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         Secrecy  — the first refuge of incompetents — must be at bare minimum in a democratic society, for a fully informed public is

            the basis of self-government. Those elected or appointed to positions of executive authority must recognize that government,

            in a democracy, cannot be wiser than the people.


       —  House Committee on Government Operations, 1960 Report


   

      Preface


      

         George W. Bush and Richard B. Cheney have created the most secretive presidency of my lifetime. Their secrecy is far worse

         than during Watergate, and it bodes even more serious consequences. Their secrecy is extreme — not merely unjustified and excessive

         but obsessive. It has created a White House that hides its president’s weaknesses as well as its vice president’s strengths.

         It has given us a presidency that operates on hidden agendas. To protect their secrets, Bush and Cheney dissemble as a matter

         of policy. In fact, the Bush-Cheney presidency is strikingly Nixonian, only with regard to secrecy far worse (and no one will

         ever successfully accuse me of being a Nixon apologist). Dick Cheney, who runs his own secret governmental operations, openly

         declares that he wants to turn the clock back to the pre-Watergate years — a time of an unaccountable and extraconstitutional

         imperial presidency. To say that their secret presidency is undemocratic is an understatement.

      


      I’m anything but skittish about government, but I must say this administration is truly scary and, given the times we live

         in, frighteningly dangerous. This conclusion is not that of a political partisan, for those days are long behind me; rather,

         it is the finding of a concerned observer, with something of a distinct understanding and appreciation of the modern presidency.

      


      I was initially astonished watching the Bush-Cheney presidency, 

         not certain they realized the very familiar path (at least to me) that they were taking. Richard Nixon, who resigned his presidency

         thirty years ago, had many admirable strengths and qualities. His secrecy, which shielded his abuses of presidential power,

         was not among them. Thus, from time to time, I fired off flares, hoping to throw a bit of light — if not a warning — on where

         they were headed. I did so by raising these matters in my regular FindLaw column. For one such column, in which I discussed the potential of impeachment if the Bush administration had intentionally

         manipulated government intelligence on Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction, an editor at Salon, which reprinted the column, used the title “Worse than Watergate” — drawing his own conclusion from the material.

         

            *

         

          Three months later, Chris Matthews of MSNBC’s Hardball described the Bush administration’s revengeful act of leaking the name and CIA identity of the wife of an administration

         critic, former ambassador Joseph Wilson, as “worse than Watergate” (for the leak was potentially life-threatening, given her

         undercover status, as well as against the law). Matthews made this comment in an exchange with the chairman of the Republican

         National Committee, Ed Gillespie, who to my surprise did not disagree.

         

            **

         

          So while I can’t claim original authorship for the title, when my editor suggested it for this book, I could not deny that

         it describes perfectly what I have to say in more ways than I had anticipated.

      


      This book began as an admonition, an approach both “beware of Bush” and “Bush beware.” Only ignorance or bliss, I figured

         at the time, could lead another president and White House to make the same kind of mistakes we made during Nixon’s presidency.

         As I proceeded, however, and the post-9/11 activities and 

         operations of Bush and Cheney unfolded, it was evident that these were carefully calculated policies and plans. No longer

         was I writing a warning, but rather an indictment, for I could not write and publish fast enough to get in front of the abuses

         of power and the emerging ends-justify-the-means mentality, and even if I could have, it would not have made any difference,

         for they understood exactly what they were doing and why. Stated a bit differently, I’ve been watching all the elements fall

         into place for two possible political catastrophes, one that will take the air out of the Bush-Cheney balloon and the other,

         far more disquieting, will take the air out of democracy. Allow me to explain.

      


      To compare the Bush-Cheney presidency with Nixon’s tenure and Watergate and assert that it is worse than Watergate is not

         a charge to be made lightly. Nor do I. Watergate symbolizes totally unacceptable presidential behavior. Dictionary definitions

         of the term Watergate typically describe this unacceptable conduct as the abuse of presidential power, or high office, for political purposes.
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          Watergate, of course, was a very messy presidential scandal and a political disaster for Nixon. Certainly no comparable scandal

         has occurred during the Bush-Cheney tenure — at least not yet. Scandals have a way of smoldering before erupting, as has occurred

         with every major presidential scandal — Teapot Dome, Watergate, Iran-Contra, and L’affaire Lewinsky. There are simply too many

         problems rumbling just below the surface of the Bush-Cheney presidency to avoid making the comparison.

      


      Former attorney general (and later secretary of state) William Rogers once advised that “the public should view excessive

         secrecy among government officials as parents view sudden quiet where youngsters are playing. It is a sign of trouble.”
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          Woodrow Wilson, based on his long study of statecraft, concluded that “everybody knows that corruption thrives in secret

         places, and 

         avoids public places, and we believe it a fair presumption that secrecy means impropriety.”
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          Thus, undue secrecy not only is undemocratic, denying the public its right to know, but also schools scandal by concealing

         and protecting errors, excesses, and all manner of impropriety. And we have a presidency that seeks to control, if not suppress,

         everything.

      


      Political pollster John Zogby tells us that Democrats are from Venus and Republicans are from Mars, and based on my examination

         of the Bush II White House vis-à-vis his predecessor, I’m inclined to agree.
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          In short, nothing suggesting a sex scandal blipped on my screen.

         

            *

         

          On the other hand, the potential for a serious financial and/or power scandal, as I discovered, is quite real.

      


      In addition, there is another state of affairs with the Bush-Cheney presidency that is worse than any scandal and far worse

         than Watergate. In General Tommy Franks’s first interview as a civilian shortly after he departed as four-star head of Central

         Command, when discussing what he thought Americans should be thinking about concerning terrorism, he asked rhetorically, “What

         is the worst thing that can happen?” His answer is chilling. Franks has no doubt whatsoever that upon obtaining a weapon of

         mass destruction, a terrorist organization will use it. If that should happen, Franks believes the Western world may lose

         “what it cherishes most, and that is freedom and liberty we’ve seen for a couple of hundred years in this grand experiment

         

         that we call democracy.” He has reached that conclusion because he feels that there exists “the potential of a… massive casualty-producing

         event somewhere in the western world — it may be in the United States of America — that causes our population to question our

         own Constitution and to begin to militarize our country in order to avoid a repeat of another mass, casualty-producing event.

         Which in fact, then begins to unravel the fabric of our Constitution.”
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      I agree with General Franks, but I suspect for very different reasons. Watching the responses of Bush and Cheney to 9/11,

         their obsessive secrecy, their endless political manipulation and exploitation of 9/11, their blatant suppression of rights

         and liberties of foreigners, their taking our nation to its first “preventive war” as aggressors in Iraq, their distortion

         of intelligence gathering, their Nixon-like rationalizations, I realized that — with the near certainty of a catastrophic terrorist

         attack against America one day — we have the wrong leaders. Not because they are not able or well motivated or “real Americans,”

         as President Lyndon Johnson used to say — for they are all those things. But they are also zealots who are convinced of their

         own wisdom, oblivious to not only what Americans think but the opinions of the entire world. Former Supreme Court justice

         Louis Brandeis once spoke of this problem: “The greatest danger to liberty lurks in the insidious encroachment by men of zeal,

         well-meaning but without understanding.” If the dreaded event that General Franks has raised occurs (and as I explain, this

         presidency may actually attract such an event), there is good reason to fear for the fabric of our Constitution.

      


      It goes without saying that it would be best to have neither a scandal nor something far worse. There is, however, only one

         antidote: an end to the obsessive, unjustified, and disproportionate secrecy that defines the Bush-Cheney White House. In

         

         addressing these matters, I seek only to make the prima facie case, to show that these potential problems are very real, not

         fanciful concerns, and should not be ignored. In thinking about how best to set forth the disquieting circumstances, I selected

         the only form of discourse that seems fitting, a polemic. Polemic comes from the Greek word pol[image: art]mikos — “of or relating to war.” That, of course, is the current situation. By tradition, polemics are first-person, strongly felt,

         and relatively brief. Though polemics often indict, those that simply trash are worthless. Whether one accepts or rejects

         his argument, an example of a classic polemic is Christopher Hitchens’s The Case Against Henry Kissinger. Hitchens’s case is powerfully presented, compellingly and closely argued, and ardent without being strident or unduly nasty.

         On the other hand, Peggy Noonan’s polemic, The Case Against Hillary Clinton, provided me with a perfect model of what I did not want to do: invent facts, appeal to emotions rather than intelligence,

         engage in vicious name-calling, and fail to provide documentation. Hitchens’s work must be taken seriously, whereas Noonan’s

         effort is easily dismissed.

      


      By way of preface I must add that I do not believe in conspiracy theories. I use terms such as “shadow national security council,”

         “secret government,” and “hidden agenda” because they are descriptive of actual facts, not theory. In addition, I have provided

         detailed documentation (as chapter notes, along with occasional footnotes) not only to show where information was found but

         to provide access to it for others. As noted in the Acknowledgments, I have talked (or exchanged e-mails) with a lot of people

         while working on this project, and many wished to remain off-the-record, for reasons I understand and explain. I decided to

         make virtually all these sources off-the-record because they were not necessary to state my case, so only in rare instances

         have I quoted from any of these sources, and never for 

         any point of particular significance. Rather, this information was used as leads, confirmation, insights about Bush or Cheney,

         and background about their secretive ways, or to find answers to the myriad questions that arise with such widespread secrecy.

      


      In the chapters that follow, I begin where this inquiry started, with my discovery of the surprising Nixon-like traits of

         George W. Bush. When looking at him closely, though, I noted the early-warning signs of the undue Bush-Cheney secrecy. What

         at first appeared only a penchant for secrecy I soon realized was a policy of concealment that they exercised throughout the

         2000 campaign. I’ve used examples of their campaign stonewalling because they have morphed into White House stonewalling.

         Once ensconced in their offices at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, they quietly closed their doors, pulled the shades, and began

         making themselves increasingly inaccessible to the media and Congress while demanding complete control over government information.

         Government under a virtual gag order became their standard operating procedure.

      


      In looking at the Bush-Cheney White House, I found it not unlike Nixon’s in that it spends far more time crafting the president’s

         public image and working on the politics of reelection, than on truly addressing the business of the American people. But

         what clearly distinguishes this presidency is its vice president, a secretive man by nature whose unmatched power is largely

         veiled but whose secret governmental operations have changed the world — and not for the better. Dick Cheney, effectively a

         co-president incognito, works behind closed doors and does not answer to Congress or the public. His partner, the president,

         is not sufficiently knowledgeable about their policies to answer questions about them adequately, if and when he does occasionally

         make himself available. It is not that he is stupid, only ignorant — and apparently by design. Yet time and again, their 

         principal public policies — both foreign and domestic — are laden with hidden agendas.

      


      The Bush-Cheney hidden agenda I have focused on relates to their national security policies, given their critical importance.

         Equally worthy of attention is their hidden agenda to end federal entitlement programs by running up budget-busting deficits

         while hiking military spending, which is bleeding the federal treasury and will ultimately result in there simply being no

         money available to pay for social programs after this administration is gone. These, of course, are programs — such as Social

         Security and Medicare — that they dare not eliminate. But economic and fiscal policy is not my forte, so rather than merely

         repeating the conclusions of others whose judgment I respect, I have stayed with matters that I fully understand.

      


      I have made no effort to write a history of all their sorry activities. Instead, I have merely drafted a bill of particulars,

         setting forth a sampling of their secrecy indicative of their policies and practices that demand the public’s attention. This

         material, found in chapters two to five, provides overwhelming evidence that their secrecy is out of hand and that it has

         become so pervasive and troubling that it must be called sinister, for it has dreadful potential consequences for all Americans.

      


      Perhaps, as one historian mentioned to me, the best model for a polemic is Thomas Paine’s Common Sense. After all, Paine’s tract blasted a monarchy headed by a fellow named George, and he called it as he saw it. Both Paine’s

         undertakings are certainly compatible with my intentions. First, by calling attention to the surprisingly Nixonian nature

         of the Bush presidency, then by proceeding through a number of particularly disquieting instances of the Bush-Cheney secrecy — not

         a complete catalog but more than sufficient to establish their mentality — which started with the 2000 campaign, progressed

         at the White House, 

         and has resulted in the most abusive use of secrecy in the modern presidency. My hope along the way is not to scandalmonger,

         but rather to spray as much antiscandal disinfectant — called light — as I possibly can. And my goal is to raise several important,

         if not critical, issues now being hidden from the public and place them on top of the table of public discussion, particularly

         matters like those raised by General Tommy Franks that could end “this grand experiment that we call democracy.” In short,

         my plea is really for a little common sense.

      


   

      Nothing is secret that shall not be made manifest.


       —  Luke 8:17


   

      Chapter One


      Surprisingly Nixonian


      

         

         

         This [Bush-Cheney] administration is the most secretive of our lifetime, even more secretive than the Nixon administration.

            They don’t believe the American people or Congress have any right to information.


       —  Larry Klayman, chairman, Judicial Watch


      Nothing about George W. Bush struck me as secretive, dangerous, or the slightest bit Nixonian when he first ambled onto the

         national political scene. On the contrary, I saw an easygoing, back-slapping son of a former president, a hail-fellow-well-met

         politician whose family name and pleasing manner had landed him in the Texas governor’s mansion, where he employed his considerable

         people skills as a onetime prep-school cheerleader and college fraternity president. He presented himself in the early 2000

         presidential primaries as a nice guy, not deep, not too bright, and not terribly serious. We’ve not had a lot of presidential

         candidates playing doofus, as he did regularly for the press.
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          Bush appeared anything but driven in seeking the nation’s highest office, seeming actually rather uninterested in power.

         I had the impression he was running for the hell of it or because so many others thought he could be elected.

      


      My first impression was altered slightly during South Carolina’s 

         presidential primary in February 2000, when the Bush folks went after Arizona senator John McCain. Molly Ivins, the Texas

         columnist who has followed Bush for years, later called it Karl Rove’s “East Texas special,” a barrage of false rumors that

         chased McCain like storm troopers around the state.
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          First it was rumored that McCain was gay, then that he was a tomcat who cheated on his first wife. (Inconsistency is not

         a problem for political gossipmongers and mudslingers.) Next came a pamphlet claiming that McCain’s wife, Cindy, was “a drug

         addict.” When cruelly exploiting Cindy’s brief addiction to prescription painkillers didn’t work, they said McCain was crazy — too

         long at the Hanoi Hilton as a POW. But that was a tough sell, so finally they played the race card. Since some South Carolinians

         still salute the Stars and Bars, a picture of McCain’s adopted daughter, a beautiful dark-skinned girl born in Bangladesh,

         was circulated to sons and daughters of the Confederacy in rural areas. Rove’s “East Texas special” worked and Bush knocked

         off his only real Republican rival.

      


      The South Carolina contest made clear that Bush wanted the Republican nomination much more than his casual manner suggested.

         Dirty political tactics, even when done in a way that provides deniability for the candidate, in fact always have the blessing

         of that candidate; anyone who thinks otherwise is not merely naive but uninformed. Thus, it was clear after South Carolina

         that Bush played hardball, that he played dirty, and that he was playing for keeps.

      


      Suffice it to say that all this piqued my interest. I knew a little bit about Karl Rove, for I’d first learned about him decades

         earlier when I was working with the Watergate Special Prosecutor’s Office. Even back then they were asking questions about

         him. I had never heard of Rove, but assistant Watergate special prosecutor Richard Davis — who was investigating political dirty

         

         tricks such as leaking stolen campaign information, infiltrating an opponent’s campaign operations during the presidential

         primaries, and using unidentified negative campaign advertisements — had Rove on his radar. The questions Davis and his assistants

         asked me suggested that Rove was a political operator who played at the edge of the rules, if not beyond them.
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      More political shenanigans surfaced after the November 2000 deadlock, when Bush’s operatives were openly trying to disrupt

         the recount in Florida’s Dade County; young people were flown in from Washington, D.C., to chant and stomp in the hallways

         of the building where the recounting was being conducted, to bang threateningly on doors, and to agitate mobs in the Miami

         streets with bullhorns — all to intimidate the Florida election officials. Watching these political high jinks made me think

         of my former Nixon White House colleagues, for they too believed in such down and dirty, if not corrupt, electioneering. Anyone

         familiar with the operations of a presidential campaign must appreciate that this well-financed and covertly directed activity

         had been blessed by the top of the Bush campaign. Had George Bush wanted to stop it, such activity would have been stopped.

         

            *

         

         

      


      By pure chance, at the outset of the new Bush administration I happened to read a column by William McKenzie, a Dallas Morning News editorial writer, who noted that Bush’s presidential campaign was highly reminiscent of Nixon’s 1968 campaign.
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          McKenzie, alluding to Nixon’s theme of bringing the 

         country together, concluded that “Bush probably won’t like thinking of himself as Richard Nixon’s potential heir. But the

         unifying, constructive [perhaps he meant compassionate] conservatism he favors seems similar to the government Nixon envisioned.” McKenzie’s piece struck a chord for me. From what

         I had seen of Bush’s campaign and the vote recount, I wondered if there were more similarities between Nixon and Bush than

         McKenzie, or anyone else, realized.

      


      Nixon Vis-à-Vis Bush


      During the early months of Bush’s presidency, I read his campaign autobiography, A Charge to Keep, which was ghosted by Karen Hughes (his longtime press aide), a work described by the Texas Observer as “a political memoir so bad that reviewers have been calling around looking for ghost readers to review it.” Indeed, this

         selective history is almost useless. But I had accumulated material about Bush during the 2000 campaign, which I went through — newspaper

         and magazine profiles and reports, plus Shrub by Molly Ivins and Lou Dubose.
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          Additionally, I spoke with friends who knew the Bush family, or Junior, but was surprised to discover widespread concern,

         if not genuine fear, of speaking openly about Bush or his family. Repeatedly I was told that Bush is known for taking revenge

         against those who fail to hold the family’s confidences.

      


      Others, I discovered, were noticing Bush’s Nixonian traits, too. On August 9, 2001, Bush announced his controversial decision

         to limit federal support of stem-cell research (which effectively meant ending it). After much purported moral anguish and

         agonizing, he claimed there would be “more than sixty” cell lines available for this life-saving federally funded research,

         but no more. A New York Times Op-Ed piece on Bush’s decision appeared 

         the next day by Richard Brookhiser, a senior editor of the National Review. In examining the new president’s decision making, Brookhiser concluded that “George W. Bush’s strategies seem most like those

         of Richard Nixon, who knew the conservative temperament and was willing to summon it.” Brookhiser added: “For pro-lifers and

         other conservatives, George W. Bush may be Richard Nixon, without the restless intelligence or the paranoia.”
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          Later, of course, a bit of what might be considered good ol’ Nixonian duplicity became evident in Bush’s decision, since

         there are, in fact, only ten cell lines, not sixty.

         

            7

         

         

      


      Time and additional information have reinforced my initial reaction of Bush vis-à-vis Nixon. Several journalists who cover

         the White House, those old enough or astute enough to be familiar with Nixon, have also recognized the pronounced patterns

         of similarity of these men.
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          Without seeking to make more of this fact than it deserved but finding it impossible to ignore, I began comparing the two

         men seriously.

      


      With today’s presidents, what you see is not what you actually have; rather, it is what they want you to see. Both Nixon and

         Bush invested greatly in projecting carefully crafted public images. In fact, Bush picked up where Nixon left off in attention

         to presidential imagery, far exceeding even the image-crafted presidency of Ronald Reagan. Nixon’s image, for example, was

         that of a hardworking, brainy world leader who was constantly upgrading to “new Nixon” editions. Bush, on the other hand,

         has stayed with basically one image, which he latched onto as governor of Texas but has refined as president. He projects

         the plain-talking CEO of American, Inc., just a regular and likable guy from Midland, Texas. While there is some truth to

         these Nixon and Bush images, they are also deceptions — for neither man is really his crafted picture, just as no actor is the

         character he or she portrays onstage or before the camera.

      


      

         Take Nixon. Though highly intelligent, he did not have the raw brain power, for example, of his chief of staff Bob Haldeman

         (with a Mensa-level IQ) or the intellectual prowess of his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger. Yet it was important

         to Nixon to be seen as something of a closet intellectual. Indeed, he was bookish and intellectually curious, but more important,

         he was highly disciplined, if not driven. Nixon was a grinder — as a student, as a member of Congress, as a vice president,

         as a lawyer appearing before the U.S. Supreme Court, and as a president. He pored through mountains of papers, studied issues

         deeply, and worked hard to understand matters before publicly addressing them or making decisions. Because of his years of

         hard work, his long experience with government, and his focus and interest, Nixon as president was able to assimilate large

         amounts of raw data and synthesize it quickly and accurately. He appeared the master of extemporaneous speaking, when in fact

         such talks were the product of great diligence, for he had all but memorized his material. Through sheer determination, he

         made himself “smart.” Yet his countless hours of privately taped conversations reveal that without preparation, he was not

         a particularly fast study of unfamiliar subjects, nor naturally articulate. Most damning, of course, his tapes show him to

         be highly manipulative, dishonest, distrusting, and always able to say something nasty about everyone with whom he dealt.

      


      Bush, on the other hand, is not as intellectually handicapped and inarticulate as many “misunderestimate” him to be. No question

         he is mentally shallow, intellectually lazy, and incurious.
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          He reads little more than his speeches, since his staff briefs him orally on the news, and he demands very short memos and

         as little homework as possible. Yet he has an abundance of natural intelligence, which he is willing to employ when interested

         in a subject. He was the only pledge at his Yale fraternity who 

         could flawlessly recite the names of all fifty of his pledge brothers. He has a vast knowledge of baseball. Behind closed

         doors, when talking with those with whom he is comfortable, his malaprops are rare and he is surprisingly articulate.
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          When he has been interested or deeply concerned about a matter, he is a very fast study. If so inclined, he can also quickly

         rehearse a speech, and when he concentrates he can deliver his written speeches with eloquence. But seldom does he want to

         dig or focus or work hard. He has succeeded in life without doing much mental heavy lifting, and only on rare occasions has

         he done so as president. All the CEOs I know — and I know a number who have run Forbes 500 organizations — work much harder than

         our CEO-in-chief — plus they know far more about their business and its operations and policies than does Bush.

      


      Like Nixon, Bush is also a bit of a loner. This is not to say these men don’t have many and good friends, for they do. But

         their friends are all pretested, for these are men who don’t want strangers around and feel safe only with people who are

         known to keep their mouths shut. While Bush has far more natural people skills than Nixon, he is actually more antisocial

         than Nixon. “He doesn’t socialize a whole lot,” noted Jeanne Cummings of the Wall Street Journal.

            11

         

          This has caused the Washington social scene to come to a screeching halt during his administration. “It’s part of the pathological

         secrecy they have,” Diana McClellan, a veteran social observer and former Washington society-page columnist, said, adding,

         “They don’t want to go out and blab things about. He’s [referring to Bush] like Greta Garbo — ‘to talk about me is to betray

         me.’”
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      Also like Nixon, Bush holds a rather formal view of the presidency. For example, Nixon refused to wear anything other than

         a white shirt, believing to do otherwise would be unpresidential. “The president doesn’t wear a blue shirt,” he once roared

         at a 

         media adviser. Bush demands that he and his staff always wear a coat and tie in the working areas of the White House. Bush,

         like Nixon, is a decidedly punctual and highly scheduled president (with both giving themselves private time each day: Nixon

         to nap, Bush to exercise). Both men developed their view of the presidency from watching up close presidents they greatly

         respected: Nixon as Eisenhower’s vice president, Bush as the son of a president. Nevertheless, there is a certain hypocrisy

         about the straitlaced formality of both the Nixon and Bush presidencies, for both men are known to be privately profane and

         to enjoy locker-room language to show that they are also one of the guys (with Bush even using the f-word in front of female

         staff, something Nixon did not do).
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      Although Bush is capable of far more empathy for others than was Nixon, and his emotions are closer to the surface than Nixon’s,

         he is not really the hail-fellow-well-met guy he pretends to be (but he has felt he must play this game in public much of

         his life). White House correspondents traveling with Bush have noticed his aloofness. “He’s very lofty. He views the presidency

         as lofty, and he uses the power of the presidency and the position itself to enhance his goals,” Jeanne Cummings said in a

         statement that could just as easily have been made about Nixon. Cummings, who has traveled abroad with Bush (as well as with

         Clinton, who enjoyed meeting the ordinary people when in foreign countries), has further reported that Bush has “no interaction

         with the everyday people in the [foreign] countries”; rather, he meets only with kings, queens, prime ministers, and ambassadors — those

         he apparently feels befitting his visiting potentate status.
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      Both Nixon and Bush learned their presidential politics from the inside. Nixon from in the arena. Bush apprenticed as an aide

         on his father’s many campaigns: the unsuccessful runs for the 

         U.S. Senate (1964 and 1970), his successful run for the House of Representatives (1969), and his runs for the presidency or

         vice presidency (1980, 1984 and 1988, and 1992). In addition, Bush worked as a political consultant on several U.S. Senate

         campaigns in Florida and Alabama. He ran his own campaigns, for Congress unsuccessfully (1978) and twice successfully for

         governor of Texas (1994 and 1998).

      


      Along the way, Bush was tutored in the world of mud politics by a master: Lee Atwater. When Atwater, who directed George H.

         W. Bush’s 1988 presidential campaign (said to be the dirtiest in American history to that date), died at age forty with a

         brain tumor, the press was as gentle as possible under the circumstances in describing his campaigning style: “He relished

         operating on the edges of propriety and to members of his party he was a genius in defining and exploiting the weaknesses

         of his opponents. To his critics, however, he was a symbol of the dark side of American politics.”
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          His legacy is being perpetuated by Bush and his political adviser, Karl Rove, a longtime friend and associate of Atwater’s.

         Indeed, in using Rove, Bush may have stepped up a notch over Nixon. When I asked one of my former colleagues who has had dealings

         with Rove what he was like, I was given a shorthand answer: “He’s Haldeman and Ehrlichman, all in one.”

         

            *

         

         

      


      No doubt because much of my focus on the Bush II presidency has been on what is going on behind the scenes, I have taken notice

         of Cheney’s powerful role. In fact, this presidency cannot be understood without taking into account Cheney’s influence on

         Bush, for in many ways it is a co-presidency. Cheney, however, prefers the shadows. As a dozen Time magazine 

         reporters focusing on Cheney discovered, “he loathes… [the] retail kind of politics, the gripping-and-grinning, baby-kissing,

         self-aggrandizing, self-abnegating politics. Cheney loves and flourishes in a different political arena. It is the one that

         few outsiders see, the one in which, particularly in this Administration, all decisions are made. It is the politics of governance

         at the highest level, in the White House, where the art of guiding the decision-making process is practiced by some of the

         most skilled inside-the-room players in Washington. And it is the politics at which Cheney is unrivaled.”
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      It was pure curiosity about the Nixon parallels that started my inquiry, but it was the troubling Nixonian secrecy that kept

         it going, because I did not want to believe where the Bush II presidency was headed. By the time former Los Angeles Times reporter Jack Nelson, a seasoned Washington correspondent, reported that “no president since Richard Nixon has been as secretive

         or as combative about leaks as George W. Bush,” I had become sufficiently concerned about Bush and Cheney to have written

         several columns and a New York Times Op-Ed piece about it, as well as an open letter to Karl Rove.
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          After Rove told the New York Times there was nothing to be learned from the Nixon presidency, I wrote him that I couldn’t imagine the Bush administration wanted

         to risk repeating the mistakes of the Nixon presidency. I pointed out that “the continuing insistence on secrecy by your White

         House is startlingly Nixonian. I’m talking about everything from stiffing Congressional requests for information and witnesses,

         to employing an executive order to demolish the 1978 law providing public access to presidential papers, to forcing the Government

         Accounting Office to go to Court to obtain information about how the White House is spending tax money when creating a pro-energy

         industry Vice Presidential task force. The Bush Administration apparently 

         seeks to reverse the post-Watergate trend of open government.”
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          Not surprisingly, there was no response.

      


      Worse than Nixon’s Secrecy


      There has been little study of presidential secrecy and even less study of its consequences. Presidential secrecy is typically

         examined by looking at the uses (or abuses) of “executive privilege” in withholding information from Congress, the uses (and

         abuses) of the national security classification system, or how the First Amendment’s press freedom has fared under given presidents.

         All these are certainly manifestations of presidential secrecy, but they are anything but its full measure.

      


      No president can govern without some secrecy (better described as confidentiality or privacy). Confidentiality is essential

         to developing and implementing both domestic and foreign policy.

         

            *

         

          Without privacy a president could not gather necessary information, explore options and alternatives, obtain unfettered advice,

         or undertake such deliberations as needed to make proper decisions. No one seriously doubts a president’s need for appropriate

         operating space for himself and his staff. Nor is there real dispute that the government is justified in many situations in

         withholding information if its distribution or publication will harm the national security, improperly invade personal privacy,

         unjustly publicize trade or commercial secrets, or negatively jeopardize the government’s law enforcement responsibilities.

         These are all justifiable uses of secrecy, although they can be 

         (and often are) abused. But in a democratic society, all use of secrecy must be questioned, and if it cannot be justified,

         it is antithetical to a self-governing society. As James Madison famously put it, “a popular government without popular information,

         or the means of acquiring it, is but a prologue to a farce or tragedy, perhaps both. Knowledge will forever govern ignorance;

         and a people who mean to be their own governors must arm themselves with the power which knowledge gives.”
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      Presidential secrecy has been closely associated with the role of commander in chief. Early presidents limited their secrecy

         mostly to matters of war, treaty negotiations, and covert military operations (which I have largely excluded from coverage,

         although Bush and Cheney have made the most aggressive use of the CIA and intelligence community of any presidency). Presidential

         secrecy expanded with Abraham Lincoln and Woodrow Wilson, because of war. Ironically, before becoming president, both men

         had been outspoken critics of such secrecy. As a young Illinois congressman, Lincoln took President James Polk to task for

         his secrecy during the Mexican War. As president, Lincoln employed extraordinary and extraconstitutional powers to preserve

         the Union. Woodrow Wilson, writing as a young scholar, declared, “Light is the only thing that can sweeten our political atmosphere.”

         As a candidate for president in 1912 he made secrecy a campaign issue, contending that “government ought to be all outside

         and no inside. I, for my part, believe there ought to be no place where anything can be done [by government] that everybody

         does not know about.” As president, however, Wilson was highly secretive. He was less than forthright when campaigning for

         reelection in 1916, promising to keep the United States out of the European war, yet in 1917 he asked Congress for a declaration

         of war, along with some of the most repressive secrecy laws ever written, the Espionage 

         Act of 1917 and the Sedition Act of 1918. After suffering a debilitating stroke in 1919, Wilson used secrecy (with the help

         of his wife and a few aides) to maintain his presidency, hiding his almost total incapacity to govern effectively.

      


      Presidential secrecy was further expanded during World War II. Franklin D. Roosevelt used secrecy for personal, political,

         and governmental purposes. His love affair with Lucy Mercer was kept a secret, and he concealed his various government actions

         for purely political and personal reasons. He was the first of several presidents to be seduced by the queen of Washington

         secrecy, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover. For Hoover, secrets were coinage of the realm, and he offered, and FDR accepted, secret

         information from the FBI’s files. FDR used the Bureau to secretly investigate everyone from his potential political opponents

         to his wife.
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      Following World War II, the Cold War years became the dark ages of government secrecy. Of all the Cold War presidents, none

         was more secretive than Nixon, who admitted, after leaving office, that as his presidency progressed, he became “paranoiac,

         or almost a basket case with regard to secrecy.”
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          Nixon’s White House was so secretive that the Joint Chiefs of Staff believed it necessary (for military preparedness and

         national security) to plant a spy in the National Security Council, who literally pilfered information from Henry Kissinger’s

         briefcase, made copies, and sent relevant documents to the Joint Chiefs. When Nixon’s aides uncovered this spy operation (which

         was also leaking information to the news media), nothing was done other than to end it, because further action might have

         revealed the pervasive nature of Nixon’s secrecy. So tight was information held that Secretary of State William Rogers and

         Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird were not aware of Kissinger’s back-channel negotiations with the North Vietnamese to end

         the war 

         and didn’t have a clue about his plans with China until just before Nixon made the information public. Such secrecy prevailed

         in every part of Nixon’s highly compartmentalized White House, with information available only on a “need to know” basis.

         (The counsel’s office, as it happened, learned a lot from its mid-level perch in the hierarchy.) Suffice it to say, with secrets

         being kept from insiders who had every right — indeed, responsibility — to know, the prospects of the public being informed were

         nil.

      


      “Deception, including frequent concealment and resorting to covert operations, as well as misleading the public in large ways,

         was a hallmark of Nixon’s handling of foreign policy throughout his presidency,” notes William Bundy in his study of Nixon’s

         foreign policy.
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          Robert Gates, who served in the Nixon administration and went on to work for five additional presidents at the National Security

         Council or Central Intelligence Agency, describes the Nixon years as “a time of secret deals and public obfuscation (and deception),

         reflecting more accurately than they imagined the personalities of its principal architects [referring Kissinger and Nixon].”
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          While Bundy acknowledges that other Cold War presidents used deception and similarly savored secrecy, with Nixon “the taste

         for acting secretly was obsessive.” Bundy too finds that Nixon paid dearly, for his potentially great foreign policy accomplishments

         “were in large measure offset or made worthless by his consistent practice of deception, through secret actions and especially

         through actions inconsistent with his public positions.”
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      Ironically, Nixon’s practices resulted in serious attempts to end unnecessary government secrecy. Even before Nixon had left

         office, Congress enacted the Federal Advisory Committee Act to open the doors of the executive branch to otherwise private

         advisory committee meetings. With Nixon departed, the once toothless and often ignored Freedom of Information Act 

         (FOIA), first adopted in 1966, was amended over President Ford’s veto. Also in late 1974, Congress passed the Privacy Act,

         which gives citizens the right to information the government may have in its files about them. In 1976, Congress enacted the

         Government in the Sunshine Act, which requires all agencies headed by more than one presidential appointee to open their meetings

         to the public. And in 1978, Congress adopted the Presidential Records Act, giving Americans ownership of papers and records

         of all presidents and their staffs and making this information publicly available no later than twelve years after a president

         leaves office. These new laws, which have had a profound impact on government secrecy, are a start but do not deal with the

         large problem of years of overclassification of national security information.

      


      Bill Clinton, the first post-Cold War president, sought to end that problem and did so, with Democrats controlling Congress,

         until Newt Gingrich took over in 1995. Gingrich pretty much ended the joint presidential and congressional efforts to open

         government, but by then, New York senator Patrick Moynihan, a former member of the cabinet or subcabinet of Presidents Kennedy,

         Johnson, Nixon, and Ford, managed to get legislation enacted to create a bipartisan government-funded study of secrecy, the

         Commission on Protecting and Reducing Government Secrecy. Moynihan, who chaired the three-year undertaking, changed his thinking

         about secrecy because of this experience, realizing the undemocratic and senseless mess existing policies had created — for

         example, literally mountains of highly classified documents that have little to do with national security, long outdated information

         going back to World War I, World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. Moynihan’s work found a receptive president in Clinton, who by

         executive order started declassifying the enormous backlog of information, forcing the 

         automatic release of literally billions of classified documents. His order made all national security classifications expire after twenty-five years, unless the

         head of a department or agency with jurisdiction over the subject matter claimed that continued classification was necessary

         for a particular document. By shifting the burden in favor of declassification, Clinton’s order turned the old system upside

         down. As overwhelming evidence in the following chapters shows, Bush and Cheney seek to reverse this trend toward open government.

         They are once again closing government, and their practice and policy started long before the September 11, 2001, terror attacks.

         In fact, 9/11 merely provided an additional excuse for more concealment.

      


      Again, there is a parallel. Nixon’s secrecy became obsessive after Daniel Ellsberg leaked the so-called Pentagon Papers, a

         forty-volume collection of highly classified information found in a Defense Department study of the origins of the Vietnam

         War. For Nixon, this was an act of information/disclosure terrorism, threatening his ability to govern. It changed the Nixon

         White House, as 9/11 changed the Bush White House. Because of the Pentagon Papers leak, Nixon adopted an ends-justifies-the-means

         approach to government. His thinking, as he headed his presidency toward what would prove its resulting ruin, is revealing

         if not instructive:

      


      In hindsight I can see that, once I realized the Vietnam war could not be ended quickly or easily [which became evident when

         the North Vietnamese slammed the door on his secret peace talks following the Pentagon Papers leak] and that I was going to

         be up against an anti-war movement that was able to dominate the media with its attitudes and values, I was sometimes drawn

         into the very frame of mind I so despised in the leaders of that movement. They increasingly came to justify almost anything

         in the name of 

         forcing an immediate end to a war they considered unjustified and immoral. I was similarly driven to preserve the government’s

         ability to conduct foreign policy and to conduct it in the way that I felt would best bring peace. I believed that national

         security was involved. I still believe it today, and in the same circumstances, I would act now as I did then. History will

         make the final judgment on the actions, reactions, and excesses of both sides; it is a judgment I do not fear.
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      If any historian has favorably judged Nixon’s actions, rationalizations, justifications, and thinking favorably, I have been

         unable to find it. His most sympathetic biographer/hagiographer is Jonathan Aitken, an admiring former member of Parliament

         and minister of state for defense in Great Britain who had met the retired Nixon and was deeply impressed. (Aitken wrote his

         Nixon paean before his own conviction and imprisonment for perjury.)
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          Yet even Aitken, who fills his work with distortions and misinformation, is unable to muster a favorable appraisal of Nixon’s

         reaction to the Pentagon Papers. “Thus, the slide toward Watergate began with the misconceived reaction to the Pentagon Papers,”

         Aitken writes, adding, “The reality was that the importance of Ellsberg’s theft of the Pentagon Papers was wildly exaggerated.

         Both the press and the White House were at fault here. For his part, Nixon was unbelievably badly advised about the national

         security implications of Ellsberg’s grave misconduct. On the basis of that advice he overreacted and his responses had the

         unforeseeable knock-on effects of transforming the underground of the White House from a juvenile sideshow to a sinister force.”
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          So too, as I will show, for 9/11 — but with even greater overreaction.
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