumsfeld’s views on a number of issues were still being formed.

“I don’t think he, early on, had carved out firmly held views,” said Jannotta, who after managing Rumsfeld’s campaign had become part of a small, Chicago-based kitchen cabinet of advisers. “I think he had leanings and instincts. He represented, when he ran for Congress, good raw material—a real good brain, honest and hardworking. But politically I don’t think he carried a banner. I think he developed his political views over time.”

Until Rumsfeld’s own thinking could evolve, his safest course was to vote the party line. “Let’s face it, he was a new congressman without a political agenda when he came in,” Ludden said. “It would make sense that if you weren’t sure of your issues when you came in and you were just getting your footing and you come from one of the most conservative districts in the country, you’re not going to start off going against things.” Robert Ellsworth, then a young Republican congressman from Kansas, identified Rumsfeld early as more operator than believer. “He wasn’t an ideologue but he voted as he should vote being from where he was from,” Ellsworth observed.
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Ludden was one of the first people Rumsfeld hired to staff his office—and she agreed to sign on as his administrative assistant even with a pay  cut. She had only just received an increase in her annual salary to $11,000 shortly before Church left. Rumsfeld offered her $9,900. “He hadn’t made $10,000 in his life, and he couldn’t quite bring himself to pay me what I’d been making,” she recounted. “My husband said to me, ‘Why are you doing this? You could make more money taking a committee position.’ And I said, ‘Because I think this guy could be president, and I’d like to say I knew him when.’”

In his early congressional days, Rumsfeld acted like “a man with purpose,” a man who felt he could make a difference, Ludden recalled. “Neither one of us was sure what exactly that difference would be, but somehow it was going to make things better; we would have an impact.”

He was also a man with many questions in search of answers. “He had a favorite saying: ‘There’s always one more question,’” she recalled. “No matter what issue we were working on, there was always one more question.”

He spent long hours on the job and expected his staff to do so as well. And he ran his office tightly. “It was button-down, closely managed,” said Bruce Ladd, who served as legislative assistant for several years. “Rumsfeld found delegating hard. He wanted to do things himself because he knew they would be done right that way.” Once, on a visit back to the district when Rumsfeld was driving himself in a car, Ladd offered to take the wheel to reduce the chance of Rumsfeld being involved in an accident and drawing unwanted headlines. But Rumsfeld resisted even that.

Rumsfeld was intent on staying abreast of public opinion in his district. He sent questionnaires to constituents each year, typically receiving more than twenty-five thousand responses, which he tabulated and published. He also ensured that any constituents who wrote to him received a prompt reply. “He had a policy that every letter had to be answered within one week of it being received,” said Sue Sittnick, who handled the office correspondence. “We got a ton of mail because we had a very informed district, and they liked to write and give their opinions. One night a week, we’d have to stay until every piece of mail was answered.”

Rumsfeld checked each letter prepared for his signature. “He was just meticulous about that,” Sittnick added. “He would catch the smallest detail, whether a misspelled word or something else. He didn’t want anything to go out over his signature that he wasn’t totally happy with.”

Frugality became a Rumsfeld hallmark as well. He refused to spend all the money allotted to his office by Congress for postage, returning the  unused sums to the U.S. Treasury. The same was true of funds for cost-of-living increases for staff salaries. Not surprisingly, this didn’t always sit well with his staff. “I remember that, at the time, we really were upset about that because the money was there for him to use,” Sittnick said. “But he wasn’t just going to take that amount of money and use it all, unless he felt people deserved it.”

Similarly, on the few occasions that Rumsfeld traveled on government business, he declined to spend all the per diems provided. On one trip, he refunded foreign currencies to embassies or wrote checks to the Treasury no less than eight times. “He was very punctilious,” recalled fellow Princeton wrestling teammate Frank Carlucci, who was a diplomat in Brazil when Rumsfeld visited in 1965. “He wasn’t interested in the entertainment side, he was interested in learning about Brazil. He was all business.”

Rumsfeld’s private life reflected the same deep-seated thriftiness. He drove an old rusty Volkswagen, and he lived with Joyce, two kids, and a dog in a townhouse in Georgetown only thirteen feet wide, reportedly the narrowest in the neighborhood. The place got even more cramped when Rumsfeld’s son, Nick, was born in 1967. “He was never about any of the trappings,” Sittnick said.

His scrupulous attention to expenses can be traced back to his modest, disciplined upbringing. But it also reflected a deliberate defensiveness arising from his campaign experiences. He had seen what even the smallest suggestion of impropriety had done to the political career of his first congressional boss, Dennison, and to the main opponent in his own first run for Congress, Burks. “He was tremendously careful about avoiding any kind of scandal,” Ladd said.

Ludden recalled a day when a lobbyist dropped by the office to leave an envelope for Rumsfeld. “‘This is for Don,’ he said, and walked out. I could tell it had money in it. When Don came in, he was furious and called the guy on the phone and said, ‘Don’t you ever come into my office again! Come pick up this package!’ And that was it. He wasn’t real big on influence peddlers.”
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Facing reelection in 1964, Rumsfeld had a decided advantage, being the Republican incumbent in a heavily Republican district. He was unopposed  for the nomination in the Republican primary. But the general election campaign was lively and took on a nasty edge.

The Democratic opponent, Lynn A. Williams, the first president of the Great Books Foundation and a vice president of the University of Chicago, zeroed in on Rumsfeld’s conservative positions. He accused Rumsfeld of being a far-right-winger, with a voting record “more negative” than that of Senator Barry Goldwater, then the unpopular GOP nominee for president.

Williams pointed out that Rumsfeld had voted against a long list of assistance efforts that included the antipoverty bill, foreign aid, and the creation of an executive department of urban affairs. Rumsfeld had also opposed aid for college construction, medical schools, student loans, mass transit, city and suburban libraries, and air pollution control, as well as the use of surplus food for the needy, Williams asserted. All told, Williams cited thirty-three votes that he said portrayed Rumsfeld as an “extremist.”

Rumsfeld protested to the Fair Campaign Practices Committee that Williams had incorrectly identified nine votes in Rumsfeld’s record. Meanwhile, he was engaged in some mudslinging himself, reprinting and distributing by the thousands an editorial from the Skokie News  that, among other things, described Williams as “totally unfit to hold any public office.” The Fair Campaign Practices Committee ultimately determined that while Williams had been inaccurate on one vote and had oversimplified some of Rumsfeld’s positions, the sum of the inaccuracies was far less significant than the “extremely offensive, highly extravagant . . . venomous utterance” circulated by Rumsfeld’s campaign.

In the end, Rumsfeld won by a comfortable margin, 58 percent to 42 percent, although it was a narrower margin than his 2.5-to-1 victory two years earlier over Burks. Years later, Williams recalled Rumsfeld as actually “a bright, decent, pleasant, charming fellow,” although one with an extremely conservative voting record.
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President Johnson’s landslide victory over Barry Goldwater in the 1964 election swept many of Rumsfeld’s fellow party members out of office,  leaving only 140 Republicans in the House. It was a bleak moment for the GOP, but the young, ambitious Rumsfeld saw opportunity. The electoral disaster could provide the opening for the kind of change in party leadership and structure that he and other young Republicans had been urging. A major obstacle was Charles Halleck, the entrenched minority leader, regarded as too old, too irascible, and too inflexible by the reformers. Any move against Halleck, though, would be risky, since the Indiana Republican had many powerful friends in Congress.

Rumsfeld has credited Tom Curtis of Missouri as the “intellectual leader” behind a group of about half a dozen members who quickly sought to press for reforms. Curtis has identified Rumsfeld as the moving force, and other accounts clearly show him as a main organizer.

“Don Rumsfeld was a catalyst in this,” Curtis told an interviewer in 1965. “He called me from Florida right after the election and wanted something to be done. I said I was in the process of writing a letter and it can kind of be the kick-off for calling a conference. Don wanted to change leaders. I said, that isn’t my main thrust. I said any one of the twenty guys would be very adequate as leaders if they would only get out ahead of their followers—consult with the other members and then get out ahead.”

Rumsfeld flew to Washington to confer with Griffin, Goodell, and others about how to proceed. At that point, by his account, his focus was on effecting certain changes in party rules and structure, not in the party’s leadership.

A party conference was convened in December to debate possible reforms and to draft a Republican legislative program. During the seven-hour meeting, Rumsfeld promoted a number of proposals, including some that would open more senior committee and party positions to younger members. His main intention, he said at the time in an unpublished interview, was engineering an end to the Democratic Party’s long-standing control of Congress. “I’ve only got one life to live,” he remarked. “I want to build the Republican Party into a majority party and work for its constructive principles.”

Afterward, Rumsfeld flew home to Illinois, feeling good that the conference had aired concerns and had reached agreement to study reforms. But Halleck had appeared negative toward many of the proposals, giving  fresh impetus to the movement to unseat him. The next day, Rumsfeld’s phone started ringing. “It looked like something was on and they wanted me to come back,” Rumsfeld recalled.

He caught a plane at ten that evening, arrived in Washington at two in the morning, and by nine was on the Hill meeting with Griffin, Goodell, Minnesota’s Albert Quie, and others. The group decided to challenge Halleck and to replace him with Gerald Ford. The plan involved phoning as many House members as possible and asking for their help before Halleck, who was vacationing in Florida, returned to Washington. “We worked hard on it,” Rumsfeld said. “I spent probably as much time on it as anybody and ended up really as one of two or three people who kind of managed the thing.”

The contest wasn’t really about political philosophies. On the substance of legislation, Ford was generally regarded as only slightly less conservative than Halleck. More at issue were personality and leadership styles. The opposition to Halleck fastened on what critics argued had been his indecision in staking out party positions on legislation proposed by the Democratic administration. He hadn’t done enough, his critics said, to devise Republican alternatives. He was seen as unsympathetic to expanding the staffs of Republican minorities on House committees and to gaining better committee assignments for young Republicans. Ford was younger, more energetic, and more likable, and had friends on both sides of the aisle. His backers argued that he would bring more vigor and efficiency to organizational problems.

In the final tally, Ford defeated Halleck by a mere six votes, 73 to 67. The episode was a major turning point for Republicans in the House, opening the way to a new manner of leadership. For Rumsfeld personally, it served as a political catapult to prominence at the start of only his second congressional term. He and his group of fellow activists even acquired a nickname, “Rumsfeld’s Raiders.”

Rumsfeld had established himself as a leading proponent of congressional reform, someone willing to challenge much more senior, powerful politicians and risk his own standing in the process. In the immediate aftermath, the risk appeared to pay dividends. He landed an assignment on the Government Operations Committee and was elected chairman of the 88th Club, an organization of House Republicans who had first served in the previous congressional session.

Backing Ford also helped Rumsfeld secure a relationship with the powerful Michigan lawmaker, who, a decade later when he reached the presidency, would bring Rumsfeld into the pinnacle of White House power with him.

But Rumsfeld’s maneuvering made some serious enemies along the way as well. He knew that such Halleck allies as Arends, the GOP whip, would probably be biding their time, waiting for an opportunity to strike back. “Perhaps behind the scenes it has hurt me more than I am aware of,” Rumsfeld told an interviewer a few months after the unseating of Halleck. “I have laid back purposely and tried to mend some of my fences.”

Rumsfeld agreed with a theory espoused at the time by Goodell about the need to build on plateaus of power, to take things slow between the moves and not constantly be churning things up. “You’ve got to resort to gluing over the pieces once in a while,” Rumsfeld said. But having acknowledged the dangers of continuing to agitate, he still could not seem to help himself and kept pushing. In significant ways, his approach to Congress resembled his approach to wrestling—the same competitiveness, the same tendency to follow his own game plan. At times he seemed driven as much by the love of the fight and the challenge as he did by a deep-seated desire to improve the order of things.
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By the start of Rumsfeld’s second term, the U.S. military’s involvement in the Vietnam War had begun to escalate. Rumsfeld had voted in favor of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in 1964 giving President Johnson, without a formal declaration of war, authorization to use military force in Southeast Asia. But as the war consumed more and more U.S. troops and drove Americans into sharply opposing camps, he came to have many second thoughts about that vote.

“My position, I suppose like a lot of Americans during the period 1963-69, evolved as the situation changed,” Rumsfeld told Pentagon historians in a previously undisclosed 1994 interview. By the middle of 1965, Rumsfeld was already taking issue with the Johnson administration for having launched military action without an explicit declaration of war by Congress. “Does the concept of declaring war need updating?”  he asked in testimony before the Joint Committee on the Organization of the Congress in June.

At that point, though, Rumsfeld was raising the question in the context of his ongoing campaign to reform Congress. He was arguing about congressional versus presidential authority, not about the nature of the Vietnam War itself or the wisdom of the U.S. involvement in it.

“What is Congress’s proper role today in these areas of foreign policy and undeclared war in view of the advent of nuclear weaponry and the modern technology of warfare and the need for centralized control and decision-making?” Rumsfeld asked in his testimony. “Is Congress effectively exercising its power of appropriation? . . . Is the congressional check on executive action in the increasingly important area of intelligence, counterinsurgency and covert military operations adequate?” Rumsfeld pleaded with Congress to clarify its responsibilities for foreign and military policy. “Congress must be able to do more than merely nod ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to presidential proposals—whether out of apelike obedience or uninformed obstinacy,” he concluded.

Two years later, Rumsfeld was still focused on the same point. He joined a group of fifty-two House members proposing that Congress re-examine the administration’s policies in Vietnam to determine whether there was sufficient authorization for the deepening American involvement in the war. Their resolution did not directly challenge the administration’s Vietnam policies. But it suggested that the time had come for Congress to pass formal judgment on the correctness of and constitutional authority for those policies. Backed by forty-eight Republicans and four Democrats, the measure drew an unusual coalition of congressional hawks and doves united by a common concern over whether Congress had been bypassed in the determination of Vietnam policy.

The logistical management of the war also became an issue for Rumsfeld, as he worried that waste and black-market operations were thwarting U.S. effectiveness. A visit he made to Vietnam in May 1966 as a member of a Government Operations subcommittee deepened his concerns about weak monitoring of war supplies, some of which, including chemicals for explosives, were suspected of being resold to the Vietcong and the North Vietnamese, even to Chinese Communists. At the subcommittee’s urging, the Pentagon and the State Department tightened controls and moved to audit more closely allegations of graft, collusion,  and mismanagement. “The trip was an eye-opener for him,” said Bruce Ladd. “Rumsfeld came back with a jolt of realism about Vietnam.”

Even more troubling for Rumsfeld than the evident corruption and inefficiency was the deception. “I was floored when I went over there as a member of the Government Operations subcommittee to find that the port that was being built at Cam Ranh Bay was being designed to support a force on the ground of something in the neighborhood of half a million troops, when in fact the administration’s comments about what they planned to do were quite different from that,” Rumsfeld said in the 1994 Pentagon interview. “I was concerned . . . that there seemed to be a gap between what we were doing and what the American people were being told.”

Rumsfeld complained about excessive secrecy surrounding the war, charging that the Johnson administration was withholding information from the public about the situation in Vietnam. He told newspaper editors in February 1966 that although government secrecy was hardly new, “the Johnson administration has been particularly skillful and imaginative in its use of secrecy and news manipulation as a protective device. Within the last few years, increased government secrecy has resulted in a marked loss of confidence by the people in their government.”

Similar charges would be leveled four decades later against George W. Bush’s administration during the Iraq War. Once again, the government’s official statements about a faraway conflict would often contradict what Americans could see and hear from other credible sources. But in that case, Rumsfeld himself would be targeted by the complaints as a main perpetrator.

Back in the 1960s, the issue of the Johnson administration’s truthfulness about the Vietnam War played into a more general legislative campaign that Rumsfeld was pursuing, a campaign touting greater openness in government. John Moss, a Democrat from California and chairman of the Government Operations subcommittee on which Rumsfeld began to serve in his second term, had been pushing for more transparency. In early 1965, Moss had introduced legislation that sought to guarantee public access to federal government records.

Rumsfeld became a cosponsor of the measure and, next to Moss, its strongest supporter against strong White House opposition. Johnson administration officials worried the bill would infringe on executive  privilege and impair government operations. They insisted that executive agencies must retain the ability to bar public access to whatever information they wanted to suppress and to provide for confidentiality when the national interest required it.

After the Senate passed its version in October 1965, Rumsfeld stepped up efforts to rally Republican support for the measure in the House. He conferred with Ford, who promised to help, and started inserting in the  Congressional Record dozens of statements, articles, columns, and examples of news management. “I inserted anything I could find to give other people ammunition to use in speeches, to ask questions about, to point up the problem of government secrecy,” Rumsfeld recalled. “I encouraged other members of Congress to interest themselves in the subject, and I got the word to the Republican National Committee and the Republican Congressional Committee.”

Against the backdrop of an increasingly unpopular war, allegations of excessive government secrecy were bound to resonate even more, and if they could be made to stick, they would have obvious political benefits for Rumsfeld and his fellow Republicans. Rumsfeld kept taunting the Johnson administration. Why should Johnson have pushed the Voting Rights Act of 1965 if he was going to deny access to the kind of information that voters needed to draw informed conclusions? Why should the administration have any objection to ensuring the people’s right to know?

Rumsfeld “believed in openness, and that’s what got him into the story,” Ladd said. “But I think he also saw it to some extent as a good political issue. He was a Republican pushing an issue opposed by a Democratic president.”

Recognizing Rumsfeld’s efforts to turn the issue into a potent weapon for Republicans in the November election, Moss advised the White House that agreement on the bill had become a political necessity. The administration’s opposition fell away, and the legislation passed the House unanimously in June 1966. The Freedom of Information Act was born.

In a speech before the Federal Bar Association in Chicago nearly a year and a half later, Rumsfeld said the new law had proven neither an “immediate cure-all” for the administration’s credibility problem nor a “wholly meaningless instrument” but, rather, something in between. Over the long term, he predicted, the measure would help both to spur  public demand for integrity in government and to make more information available “so that the public and the press will have to rely less upon what government officials tell them” and “will have independent means of checking for the truth.”

But the law could only do so much, he added. “This law deals with secrecy,” he said. “It does not pretend to come to grips with the problems of deceit and lack of candor in government pronouncements. The political system, the ballot box, may be the only real answer for the credibility problem.”

Those words still rang true in 2006, when voters, acting on a negative view of Republican leadership in Washington, took away Republican control of Congress and triggered the end of Rumsfeld’s run as defense secretary.
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In the fall of 1966, before the congressional elections, the liberal Americans for Democratic Action gave almost all Illinois Republicans a score of zero. The exception was Rumsfeld, who was awarded 17 out of a possible maximum of 100. At the same time, his standing among the Americans for Constitutional Action, a conservative group, fell to 68.

Increasingly, Rumsfeld was being viewed as a moderate conservative. That reputation stemmed in part from his bent for fighting to reform and modernize the Republican Party. It also reflected his emergence as a strong supporter of civil rights.

As early as his first term, Rumsfeld had sided with many northern Republicans in backing the comprehensive Civil Rights Act of 1964, counteracting the coalition of southern Democratic congressmen and southern Republican conservatives who had resisted the measure. In his second term, a bitter controversy arose over the open-housing section of Johnson’s 1966 civil rights bill.

The bill had a provision intended to prevent discrimination in the sale or rental of housing in large apartment buildings and in new subdivisions. That provision wasn’t very popular among many Republicans or, indeed, among many of Rumsfeld’s constituents, and he had received a lot of mail on the issue, according to Sittnick.

But Rumsfeld voted against a Republican-sponsored proposal to kill the open-housing section. His principled stand on this, as on other civil rights measures, derived from a basic sense of fair play. As a staunch fiscal conservative, he didn’t necessarily believe in a helping hand. But he did believe in a level playing field.

His most eloquent expression of this thinking came in the spring of 1968, when the housing issue was again before Congress as part of the Civil Rights Act of 1968. The act was being considered in the wake of protests and rioting triggered by the assassination of civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. Proponents argued for urgent passage to prevent further civil disorder. Opponents said the legislation should be opposed lest it be considered a move to appease the rioters.

“My vote today,” Rumsfeld declared on the House floor, “will be cast not because of the pressures of the moment, but in spite of them. It will be cast not out of fear, but from conviction and concern. It is based very simply on my conviction that every person in this nation regardless of race, color or creed should have the right and opportunity to live wherever his economic circumstances will permit.”

He went on to describe the fair-housing provisions of the bill as being “in complete harmony with the spirit and broad purposes of this country since its inception.” He said that passage would make it easier for many black Americans to realize their dreams of better housing and, in the process, would strengthen the nation overall. “I know of no better hope for the future of this nation than for its people, all of its people, to be able to reasonably aspire to fulfill their best hopes for the future,” he said. “The dignity of each man requires it. No man should ask for more; no man deserves less.”

On several other controversial issues in his second term, Rumsfeld also supported the liberal line. He voted against legislation sponsored by the House Un-American Activities Committee to extend the 1950 Internal Security Act, a move intended to make aiding a hostile power a federal crime when the United States was engaged in “undeclared” or “unconventional” war or “police action.” He opposed a reactionary District of Columbia crime bill, and he favored protecting the Federal Trade Commission’s authority to require health-hazard warnings in cigarette advertising.

“I don’t think he was looking to identify himself as some kind of party maverick,” Ladd said. “I know what went into his decision making  and his thinking, and he struggled with these issues.” Once, Rumsfeld asked Ludden, his administrative assistant, to draft a paper examining whether a member of Congress should vote as a representative of the people or as someone who expressed his beliefs and took his chances that constituents would continue to back him. “I think his thinking was that he would get the best information he could on any issue and then vote his conviction,” Ludden recalled.

Socially, too, Rumsfeld did not want to be limited by party affiliations and fixed sets of political beliefs. His ability to connect with people easily extended across party lines and outside politics, encompassing a broad circle of friends that included many Democrats and many nonconservatives. One of his closest ties was with Allard K. Lowenstein, the leading antiwar activist who entered the House as a representative from Long Island, New York, in 1969 toward the end of Rumsfeld’s time in Congress. Rumsfeld and Lowenstein had overlapped a bit as congressional aides in the late 1950s. They wrestled together and once planned to go into partnership on a weekly newspaper. “Don’s relationships with people had less to do with their political views than with the people themselves,” Ludden said.

In his socializing as in much else, Rumsfeld was helped significantly by Joyce. Fun and effervescent, she had none of the edges of her husband and seemed to draw affection and plaudits from everyone. Easy to talk with, she had never lost her knack for reaching out to people and bringing everyone together. And she was discreet, rarely gossiping or telling tales on people.

During Rumsfeld’s first term, Joyce had tried spending only half the year in the Washington area and the other half back in the family’s house in Glenview, Illinois. But this double life was wearying, so with money borrowed from Rumsfeld’s dad, the couple bought the house in Georgetown. After more than two dozen moves in nearly ten years of marriage, Joyce was pleased to be sinking some roots in the capital.

She portrayed herself in a 1964 interview as a stay-at-home mom, more comfortable in that role than as the woman-behind-the-man involved in her husband’s career. But others credited her with being Rumsfeld’s closest confidante and soul mate. Sittnick observed that Rumsfeld often used Joyce as “a sounding board.”
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In Rumsfeld’s 1966 reelection effort, his opponent, a lawyer named James McCabe, posed little challenge, and Rumsfeld glided to victory with 76 percent of the vote. A New York Times editorial at the time, titled “Quality in the House,” listed Rumsfeld approvingly among a handful of Republican members. “Certain members stand out as men and women of quality who willingly shoulder responsibility, do their work in committee, participate effectively in debate and generally try to give a lead to the often wayward currents of public and congressional opinion,” the editorial reported.

Nonetheless, in January 1967, at the start of a new session, Rumsfeld lost to a fellow member from Illinois, Charlotte Reid, in what the Chicago Tribune called “a red hot fight” over a seat on the powerful House Appropriations Committee. Arends, who had not forgotten Rumsfeld’s role in ousting Halleck, chose Reid, an avowed conservative who had entered Congress the same year as Rumsfeld and had a near 100 percent party voting record. Rumsfeld was also denied a desired transfer to the Armed Services Committee, although he did make it onto the Joint Economic Committee, becoming the youngest ever to serve on that panel.

Even before the new session of Congress had begun, Rumsfeld was out front again on a sensitive issue, this time the military draft. Discontent with conscription had been mounting with the unpopularity of the Vietnam War and with the soaring number of draftees. Bureaucratically, the draft was becoming a nightmare, and as early as March 1966 Rumsfeld had joined twenty-nine other Republican members of the House in a demand for a congressional investigation of the Selective Service, charging that “bumbling bureaucracy” was making a mess of the draft law.

But conscription also bothered Rumsfeld on another level. Although a firm believer in the importance of serving one’s country, he considered the draft inherently unfair and a waste of manpower. His thinking was influenced by Milton Friedman, the nation’s leading free-trade economist, who had made the economic and philosophical case for ending the draft and creating an all-volunteer Army.

In December 1966, Rumsfeld was one of several members of Congress who attended a conference on the draft at the University of Chicago. There, Friedman presented a passionate argument against conscription, appealing to the libertarian principles of freedom and efficiency. Impressed, Rumsfeld joined on the spot with Representative Robert Kastenmeier of Wisconsin in calling publicly for replacement of the military draft with fully volunteer armed services. Recalling the moment, Rumsfeld wrote years later that Friedman “was such an enthusiast for the all-volunteer force that it was contagious. Everyone there seized the issue, myself included.”

Returning to Washington, Rumsfeld introduced legislation on the all-volunteer force and testified before the House and Senate Armed Services committees—“an intimidating thing to do as a junior congressman,” he recounted, “to explain to giants like Eddie Hebert and Richard Russell why the current system was not the right system.” It took several more years of political debate and ultimately the backing of President Nixon before conscription was abolished and an all-volunteer force created. But Rumsfeld deserved some of the credit. More than three decades later, he found himself arguing against moves, prompted by the pressures of the Iraq War, to reinstate the draft. The arguments he invoked then were the same ones he had used as a young congressman.

Rumsfeld’s voting record during his third term in Congress continued to reflect his evolving conservatism and the views of his suburban constituents. He opposed funding for urban mass transit and antipoverty programs. He assailed federal education officials for subsidizing the Future Farmers of America Foundation, a private nonprofit corporation, arguing that the federal government had no business financing private youth-education organizations. He led criticism of NASA for faulty spacecraft designs blamed for the fiery death of three astronauts at Cape Kennedy in 1967.

But his signature issue remained congressional reform, which he pursued with typical brashness and determination. His focus was a reform bill containing one hundred recommendations to modernize Congress. Passed by the Senate, the bill was bottled up in the House, where it had drawn fire from a number of directions. Some committee chairmen, for instance, opposed the limits that the bill would place on their traditional ways of doing business—such as conducting closed-door sessions with nonrecord votes or using the proxies of absent members. Members from rural districts objected to a provision that would remove postmasters from the patronage system. Lobbyists also were working against the measure, since it would tighten controls over them as well.

Rumsfeld tried a number of parliamentary tactics to pry the bill—and a companion one on election reform that would restrain fund-raising and impose new disclosure requirements—out of committee. But he was warned by veteran leaders and freshmen alike that he had no chance of forcing the Democratic leadership to schedule the legislation for House action in 1968.

Acknowledging the challenge, Rumsfeld told an interviewer at the time that the measures “are inside bills and enjoy no constituency.” But he also sounded determined, expressing confidence that he could pursue measures unpopular with other lawmakers, even if it jeopardized his own ability to operate in the clubby atmosphere of Congress, because he didn’t need to seek favors for constituents on other matters. “My district isn’t looking for a new dam, and we have no oil or tobacco interests that I have to fear,” he said. “I don’t have to agree to things I don’t believe in, so I can push for things that I’m convinced are right.”

In October 1968, Rumsfeld thought he had found an opening to gain leverage and push the reform bills through. It came, though, over a seemingly unrelated matter—House consideration of a bill to permit free television time for debates between presidential candidates. The Democratic nominee, Vice President Hubert Humphrey, was trailing GOP nominee Nixon in the polls and was pressing for debates that would also include third-party candidate George C. Wallace. But Nixon, while willing to debate Humphrey, was balking at a three-way event involving Wallace.

Rumsfeld mounted a filibuster against the bill, delaying action through the night. But his interest wasn’t really the debates. He made it clear that he and his supporters were holding up House action in order to call attention to the blocked bills for election reform and congressional reorganization. The roll of members was called twenty-eight times, beating the previous record of twenty-two for a single day’s session and delaying movement on the debate bill through the night. Ultimately, the bill passed, but Rumsfeld had made his point.
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Going into the 1968 election, Rumsfeld was being mentioned as a possible committee chairman in the next Congress as Republicans looked  for new, younger leadership. Given his age and relatively short tenure in Congress, Rumsfeld had come to wield an unusual amount of influence, much of it the result of his sheer energy as well as his willingness to challenge existing authority.

He tended to attribute his success in large part to a strong work ethic. “I’m no intellectual giant but I’ll work harder than anybody else,” he told Ladd candidly as the two were on one of many trips to Rumsfeld’s district. Others saw sheer ambition and a driving, combative style.

Rumsfeld had no trouble winning reelection to a fourth term, beating David C. Baylor, an attorney from Wilmette and self-proclaimed dove on the Vietnam War, by a vote of 186,714 to 69,987. Only one other congressman in the nation won that year by a larger margin.

But a committee leadership post for Rumsfeld did not materialize. House party leaders thwarted his bid to become head of the GOP’s Research and Planning Committee. In a 76-to-74 vote, Rumsfeld lost out narrowly to Representative Robert A. Taft Jr. of Ohio.

Rumsfeld’s defeat was officially attributed to a need to give the position to a congressman from a state other than Illinois, which already had two members in top leadership posts in the House. But Rumsfeld and his allies saw the rejection as a fresh sign of the old guard maneuvering to keep him from rising up the ranks.

Rumsfeld professed to take the defeat in stride, but Joyce knew better. She hand-lettered a plaque with this legend: “You’ve worked like hell. You’ve done all you can—and you blew it!” Rumsfeld hung the plaque on his office wall.

After several terms in the House, Rumsfeld was beginning to recognize that, as bright a star as he was, his future leadership prospects could well remain limited. Besides, he thought, being a legislator might not be his calling after all. It didn’t really suit his temperament or his ambitions. He had too much energy, too little patience.

“The legislative process is too slow and turgid for a guy like Rumsfeld,” Ellsworth observed years later. “He’s too sharp, he’s too bright, he’s too let’s-get-something-done. He was not satisfied. And in those days, you have to remember that none of us ever dreamed the Republicans would be in the majority in the House. We really never thought that the country would drop the Democrats as the dominant party.”






CHAPTER 3

Tough Enough

Congress had provided Rumsfeld his undergraduate education in politics. Richard Nixon was about to afford him some graduate-level training. The two men had met only in passing prior to the 1968 presidential race, when Nixon came to speak to the congressional 88th Club, which Rumsfeld headed. But Rumsfeld, facing easy reelection himself in 1968 and seeing a chance to act on a bigger stage, was ready to join Nixon’s national campaign. And Nixon, happy to benefit from Rumsfeld’s youthfulness and energy, found a place for him as a “surrogate” on the speaking circuit and as one of several assistant floor managers at the GOP National Convention in Miami Beach, Florida.

As Rumsfeld’s luck would have it, the Democratic National Convention that year was in his hometown of Chicago. His familiarity with the city helped win him a spot on a team of Republican operatives sent to observe the proceedings and report back to Nixon. There turned out to be much to report.

Months of mounting rage in the country over the war in Vietnam and the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy exploded in the streets of Chicago as the convention was under way. Police clashed with antiwar protestors amid a swirl of flying rocks, swinging clubs, and clouds of tear gas, producing shocking images of a nation  bitterly divided. Headquartered on the nineteenth floor of the Conrad Hilton hotel, the GOP team had a window on the unfolding conflict and chaos below. Rumsfeld provided a running commentary of the urban battle scenes in phone calls to Nixon and his aides, who were in Florida.

“Nixon had the idea of getting someone to observe and report by telephone immediately what he was seeing, and I got Rumsfeld because he’s from Chicago,” recalled Robert Ellsworth, a former congressman and Rumsfeld friend who worked for Nixon at the time as his national political director. “Nixon just loved that. He was delighted to have these direct reports from Rumsfeld about the rioting going on down on the sidewalks and the streets and the parks.”

After the election, Nixon considered naming Rumsfeld chairman of the Republican National Committee. But the new president was also in search of a political operative hard-nosed and daring enough to take on a much more challenging task: running the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), the agency responsible for overseeing federal antipoverty efforts. Several others had already declined the job of OEO director or had been sounded out and showed no interest.

Nixon turned to Rumsfeld, who hesitated. It was a risky proposition. Established by the Democrats in 1964 and intended, in Lyndon Johnson’s words, to “conquer poverty,” OEO had grown into an activist, freewheeling collection of antipoverty programs. Its Community Action groups advocated aggressively at the state and local levels. Its Legal Services lawyers carried the concerns and frustrations of poor communities into courtrooms. The agency’s Head Start program addressed preschool education, the Job Corps pursued employment training for young people, and Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA) oversaw a kind of domestic Peace Corps.

The agency evoked images of city-hall picketing and partisan politicking. It also had a reputation for managerial chaos, inefficiency, and scandal. Antipoverty leaders complained OEO wasn’t doing enough, but state and local officials and business groups decried it as intrusive and disruptive.

Nixon had promised to rein in the agency, and Rumsfeld looked like the man for the job. He was “rough and ready, willing to tangle,” according to Bryce Harlow, a Nixon associate who helped recruit him. “He was the kind of guy who would walk on a blue flame to get a job done.”

But Rumsfeld thought he was not quite right for the position and also questioned whether the timing was right for him. No fan of the agency, he had voted against the original Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 that established the War on Poverty program. He worried that if he accepted Nixon’s offer and generated a lot of controversy at the poverty agency, it could impair his own long-range political ambitions. He had a very safe congressional seat, which would be easier to give up if he were getting an administration job more prominent than that of OEO director.

Still, the idea of moving to the executive branch tempted Rumsfeld, who recognized that staying in Congress would be frustrating. If he succeeded in the OEO job, he could gain experience running a large organization and enhance his national reputation.

Rumsfeld wanted assurances that if he took the job, he would not be presiding over the dismantling of the agency. Nixon had already announced plans to spin off two of OEO’s most important programs—Head Start and Job Corps—to other federal departments. Flown to Florida for a meeting with Nixon at the president’s Key Biscayne residence, Rumsfeld received a pledge that OEO would remain intact. Additionally, he was promised a second title as assistant to the president and cabinet-level status. It wasn’t the same as running his own cabinet department, but it was a step in that direction.

Rumsfeld’s decision to jump to OEO stunned his Capitol Hill colleagues. Some moderate Republican lawmakers were disappointed and viewed Rumsfeld as having sold out to the White House. Others, though, expected that he could at least bring some enlightened attitudes to the new administration. Many antipoverty activists worried that Rumsfeld was being sent to dismantle OEO.

In any case, Rumsfeld was on the move again, switching jobs, embracing a new opportunity. Never staying too long in one position would become a pattern of his life. “He’s not the kind of guy who falls in love with a job,” said Ned Jannotta, an investment banker who, unlike his longtime friend, has stayed with one firm his entire career. “He thinks of a job as there to get something done, and once he gets it done, he moves on. He does not like to get bored at something. He’s a problem-solver. The maintenance of something is not his thing.”

Before Rumsfeld’s appointment as OEO director could be approved, there was one legal obstacle to overcome. Congress had just raised the  OEO director’s salary from $30,000 to $42,500, and as a member of the Congress that had authorized the increase, Rumsfeld was forbidden from receiving it. (The Constitution prohibits a member of Congress from taking a federal post if the salary for the position was raised during the member’s time in office.)

A way to circumvent this constitutional hitch was suggested in a memo by a new assistant attorney general, William H. Rehnquist. He proposed that Nixon tie Rumsfeld’s salary not to the OEO post but to Rumsfeld’s title as assistant to the president. Thus, the path for Rumsfeld’s first executive-branch job was cleared by the legal finesse of a future chief justice of the United States.
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Nixon had spelled out OEO’s new mission earlier in the year, declaring that it would become a kind of “incubator” of programs for the poor. Instead of operating programs, the agency would focus on experimenting with promising antipoverty approaches that other agencies could in turn adopt. Militancy would be played down, and research played up. The pilot project would be favored.

Rumsfeld took on this mission with zeal. He imposed tighter controls on OEO activities. He ordered Community Action offices to shape up, toughened VISTA’s hiring standards to favor older, more highly skilled volunteers, and established new evaluation procedures for Legal Services projects. He also strengthened procurement practices and brought in new senior staff.

“Rumsfeld called me in and said the first thing I ought to do was fire all the regional directors,” recounted Frank Carlucci, who had been on the Princeton wrestling team two years ahead of Rumsfeld and was an early Rumsfeld hire to run the Community Action program. The order initially stunned Carlucci. Having served as a U.S. diplomat, he had been accustomed to the State Department practice of carrying people over from one administration to the next. But Rumsfeld’s approach, as Carlucci came to realize, was to limit the number of holdovers so that senior directors would be beholden to the agency’s new leadership for their jobs. “I did dismiss a number of very able people,” Carlucci said.

In the face of angry, sometimes militant protests against OEO’s new measures, Rumsfeld stood his ground. In one particularly dramatic confrontation at OEO headquarters, several dozen University of Pennsylvania law students—most of them either black or Mexican American—occupied an office in November 1969, holding Terry Lenzner, the Legal Services director, hostage. Decrying what they called “overt racism” in the agency, they demanded that an OEO-financed fellowship in poverty law be transferred from their school to Howard University, the nation’s premier historically black university, in Washington, D.C. Rumsfeld refused to negotiate and at one point even tried, unsuccessfully, to walk Lenzner out of the room taken over by the protestors. In the end, police arrested the students.

While working to discipline and scale back OEO, Rumsfeld also proved a surprisingly strong defender of the agency’s need to exist, resisting political pressures from the White House and Congress to gut the agency. He lobbied White House budget officials for larger budget appropriations and antagonized some of his former House Republican colleagues by spurning their plan to turn most OEO programs over to state control. With Democratic help and with little presidential support, Rumsfeld won a House vote in December 1969 for a two-year extension of the agency.

Rumsfeld’s staunch defense of OEO found a few allies in the administration—among them, Pat Moynihan, the president’s counselor on urban affairs, who had helped recruit Rumsfeld for the OEO job, and Arthur Burns, the president’s counselor on economics. But others around the president were irritated that Rumsfeld was fighting so hard to preserve the troubled agency.

When Rumsfeld held a news conference at the National Press Club after nearly seven months at OEO, he was immediately asked about a report that he was viewed “with open hostility” in the Nixon White House. Rumsfeld replied that he didn’t feel any hostility, nor did he have any regrets about having given up his congressional seat. But he acknowledged it had been a wild ride. “I admit I feel like I’m sitting on a bubbling volcano half the time,” he remarked.

Rumsfeld’s determination to sustain the antipoverty agency he had once opposed may be explained in part by a belated recognition that  some OEO activities were indeed beneficial to the poor. But much of his motivation appears to have been the result of his change of circumstance. He was no longer a young congressman intent on burnishing his conservative credentials. He had become a senior administration official interested in preserving his new bureaucratic domain.

If there was a philosophical element to his defense of OEO, it was overshadowed, at least in the eyes of a number of Rumsfeld’s associates, by the image of a young politician on the make. OEO seemed to be little more than a bureaucratic project for Rumsfeld. He was seen as being driven less by any particular political philosophy than by a pragmatic interest in advancing his own career.

“He was not an ideologue,” observed Lenzner, an early Rumsfeld hire. “I would describe him as a political philosophy in the making. I saw him as a young congressman who had been thrust into this position and was shaping things as he went along, in terms of what he believed and how he reacted to issues and how he dealt with problems.”
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Faced with running his first large institution, Rumsfeld proceeded in a way that would become a pattern for all his future management posts. First he set out to learn all he could about the workings of the agency, talking to top staff people, interviewing some for hours. Then he systematically developed his team. He viewed government as teamwork, a disciplined group effort, so the people he had onboard with him were key.

“One of the most gratifying things for me is to have an assignment and then to go out and find good people and to work with them on the creative things people can do,” he once said. “It’s great. When I take on a job, I like to—in sequence—engage myself in the different elements. Then—as I’m familiar with them and understand them—to leave them to someone else and go on to another element.”

He brought in some friends—Don Lowitz from Chicago and Don Murdoch from Madison, Wisconsin—and he hired Carlucci away from the State Department. Others he picked were new to him but quickly became friends—among them Lenzner, a former football team captain at Harvard University who had worked as a civil rights attorney at the Justice Department and as a fighter of organized crime with the U.S. Attorney’s Office in New York.

But his most fateful hire was Richard Cheney, a relative newcomer to Washington. Then a twenty-eight-year-old Capitol Hill staff aide, Cheney became Rumsfeld’s right-hand man at OEO, beginning a storied relationship that spanned the Nixon and Ford administrations and that would have major consequences for the presidency of George W. Bush.

Cheney had come to Washington in the late 1960s on a fellowship from the American Political Science Association. Previously a doctoral candidate working on his dissertation, he planned to return to a teaching job at the University of Wisconsin. The fellowship, which enabled him to work for a congressman, offered Cheney a window on Capitol Hill, and one House member he initially approached for a position was Rumsfeld. The two tell somewhat different stories about what happened next.

Cheney maintains that his interview with Rumsfeld went badly. Rumsfeld remembers thinking well of Cheney, but for various reasons, he hired someone else. In any case, Cheney ended up taking a job with another Republican, Representative William Steiger of Wisconsin, who served on the committee that oversaw OEO.

When Rumsfeld was nominated for the agency, Cheney sent him, unsolicited, a twelve-page memo suggesting how he should handle himself in his confirmation hearings and what he ought to do with OEO once he was established. Rumsfeld remembers liking the memo and being impressed with Cheney’s demonstrated interest in the agency. Soon afterward, Rumsfeld invited him to become his special assistant.

The two men were a study in contrasts, but in their differences they appeared to balance each other. Cheney’s patient, discreet, self-effacing demeanor served as a natural foil for Rumsfeld’s tendency to push the ends of envelopes and leave people feeling on edge. “Cheney didn’t seek in any way to impose his personality, his role, on anybody,” Lenzner recalled. “He was kind of the perfect special assistant to Don.” They bonded quickly. “Rumsfeld took to Cheney right away and tended to operate extensively through him,” Carlucci said. “If I needed a decision, I found the best way to get it quickly was to go through Cheney.”
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In time, Rumsfeld lowered the voice, visibility, and activity of OEO while keeping the agency in existence. After more than a year on the job, he told an interviewer, “We’ve got about two-thirds of the programs working pretty satisfactorily.”

But many OEO supporters continued to harbor fears that Rumsfeld had not done enough to ensure the agency’s survival—fears that were borne out in Nixon’s second term when OEO was dissolved, its remaining programs distributed to other departments. Rumsfeld, according to his critics, had tended to focus more on administrative and bureaucratic matters than on substantive programmatic aspects that might have provided OEO stronger protection against extinction.

Allard Lowenstein, who had initially defended the selection of his friend Rumsfeld for the director’s job, was among those expressing disappointment. “The cumulation of events within OEO and the administration within the last year-and-a-half have not produced the kind of results that many of us had hoped would come from him being in that position,” he said in late 1970.

But Lowenstein was feeling bitter toward Rumsfeld for a personal reason as well, one that resulted from a choice Rumsfeld had had to make between friendship and political loyalty as he climbed up Washington’s power ladder.

Running for reelection to Congress in 1970, Lowenstein had faced a tough opponent who accused him of being a dangerous radical. When Rumsfeld was asked about the charges, he at first defended his friend, saying he considered Lowenstein patriotic and noting that he had never heard him advocate violence. But a week before the election, Rumsfeld endorsed Lowenstein’s opponent. Lowenstein, feeling betrayed, never forgave Rumsfeld.

Asked at the time about the episode, Rumsfeld claimed that he had been reluctant to oppose Lowenstein but that, as an assistant to the president, he was no longer an “independent operator” and had to toe the party line. Although he didn’t say so explicitly then, he had been instructed to support the Republican candidate. “I guess what happens is,” Rumsfeld remarked, “when I left Congress and ceased being a political entity of my own and became a part of an administration, my code says, By golly, I’m part of this administration, and if I don’t want to be part of  his administration, I can leave it. One man got elected president of the United States, and while he’s there you support the dickens out of him.”

It was a stark declaration of the importance Rumsfeld placed on loyalty to the president—and conversely, on the limits he put on friendship when up against such political imperatives. Although quite a few in the Nixon administration viewed Rumsfeld as largely out for himself, he took care to show unwavering support for the president, and this would remain an abiding principle of his through all the administrations in which he would take part. As a boss himself, Rumsfeld expected loyalty from subordinates and so knew its value to his own bosses.
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Wearing two hats while at OEO, Rumsfeld divided his time between offices at the antipoverty agency and at the White House. His frequent presence at the White House reflected Nixon’s wishes. The president had taken an increased interest in Rumsfeld and made it clear to his staff that he wanted Rumsfeld welcomed into “the inner councils.”

As an assistant to the president, Rumsfeld joined a handful of senior aides each morning to discuss challenges facing Nixon and to plan the day ahead. Around the table sat H. R. “Bob” Haldeman, chief of staff; George Shultz, director of the Office of Management and Budget; John Ehrlichman, domestic policy chief; Robert Finch, counselor to the president; and Henry Kissinger, the top adviser on national security affairs.

For Rumsfeld, shifting between such high-level sessions and OEO activities involved a heady balancing act. Half his time was dedicated to managing issues affecting the poor, the other half to contemplating political machinations. As his tenure at OEO wore on, Rumsfeld dedicated more of his time to thinking about ways of shoring up Nixon’s political standing and ensuring the president’s reelection. “Gradually I could see Rumsfeld’s focus was more and more on the White House dealing with White House problems,” Lenzner said. “He became less and less visible at the agency.”

In the summer of 1970, Nixon considered reassigning Rumsfeld either to head the Office of Management and Budget or to chair the Republican National Committee. Soon after the 1970 congressional elections, in  which the Republicans did poorly, Nixon and his team began talking about an administration shake-up. Rumsfeld figured prominently in the restructuring plans.

One suggestion was for Rumsfeld to replace George Romney as secretary of housing and urban development. But Romney refused to leave, and although Nixon and his aides talked about firing Romney, the president couldn’t bring himself to do so. Rumsfeld, who saw Romney as too politically important to antagonize, recalls arguing against letting him go.

The next month, in December 1970, Nixon and his aides again tried to persuade Rumsfeld to take over as head of the Republican National Committee. But Rumsfeld wasn’t interested. He rejected the suggestion that he run the Committee for the Re-election of the President, which he considered lacking in challenge. “A trained ape could go out there and do that, and I’ll be darned if I’m a trained ape,” he remembers declaring at the time.
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After such unsuccessful attempts to reposition Rumsfeld, Nixon gave him the elevated title of “counselor” and brought him full-time into the White House, where he could be kept on hold for a future cabinet-level post. Carlucci was picked to replace Rumsfeld at OEO. Rumsfeld had hoped that Carlucci, as the new director, would take care of one piece of unfinished business: firing Lenzner, the Legal Services director. But Carlucci insisted that Rumsfeld handle his own housecleaning. “I didn’t want to have to fire Terry Lenzner right after I took over,” Carlucci recalled. “I said, ‘You should do it, he’s your man.’”

Rumsfeld’s once-close relationship with Lenzner had been worn thin over Rumsfeld’s efforts to constrain the agency’s legal aid activities, which had become a particular target of conservatives led by Governors Ronald Reagan of California and Claude Kirk of Florida. Although the poverty lawyers dealt mostly in divorce, welfare, and consumer matters, they had with relish dragged governments into court at every level in class-action suits and other cases. Lenzner had strongly defended the activities of his lawyers.

An unbridgeable divide between the two men ultimately arose over a Rumsfeld plan in the summer of 1970 to give regional offices more authority over Legal Services. Lenzner fiercely opposed the move, fearing it would subject OEO lawyers to a host of local politics and pressures. But Lenzner recognized that his own time was running out, particularly after Rumsfeld, in an office meeting, abruptly presented him with a list of dozens of concerns about his performance.

Not long after, Lenzner was summoned to Rumsfeld’s office late on a mid-November day. He purposefully took a lit cigar with him, knowing it would irritate Rumsfeld. At the meeting, as Lenzner vividly recalled years later, Rumsfeld got right to the point. “You know, we’ve got all these problems with you and Legal Services, and you’re unable, unwilling, to comply with what we want done, and we’d like you to resign,” Rumsfeld said.

It wasn’t much of an explanation, Lenzner thought. And Rumsfeld didn’t appear to be enjoying the moment. “Don, we’ve had a problem with communication, but you’ve been away and part of the problem is of your making,” Lenzner said, trying to reason.

But Rumsfeld had made up his mind. “Well, are you going to resign?” he asked.

Lenzner offered to go willingly if his deputy, Frank Jones, could replace him. Rumsfeld responded by firing them both. In a statement, he described the two men as “either unwilling or unable” to carry out his policies and cited instances in which Lenzner had exceeded his authority. Lenzner charged that the real reason for his dismissal lay in his refusal to tailor the Legal Services program to the political aims of the administration. Jones, an African American, left saying OEO had fallen into the hands of right-wingers and bigots.

Looking back after a long career subsequently as an investigative attorney in Washington, D.C., Lenzner expressed mixed feelings about Rumsfeld. “I don’t think either of us understood how difficult a program it was going to be,” he remarked. “I think we were in the midst of events that we didn’t appreciate, that were kind of getting out of control.” In Lenzner’s view, with all the political battles that were being waged, those tumultuous years at OEO changed Rumsfeld. “I think to some extent he was burned by that experience,” he said. “I don’t think it was what he had expected, and I don’t think he saw it as a real plus in terms of what his future career was going to look like.”

Rumsfeld’s own assessment not long after moving on reflected just how searing had been his trial by fire. “It was a very tough job,” he  remarked to a journalist. “I hate to be critical of my predecessors, but it sure was a management nightmare.”
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The OEO job had launched Rumsfeld out of the role of rebellious minority congressman and given him his first executive management experience. It had also afforded him some exposure to the inner workings of the White House. With his move to counselor, his tutelage under Nixon intensified, and he quickly settled into playing the part of protégé to one of the country’s most skilled political infighters.

Nixon figured that Rumsfeld, still under forty, would get some political seasoning by being brought into the White House full-time as he waited for a cabinet position to open up. A West Wing sinecure, the president thought, could also help incubate Rumsfeld’s chances for a return to elective office someday, possibly a run for a Senate seat. Just what tasks Rumsfeld would perform were left unclear. But that didn’t seem to matter to the president. “Nixon decided he wanted him in the Executive Branch without really knowing how he wanted to use him,” Ehrlichman, Nixon’s domestic policy chief, wrote in his memoir. “Rummy Rumsfeld was handsome and bright, and that was enough.”

As a former congressman, Rumsfeld also had something that Ehrlichman, Haldeman, Kissinger, and others in the inner circle around Nixon lacked—actual experience as an elected official. Nixon, for all the hard knocks he had endured in politics, felt a certain identification with other politicians and had a high regard for Rumsfeld’s skills. While the president’s other men were at times put off by Rumsfeld’s ambition and self-promotion, Nixon looked past these and admired Rumsfeld’s toughness and drive. Nixon also figured Rumsfeld’s youthful image and effectiveness as a speaker could be put to good use as a public face for his administration, particularly with young and suburban voters.

White House files from the period, preserved in the Nixon archives, suggest that one way Rumsfeld quickly sought to make himself useful was by providing political advice on a range of matters. He wrote Haldeman, for instance, on January 4, 1971, criticizing a decision to exclude Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine, a leading Democratic candidate for  president, from the signing of the Clean Air Act. Rumsfeld said the move, which drew critical press accounts, made Nixon look “non-presidential.” In another memo the same day, Rumsfeld strongly recommended that Nixon come out against Pentagon spying on civilians involved in government and public affairs. “There are 150 reasons why it is a bad thing to do under our system of government. The president knows them all,” he wrote.

Rumsfeld’s memo-writing style—crisp, to the point, but comprehensive—impressed Nixon. In a meeting with Haldeman in February, Nixon referred to a Rumsfeld memo done in advance of a meeting with the Federal Executive Board. “An excellent briefing paper,” the president called it, suggesting Haldeman show it to others. “One sentence on every item. One sentence. That’s all. Just saying, ‘Say this, say that’ . . . without going through a whole long detailed business about everything. But he really covered it extremely well.”

But Rumsfeld worried about being a senior White House official with no portfolio and was eager to find a more defined role for himself. In February, with efforts under way to end the war in Vietnam, he attempted to interest Nixon and the NSC staff in making him a special envoy who would travel to Southeast Asia and make recommendations for a U.S. role in postwar reconstruction. Such an appointment, Rumsfeld argued in a memo, would help dramatize a shift in emphasis from combat operations to postwar concerns and give Nixon an independent view of developments.

NSC officials dismissed the idea, arguing that it wasn’t necessary, would confuse allies, and would lead to a diversion of effort. Nor was Nixon interested, given everything else his administration was doing about Vietnam. “I don’t think that you should do anything that appears to be too contrived,” he told Rumsfeld when the matter came up in an Oval Office discussion between them in March 1971. “So much is being studied to death in terms of the postwar plans and all that sort of thing.” Besides, Nixon predicted, Vietnam would quickly recede, and “we won’t give a damn.” The only countries or regions “that matter in the world,” he explained to his eager counselor, were Japan, China, Russia, and Europe.

Instead, he suggested Rumsfeld take a trip to Europe. And in fact, a trip to Europe and North Africa was later scheduled in the spring for the  stated purpose of conferring with foreign leaders, mainly about drug trafficking and health care delivery.

The conversation in March was one of a number of private talks, preserved by the White House taping system, in which Rumsfeld sought to advance his career and also draw political advice from Nixon. Rumsfeld showed little inhibition in sounding out the president about various high-level job possibilities, and Nixon seemed more than willing to offer tips from his own political experience and help plot Rumsfeld’s future.
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