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            You know, you don’t sleep quite so well anymore when you know some of the people going to Washington.

            —Lucian W. Pye, political scientist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, on the John F. Kennedy administration

             

             

             

             

            Why should I mourn

            The vanished power of the usual reign?

            —T. S. Eliot, “Ash Wednesday”

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue: “Get the hell out of here now”

         

         The White House

         February 19, 2019

         He loved the job. He was very clear about that. He said it enough times that I started to entertain the notion that he was halfway serious. Certainly, that would be news to the pundits who said he’d rather be golfing in South Florida than trying to tame North Korea. And to the Democrats who figured that impeachment would be a favor, since he seemed as thrilled by his presidency as they were. It was not so, he said. “Those are just the haters and losers,” explained President Donald J. Trump with that special Queens charm of his, when we met in the Oval Office to discuss the first two years of his administration. “I love it. I enjoy it.”

         But he didn’t have to do it, see? He’d had options, had them still. “They offered me everything to not run and to do The Apprentice,” he said later, referencing the television program that was at least partly responsible for the fact that Trump was now sitting where John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan once sat. “If you check the ratings on The Apprentice,” he said some time after that, “through the roof. Big hit.”

         He was indignant, though this too bore a touch of his New York shtick, the elaborate act that was Trump. Not that the indignation was feigned. He didn’t need to explain himself to this journalist he didn’t know, for a book he would never read. “I’d be doing it right now,” he said of The Apprentice, “but I like this better.”

         To show how much he loved the job, and to supply evidence of the many accomplishments that love had yielded, Trump summoned his executive assistant Madeleine Westerhout, asking her to bring him a list of his administration’s achievements. “In the first two years, this administration has done more than any other administration in the history of our country,” Trump said with typical immodesty as he sat beneath a portrait of Abraham Lincoln.

         Westerhout came into the Oval Office—where I was sitting with Trump, press secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders and senior adviser Kellyanne Conway—setting some papers on the edge of the Resolute Desk, whose surface was otherwise almost completely bare. Trump examined the papers, then showed them to me. The glossy sheets were filled with what was obviously an East Asian script. Trump explained that this was a letter from North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, with whom the president was about to hold a second summit in Vietnam.

         “That’s actually dated,” the president said of the letter. “It’s pretty amazing.”

         This wasn’t the right evidence, but for him it was evidence all the same, in this case that he would make peace where others would stumble ineptly into nuclear cataclysm. “You would have been at war. If I didn’t get elected, you’d be at war right now with North Korea,” he told me. “If ‘Crooked Hillary’ were President right now, you’d be fighting. She would be sleeping and you would be fighting a war. She’d be upstairs sleeping, resting, to gain her strength for a two-hour day.”

         He still called her that, Crooked Hillary. The election was now more than two years ago and still he called her that. Because the election was not really over for him, would never be over. It was the victory beyond all victories, a triumph not only over Clinton but something much grander than that, as far as he and his supporters were concerned. The forces aligned against him on the morning of November 8, 2016, were no weaker as we sat talking in the Oval Office on February 19, 2019. If anything, they were stronger, precisely because he was in the Oval Office, despite predictions that he would not last a single full year as president.

         Finally, the correct list was brought, three thick pages of bullet points titled “TRUMP ADMINISTRATION ACCOMPLISHMENTS.” Those accomplishments included the creation of 5.3 million jobs and other broadly auspicious economic indicators. Some of those indicators had started trending upward during the Obama presidency, but that was neither here nor there (certainly, it wasn’t on the list). There were other claims on the list, like the one about declining drug prices in 2018, that have been adjudicated to be untrue. Others, like withdrawal from the “job-killing” Paris climate accords and cancelling the “illegal” Clean Power Plan, may have been accomplishments to Trump’s base. To many others, these were terrible mistakes.

         He also boasted about opening the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge oil drilling, which he did by attaching a rider to the 2017 tax bill and in effect sneaking the measure through Congress. “Nobody could get it,” Trump boasted. “I got it.” And he did so despite “the environmental problems” being much worse than they had been in the past. Wait a fucking second: Had the president just admitted, however inadvertently, that global warming was real? It certainly seemed that way: one small step for mankind, one giant step for Donald Trump.

         Trump knew that I was interested in his cabinet, in the men and women he had hired to execute his agenda. I had quite a bit of skepticism about that agenda, though there were parts of Trump’s program—reviving manufacturing, improving infrastructure—that would have benefited all Americans, were he only able to make them reality. So far, they remained campaign promises, the stuff of political fiction.

         Trump’s cabinet had instead undertaken a program that vacillated between maliciousness and self-interest. Sometimes this was done with license from Trump, sometimes without. In either case, it often ran counter to the populism that had elevated Trump above his Republican competitors and then, in the general election, over Clinton.

         For the best people, there was another list. The president consulted it. He liked what he saw.

         Secretary of State Mike Pompeo: “has been fantastic.”

         Transportation Secretary Elaine Chao: “has been great.”

         Labor Secretary Alex Acosta: “has been great.”

         Housing and Urban Development Secretary Ben Carson: “has done a very good job.”

         Health and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar: “fantastic.”

         Energy Secretary Rick Perry: “has been great.”

         Agriculture Secretary Sonny Perdue: “he’s been great.”

         Attorney General William Barr: “will be…really outstanding.”

         White House chief of staff Mick Mulvaney: “People are liking him a lot. I think he’s doing a good job. I’m very happy with him.”

         Trump did allow that there had been “some clinkers,” by which he presumably meant people like Environmental Protection Agency administrator Scott Pruitt and HHS head Tom Price, both of whom left the administration in disgrace, as did several other of their colleagues.

         “But that’s okay,” he said of hiring men and women who turned out to be less than they seemed and less than he’d hoped. “Who doesn’t?” True enough. But there’s a difference between a clinker and a thief, a man who is no good at his job and a man who sets out to do that job poorly. The total number of investigations into unethical or improper conduct by members of the Trump cabinet easily tops fifty. Clinkers don’t usually require so much scrutiny.

         “It’s very difficult for people,” Trump said, as if feeling the need to apologize for some of the people who work or once worked for him (not that the president ever actually apologizes). “Some people can’t take it. As much as they want to, they can’t take it.” Conversely, some thought that Trump’s people have done rather too much taking it, not nearly enough giving of the kind public service usually demands.

         For the most part, Trump stayed in salesman’s mode during our conversation. He is always selling, even if we have already bought—however reluctantly and regretfully—the thing he has been hawking, even if it is obviously improbable that he believes a pompous grifter like Ben Carson will help return the nation to greatness. 

         “There are those that say we have one of the finest cabinets,” Trump claimed. That is not a commonly held view. In fact, I can’t think of anyone even halfway credible who has said anything approaching that. Even some of Trump’s most ardent supporters have expressed dismay at the people he has hired, which is why it fell to Fox News prime time anchor Laura Ingraham to push Trump to fire Pruitt. And as much as his detractors despise Trump, they despise the people he has brought into his administration even more.

         “They’re really talented people,” Trump said, but he did not seem to believe it. He later did acknowledge that “some of them got burned out.” That seemed closer to the truth, if not quite all the way there.

         It wasn’t supposed to be this way. During the presidential campaign, Trump had promised to hire people utterly free of self-interest, people fully committed to his populist agenda. People for whom self-dealing and personal enrichment would be utterly anathema because they were so utterly committed to carrying out the populist vision of Trump and his campaign manager Steve Bannon.

         Trump admitted that, during the presidential transition, he allowed himself to be influenced by outside groups, whether the Heritage Foundation or energy magnate Robert E. Murray. “I wouldn’t say that I agreed with all of the people,” he told me, “but I let them make their decision. In some cases, I was right.” As for the other cases? Well, he left that unsaid.

         Once he got into office, Trump quickly signed a stern ethics order that seemed to close the notorious revolving door that allowed people to move freely between working for the federal government and lobbying the federal government on behalf of private interests. But he just as quickly granted waivers that allowed political appointees to violate the rules that Trump had just put in place. Promising to drain the swamp, he merely stirred its murky surface.

         When I confronted him with this fact, Trump bristled. “We need certain people to run the country well, at the top level,” he argued. “We have granted waivers. How often do we grant waivers? Have you seen? Not too much, right?” At the same time, he seemed clearly discomfited by the fact that where Trump saw a political movement, others saw nothing but a means for profit. He did not know, for example, that Ryan Zinke, the Interior secretary he had fired the previous December, had joined Turnberry Solutions, a Capitol Hill lobbying firm started by Corey Lewandowski, Trump’s first campaign manager.

         “I didn’t know that Zinke…” Trump began.

         In fact, Trump didn’t know at all about the existence of Turnberry Solutions. “That’s an interesting name,” he said sharply. The name was interesting because Turnberry was also the name of a Trump-owned golf course in Scotland. Nobody who wanted to exert influence in Washington would have missed the association. “That’s amazing,” the president said, though his amazement was plainly not of the happy variety.

         Trump tried to rationalize how Zinke becoming a lobbyist did not fly in the face of the promises he had made as a candidate. “I guess you can’t stop people from going out and doing what they do,” the president said. “In some cases, they’ve been here from day one, when people said I didn’t have much of a chance. Then they work for years. Then all of a sudden they’re in a position where people are calling them because they think they’re geniuses and they want them to work for them. That’s been going on from George Washington until the present, let’s face it. That’s what happens.”

         Zinke wasn’t the only one. Five days before we spoke, ProPublica had found that there were 33 former Trump administration officials who were either lobbying the federal government or were more or less doing the work of a lobbyist without actually registering as such. And it was true that lobbying was as old as the republic itself, but had not Trump’s promise been that his administration would be unlike any other? He wanted to claim that he was exceptional, except for those instances when it suited him to claim that he was just like his predecessors.

         There was also the matter of more than one hundred key administration positions that remained unfilled. These needed Senate confirmation, and though some nominees have withdrawn, many of those positions never had a nominee in the first place, allowing some agencies and departmental offices to languish like unwatered plants.

         Trump contradicted this, unsurprisingly. “I have 10 people for every job,” he added. “The hard part is choosing, because I have great people.”

         Everything was great in Trumpland, especially Trump himself. America was great again, as were its constituent parts: “the hottest economy ever,” “a lot of great trade,” a “great relationship” with Kim of North Korea, “great success” in fighting the Islamic State stemming from Trump’s visit to Iraq. “I think I’m doing great service for the country,” Trump said. There was the matter of “the Russian bullshit witch hunt,” but as Trump said, “I think we’re doing nicely on that one, too.” He did not explain what was nice about the way he had handled the investigation by special counsel Robert S. Mueller III, who some thought was going to bring down the Trump administration.

         Then it was time to go. Trump complained about the books that had been written about him, which he said were uniformly unfair, though he also did not appear to have read any of them. He called Michael Wolff “a dopey guy,” referring to the journalist’s book as “Sound and Fury,” apparently conflating Wolff’s book, Fire and Fury, with a William Faulkner novel.

         Trump also became upset at senior adviser Kellyanne Conway, who was sitting in on the meeting, for apparently keeping Washington Post associate editor Bob Woodward from interviewing the president for his own book, Fear, which was also critical of Trump. “Kellyanne didn’t tell me he asked ten times for a meeting. I wish she did,” he said bitterly of Conway. “I’m sure it would have been a little bit of a different book.” This obviously bothered him. “You should have told me,” he went on. “Honestly, you should have told me.”

         Conway just sat there, taking it as she has doubtlessly taken it from the boss many times before. You couldn’t last in this administration unless you were willing to take it daily, take it with a smile and a “yessir,” take it even while knowing that much of the country loathed you, considered you complicit in one of the great political crimes in American history. And you would take it in this way that Conway was taking it now only if you truly believed in the man who was giving it, in his vision for the country. Unless, of course, there was something in it for you. There was that, too, sometimes.

         It was now late afternoon, a winter dusk descending on Washington. On Capitol Hill, members of Congress were debating Trump’s declaration of an emergency at the border with Mexico, and outside the gates of the White House, protesters were denouncing the same, mingling with religious pamphleteers and tourists in Make America Great Again hats. On any given day, you could stand out on Pennsylvania Avenue and watch the gorgeous squalor that was American democracy at work. If you stood there long enough, you might be converted into a Jehovah’s Witness, or a member of the anti-Trump resistance, but would you be any closer to understanding what all of it meant, what any of it meant?

         These were questions for another time. I rose to go.

         “Get the hell out of here, now,” the president told me. “All right. Good. Have a good time.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Preface: The End

of Something

         

         What a happy night it was supposed to be for the people who gathered at the mansion in Massachusetts Avenue Heights on November 8, 2016. They were immensely accomplished, and they had gathered to celebrate the handing-over of the federal government to people just as accomplished as they, people who harbored the same convictions, people who were colleagues and friends, people who were going to serve President Clinton as ably as the men and women now congregating at the elegant Georgian manor in Northwest Washington had served President Obama.

         Few suspected they were about to witness the end of something, and the beginning of something else, something they could have scarcely imagined only hours before. That the night would attain a mythic quality, that people would talk about where they were the way an earlier generation remembered the precise details of learning that Kennedy had been shot.

         That day in November had transformed the nation. And so would this one.

         The Trump people knew, or so they would later claim. Speaking almost exactly two years after the election, someone who had been with Trump from the very start said he awoke that Tuesday without any doubt about who the victor would be. He said he’d known as far back as August 2015, when Trump held a rally in Mobile, Alabama. The campaign initially estimated that a couple thousand might show. Instead, they got thirty thousand.

         As for the polls? The Trump veteran took the suggestion with something like disgust. Fuck the polls. That was precisely what the establishment had never understood, what the prattling pundits on cable news failed to grasp. This was never about the polls.

         Relatively early in the evening, a few White House staffers decided to leave 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue and troop up to the party in Massachusetts Avenue Heights, a small neighborhood of large homes sitting beneath the three soaring towers of the National Cathedral.

         The host of this affair was Penny S. Pritzker, the commerce secretary. Pritzker was not an ordinary government official: Ordinary government officials, even high-ranking ones, did not buy 1929 mansions for $7.95 million. A member of the Chicago family that founded the hotel company Hyatt, she had gone to Stanford and Harvard, becoming an accomplished entrepreneur in her own right. In 2008, she served as Obama’s campaign finance chair. By the time he selected her as his commerce secretary in the summer of 2013, she was worth close to $2 billion.

         Obama staffers—young, well educated, diverse—were known to like a party, and they had enlivened a city that had grown dull during the eight years of the George W. Bush presidency. The party at Penny Pritzker’s house was not, however, a beer-fueled affair of the kind one might have found that evening in an Adams Morgan row house. This was instead a sumptuous, catered evening, with a buffet dinner and large-screen televisions set up in every room to show the results of the presidential election.

         Several top Obama administration officials were present: Susan E. Rice, the national security advisor who had struggled to formulate the administration’s response to the killing of four Americans at the consulate in Benghazi, Libya; Treasury Secretary Jacob J. Lew, who had continued the work of his predecessor Timothy F. Geithner in keeping the nation from backsliding into financial calamity; Sally Jewell, the secretary of the interior, one of several cabinet members to advance the administration’s focus on global warming; W. Neil Eggleston, a veteran of Democratic politics who was finishing a term as White House counsel; Michael Froman, the U.S. trade representative, who’d recently helped negotiate the Trans-Pacific Partnership.

         The men and women who had come to mark the night with Pritzker, in other words, were custodians of the order Obama had ushered in. That order was not always popular, even among some liberal Democrats, but it was based on empirical observations conducted by people who were certain that reason and data would triumph over feeling and fear. Among these officials, there was little argument: The future was going to be neoliberal, technocratic, inclusive, and diverse. The GOP was dying, the conservative movement stuck in a rut roughly corresponding to the length of the George W. Bush administration. All this was obvious, at least to the columnists and commentators who repeated it incessantly in late October and early November, in the days leading up to the presidential election.

         The several people who came from the White House reported that Obama was upbeat about the prospects for Clinton, whom he defeated in 2008 and endorsed in 2016. Later, he would voice public complaint about how Clinton ran her campaign, which employed data scientists who could tailor an appeal precisely to one Cleveland suburb or another, a campaign that could summon Jay-Z or Bruce Springsteen to headline rallies. But the Clinton campaign’s impressive mechanics disguised the fact that this was a machine. It lacked heart. It knew everything about the voters in suburban Cleveland, but it could not tell those voters a story they wanted or needed to hear.

         None of this was apparent yet, in the early evening of November 8, or at least not as apparent as it would become in the days and months to come.

         The first signs of trouble came around 10:39 p.m., when Ohio was called for Trump. It wasn’t close, either, with Trump up by nearly nine percentage points. “It is remarkable, what we’re seeing here,” Jake Tapper said on CNN. Tapper observed that in the reliably Democratic suburbs of Philadelphia where he had been raised, the margins for Clinton were also not as high as they should have been. Something was amiss.

         And there it was, the thing they feared, now upon them. Florida went to Trump, as did North Carolina. Michigan should not have gone, but there it went, right along with Pennsylvania. At 2:30 a.m., Trump won Wisconsin. It was all over but the shouting. And there would be plenty of shouting to come.

         At Penny Pritzker’s house in Washington, a few senior commerce officials gathered in a room once it was clear that Trump was going to win. These officials routinely made decisions of consequence, and there would be time later to wonder if some of those decisions had led to the night’s result. For now, one question haunted them, demanding an immediate answer: “What do we say to our career professionals the next day?”

         Only the upper ranks of the federal government were filled by political appointees. Of approximately two million jobs in the federal government, only four thousand were appointed positions. Most “politicals,” as they were known in Washington, expected to be out of a job when a new president came into office, even if that president was of the same party as her predecessor. Experts in their fields who had enjoyed at least some proximity to state power, they were likely to find easy work on Wall Street or K Street. Some got teaching jobs. A few got book deals. Most would be fine.

         For career employees of the federal government, Trump’s victory was ominous not just politically but professionally. Often depicted as gray pixels in a featureless bureaucracy, these employees included paleontologists working for the Department of the Interior, civil rights lawyers at the Department of Education, financial investigators at the Department of the Treasury unraveling transnational money-laundering schemes. Throughout the 2016 campaign, Trump had explicitly and implicitly threatened their jobs, suggesting that he might get rid of certain agencies altogether. He had showed open contempt for government work, for government workers, and for the notion of government itself. He was coming not to save Washington, but to destroy it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction:

The Best People

         

         They were the best people, the finest in the land, tasked with returning the nation to greatness. It was June 2017, and for the first time, they sat in a room together, the principals around a table, some others in chairs along the walls. And at center table sat the man who brought them together, the general who had recruited this elite unit, the man who had introduced the very idea that the nation had fallen from greatness and needed him to return it to glory, the forty-fifth president of the United States, Donald J. Trump.

         By and large, these best people were also new people as far as the public sector was concerned. In this, they were just like the man who selected them and who himself had performed no public service until taking the oath of the presidency five months before. There was the producer of films that included Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice. There was a former Navy SEAL who tried to take credit for the raid that killed Osama bin Laden. There was also, in that crowded room, a former second baseman for the University of Kentucky baseball team. Soon, he would be the target of a dozen investigations into his penchant for first-class flights, top-notch restaurants, and other benefits not generally available to government bureaucrats, or to middling second basemen.

         But these were not regular government bureaucrats, as the confirmation hearings of the previous winter had made so vividly clear. There was a fundamentalist from Michigan who, during her Senate hearing, warned about “potential grizzlies” when asked about arming school staff. There was a former U.S. senator from Alabama who had been deemed too extreme for the federal bench during the Reagan administration. Now, he was the top law enforcement officer in the land, even as he struggled to say just how many times he had met with the Russian ambassador when he was Trump’s campaign surrogate, or why he needed to meet with the Russian ambassador at all.

         In the chairs along the wall sat other members of the retinue Trump had assembled to serve as his White House advisers. There was the potentially sociopathic former contestant from The Apprentice, and there was the right-wing media impresario who owned enough of the Seinfeld back catalog to have become very rich, who had a thing for obscure philosophers, and who did not like to wear ties, which men in the White House were expected to do. Then again, this was going to be a White House outside the bounds of the expected and not just when it came to neckwear.

         There was a thirty-six-year-old of vague accomplishment and faltering voice whose father had paid $2.5 million to help get him into Harvard, despite an academic record any admissions counselor would have regarded as significantly beneath the Ivy League. That father went to prison on a variety of tax-related charges, one of which involved him covertly taping his brother-in-law’s encounter with a prostitute.

         It was June 12, 2017, and President Trump was holding his first full cabinet meeting, in the same Cabinet Room of the White House where Franklin D. Roosevelt convened his “war cabinet” in the 1940s. Here, John F. Kennedy and his advisers searched with increasing desperation for ways to defuse a nuclear standoff with the Soviet Union during the Cuban Missile Crisis and, half a decade later, Lyndon B. Johnson tried and failed to contain the escalating war in Vietnam. And now it was Trump’s turn to wage his own battles, whether against Mexican gangs, Middle Eastern terrorists, or liberals from San Francisco.

         No concrete code dictated who belonged in that room. “The cabinet itself is not defined in statute,” explained Andrew Rudalevige, a presidential historian at Bowdoin College in Maine. “It’s really at the discretion of the president.” At its most basic, it was the fifteen heads of the executive departments. Then there were cabinet-level positions like director of national intelligence and ambassador to the United Nations, as well as high-ranking assistants to the president, the top layer of advisers within the White House itself who formed a crucial membrane between the chief executive and the rest of the executive branch.

         Unlike other aspects of the American system of government—the Congress, for example, to which sixty-five chapters were devoted in the U.S. Code of Laws—the cabinet was not narrowly circumscribed by settled law, tending to evolve (or devolve) with each new administration. The vagaries of who belonged in a presidential cabinet, and what the responsibilities of cabinet members were, could sometimes play to presidents’ strengths. Just as often, the uncertainty played to their weaknesses.

         The first cabinet meeting was convened on February 25, 1793, by the first president, George Washington, who desired input on “interesting questions of national importance.” Those questions were put to only four cabinet members, two of whom were Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton. Departments were added as the federal government’s role in everyday life grew. The most recent addition came in 2002, with the advent of the Department of Homeland Security. There were subtractions, too, like that of the postmaster general, who left the cabinet after Richard M. Nixon reorganized the nation’s postal operations in 1970.

         Sitting in the Cabinet Room of the White House on that June afternoon in 2017, at a table that had been a gift from Nixon to the U.S. government in 1970, Trump looked pleased, even as his approval rating earlier that month had slipped to a precarious 34 percent. Those dismal polling numbers made him the least popular president in modern American history at this point in his term, confirmation to his critics that he was simply incapable of holding the most challenging elective office in the world. To supporters, however, he was still learning, and this first cabinet meeting was a sign of progress, a much-needed team huddle.

         “This is our first cabinet meeting with the entire cabinet present,” Trump said in the flat monotone he tended to reserve for prepared remarks, which he clearly disliked delivering. “The confirmation process has been record-setting long—and I mean record-setting long—with some of the finest people in our country being delayed and delayed and delayed.” He blamed those delays on Senate Democrats, whom he called “the obstructionists.”

         Trump also complained that “the ethics committee” had become “very difficult to deal with,” by which he meant the Office of Government Ethics, a federal agency that reviewed financial disclosures for potential conflicts of interest. Conflicts of interest were practically a job requirement in this administration. Jared Kushner, the senior White House adviser, presidential son-in-law, and Harvard alumnus, would eventually update his financial disclosures more than forty times, so knotted were his family’s real estate dealings with entanglements in Qatar and Israel, not to mention in Russia and China.

         Wilbur L. Ross Jr., the crusty corporate raider who had been named commerce secretary, neglected to mention that he had investments in a Russian shipping company with ties to Russian neo-czar Vladimir V. Putin. Treasury Secretary Steven T. Mnuchin, he of Batman v Superman fame, somehow left off $95 million worth of real estate. Tom Price had traded medical stock even when, as a member of Congress, he’d pushed for legislation that would benefit the companies in question. Now he was the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services. That controversy, like most others involving Trump’s cabinet, had proved inconsequential during Price’s confirmation process. Not only had the Republicans won the White House the previous November, but they’d maintained their majority in the Senate. That ensured safe passage for Trump’s nominees, relegating the Democrats to a bound-and-gagged minority that watched helplessly as the man responsible for Get Hard assumed the office once occupied by Hamilton.

         But on that humid day in Washington, D.C., all the struggles of the previous months could be set aside, however fleetingly. Here was reason to rejoice, at least as far as the man responsible for that odd and improbable conclave was concerned. “There’s an incredible, talented group of people in this room: generals, governors, congressmen, entrepreneurs, business leaders, and many, many others,” Trump said in the crowded Cabinet Room, as cameras clicked away like crickets on a summer night. He had personally chosen all of them, he said, to achieve a “very simple, but very beautiful, goal: serving and defending our beloved nation.”

         Eight years before, President Barack Obama had opened his first cabinet meeting by soberly discussing the ramifications of the financial crisis, which he had inherited from President George W. Bush. As was custom, the secretary of state was seated to his right (each cabinet member had an assigned seat at the table). In that case, it was Hillary Clinton. For the portion of the meeting that was open to the press, Obama spoke in the clipped, confident tone that would be a hallmark of his public persona. He asked his cabinet chiefs to find $100 million in savings. He knew it would not be much, given the hundreds of billions of dollars involved in the response to the Great Recession. Still, it would show that the federal government was a responsible steward of taxpayer money, not the profligate spender some conservatives claimed it was. Obama’s remarks lasted about six minutes. Then the cameras went away.

         Trump’s first cabinet meeting had a distinctly different feel, something closer to nervous children gathering together on their first night at sleepaway camp, aware that they are under enormous scrutiny, desperate to make themselves liked.

         Vice President Mike Pence went first. “It is just the greatest privilege of my life” to serve in the Trump administration, said the former governor of Indiana. Pence added that the women and men seated around the table were “bringing real change, real prosperity, real strength back to our nation,” echoing the central (and errant) Trump conviction that Obama had left him with an ailing economy, a country in the grips of malaise.

         So they went around the table, saying little about what they planned to do, revealing much about the devotion with which they would treat Trump, who had improbably won the presidency and, in doing so, had suddenly elevated these backbenchers of public and private life to powerful posts they could have scarcely imagined back when it seemed that a Clinton rout was imminent.

         “There was no prep for this or advanced warning,” later confided one of the department chiefs seated at that table. “So I was just watching with amazement as people answered like they did, trying to figure out if this was [as] unusual as I thought it was.”

         After Pence, Attorney General Jeff Sessions spoke about the rising crime rate, even though violent crime was actually on a decades-long downward trajectory, with very minor upticks in the recent past. Sessions had been the first senator to endorse Trump, back when that chamber was uniformly skeptical of the Manhattan billionaire. Now he had the job he long coveted, only it would later come with unimaginable humiliation, most of it orchestrated by the man who hired him, a needy man who demanded loyalty but gave no loyalty in return.

         The cabinet members who followed strove to outdo each other in their groveling. R. Alexander Acosta, the labor secretary, said he was “deeply honored” to serve Trump. It was a “great honor” for Ben Carson, who headed Housing and Urban Development, and who had only recently said that he did not think he had the capacity to lead a federal department. Earlier, during the Republican presidential primary, when Carson was an unlikely front-runner, Trump had impugned the former neurosurgeon’s honesty and even compared him to a child molester. That slight was forgotten, at least for now.

         Rick Perry, the energy secretary, was merely “honored” to be part of Trump’s team, but he made sure to laud Trump because he was “not going to be held hostage to some executive order that was ill thought out,” a reference to the Paris accords on climate change, which Trump had recently announced the United States would be leaving.

         “I can’t thank you enough for the privileges you’ve given me and the leadership that you’ve shown,” said Price, the new Health and Human Services secretary, who as a Georgia congressman had been an avid assailant of the Affordable Care Act, President Obama’s signature achievement. Now, five months into full Republican control of Washington, efforts to repeal the health law were as inauspicious as they had ever been, because neither Trump nor Price had shown the ability to persuade recalcitrant legislators or to convince a skeptical public.

         Ryan Zinke, the interior secretary, immediately referenced his service in the Navy SEALs—“Mr. President, as your SEAL on your staff…”—just as he had done during his political rise in Montana some years before. He was chastised back then by members of the military for unseemly self-promotion. Luckily, he found a presidential administration where self-promotion was a virtue.

         “I want to congratulate you on the men and women you’ve placed around this table,” said Sonny Perdue, the new head of the Department of Agriculture. “This is the team you’ve assembled that’s working hand in glove with—for—the men and women of America, and I want to, I want to thank you for that. These are great team members and we’re on your team,” continued Perdue, who as governor of Georgia had signed a tax bill that seemed to benefit him personally and once supported a proposal to return Confederate iconography to the state flag. Now he was in the White House.

         The cabinet itself was very much unusual, though not quite for its record of altruism or public service. It was the whitest in generations, with one African American and one Hispanic. It was overwhelmingly male, and overwhelmingly old, with an average age exceeding sixty. Trump had never shown much curiosity about the world outside Trump Tower, and the people he surrounded himself with in Washington were a reflection of his self-centered outlook: white men grown thick around the waist with the comforts of middle age, rich but not especially cultured, married but trailed by divorce. The sport of the Obama administration had been basketball. Trump guys played golf.

         Many of them were not just rich, but quite a bit richer than Trump. Shoddy financial reporting by Trump’s cabinet made its collective wealth difficult to estimate, but some credible news outlets said the aggregate number was as high as $4.5 billion. Some of these riches were inherited, as in the case of Betsy DeVos, the education secretary, whose father had built an auto-parts fortune in Michigan. But some were also ill-gotten gains. During the financial crisis of 2008, Mnuchin’s bank, OneWest, relentlessly pursued homeowners delinquent on their mortgage payments. This earned him the nickname “Foreclosure King.”

         Among the richest of Trump’s cabinet members was Wilbur Ross, who like Trump was given to inflating his wealth. “Mr. President, thank you for the opportunity to help fix the trade deficit and other things,” said the new chief of the Commerce Department. He added that “other countries are gradually getting used” to the fact that “the free rides are somewhat over with.” Somewhat? The month before, he had managed a deal with China involving chicken and beef. It would remain his greatest accomplishment.

         So it went for eleven minutes, a gathering that was the equivalent of cotton candy: high in sugar, light on substance. The high (or low) point was Chief of Staff Reince Priebus telling Trump, “On behalf of the entire senior staff around you, Mr. President, we thank you for the opportunity and the blessing that you’ve given us to serve your agenda and the American people.”

         Priebus was the former Republican National Committee chairman who had been installed in the West Wing to pacify mainstream Republicans and ensure that Trump didn’t stray too far from party dogma. He was an emissary from the very establishment Trump had come to slay. And even as he sat there in the Cabinet Room, as he praised the president, everyone in Washington knew what a miserable time he was having in the White House, what a nightmare the babysitting gig at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue was turning out to be.

         By the time Trump held another cabinet meeting on December 20, several of the best people who had gathered in that room six months earlier were already gone. Bannon would be forced to leave by Priebus’s replacement, General John F. Kelly, who was himself constantly fighting for influence in a West Wing that both badly needed a military discipline like his and desperately resisted it. Shortly after that, Tom Price became the first departmental chief to resign, after his penchant for travel on private and government jets came under unrelenting scrutiny.

         More than a half dozen other of the best people were under investigation for ethical lapses. Scott Pruitt alone would face some sixteen different inquiries, from a variety of different agencies, including his own. Ryan Zinke, by one count, was the subject of eighteen. The previously anonymous figure of the agency inspector general suddenly became a Washington heroic archetype to some, a defender of American democracy whose secret weapon was the annotated and appendicised report.

         Trump’s supporters tried to dismiss these controversies, sometimes suggesting they were part of a “Deep State” plan to undermine the president. But this was becoming increasingly hard to do, especially since many of Trump’s best people were just as eager for publicity as he was. Pruitt provided his most disastrous interview, in which he lied about giving raises to political appointees, with the most friendly outlet imaginable: Fox News. His minders in the White House had advised him against it, but Pruitt refused to listen. Watching him, they knew he was done.

         This was all a remarkable turn for a president who pitched himself to the American people as a singularly skilled chief executive, one with an uncanny ability to spot and cultivate talent. He promised to untether the federal government from the bureaucrats and their crusted-over bureaucracy, to run it as profitably and efficiently as he did his family business, the Trump Organization. Trump was precisely as competent and successful as he said he was, at least according to many of his supporters.

         Reality told a different story. As shocked by his election night win as many of his most strident foes, Trump had done little to prepare for becoming the leader of an enterprise that employed two million people, owned or leased 361,000 buildings and operated on a $4 trillion budget. At times, he did not seem especially interested in learning.

         Was the president erratic? A person who spent time with him daily had to think about that for a while. No, that was too strong, he finally concluded. But Trump was undisciplined, he said, and he was unpredictable, and he would take the federal government where he wanted it to go. He would visit the Bastille Day procession in Paris and decide that Washington, too, must have a military parade, that it was outrageous that France showed off its military might but the United States did not. The issue of whether to hold a military parade, which no one had been seriously considering, became a matter of national debate. Eventually, the Pentagon concluded that a military parade would incur the obscene expense of $92 million. Trump raged, blamed Washington’s mayor for her supposed lack of enthusiasm. Then he, too, dropped the issue, and just like that the matter of a military parade, which had occupied the nation for months, was entirely forgotten.

         Trump allowed various factions—wealthy donors, establishment Republicans, his friends at Fox News, the conservative Heritage Foundation—to dictate who was going to carry out the various imperatives he so expertly packaged into slogans during the presidential contest. Foremost among these was his promise to “drain the swamp” that was Washington, D.C., a cesspool of former politicians and congressional aides who’d turned to the far more lucrative business of lobbying, the lawyers who enabled it, and the members of the media who eagerly accepted free drinks from them. Republicans desperate to intellectualize Trump’s appeal arrived at the image of an enthralling iconoclast who would do to Washington’s permanent class what Jesus Christ had done to the money changers in the temple.

         Now, more than halfway through Trump’s term, it is clear that this promise has remained unrealized. He said he would usher in a political revolution; what we have instead is a national twilight in which lurid things thrive. The swamp runneth over, and the federal government is more dysfunctional than it has ever been. Where the government does still work, it works principally because it has been left alone.

         What follows is a story of how a presidential campaign that promised nothing short of radical transformation of the American political system succumbed so frequently to its own worst impulses. The administration’s staunchest critics will allege that Trump did so intentionally. And in some cases, perhaps that is true. But more often than not, inattention was at work, a collective carelessness that allowed the likes of Pruitt and Zinke to turn the Trump administration into a low-class orgy of first-class kleptocrats.

         Some in the White House began to understand, by mid-2017, that they had not paid enough attention to the executive branch outside the campus of the White House and the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, where the president’s top advisers worked behind a black iron fence (West Wingers referred to “the building,” as opposed to “the campus,” a pointed reminder that they worked in the White House itself). There were earnest efforts to curb the abuses, and though these were made in earnest, they were also delinquent.

         This administration has included some thoroughly decent, highly capable people, including Secretary of Defense General James N. Mattis, who resigned in December 2018, and U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki R. Haley, who announced two months before Mattis that she was leaving. Mike Pompeo has been a steady, relatively reassuring presence as the secretary of state. Ask administration officials about cabinet members who haven’t caused them grief, and they will cite Linda McMahon of the Small Business Administration and Elaine L. Chao, the transportation secretary.

         But they are the exception. Too many of Trump’s cabinet members took to behaving like middle managers let loose in the supply closet for the first time, stuffing their pockets with notepads and pens, hoping the stern secretary doesn’t notice. A few learned their lessons. The highest praise that could be lavished on Steve Mnuchin was that, after a colorful dalliance with scandal, he went to ground and disappeared from the news. History will have to judge if that qualifies him as truly one of the best people.

         Before history has her say, the electorate will. Come the 2020 presidential election, Americans will want to know how and why their government was turned over to men and women with a profound antipathy to government, not to mention a disconcerting ignorance about how government works. They will marvel at scandals like Carson ordering a $31,000 dining room set or Mnuchin arranging government travel in order to witness a solar eclipse at taxpayers’ expense. They will surely wonder how these people did it and, even worse, why they thought they could.

         The many scandals of the Trump administration have been a boon to late-night comedians and writers of newspaper headlines. At the same time, those scandals obscure some disconcerting truths. Bumbling and inept as it may be, the Trump administration has undertaken a project that would shrink the federal government and its role in American citizens’ lives. For the most part, that project has been clumsy and poorly articulated, if articulated at all, so that its contours can get lost in the daily haze of outrage. And yet the project continues, even if its executors do not always understand quite what they are doing.

         Joel Clement, a Department of Interior whistleblower, figured a grand design informed all this. He had been driven out of government, as had hundreds of federal employees at agencies like the EPA and the Department of Education, where once meaningful work had become meaningless. And that was the intent, as Clement saw it. “They’re put in there to screw up,” he said of his former boss Zinke and other department heads. “You don’t want people respecting or trusting government,” he continued. So you install people who will break government, thus confirming the conservative view that government is broken.

         “That’ll take decades to repair,” Clement offered. Some believe that it will take longer. Some believe that no repair will be possible, so thorough is the damage Trump is doing to the federal government. His strongest critics believe the only America that will ever be possible again is the America remade by Trump.

         Things could have gone differently. Trump could have declared war on Washington’s entrenched interests—the lobbyists, the lawyers, the think-tankers, the numberless other peddlers of influence and opinion—while undertaking a whittling-down of the federal government that even some liberals know is necessary. But this would have required enormous courage and discipline, an ability to stick to conviction even when every pundit and poll screamed for that conviction to be cast aside. Few presidents have had such conviction, and most of them hailed from a time before focus groups directed every policy decision.

         Long after he’d left the White House, Bannon remembered how and why the promise to “drain the swamp” went awry. It was a winter morning in New York City in late 2018, and he was lounging in his top-floor suite at the Loews Regency Hotel. This was the city he loved. Washington, he hated. Washington, he could not fix. Now, he was fomenting populist revolution in Europe while continuing to push for a confrontation with China over trade. The war over Washington itself he knew was lost.

         “The swamp draining…we had all these potential things,” Bannon reminisced. “They just got ground up and it just turned out not to be a priority.” And so Trump’s promise to remake government went unfulfilled. He would have successes, just as he would have failures. But this was less a failure than a promise broken, both by Trump himself and the people he charged with running the federal government. They did not share his populist convictions, or his iconoclastic impulses. Some seemed to have no conviction of any kind, aside from personal glorification and enrichment.

         Trump understood as much, even if he would never say it. Speaking at a Rose Garden event in the spring of 2018, he said that he had “been fighting to drain the swamp,” adding that “sometimes it may not look like it, but believe me, we are draining the swamp.” As a matter of fact, evidence strongly contradicted Trump’s assertion.

         Even as the swamp-drainers turned out to be swamp creatures, they managed to inflict harm on the people they were charged with protecting.

         Under the leadership of Betsy DeVos, the Department of Education drastically reduced its oversight of for-profit colleges, allowing them to prey on unsuspecting Americans once again. Scott Pruitt directed the Environmental Protection Agency to roll back dozens of Obama-era rules, including those involving the regulation of toxic pesticides and the health of the nation’s waterways. Carson has scaled back enforcement of the Fair Housing Act, allowing housing discrimination to flourish once again. Ross, at the Commerce Department, has perverted the census into a weapon of political warfare.

         As 2018 came to an end, Trump signed an executive order freezing the pay of federal workers. They were responsible for none of the scandals and abuses of his administration, yet they were taking all of the blame. How galling it was for them to languish amid a government shutdown as men like Mnuchin and Ross, men with no business in Washington, continued to ape the role of the public servant, and to convince the president of their act.

         Few others were convinced. These were the best people, Trump said, but by the summer of 2018, only 30 percent of Americans agreed with him. The best people failed on Trump’s own terms, not to mention the terms on which public servants were judged before Trump. They failed, yet they kept smiling. They failed, but they called it victory. They failed and, finally, Americans saw them for who they were.
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