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This book was written with pride, albeit with a heavy heart. It is my hope that through this book, things can be made right, but, as Albert Einstein said, “We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.”















DEDICATION.


A former colleague in the Federal Air Marshal Service, in his memoir, Unsecure Skies, made mention of the “Secret Service mentality” toward its workforce, which he learned was “Ride the horse until it dies, then eat it and get a new horse.” That quote was made famous through the Service after one rightfully disgruntled agent sent a fax citing it to every Secret Service fax machine across the nation. As it still rings true today, this book is dedicated to all the unsung workhorses who have carried this nation and especially to those who made the ultimate sacrifice.


TO GENNY…


For reminding me that my service to the country was not the end but the means—the means to serve what’s most important: “God, family, country”—and that you can’t succeed in serving one without the others.


TO ELIZABETH AND ETHAN…


“If you’re doing something and you have to look over your shoulder, you probably shouldn’t be doing it.” Your grandfather told me this often. My whole life, I’ve heard his voice over my shoulder. It’s a constant reminder that has always kept me on the right path leading me to what’s most important, the path that leads me back home to you.















INTRODUCTION.



DISTRUST AND NO CONFIDENCE




Worthy of Trust and Confidence


—OFFICIAL MOTTO, US SECRET SERVICE




Every Secret Service story begins with “All seemed quiet.” The events of March 4, 2015, were no different, except that three years later the Washington Post found out about what had transpired. Then came the ensuing cover-up and media storm.


All did seem quiet at 10:25 p.m. for the Uniformed Division officers standing their posts outside the White House. No matter how many years they had on the job, it still took a bit of discipline not to turn and breathe in the incredible sight of the White House, all lit up at night. The air was breezy and cool. And although every Secret Service story begins the same way, the Uniformed Division’s unofficial motto always rang true: “There’s always something going on at the White House.”


Life as a Secret Service Uniformed Division officer would have been a dream job if not for the nightmare the Secret Service bureaucrats had made it. The trouble was staying awake and alert and not having a complete mental breakdown, heart attack, or really ugly divorce. There were officers who couldn’t avoid all three happening at once, and then there were the suicides. Seven days of twelve-hour shifts, plus management threatening punishment for taking scheduled days off, can have that impact. But some Secret Service officers made hundreds of thousands of dollars in overtime. Though management seemed to be in denial about the new practice, the plan of so many new recruits was to survive, serve, make a mountain of cash, and then quit after just two or five years of service. Their spouses had to agree to the plan, and they were immune to the immensely powerful lure that had enthralled the old-timers who had stayed on. This, after all, was the White House, the most recognizable building around the globe, and it was there that its most powerful leaders shaped the world.


This Uniformed Division officer manning one of the security gates around the White House, scanned, watched, and waited. As an owl snaps to at the sight of its prey, he saw a woman park her sedan in the no-parking zone, as dozens of lost tourists did each day. Enforcing the no-parking zone usually meant giving directions, but the zone was still an integral puzzle piece in detecting attacks launched at the White House.


She leapt out of the car.


“Ma’am, you can’t park here,” the officer called out.


“I have something for you,” she said, full of anger.


That, too, wasn’t unusual. People often naively tried to deliver letters or gifts to the White House.


“I have something for you. It’s a book,” she said, excited.


“Ma’am, we can’t take packages. We can’t—we can’t do this. You have to mail it.” That’s when she said the magic words.


“Actually, it’s a fucking bomb!” she yelled.


That’s when all the routineness left. This wasn’t a normal night; it was one of those nights.


“Back up! Back up!” the officer yelled at her, clutching his firearm as she dropped the package onto the sidewalk, jumped back into her car, and sped off. The officer radioed in her vehicle description. He couldn’t make out the license plate, as his brain was flooded with training videos that demonstrated the explosive power a book-sized bomb could have.


Meanwhile, across town, two hotshot Secret Service agents, types who had “been there and seen it all,” had been out celebrating the retirement of a colleague. They figured it was about time to leave the party.


The two men prided themselves on being “the elite of the elite.” The most powerful office of the world, held at the time by President Barack Obama, was protected by them—and that made them the “the best of the best.”


They had protected President Obama, George W. Bush, and Bill Clinton. Vast amounts of trust were placed in their hands. And tonight they were drunk in their take-home government car, heading home from a retirement party.


Life in the Secret Service was good. Well, not for everyone. It was good only for the old boys’ club, the high-up agents, the “made men” of the Secret Service, like those two. One was from the Presidential Protection Division (PPD), and the president’s life rested in his hands each and every day. The other was the head of the Secret Service Washington Field Office. Men like them set the tone and culture of much of the Secret Service.


The Secret Service couldn’t pay them any more due to congressional pay restrictions, but the agency found ways to up the ante and keep the agents’ whistles wet, such as take-home cars and prestige. The prestige was the best.


The prestige led them, despite being drunk in a government vehicle, to approach the White House as though they owned the place. But they could tell that something was off. It was quiet; too quiet. They cursed their fellow Secret Service men, the Uniformed Division officers. They thought to themselves that they must have abdicated their post. The entry gate was wide open. There were police tape and vehicle barricades set up.


Where the hell were the Uniformed Division officers?


No matter, they thought, and they pushed slowly through the barricades, picking up a bit of speed. That’s when Uniformed Division officers sprinted to them yelling something but the agents didn’t care. Near them was a Secret Service bomb tech all suited up, dressed like something out of The Hurt Locker.


Someone yelled, “You’re next to a bomb!”


The agents stumbled out drunk and immediately doubled down berating the officers. Meanwhile, the bomb was still considered active. But calling out those top agents, even to keep them safe, came at a price. That’s when the intimidation and cover-up began. The agents demanded that the officers on the scene not breathalyze them and that they keep the incident quiet. It almost worked—but the director caught wind of it from an internal agency message board five days later.


Despite the multiple Secret Service and Department of Homeland Security investigations, the congressional investigations, and more, the two agents, months later, were able to retire with full benefits—not so much as a parking ticket. Some would try to minimize the incident as anecdotal, that they were just two knuckleheads—but those “knuckleheads” were two of the highest-ranking members of the Secret Service. The example they set filtered downward. And soon after, as word spread far and wide throughout the ranks of the Secret Service, all of the new recruits learned what the old-timers knew: nothing in the Secret Service changes, and you never cross the made men of the Secret Service. The officers who had run up to the agents’ car had found that out the hard way—even if they had been trying to save their lives. The Department of Homeland Security and congressional investigations outed a culture that makes the lives of whistle-blowers miserable, shields those who lie to investigators and Congress, and carries on protecting the president as if this were normal behavior.


None of that mattered at the top ranks of the Secret Service, because nothing ever happened to them. They were elite, after all, and the prestige kept them safe.


Strong-arming, intimidation, and covering up from the top down—those were not unusual procedures for the Secret Service. What was unusual was that the American public would eventually find out about the incident and the congressional investigation that followed and failed to instill change. But there have been many such incidents of incompetence followed by cover-ups in the Secret Service, and this goes back decades—more than a century, to the very beginnings of presidential protection in the United States. The patterns keep repeating, and the lessons have not been learned. If we don’t break this cycle soon, tragedy is going to strike once again.


This is a book that can save the president’s life.


For more than 116 years the brave and loyal men and women of the United States Secret Service (USSS) have put their lives on the line, day in and day out, to protect our nation’s leaders. Some of their missions are well known—the officer who gave his life and took his final shot to protect President Harry Truman when two armed gunmen sought to murder him outside the White House in 1950; the agent who jumped into the line of fire when another assassin very nearly took the life of President Ronald Reagan in 1981.


But today we must accept a difficult truth: the Secret Service isn’t failing—it has failed. That’s not hyperbolic or alarmist. The frontline men and women of the modern Secret Service not only face threats that multiply by the day, but they have to deal with vindictive mismanagement, political correctness, and a deep-seeded old boys’ network that is more interested in empire building than protecting our presidents. In a downward spiral that has lasted decades, the inner leadership circle refuses to see the relationship between the wellness of the agency’s employees and the service’s mission performance. Behind the agency’s “tacti-cool” veneer, it has come to represent everything wrong with big government. Fortunately, the cure for the Secret Service might just be the cure for what has plagued our far out of control, underperforming, over-budget government.


Right now the security of our presidents is a matter of alignment: the failed Secret Service is hoping that its glaring gaps won’t align with the plans of an opportunistic assassin who is willing to take the chance of his or her own success and the agency’s failure—which is exactly what occurred before each assassination of past US presidents. With each Secret Service scandal that goes unpunished and unsolved, it is clear that the gaps are getting worse. The Secret Service’s malfeasance is encouraging more attacks because attackers see increasing chances for success.


The best predictor of future behavior is past behavior, and the Secret Service is repeating a tired and destructive pattern.


President Donald Trump will be lucky to survive his presidency, just as it was only luck and coincidence that so often saved President Obama’s life. Many of those incidents and the state of the agency were kept secret from President Obama, and they are surely being kept from President Trump.


Should President Trump survive under the Secret Service’s plan of theatrics, hope, and chance, the next president will be at risk. This will continue until we change, either by choice or by catastrophe. Up until now it’s been difficult for the public to imagine, but the president, Congress, and the public need to know what has happened and what is to come.


This book will share the secrets of the Secret Service with the American people—untold stories of remarkable heroism and shocking misconduct. It will provide an inside view into Secret Service exploits, some well known and some swept under the rug. But it also describes the agency’s leadership style, culture, and strategic thinking that have lead to the scandals and failure of today. Many of these secrets have even been kept from the Secret Service—until now.


As much as I wish I could, there is not enough room in this book to address in depth the war on counterfeiting, the agency’s founding mission, and the other areas the Secret Service has expanded into. The general public knows little about how the Secret Service is involved in many areas, but the results are consistent: it is failing. The Secret Service is responsible for and is failing at combating the state-sponsored efforts of Iran and North Korea and criminal enterprises in countries such as Nigeria that victimize individual Americans and our economy, while also bankrolling our enemies in the War on Terror. It cannot operate in Iran or North Korea and has not found any creative ways to stem the tide of their counterfeiting. In Nigeria, the government the USSS is supposed to be helping fight counterfeiters and other criminals was found to be complicit in some of the crimes. Still, the Secret Service is so stagnant that it cannot figure out new and innovative ways to fulfill those missions.


Even more newly developed Secret Service missions are already failing. Most of them stemmed from large power grabs in the 1990s and after the attacks of September 11, 2001, in a desperate attempt to compete against the FBI. Though it may seem difficult to believe, one serious abdication is school shootings. The agency has long argued that the dual missions of executive protection and fighting counterfeiting aid each other. Unfortunately, it is failing across the board as it prioritizes presidential protection—and still comes up far short.


Let’s be clear: many of the agents and officers who surround and protect President Trump are the most loyal and dedicated men and women ever to serve their country. For me, it was the biggest honor to serve for twelve years as a Secret Service officer and be shoulder to shoulder with those patriots. Every day, the Secret Service seeks to fulfill its core mission to protect the president.


But the “secret” side of the Secret Service, the internal culture that the public doesn’t see, has been rotting from the inside out and is working against the dedicated patriots who want only to see the mission succeed. That internal rot has prioritized the agency’s “brand” over our president. As a former insider, I feel compelled by my oath to let the public know; it is vital that they be informed. Failure in presidential protection significantly impacts us all.


Unlike any DC or New York pundit giving you a trickle-down version rife with outsider commentary, in this book you will read about the true past, present, and future of the Secret Service, directly from frontline sources. I detail how real security works, how it fails, and how politicized corruption has infected every mission of the agency.


In Crisis of Character, I told the story of what it was like to be one of the first Secret Service employees to be subjected to and subpoenaed in a criminal investigation of a sitting president. It was miserable to live through and at first to write about. When I regained my First Amendment rights after retiring from federal law enforcement, I wrote my story. With each chapter written, I felt as though an enormous weight had been lifted off me. Keeping silent was a far greater burden on my soul than I had ever realized. When Hillary Clinton’s campaign surrogates and smear machine failed in their attempts to blackball me, I was comforted. When they chose their brand over their truth, they fell into the trap of two simple lessons: history never ceases to be relevant, and secrets are like ticking time bombs.


But the Secret Service’s problems didn’t begin with the Clintons and surely didn’t end with them either. Of the twenty-five presidents protected by the Secret Service, the problems involved in protecting Bill Clinton were not unique. Each officer and agent charged with protecting our president, and the agency’s leaders up to the highest level, know the Secret Service motto: “Worthy of Trust and Confidence.” But they must also ask themselves, of whom are they “worthy of trust and confidence”? During the Clinton years, the agency’s inner circle landed on a shocking answer: to itself. From then on, the agency has been turned against itself.


Like so many of those who joined the Secret Service, I joined because I wanted to see the Secret Service win—and winning meant enabling the president to live and lead without fear. Keeping the president safe keeps the country together. Can you imagine the grief, the anger, and the fallout if any future president—or any member of the first family or a foreign dignitary—were assassinated?


It seems impossible, even unthinkable, but four US presidents have been murdered. Four presidential candidates have been shot: two killed, one paralyzed. Especially in recent years, there have been far too many “near misses” in which the deciding factor between a living protectee and another assassination was luck. Since 1951, when the Secret Service was officially tasked with permanent presidential protection, the agency has had a 91.7 percent success rate, but it drops down to less than 66.7 percent when also considering the nearly catastrophic failures on the attempts of Presidents Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, and George W. Bush in which the deciding factor was largely luck. That’s unacceptable.


After each near miss, the Secret Service puts on a “shake-up,” a big show in which it promises the nation that it really is the “elite” protection force it claims to be. “You can trust us,” its spokespeople say. “The president is safe in our hands.”


But can we believe it? Through all the failures, can we trust it this time?


The Secret Service will say whatever it needs to to achieve its goals—but so will I. Answer the question yourself: If the Secret Service were focused on its main priority, would it have allowed so many serious breaches in just the last few years?


In 2011, a man fired several shots from a rifle at the White House, but responding officers were told to “stand down” and that their eyes and ears had deceived them; the shooter even initially got away.


In 2012, more than a dozen agents and their management planned to use President Obama’s trip to Colombia to party and hire prostitutes. They went ahead with their plan and nearly got arrested for refusing to pay the prostitutes—and in the investigation that followed, the director even misled and deceived Congress.


In 2014, advance agents screened everyone at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ahead of a visit by President Obama—everyone, that is, except the private armed security guards. A guard with a criminal history managed to get onto an elevator with the president—he simply walked past all of the Secret Service’s security. He caught the Secret Service’s attention only when he started snapping pictures inches away from the president’s face. Afterward, the director misled, deceived, and failed to inform Congress and the president, who had to find out about the breach from the news media. Once again, the only thing that protected the president that day was hope and that the unscreened man, who was armed with a handgun, wanted merely to snap a picture and not to shoot the president. If he had wanted to shoot Obama, the Secret Service would have been responsible.


Then there’s the 2015 incident in which two intoxicated agents—one of whom was part of the president’s protective detail—drove drunk in a government car into an active bomb investigation at the White House. The agents intimidated those on duty to not breathalyze or arrest them, to falsify reports, and even to withhold the incident from the director, who found out about the incident through an internal message board five days later. But the cover-up afterward really took the cake!


We are led to believe that each incident is isolated and not indicative of the rest of the Secret Service. We can judge the US Secret Service only by the standards it sets for itself. Each recent director has testified, “We are only as strong as our weakest link,” and “The bad guys only have to be right once, while we have to be right one hundred percent of the time.” Then there’s the official motto, emblazoned on the back of every Secret Service commission book: “Worthy of Trust and Confidence.”


So what’s the truth? Is the Secret Service elite? Is its primary enemy an assassin, or is it transparency and change?


The 2016 “Best Places to Work In the Federal Government” report, which was created by the Partnership for Public Service on the basis of employee responses, named the Secret Service as the worst place to work. Out of 305 federal agencies, the Secret Service came in dead last. Even Transportation Security Administration (TSA) employees had better morale and more confidence in their agency than Secret Service employees did.


Just to give you an idea of how bad morale is and how the old adage “The beating will continue until morale improves” plays out within the Secret Service, after the 2016 “Best Places to Work in the Federal Government” rankings came out, an officer bought a cake and took it into the break room for the other Uniformed Division officers to share. The icing said, “Congrats on making 305 out of 305.” The officer who had bought the cake was given two days off, unpaid, as punishment for insubordination. Compare that to the two high-ranking agents who received no punishment after driving drunk, armed, in a government car into an active bomb investigation at the White House, intimidated officers to falsify reports, and more.


The rankings were based on employees’ responses to three simple prompts: “I recommend my organization as a good place to work”; “Considering everything, how satisfied are you with your job?”; and “Considering everything, how satisfied are you with your organization?”


The 305 participating agencies averaged 59.4 points out of 100, but the Secret Service scored a mere 32.8. The numbers have been going down since 2011. This is especially incredible considering that the most downtrodden agents, officers, and technicians continue to leave in droves, which means that each year the most disgruntled are no longer participating in the surveys. The House Oversight Committee has called this an “exodus.” How long can it go on?


Meanwhile, the agency seems to have as a good a handle on its finances as it does on its employees. In 2017, the director of the Secret Service surprised Congress by reporting that he was out of money and hadn’t seen it coming—as the agency has done numerous times in the past. The current director, Randolph Alles, told the press, “The Secret Service estimates that roughly 1,100 employees will work overtime hours in excess of statutory pay caps during calendar year 2017. To remedy this ongoing and serious problem, the agency has worked closely with the Department of Homeland Security, the Administration, and the Congress over the past several months to find a legislative solution.”


Is it a legislative solution that’s needed, or maybe one brought about by changing the agency’s internal culture?


The legislative branch has certainly expressed its concern about the direction the Secret Service is going in. The 2015 bipartisan House of Representatives Committee on Oversight and Government Reform report entitled “United States Secret Service: An Agency in Crisis” said this about the agency’s ballooning $2.8 billion budget: “One of the major problems with USSS’s current budget system is that there is no system.… In fact, the Panel [in meetings with the director] could not even determine who at USSS should be responsible for answering budgetary questions.” In other words, the agency in charge of fighting counterfeiters, which has made history by “following the money,” has no clue how it spends its own? So is the problem “legislative,” purely in the hands of Congress not to be stingy, or is the problem the Secret Service leadership ?


A panel of independent experts organized by the Department of Homeland Security had something to say about that. The United States Secret Service Protective Mission Panel (USSS-PMP) released its findings in 2014. They wrote, “Of the many concerns the Panel encountered, the question of leadership is, in our view, the most important. The Panel found an organization starved for leadership that rewards innovation and excellence and demands accountability.… We heard a common desire: More resources would help, but what we really need is leadership.”


According to that same report, “The Panel found that, due in large part to limitations on personnel, the Service’s training regimen has diminished far below acceptable levels. The Presidential Protective Division’s (PPD) so-called ‘Fourth Shift’ had once ensured that for two weeks out of every eight, the President’s detail was maintaining its strength, practicing, and getting better. But Secret Service reports show that in FY 2013, apart from firearms re-qualifications and basic career development technical requirements, the average special agent received only forty-two hours of training.”


That’s an abysmal forty-two hours of training a year for the people who protect the president of the United States! The supposedly “elite” Secret Service agents who protect the most powerful man in the world train for less than three leisurely weekends. The report went on to note that “In FY 2013, Service data shows that the [Secret Service] Uniformed Division as a whole received 576 hours of training, or about 25 minutes for each of over 1,300 Uniformed Division officers.”


This means that a private citizen in Washington, DC, who has a concealed-carry handgun permit has more annual firearms training than a Secret Service officer or PPD agent. By law, to receive a concealed-carry handgun permit and requalify every two years, a private citizen must prove that he or she has received at least sixteen hours of firearms training, including two hours of range time. It should frighten every American that a concealed-carry permit holder in our nation’s capital has more annual firearms training than the average officer or PPD agent employed by the Secret Service!


The culture has deteriorated so much that agents’ reports, such as requalifications and performance evaluations for physical training and tactical proficiency with a firearm, are “self-reported.” As one agent reported to Ronald Kessler, “Standards are so lax that agents are actually handed blank evaluations for possible promotions and fitness ratings and asked to fill them in themselves!” During my time in the Secret Service as a firearms instructor, I saw this firsthand. Today the practice is far more rampant.


That’s not all that’s swept aside by “self-reporting.” According to the 2015 House Oversight Committee report, “USSS senior supervisors believed fellow senior supervisors would self-report their own misconduct,” and therefore various types of ‘misconduct’ such as drinking, hiring prostitutes, and driving a government car drunk over an active bomb investigation at the White House, were not reported because other supervisors expected that the criminal behavior would be ‘self-reported.’”


What happens if an upstanding agent or officer has finally had enough and decides such incidents shouldn’t be swept under the rug? The same report found that “USSS utilized non-disclosure agreements [for its employees] that do not comply with whistle-blower protections.” In layman’s terms, this means that the Secret Service coerced its employees to sign nondisclosure agreements that were against the law in an effort to shield the agency from bad PR and transparency even to Congress! According to a Department of Homeland Security report, less than half of employees felt they could report to Congress without unlawful retaliation from the agency.


So the answer is clear: the Secret Service cares more about protecting itself from transparency and change than about stopping assassins.


That’s why I felt a moral obligation to “speak out of school,” as the Secret Service calls it. Between interviewing officers and agents outside the White House, I stood on Pennsylvania Avenue observing my former colleagues. It was just as I remembered, only worse, just as so many other agents and officers told me. This has to stop.


What does this all add up to? As the House committee report put it: “The UDLC [Uniformed Division Labor Committee] leadership described a workforce on the verge of collapsing due to understaffing and pending attrition.”


“Collapsing” was its word, not mine.


The panel of independent experts stated clearly that mismanagement and poor leadership were to blame—not the budget or pay caps.


But let’s dig deeper to the roots of how and why the Secret Service is failing.


The House committee report continued, “[The Labor Committee] cited the exhaustive nature of the job, constant overtime, and lack of respect from Presidential Protective Division leadership as a major factor in UD attrition.… Approximately 1,100 of 1,300 UD officers were eligible for retirement, and USSS personnel estimated over 1,000 officers accepted the offer.” Instead of fixing the systemic problems causing this exodus, the Secret Service leadership made it far worse by forcing agents away from counterfeiting and financial fraud investigations around the world and the country to fill the gaps in the White House’s protection, for which they lacked training and understanding. As a result, the agents’ morale plummeted and their performance tanked.


The committee wrote, “As with the UD, many factors may contribute to high attrition and low morale among special agents,” noting that “At the end of fiscal year 2015, USSS was [net] down 285 special agents from 2011 levels.”


The agents and officers of the Secret Service are at their breaking point. It is not sustainable to work Uniformed Division (UD) officers at the White House twelve hours a day, six to seven days a week. Though the agents have pay caps, the Secret Service had to get rid of the pay cap on officers’ wages more than a decade ago.


Right now, there are officers standing post around the White House who have a base pay of about $70,000 per year, who are working so much overtime, both voluntary and involuntary, that they are making more than the director of the Secret Service and even more than the director of the Department of Homeland Security. Some accrue near a quarter of a million dollars each year.


But money doesn’t matter when they hardly ever see their families. They’re exhausted and at the point of snapping. Many plan to make insane salaries for a few years, then quit. This is not a sustainable practice for any workforce. The service’s workforce is aging rapidly. An experience vacuum is approaching. But soon, as new recruits quit and old-timers retire, the agency will collapse.


The president needs to be protected by agents and officers who are well rested, well trained, and supported by their leadership. We need an agency management and culture that value individual rest, good mental health, training, morale, and family. Instead, the divorce rate is the highest of any agency. Suicide, dangerous sexual behavior, drug and alcohol use, and other reckless behaviors are serious problems at rates far higher than in any other federal law enforcement agency. Agents are having sordid affairs with presidential staffers; directors are lying to Congress and our presidents; DUIs are rampant; there is a reason the Secret Service doesn’t track or make public its statistics on suicides, depression, or dangerous sexual habits among its employees. One officer serially clubbed squirrels to death just to stay awake on the White House lawn, and agents have exchanged gunfire among themselves in anger.


After two moles brought the FBI to its knees, the agency began polygraphing its agents five times a year to prevent another lethal traitor within its own ranks. But the Secret Service wouldn’t dare to implement such measures, because corruption, coercion, incompetence, and waste can be found at all levels.


These are not the actions of well-cared-for employees, and the agency’s current environment is dangerous to everyone.


So my service isn’t really over, not when the state of the Secret Service is worse than ever—worse even the day we last lost a president, November 22, 1963. Our current president is not safe.


This book digs deeper and answers two questions: How the hell did things spiral so hard and so far out of control? And how can we save our current and future presidents from the Secret Service’s impending systematic collapse?


This book is not meant to critique the men and women “in the arena,” who, despite everything, are standing post and putting their lives on the line as best they can. I, too, was once in that arena, and through this book I still am. My hope is that this book can spur the change that will save them. If our president and the frontline men and women of the Secret Service weren’t at high risk due to the Secret Service’s systemic failings and ignored history, I wouldn’t have written this book.


This is still my fight. The good men and women of the US Secret Service, long undermined, deserve to have their stories told; they deserve to win; and they deserve to work for an agency that won’t abuse them, lie to them, and sacrifice them at the altar of indulgence, corpulent ineffective government, or brand management.


The Secret Service needs to start winning again. If we start the fight to drain the “Secret Service swamp” now, we still have a chance to make that happen.













ONE.



CLINTON CHARACTERS


It should come as no surprise that President William Jefferson Clinton and First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton’s time in the White House had a pivotal and irreversibly negative impact on the Secret Service. This has nothing to do with their politics. It’s an obvious fact.


If a frog is dropped into boiling water, it will jump out and avoid being cooked. But if it is dropped into placid waters that are then slowly brought to a boil, it will remain unsuspecting and meet a horrific end. This metaphor applies to the Secret Service as it arrogantly readied for major external threats throughout the Clinton era but never for the internal threats a protectee would and did present. It simply was not prepared for the kind of president who would crash it headlong into one of the most divisive moments in American political history.


Though it was the initial investigation into bribery, sexual assaults, and subsequent obstruction that got Clinton into hot water, it was his continued dogged obstruction, lying under oath, and asking other federal employees to lie for him (one being a mistress he lied about being “alone in the same room with”) that led to impeachment proceedings and the unfortunate involvement of the Secret Service.


Even before the investigation that led to his impeachment, the Clinton presidency would turn the Secret Service inside out in a number of ways. The Clintons’ media relations demands, as well as their demands for professional and personal conveniences, suddenly took priority over standard event and transportation security procedures. The executive branch was flooded with a cult of staffers who were less than trustworthy or even criminal. The Secret Service was forced to be more “user friendly” in every aspect of its mission by turning a blind eye to criminality and double standards in law enforcement. This eventually pitted it against the president and the Department of Justice. Meanwhile, the long-standing divide between the Uniformed Division and the Special Agent Division grew worse and untenable.


The problems began even before President Clinton took office. As the Secret Service replaced the Arkansas State Police detail that had protected the Arkansas governor’s mansion, the Clintons anticipated that the Secret Service personnel would operate very much like their state troopers. The small, almost unnoticeable state trooper presence was a badge of honor for the affluent neighborhood in Little Rock. But serenity left when the Secret Service arrived.


Newly installed floodlights flooded the governor’s mansion at night. Large black Secret Service cars came and went night and day, blocking the streets. Doors slammed. Hard-looking uniformed and nonuniformed men and women patrolled at all hours. The agents and officers posted on the street talked and laughed to stay awake and alert. The upscale neighbors were spooked by the agent’s scary looks and the officers uniformed presence.


The Secret Service personnel were just as surprised. Many Clinton friends and acquaintances seemed accustomed to waltzing up to the governor’s mansion at all hours and expected hospitality at their own convenience, even when the candidate and his family were away. They were appalled to be questioned and by the fact that everyone, even staff, was required to pass through Uniformed Division magnetometers and have their bags searched, despite the countermeasures being the answer to the assassination attempt on President Reagan. The Secret Service had no exceptions. The arrogant staffers and self-styled VIPs complained to the Clintons, and the Secret Service soon found itself having to defend its policies at every turn.


At first this was chalked up to the normal adjustment period. But the problems quickly followed the Clintons from the Arkansas governor’s mansion to the White House. In the past, presidents would learn to work with their protectors, even if it took a near miss to convince them. But the Clinton team was especially stubborn, and the Secret Service decided to be soft with no contingencies in case the protectee pushed things too far. Previous campaigns had, of course, made their candidates into celebrities. But Hollywood producers Linda Bloodworth-Thomason and her husband, Harry Thomason, and political strategists George Stephanopoulos, Rahm Emanuel, Paul Begala, and James Carville, along with Democratic Party National Committee leaders and Hillary Clinton, rewrote the script. In 1991, they created not just an effective candidate but a pop culture icon and highly marketable brand rivaling President John F. Kennedy’s but supercharged by 1990s communications. The Clinton brand was effectively deployed and depended on the idea that here was someone the public could really relate to, who played the saxophone, and who could, as he liked to point out enthusiastically, “Make America great again.” And many people believed him. That was because they liked him. He was cool.


The Secret Service was used to doing things a certain way, because if done correctly, it worked. The agency believed its tried-and-tested strategy based on case studies and emerging intelligence would fit every protectee. It was a one-size-fits-all approach that needed little tailoring. Yet for the first time since President Jimmy Carter, here was a candidate and an operation that warranted much greater resources than candidates before him. The Clintons regularly coordinated massive events that rivaled celebrity music concerts. The Secret Service had failed to plan for this eventuality and repeatedly turned to Congress, President George H. W. Bush, and anyone else they could for supplements to its budget, but the demands on the agency only increased with the candidate’s rise in “political currency.” Because of its limited resources, instead of preempting issues before they occurred, the Secret Service had to rely on threats being immediate and urgent before it could even attempt serious change.


One urgent problem emerged early in the 1992 campaign when a deputy sheriff entered a Clinton event with a concealed handgun. He was a Clinton supporter and posed no threat, but when he informed the detail that he had not been screened, the Secret Service gained the “political capital” it needed to act. Additional Uniformed Division teams were deployed with magnetometers to screen the increasingly massive crowds at Clinton events within hours. Despite the attempts on the lives of Presidents Ford and Reagan, the service had not yet applied those hard-learned lessons. Instead of diligent, advanced strategic planning, it was playing catch-up, and its overworked agents and officers answered each call for more: more work hours, more security details, more gear, and greater sacrifices from its employees. But the gaps in its strategy and the culture that was willing to overlook those gaps remained.


As Clinton fandom ballooned, events were scheduled at an increasing pace, and the Secret Service had to manage its finite resources in an ever-changing campaign schedule. The campaign’s always low estimates of attendees were frequently wildly off. The Clinton campaign continually wanted to cram events to or beyond capacity, providing one estimate of participants to staffers and another to fire marshals and the Secret Service. Cable news stations, which were becoming the primary news medium for voters, would broadcast filled events to show how popular the Clintons were becoming. The Secret Service was regularly notified at the last minute of event requirements and changes. I was assigned to one such event where an entire magnetometer detail was deployed to Kansas City, Missouri, but the event had been canceled two months prior. The Clinton campaign had neglected to notify the Secret Service. The advance agents involved were nearly despondent to have put so much work into something, only to have it be a complete waste. Meanwhile, other events were hamstrung because Uniformed Division officers were spread so thin to cover the campaign.


The Clinton campaign felt there was no point in security if it was going to compromise the goal of the event. The Secret Service, on the other hand, felt that there was no point in doing an event if the protectee was going to get killed. The staff considered the Secret Service to be a hindrance and burden as opposed to a partner in protection. They couldn’t understand simple security protocols, such as the fact that in winter, screening for concealed weapons takes much longer, as patrons are dressed in more layers. One event in Ohio was beyond capacity and the magnetometer detail was ordered to “shut it down”—and it wouldn’t be the last time.


The campaign’s insistence on drawing capacity crowds created plenty of logistical headaches. The Secret Service, the local fire marshal, and the event and campaign planners are supposed to work together to plan for the Secret Service’s unique policy on exits. Two exit routes are always locked down exclusively for the protectee’s exit. For example, if a 10,000-person capacity room had ten emergency exits and the Secret Service appropriates two exits for its needs, the number of participants admitted to the room should be reduced accordingly. But the campaign staff never heeded this, as the goal was continually to broadcast Clinton’s popularity to the world. Fire marshals even tried to shut down some events. Though in theory they had the authority, with the candidate under Secret Service protection and the agency running the show, the fire marshals had no clear way of actually exerting that authority; they were forced to hope that things would play out fine without a fire or stampede.


As the campaign ended and Clinton became the forty-second president, the Secret Service anticipated a return to calm, as had occurred with past presidencies. But the Clinton campaigners had won the White House, and they were convinced that their successful campaigning strategies and tactics could be applied to governing.


Sometime in 1992, as Clinton neared the presidency, FBI agents who were “in the know” met with their Secret Service counterparts for off-the-record discussions. The IRS, the FBI, and the Federal Election Commission (FEC) had investigated both associates of the Clintons and the Clintons themselves. The FBI alerted the Secret Service as a courtesy, warning it of the kind of people who were in the Clintons’ orbit. Some of those were clear-cut criminal connections, such as Jim McDougal, who both went to jail following investigations of money laundering and insider deals with Arkansas government officials. As the Clintons formed their presidential staff, they surrounded themselves with such people, creating a greater risk of subversives, moles, criminals, and even spies within the Clinton camp. The FBI and Secret Service faced a choice—and the start of a long succession of dilemmas.


The FBI’s primary investigations, known as “Whitewater” and “cattlegate” (or the “cattle futures controversy”), explored whether the Clintons had accepted bribes through shell companies and from various shady corporate arrangements and favors to pay back their political debts and more. Though the media and TV viewers became bored with the continued obsession with Whitewater and cattlegate, FBI investigations operated on evidence, not entertainment value. The leaders of the Secret Service ignored much of this and failed to see the incoming avalanche.


In January 1993, any hope of normalcy on the part of the new administration vanished. Immediately the former campaign staff began taking apart the security system for screening prospective employees. Instead of being required to pass investigations by the FBI followed by approval by the Secret Service, prospective hires simply began showing up at the White House northwest employee gate. They were then given visitors’ passes—which was unprecedented and virtually negated the security measures that were in place. Frontline Secret Service employees quickly got wind of the plan, and Secret Service leadership put an end to that specific practice. The practice was discovered only because of bizarre behavior by the new staff, including brazen vandalism of the White House. One potential employee even brought in a concealed firearm and handed it to a UD officer.


The Clintons wanted to hire anyone they pleased without reporting to Congress or having to explain things such as prior drug use, arrests, medications, or anything else to anyone. They believed that as they had won the White House, they could staff it without hindrance from pesky security measures.


The Secret Service gave in to the Clintons’ plans to give prospective employees “temporary passes,” much like the standard for a visitor’s pass, provided they made it through a provisional National Crime Information Center (NCIC) check. But many would-be hires were not cleared by the process, which was not as thorough as a full background check. The FBI was unable to build full reports to then hand to the Secret Service for decisions. Under pressure, the Secret Service issued the temporary passes while simultaneously issuing memos putting officers, agents, and technicians on alert.


The president and first lady should have pressured new hires to cooperate fully with the FBI investigators. Instead they complained the process was politically corrupt and took too long, just more bureaucratic red tape. Those investigations had extremely high standards, as the presidential staff work in the highest office in one of the most secure intelligence locations on the planet. Yet the president and especially the first lady pressured the FBI and Secret Service to approve whomever they wanted.


The staff even complained that the “T” for “temporary” on the badges was too prominent; apparently it hurt their feelings. But the whole point of the blue passes and the “T” was to signal to Secret Service personnel that such pass holders were temporary, were not trustworthy, and should be more heavily scrutinized for area denial and behavioral analysis. The compromise had a very negative effect on relationships among the various people doing their jobs in the White House. Secret Service personnel and presidential staff had more run-ins when officers had to question or hold up staffers. The most routine conflicts were with staffers who expected to be able to enter secured areas without their passes but who were stopped and issued visitor passes. Many key staff members from the campaign, who should have known better, were notorious for this. After the T-passes became so cumbersome and annoying to the staffers, who continually had to get them reissued, the Secret Service compromised again and stopped putting an expiration date on them.


The process was constantly screwed up, and the FBI agents who were assigned to the White House and their Secret Service counterparts had to pick and choose their battles. Dee Dee Myers, as an example, had a very hard time securing a “hard” or permanent, pass. As White House press secretary for almost the first two years of the administration, Myers was certainly senior staff. However, the Secret Service was also aware of a police record uncovered during her background check, which made granting her a permanent pass unlikely.


When White House staff without proper passes ran up against Secret Service personnel charged with keeping people out of secure areas and confrontations resulted, the Secret Service leadership had a choice to make. They could have held firm and stood by their own agents and officers who were trying to do their jobs, letting the staffers know that they wouldn’t be able to sneak into places without proper clearance. But that didn’t happen.


Speaking of drugs—the Secret Service cross-trains its Belgian Malinois dogs to sniff out both bombs and narcotics. This was known to the Clinton staffers. Normally they were known for their open-door policies, and “straphangers” hung about, endlessly debating policy and filling the halls with youthful energy—until the dogs came through. And it wasn’t bombs the staffers were worried about hiding. The first time the K-9 units came through the east and west wings and other areas, many of the offices immediately became suspiciously light-staffed. One Clinton official had none of those concerns, however: Betty Currie, the president’s secretary, loved the dogs and kept treats for them. The officers knew that treats would signal a job well done, so they made sure to visit Betty last. She even asked the K-9s to swing by more often, which might not have been appreciated by some of her colleagues.


Also causing tension was the firing of the FBI director of six years, the fourth ever director to lead the bureau, William S. Sessions. Attorney General Janet Reno, appointed by President Clinton, cited reasons why Sessions could not lead the bureau, including charges of ethical violations such as a government-funded fence built around his DC home and a personal trip taken at taxpayers’ expense. To Louis Freeh, Sessions’s appointed successor, the Clintons made it clear that they expected their hires to be approved without regard to protective measures. They expected a “user-friendly” FBI. They simply did not understand how the FBI is structured. The Bureau was not required to notify appointees of open investigations targeting the Clintons and their people—a measure that kept political intrusions out of law enforcement work.


Congress even attempted to investigate the matter of staff approvals but was assuaged by George Stephanopoulos who testified before Congress and persuaded them not to. But by that point the standards had been diluted so much that they hardly mattered.


The Clinton White House attorneys felt that prospective employees should be treated as hired until proven guilty. Much like the Clintons’ regard for the Secret Service’s protection of a candidate as solely that agency’s responsibility, the Clintons simply did not feel the need to have their prospective hires cooperate with investigations. The stalemate continued until the Clintons started escalating the situation.


A former FBI agent, Gary Aldrich, made it very clear in Unlimited Access: An FBI Agent Inside the Clinton White House that the friends of the Clintons were problematic, to say the least:




One only had to look at Clinton associates like Little Rock businessman Dan Lasater, who was convicted of cocaine distribution (and later pardoned by then-Governor Clinton) and whose former business partner is current Clinton director of White House Management and Administration Patsy Thomasson (responsible for drug testing at the White House), or at the cocaine distribution convictions of Clinton’s half brother or of Surgeon General Joycelyn Elders’s son to get a hint of possible murky depths.





While the Secret Service was struggling to protect the White House from its own would-be staffers, another official scandal arose in May. “Travelgate” or “the White House Travel Office controversy” is the name given by the media for a situation in which the Clintons allegedly illegally fired nonpolitical employees who handled White House travel so their positions could be filled with those loyal to the Clintons and the actual work of the office could be outsourced to other Clinton friends outside government. Again, this was only alleged.


The Secret Service was involved in several ways.


When Billy Dale, the long-serving nonpolitical head of the travel office, was accused of misconduct, it should have been the Secret Service’s job to investigate. But the case was thin, and the service declined. The Clintons needed evidence, as they could not simply fire the seven travel office employees so they could outsource millions of dollars of work privately to their friends the Thomasons. The Clinton lawyers hoped they could drum up evidence of wrongdoing at the travel office under the previous administration and therefore at least arouse enough suspicion to warrant firing Dale. So the White House attorneys pressured the FBI to take up the investigation of Dale, who was prosecuted but found not guilty in 1995.


The Clintons were not happy with the Secret Service for turning down the investigation. Agency leaders, however, were concerned about the character of the people who would replace the previous employees and wondered about the character of those who would destroy such a venerable tenured employee as Dale, who had worked at the office side by side with the Secret Service since 1961 and led it since 1982. Nonetheless, “Travelgate” backfired on the Clintons as the FBI’s investigation quickly turned against them and specifically implicated White House employees and even the first lady in the conspiracy.


The Clintons and their staff simply never learned, and neither did the Secret Service.


One illustrative run-in was with a staffer known as “the Rabbi,” so called by his colleagues because of his beard and demeanor. Late one evening, the president received word that he had accomplished one of his campaign promises. The Rabbi wanted to make the most of the milestone by staging a regal presidential address before the press, immediately.


The Rabbi was exceedingly noncooperative with the Secret Service and developed a nasty habit of informing them of his plans at the last minute. As he prepared to set up this presidential address outside, in front of the media on the North Portico, he was unaware of one important fact: the Uniformed Division Counter Sniper Team had already been told to go home. The Uniformed Division rooftop patrols had taken their places, but they were mostly only visual overwatch. As a UD officer permanently posted outside the Oval Office, I was aware of this, but, not wanting to insert myself directly and have any backlash fall on my shoulders (already the on-the-job politics had taken hold), I headed to “Staircase,” the agents’ radio room, to inform the agents there. They thought I was joking, but when they realized I was serious, they sprung into action. The Rabbi did not realize that he was about to place the president on the North Portico in an area that had minimal tree cover from the surrounding neighborhood and nearby hotels. Lights from TV cameras would highlight him perfectly for any sniper.


The agents were furious.


“Why not put a giant billboard and flare on him, for Christ’s sake?” one demanded as he ran to find the Rabbi.


When he was located and confronted, the conversation grew heated. At one point, the Rabbi actually stepped into the personal space of one of the PPD agents, as if to intimidate him.


“I think you are having unrealistic expectations as to your authority here at the White House,” one PPD agent calmly pointed out.


We Secret Service personnel were careful in picking and choosing our battles. Noncooperation and arrogance could be stomached to some degree, but we were ready to draw the line when we felt someone was willfully placing the president in danger. The line was up to each officer and agent to draw.


The Rabbi was soon let go, but the problem of staffers with the same problem of prioritizing ego or popularity over security remained. In another incident, Dee Dee Myers once held up the departure of Marine One, which was waiting to take off with President Clinton aboard—a sitting duck in the middle of the South Lawn—while she took a phone call she thought was more important.


We always had to be aware that this White House was just different. But there were exceptions. President Clinton’s secretary, Betty Currie—who was very nice—gave me the nickname “Mayor of the West Wing.” I didn’t like it, but I recognized in many ways that I was one of the last layers of defense before the president’s office.


But mostly, a double standard was readily apparent between the staffers let in with minimal security checking and the officers charged with protecting them. Therefore, the officers’ morale continued to plummet. At times it seemed as if the Secret Service were just a big show, an elaborate theatrical security effort still in denial of its history and failures. The Clintons, their staff, and service higher-ups seemed fine with watching those past failures play out again.


Of all the Clinton employees who caused the Secret Service so much frustration, Craig Livingstone was the poster child. He was at the center of it all. He was a boorish, cartoonish child of a man. He would name-drop and throw supposed protection terminology into conversations. It felt as though he were trying to pry information out of each person he talked with. He was a DC bouncer who had somehow latched onto the Clinton campaign. He later testified that Mrs. Clinton had personally hired him. She flatly denied it. FBI attachés and Secret Service personnel who had such information were never involved to verify this. But Livingstone was indeed the “Head of the White House Office of Personnel Security.” This had previously been a clerk’s position, a simple document filer. Working out of an office in the Old Executive Office Building but coordinating with the East Wing staff under the first lady, Livingstone tried to morph the position into something in senior management.


He even bragged to me that he had gained his status within the Clinton administration and with First Lady Hillary by being the head of the off-the-record “opposition force,” green-lighted by the campaign. He boasted that he had chased the campaign bus of then-president George H. W. Bush and then put on a chicken suit to heckle Bush with shouts of “Chicken George” for not debating candidate Clinton. Livingstone even bragged to me that Hillary had hired him directly for his position and implied that they were personal friends. The Secret Service aims to be nonpartisan and nonpolitical, but that kind of conduct is not something that was good form to brag about to any Secret Service employee. It was especially maddening to hear such things from a coward whose target, President Bush, had been a torpedo bomber who had fought the Japanese, been shot down in the Pacific Ocean, and been saved only because a friendly submarine happened to spot him adrift.


On another occasion, Livingstone offended the PPD agents when they got word of his newly made business cards. The cards read “Craig Livingstone: Head of Presidential Security.” With those business cards, he implied that he ran the president’s security and that PPD or all of the Secret Service worked for him. This was nuts. When PPD Agent “Dave,” who was nicknamed “The Look-Alike” for sometimes being mistaken for President Clinton, caught up with Livingstone and demanded that he destroy the cards, Livingstone retorted, “Well, it doesn’t say Secret Service.” He was exactly the kind of person who was not supposed to be permitted to work at the White House, and he was involved in the hiring process! It was another reminder of the Secret Service’s inability to protect the Clintons from themselves.


After the White House complex was flooded with hangers-on and those with less-than-desirable character (to put it mildly), the Secret Service still viewed itself as being at arm’s length from the Clinton administration. But as former Secret Service PPD and Counter Assault Team (CAT) agent Dan Emmett noted in his book Within Arm’s Length, a memoir of his service, strategically the Clintons had already compromised far more than the Secret Service’s secure area. After compromising event and hotel security (as I describe in my own book Crisis of Character), it did not take long for the Clintons to compromise transportation security as well. Transporting the president is one of the more dangerous and serious tasks of the Secret Service.
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