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For my lifelong friend and reporting partner Carl Bernstein






“Mechanical and scientific creations of modern man tend to conceal from him the nature of his own humanity and to encourage him in all sorts of Promethean ambitions and illusions.”

George Kennan, American diplomat and the father of the policy of containment theory that the U.S. firmly block the expansion of the Soviet Union








Author’s Personal Note

“I’m going to keep going,” Claire McMullen, my remarkable full-time assistant on this book, tells me all the time. Going to keep going is her motto.

A brilliant, gifted writer and lawyer from Australia, Claire, 30, made this book possible. Without her, there would be no book. Period. She is a genius. Always good-natured and joyful, Claire is also tough. She challenges me to pursue the hard stories, confirmation and evidence. Her push is kind but never-ending. She regularly reminds me of the new reporting paths that must be explored. She may understand these wars in Ukraine and the Middle East better and more than I do. She knows our files, the public record, and is always connecting them. When my energy stalls out, she shows up early, stays late and comes in weekends. She is always thinking. Never stumped. Claire manages the hundreds of files and interview transcripts which she makes personally with marathon speed and accuracy.

I many times think, Why am I not more like her? The honest answer is that there is only one Claire McMullen. She will write her own books soon. Her contribution to this one cannot be overstated. With affection, friendship and overwhelming admiration.






Prologue

One evening in February 1989, my Watergate reporting partner Carl Bernstein bumped into Donald Trump at a dinner party in New York City.

“Why don’t you come on up,” Carl urged me on the phone from the party, hosted by Ahmet Ertegun, the Turkish American socialite and record executive, in his Upper East Side townhouse. “Everybody’s having a good time,” he said. “Trump is here. It’s really interesting. I’ve been talking to him.”

Bernstein was fascinated with Trump’s book, The Art of the Deal. Somewhat reluctantly I agreed to join him, in large part, as Carl often reminds me, because I needed the key to his apartment where I was staying at the time.

“I’ll be there soon,” I told him.

It had been 17 years since Carl and I first collaborated on stories about the Watergate burglary, June 17, 1972.

Trump took a look at us standing together, then age 45, and he came over. “Wouldn’t it be amazing if Woodward & Bernstein interviewed Donald Trump?” he said.

Carl and I looked at each other.

“Sure,” Carl said. “How about tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Trump said. “Come to my office at Trump Tower.”

“This guy is interesting,” Carl assured me after Trump was gone.

“But not in politics,” I said.

I was immediately intrigued by Trump, a hustler entrepreneur and his unique, carefully nurtured and cultivated persona, designed even then to manipulate others with precision and a touch of ruthlessness.

The Trump interview, taped on a microcassette and transcribed with a typewriter, was deposited into a manila envelope with a copy of Trump’s book and eventually lost in piles and piles of records, interview notes and news clippings. I am a pack rat. For over thirty years, Carl and I looked for it.

I joked with President Trump about “the lost interview” when I interviewed him in the Oval Office in December 2019 for the second of my three books on his presidency, Rage.

“We sat at a table and we talked,” Trump recalled. “I remember it well.” He said I should try to find it because he believed it was a great interview.

Last year, 2023, I went to a facility where my records are stored and sifted through hundreds of boxes of old files. In a box of miscellaneous news clippings from the 1980s, I noticed a plain, slightly battered envelope—the interview.

It’s a portrait of the young Trump at age 42, focused exclusively on his real estate deals, on making money and his celebrity status. But he was hazy about his future.

“I’m really looking to make the greatest hotel,” Trump told us in 1989. “That’s why I’m doing suites on top. I’m building great suites.

“You ask me where I’m going and I don’t think I could tell you at all,” Trump said. “If everything stayed the way it is right now I could probably tell you pretty well where I’m going to be.” But, he emphasized, “The world changes.” He believed that was the only certainty.

He also spoke about how he behaved differently depending on who he was with. “If I’m with fellas—meaning contractors and this and that—I react one way,” Trump said and then gestured to us. “If I know I have the two pros of all time sitting there with me, with tape recorders on, you naturally act differently.

“Much more interesting would be the real act as opposed to the façade,” Trump said about himself. I wondered about “the real act.”

“It’s much more interesting. It’s an act that hasn’t been caught,” Trump added.

He was constantly performing and, that day, we were the recipients of his full-on charm offensive.

“It’s never the same when there’s somebody sitting with you and literally taking notes. You know, you’re on your good behavior, and frankly, it’s not nearly as interesting as the real screaming shouting.”

Trump also appeared preoccupied with looking tough, strong.

“The worst part about the television stuff when we do it is they put the makeup all over you,” Trump said. “This morning I did something and they put the makeup all over your face and so do you go up and take a shower and clean it off or do you leave it? And in the construction business you don’t wear makeup. You got problems if you wear makeup.”

We asked Trump to take us through the steps of one of his real estate deals. How are they done?

“Instinctively,” he said immediately. “I cannot tell you what it is, you understand. Because instinct is far more important than any other ingredient if you have the right instincts. And the worst deals I’ve made have been deals where I didn’t follow my instinct. The best deals I’ve made have been deals where I followed my instinct and wouldn’t listen to all of the people that said, ‘there’s no way it works.’

“Very few people have proper instincts,” he said. “But I’ve seen people with proper instincts do things that other people just can’t do.”

Is there a master plan?

“I don’t think I could define what the great master plan is,” he said referring to his life. “You understand that. But it somehow fits together in an instinctual way. I’ll tell you what, if you find out let me know. I’d be interested. I might be actually interested.”

I asked about his social conscience. Could it “lead you into politics or some public role?”

“Well, you know, to me it’s all very interesting,” he said. “The other week I was watching a boxing match in Atlantic City and these are rough guys, you know, physically rough guys. And mentally tough in a sense, okay. I mean they’re not going to write books but mentally tough in a certain sense.

“And the champion lost and he was defeated by somebody who’s a very good fighter but who wasn’t expected to win. And they interviewed the boxer after the match and they said, ‘How’d you do this? How’d you win?’

“And he said, ‘I just went with the punches, man. I just went with the punches.’ I thought it was a great expression,” Trump said, “because it’s about life just as much as it is about boxing or anything else. You go with the punches.”

To look back over Trump’s life now—his real estate deals, his presidency, impeachments, investigations, civil and criminal trials, a conviction, attempted assassination, campaign for re-election—it is exactly what he has done. Roll with the punches.

“Anybody that says where they’re going to be in ten years is a schmuck,” Trump added. “The world changes. You’ll have depressions. You’ll have recessions. You’ll have upswings. You’ll have downswings. You’ll have wars. Things that are beyond your control or in most cases beyond people’s control. So you really do have to go with the punches and it’s bad to predict too far out in advance, you know, where you’re going to be.”

At the time he was almost obsessed with critical news headlines about him losing deals.

“You make more money as a seller than you do as a buyer,” Trump explained. “I found that to be a seller today is to be a loser. Psychologically. And that’s wrong.

“I’ll tell you what. I beat the shit out of a guy named Merv Griffin,” Trump said. Griffin was a television talk show host and media mogul. “Just beat him. And, you know, he came in—you talk about makeup. He came in with makeup and he was on television, you know, he comes into my office. He made a deal to buy everything I didn’t want in Resorts International,” Trump said. “I kept telling him no, no, no, no, and he kept raising the price, raising the price, raising the price. All of a sudden, it turns out to be an incredible deal for me. An unbelievable deal.

“Plus,” Trump added, “I got the Taj Mahal, which is the absolute crown jewel of the world.” He was referring to the Taj Mahal Atlantic City casino, not the sacred mausoleum in India.

“The point is that people thought I lost,” he said. “So what’s happened is there’s a mood in the world for the last five years that if you’re a seller, you’re a loser, even if you’re a seller at a huge profit.”

I asked Trump, When you get up in the morning, what do you read? Who do you talk to? What information sources do you trust?

“Much of it is very basic,” Trump said. “I read The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times. I read the Post and the News, not so much for business, just to sort of I live in the city and you know, it’s reporting on the city.” The New York Post was a tabloid that covered Trump almost obsessively.

“I rely less on people than I do just this general flow of information,” he said. “I also speak to cab drivers. I go to cities and say what do you think of this? That’s how I bought Mar-a-Lago. Talking to a cab driver, and asking him: ‘What’s hot in Florida? What’s the greatest house in Palm Beach?’

“Oh, the greatest house is Mar-a-Lago,” the cab driver said.

“I said where is it? Take me over.” Trump then added, “I was in Palm Beach, I was in the Breakers and I was bored stiff.”

Trump eventually bought Mar-a-Lago for $7 million.

“I talk to anybody,” he said. “I always call it my poll. People jokingly tell me you know that Trump will speak with anybody. And I do, I speak to the construction workers and the cab drivers, and those are the people I get along with best anyway in many respects. I speak to everybody.”

Trump claimed he bought 9.9 percent of a casino company, Bally Manufacturing, and in a short period of time made $32 million. He then said he spent “close to 100 million on buying stock” in Bally which led to a lawsuit against him. The lawyers for the other side wanted Trump’s records.

“They were trying to prove that I did this tremendous research on the company, that I spent weeks and months analyzing the company,” Trump said. “And they figured I’d have files that would be up to the ceiling. So they subpoenaed everything and I ended up giving them no papers. There were virtually no files. So I’m being grilled by one of their high-priced lawyers.”

Trump impersonated the lawyer: “How long did you know about this, Mr. Trump? And when?”

“In other words, they’re trying to say like this is this great plot,” Trump said. “I said, I don’t know, I just started thinking about it the day I bought it.”

The lawyer was incredulous. “Well, how many reports did you do?”

“Well, I really didn’t, I just had a feeling.”

“They didn’t believe that somebody would take 100 million bucks and put it into a company with no real research,” Trump said. “Now I had research in my head, but beyond that, you know, they just had not thought that happens. And the corporate mind and the corporate mentality doesn’t think that happens. Those are my best deals.”



Carl asked Trump if he ever sees himself in a public service role?

“I don’t think so but I’m not sure,” Trump said. “I’m young. In theory, statistically, I have a long time left. I’ve seen people give so much away that they don’t have anything when bad times come.”

He said he was setting up a Donald J. Trump Foundation. “When I kick the bucket—as the expression goes—I want to leave a tremendous amount of money to that foundation. Some to my family and some to the foundation. You have an obligation to your family.”

Trump spoke about “bad times” as if they were inevitable. “I always like to sort of prepare for the worst. And it doesn’t sound like a very particularly nice statement,” he said. “I know times will get bad. It’s just a question when.”

He brought up his private 282-foot yacht that he bought from the wealthy Saudi businessman and arms dealer Adnan Khashoggi. Trump had renamed it Trump Princess. “To build new today would cost 150 to 200 million dollars. If you guys want we’ll go on it or something…. It’s phenomenal. If you read Time magazine I do nothing but float around on this boat all day long. It’s not the way it is.”

Who is your best friend? I asked.

He listed some names of businessmen and investors, people who worked for him, that neither Carl nor I recognized, and his brother Robert. “I guess in all cases business related,” he said. “Only because that’s the people I deal with.

“But friendship is a strange thing. You know, I’m always concerned with friendship. Sometimes you like to test people; right now everybody wants to be my friend for whatever reason. Okay for the obvious reasons.

“Sometimes you’d like to test and say one day just for a period of a week that Trump blew it, and then go back and call ’em up and invite ’em for dinner and see whether they show up. I’ve often wanted to do that. Take a period of a month and let the world think that I blew it just to test whether or not in fact the friends were friends.

“I’m a great loyalist. I believe in loyalty to people. I believe in having great friends and great enemies. I’ve seen people who were on top who didn’t stay on top and all of a sudden… the same people who were kissing their ass are gone. I mean like gone.

“One example was a banker. He was really a great banker, for one of the big banks—Citibank. And he was in charge of huge loans to very substantial people.

“He made a lot of people rich loaning money and he called me like two years after the fact. He said, you know, it’s incredible, the same people that were my best friends, that were calling me up all the time and kissing my ass in every way, I can’t even get through to ’em on the telephone anymore…. When he left the bank they wouldn’t take his calls anymore.

“I would.”



Trump described his strategy of refusing to pay the property violations he received from inspectors until they disappeared or forgot about them.

“From day one, I said fuck them,” Trump said of the inspectors.

“When I was in Brooklyn, inspectors would come around and they’d give me a violation on buildings that were absolutely perfect,” Trump recalled. “I’d say, ‘fuck you.’ And they’d give me more violations. And more. And for one month it was miserable. I had more violations—and they were unfounded violations. But they give it because what they wanted was if you ever paid ’em off they’d always come back. So what happened to me, in one month they just said, ‘fuck this guy, he’s a piece of shit.’ And they’d go to somebody else.

“The point is if you fold it causes you much more trouble than it’s worth,” Trump said.

“You can say the same thing with the mob. If you agree to do business with them, they’ll always come back. If you tell ’em to go fuck themselves—in that case, perhaps in a nicer way. But if you tell them ‘forget it man, forget it, nothing’s worth it,’ they might try and put pressure on you at the beginning but in the end they’re going to find an easier mark because it’s too tough for them. Inspectors. Mobs. Unions. Okay?”

This was Trump’s basic philosophy.



Carl asked, who are your greatest enemies?

“Well, I hate to say because then you’re just going to go and interview ’em. I hate playing the role of a critic.”

Trump in fact loved it. “The obvious one is Ed Koch,” he said. “Ed Koch was the worst mayor in the history of New York City.”

Thirty-five years later, Trump still criticizes opponents with the same exaggerated effect. “Joe Biden is the worst president in the history of the United States,” he said after President Biden announced in July 2024 that he would not be seeking re-election.

Even in 1989, Trump’s character was focused on winning, fighting and surviving. “And the only way you do that,” he said, “is instinct.

“If people know you’re a folder,” he said, “if people know that you’re going to be weak, they’re going to go after you.”

Trump said it was “a whole presentation. It’s a way of presenting.

“You’ve got to know your audience and by the way, for some people be a killer, for some people be all candy. For some people be different. For some people both.”

Killer, candy, or both. That’s Donald Trump.



What a remarkable time capsule from 1989, a full psychological study of a man, then a 42-year-old Manhattan real estate king. I never expected Donald Trump to become president or a defining political figure of our time. The same instincts I reported on during his presidency are just as much a trademark of his character back then. Here, in this interview 35 years ago, we see the origin of Trumpism in the words of Trump himself.






ONE Thirty-five Years Later [image: ]


As rioters stormed the Capitol on January 6, 2021, President Donald Trump watched on television from his private dining room next to the Oval Office. His supporters climbed the walls of the historic building, shattered windows and attempted to force the front doors open with a battering ram.

Gallows were being set up outside. “Hang Mike Pence. Hang Mike Pence. Hang Mike Pence,” Trump’s supporters called for the vice president, who had refused to overthrow the certification of Biden’s 2020 election win.

“Where is the president?” Republican House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy was calling the White House, asking aides to connect him with Trump. McCarthy’s office was being vandalized. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s was being ransacked. Supporters took pictures with their feet on her desk. They left a note on her keyboard: WE WILL NOT BACK DOWN.

Congressional leaders, including McCarthy and Pelosi, had been rushed out by Capitol security and driven to a secure location, Fort McNair, a U.S. Army post a few blocks from the Washington Nationals baseball stadium. But their staff were still in there, hiding in various offices with the lights switched off, desks barricading the doors.

President Trump finally got on the phone.

“You’ve got to get out and tell these people to STOP! We’ve been run over,” McCarthy said. He was intense. “Someone just got shot.”

At 2:44 p.m., Air Force veteran Ashli Babbitt was shot and killed by a police officer inside the Capitol as she and others tried to breach a door near lawmakers. Among the rioters were leaders of pro-Trump, far-right militia groups, the Oath Keepers and the Proud Boys, as well as conspiracy theorists from groups like QAnon. What began as a Trump rally had escalated into a violent attack on the constitutional order of the United States.

“I’ll put a tweet out or something,” Trump replied.

“They’ve taken over the Capitol!” McCarthy yelled at him. “You’ve got to tell them to stop. You’ve got to get them out of here. Get them out of here. Now.”

The president seemed not to grasp the gravity of the situation. “Well, Kevin, I guess these people are more upset about the election than you are,” Trump said.

The FBI later estimated that over 2,000 people entered the Capitol on January 6, 2021. Five people died, 172 police officers were injured, and more than 500 were arrested. The cost of the damage to the historic Capitol building exceeded $2.7 million.

It took President Trump 187 minutes to post a tweet telling his supporters to “go home.”



Two months earlier, Donald Trump had lost the 2020 election to Joe Biden. But he rejected the loss. Instead, he said it was “rigged,” “a fraud on the American public,” and “stolen.”

Even now, 35 years after our interview, Trump was convinced any loss—even a presidential election loss—could be brushed aside if he simply didn’t fold.

At Trump’s “Save America” rally on January 6, he urged his supporters to “fight like hell.”

“We won this election, and we won it by a landslide.

“We will never give up. We will never concede.

“We are going to the Capitol.”



The House Select Committee investigating the January 6 attack later concluded that Trump “engaged in a successful but fraudulent effort to persuade tens of millions of Americans that the election was stolen from him.”

Garret Miller, a Trump supporter who brought a gun to the Capitol on January 6, said, “I believed I was following the instructions of former President Trump.”

Another supporter, Lewis Cantwell, testified that he had watched President Trump on TV “telling the world” the election was stolen. “What else would I believe, as a patriotic American who voted for him?”

Stephen Ayres, who also stormed the Capitol that day, said he was “hanging on every word [Trump] was saying.” Ayres had posted on social media that “Civil War will ensue” if Trump did not stay in power for a second term.



“You need to call Joe Biden and you need to do it today,” House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy told Trump shortly after the attack.

No, Trump said. He claimed Biden only won because of fraud.

“Stop saying that,” McCarthy said. “Just stop saying that. You need to leave Joe Biden a letter in the desk.”

A tradition.

“Well, I haven’t decided,” Trump said.

McCarthy was emotional and exhausted. The violence on January 6 carried a shocking, traumatizing weight.

“Your legacies will be different now because of that day,” McCarthy warned him. “Call Joe Biden.”

No, Trump said.

McCarthy told him it was important for the country for some sort of conversation between the outgoing and incoming leader to take place. A president should acknowledge his successor.

“Okay, okay, okay,” Trump finally said. He wanted off the call with McCarthy, but McCarthy stayed on.

“What do you think your grandchildren are going to think of you if you don’t do this?” McCarthy said.

“Okay, okay,” Trump repeated.

The phone call to Biden never happened.

But on his last night in the Oval Office, January 19, 2021, Trump hand-wrote a two-page letter to Joe Biden. He finished it at 10:00 p.m., signed it Donald J. Trump and placed it inside the desk. Biden would later tell his White House press secretary Jen Psaki it was “shockingly gracious.”



Trump, with First Lady Melania, left the White House early on January 20, 2021, for their club and Palm Beach estate, Mar-a-Lago. On board Air Force One, Trump took a call from Republican National Committee chairperson Ronna McDaniel. It was a farewell message on behalf of the committee.

“I’m done,” Trump said, cutting her off. “I’m starting my own party.”

McDaniel balked.

“You cannot do that,” McDaniel implored Trump on the phone. “If you do, we will lose forever.”

“This isn’t their Republican Party anymore. This is Donald Trump’s Republican Party,” Trump’s eldest son, Don Jr., had declared onstage at the “Save America” rally on January 6.

“Exactly. You lose forever without me,” Trump snapped at McDaniel. “This is what Republicans deserve for not sticking with me.” He wanted to take down the Republican Party.

The Republican National Committee leadership would later make clear to Trump’s advisers that the former president’s lust for revenge would hurt not only his legacy but his finances. The Republican Party threatened to cease paying Trump’s legal bills and destroy the value of his campaign’s email list that contained 40 million Trump voters. Trump had been selling the list to other Republican candidates. If he tried to use it they would give it away for free.

Trump backed down. He later denied to ABC News journalist Jonathan Karl that he’d ever even thought about starting his own party. “Oh, that is bullshit. It never happened,” Trump said. Karl later released the tape of his interview with McDaniel recounting Trump’s threat.



On Air Force One, the Trump family sat at the front of the plane, a bunch of his closest senior and junior staff at the back.

“They never came back,” a Trump aide said. Not the president, nor any of his family. Even among his closest aides, there was a sense of almost overwhelming shell shock. Many did not have a plan for what they would do next. Some didn’t know where they would live. Usually staff had about two and a half months, from the election to January 20, to prepare for life after the White House.

“For a lot of people that was compressed into 13 days,” an aide said because it wasn’t clear to them that Trump would leave the White House until after January 6.



At 11:59 a.m., January 20, Trump was in his cavernous apartment at Mar-a-Lago. No tweets. No speeches. At 12:01 p.m., as Biden was sworn in as the 46th president of the United States, Secret Service agents began shrinking the fortified security set up around Trump’s estate.

Trump didn’t like it. He stayed in his quarters the rest of the day.



“Hey, it’s your all-time favorite president,” Trump said on the phone to House Republican leader Kevin McCarthy a few days later. “Look, I want to talk,” he said. “I’m down in Florida.”

McCarthy had said on the House floor on January 13 that Trump “bears responsibility” for the Capitol riot and called on him to “accept his share of responsibility.” Trump exploded with anger when he saw the TV replay but appeared to have gotten over it.

“I’ll stop by,” McCarthy said. He didn’t tell anyone he was going, not even his staff. McCarthy knew Trump had not been seeing many Republicans. He was moping. The media spotlight had dimmed over Mar-a-Lago.

Republican strategist Ed Rollins once said of Trump, “There’s only one thing you need to know about him. He watches television all day and then at night goes on television.”

Trump was now fighting for attention. He no longer had his Twitter feed or Facebook, having been kicked off the sites after his torrent of election lies. He began making surprise appearances at wedding receptions at Mar-a-Lago.



President Trump, in a dark suit and yellow tie, was grinning as McCarthy walked into Mar-a-Lago on January 28. “You know Melania said this has more press than when I met Putin,” he said. “There are four TV helicopters outside!”

McCarthy’s visit to the former president was all over the news. Having the top House Republican come for lunch showed Trump was still in control of the Republican Party.

“You know it’s good for you and me, right?”

“All right,” McCarthy said. “Whatever.”

McCarthy came with the hope of keeping Trump involved with the House GOP so Republicans could retake the majority in 2022. He needed to steer Trump away from stoking unnecessary primary fights and to lend his name to winnable seats. They sat down for lunch.

“You know, being off Twitter has kind of helped me,” Trump said.

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah, a lot of people would say they liked my policy, didn’t like my tweets.”

“Yeah, like everybody.”

“My numbers have kind of gone up.”

Trump asked about his upcoming Senate impeachment trial. He was charged with inciting an insurrection.

“I don’t think it’s going anywhere,” McCarthy said.

It didn’t. On February 13, 2021, Trump was acquitted. While a majority of senators, including seven Republicans, voted to convict the former president, they failed to reach the two-thirds needed for conviction. It was merely symbolic since Trump was no longer president.



President Biden’s chief of staff, Ron Klain, 59, with dark brown hair and a friendly, high-charging demeanor, had counseled Biden for more than 20 years. When Biden decided to run for president, he called Klain up to his home in Wilmington in early March 2019.

“I just feel like I have to do this,” Biden said. “Trump represents something fundamentally different and wrong about politics.”

Biden’s next words would stick forever with Klain: “This guy just isn’t really an American president.”

On the campaign trail, Biden had gone after Trump’s character and policies relentlessly. From his first day in the White House, Biden barely mentioned Trump’s name, referring to him in public as “my predecessor” and often in private as “that fucking asshole.”

Biden told his advisers he wanted his own presidency. Trump’s four years, his handling of the coronavirus pandemic and the January 6 insurrection, were a trauma on the presidency.

The mission now, as Klain saw it, was to fix what Trump broke and move the country forward.

“We as a country still need to process this Trump thing a bit,” Klain said. “The way we’re doing it is by showing the American people that the presidency can work again. That they can have a decent person in the White House.

“In the end Donald Trump lost because he didn’t control the pandemic and the economy. Notwithstanding the stock market, the real economy, where people live got worse on his watch.

“Obviously there are some hard-core Trump supporters that are what they are and they’re not going to go away and that’s part of our country,” Klain said. But Biden “was elected to move this country forward post-Trump and that’s what he’s doing. That’s his mission.

“Donald Trump can stand in as many arenas as he wants and raise his arms as loudly as he wants,” Klain declared. He believed Trump’s early attempts at a shadow presidency would die out by the fall of 2021.

“Donald Trump will be a sideshow,” Klain said confidently.






TWO [image: ]


“Chekhov’s gun” was National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan’s immediate thought as he reviewed overhead satellite photos that showed an unprecedented 110,000 Russian troops massing on the border of Ukraine.

If a pistol appears conspicuously in the first act of a play it is there for a reason and will be fired at some point, the 19th-century playwright Anton Chekhov had famously written.

It was April 2021, only the third month of Biden’s presidency. Sullivan had barely settled into his new office in the White House West Wing.

At 44, Sullivan, thin and fair-haired, was the youngest national security adviser since Henry Kissinger. With the discipline of a former marathon runner, Sullivan was the operational coordinator of Biden’s foreign policy. When Biden appointed him, Biden called Sullivan, a former Rhodes Scholar and Yale Law School honors graduate, “a once in a lifetime intellect” and had entrusted him with extraordinary decision-making authority.

The intelligence also showed Russian naval forces were actively deploying to the Black Sea, a vast inland body of water bordered by Ukraine and Russia. Flatbed trucks could be seen hauling huge rocket launchers and old Soviet armored personnel carriers. More satellite photos showed Russian tanks, artillery, missiles and naval landing craft being moved into Crimea, on the northern coast of the Black Sea, and along the 1,200-mile land border between Russia and Ukraine.

According to the latest CIA psychological profile, Vladimir Putin, the autocratic Russian leader, was defined by his extreme insecurity and imperial ambition. Putin was convinced that he was the only person that could restore Russia to the old Russian empire. He was fixated on Ukraine.

What was Putin doing? Sullivan wondered. Was this just an exercise, a war game? Was it purely coercive to gain leverage on Ukraine or to force the United States and Europe to back off any talk that Ukraine might eventually join NATO, the world’s most powerful military and diplomatic alliance?

It was also possible, Sullivan thought, that Putin was planning to use the troops to seize more territory in the Donbas.

Russia and Ukraine had been fighting in the Donbas, a region in the east with sizable coal reserves, since 2014 when Russia seized neighboring Crimea and control of about a third of the Donbas. Nearly 14,000 people had been killed on both sides. There had been 29 cease-fires, all of which had failed, a sign of festering instability.

Sullivan worked in a state of near constant intellectual anxiety. And yet he couldn’t look past the obvious: You don’t move that amount of men or matériel to another country’s border if you are not at least thinking about using them.

Was Putin hanging his pistol on the wall?



President Biden and Sullivan had debated what the administration’s Russia policy should look like. Biden was clear.

“I’m not looking for a reset,” Biden said during his first weeks as president. “I’m not looking for some kind of good relationship, but I want to find a stable and predictable way forward with Putin.”

But so far the relationship with Russia was neither good, stable, nor predictable. From their first days in office, Biden and Sullivan had been responding to various acts of Russian aggression. The near fatal poisoning of Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny, Russian interference in the 2020 U.S. elections, suggestions that Russians may have paid the Taliban to kill Americans in Afghanistan, and the massive SolarWinds cyberattack on more than 16,000 computer systems worldwide, including U.S. government departments and key private industries. It was one of the worst data breaches in U.S. history.

Biden had also upped the tension in an ABC television interview on March 16, when he was asked if he thought Putin was a “killer”?

“I do,” Biden said.

The Kremlin had called the insult “unprecedented.” Putin withdrew the Russian ambassador from Washington in a show of displeasure.



Now Putin was undertaking some grandiose movement of his military.

“Is it actually possible to have a stable and predictable relationship with Russia?” Sullivan asked Deputy National Security Adviser Jon Finer with slight exasperation, standing in the cramped national security suite.

Finer, 45, with cropped light brown hair, a half-beard and mustache, was low on the Washington visibility pecking order but central to the White House national security strategy. Finer had worked as chief of staff to Secretary of State John Kerry and previously spent three years embedded as a Washington Post journalist during the 2003 Iraq invasion and occupation. Like Sullivan, Finer was also a Rhodes Scholar and Yale Law School graduate.

The odds are weighted against success, Finer said candidly but agreed they ought to keep trying. U.S. intelligence indicated that Russia had not as yet signaled an intention to use the forces to invade Ukraine. But their purpose remained unclear. While it could just be a pressure tactic, they couldn’t be sure.

“Putin cares a lot about dignity and respect,” Sullivan mused. A summit meeting would be on brand for Biden, who placed great value in personal relationships.

Sullivan went down the hall to the Oval Office to discuss the idea with the president.

“He wants to be a big player on the big stage,” Biden said of Putin. “This is what this guy’s all about.”

Sullivan suggested Biden meet with Putin in person. He knew the president preferred to meet face-to-face with everyone, especially world leaders.

Biden agreed instantly. “I know people are going to criticize me and say if you meet with Putin, you’re elevating him, you’re legitimizing him,” he said. “But this guy has been a major figure on the global scene for two decades. Me meeting with him is not transforming him into something he’s not.

“Look, I’m not going to sweet-talk this guy out of this or that but maybe you can change the dynamic of it,” Biden said.

But when to meet?

“If we make the offer to meet for June,” two months away, Biden said, “it gives Putin some incentive to say hey, what have the Americans got? You know? That might lead Putin to reduce pressure on Ukraine’s border and deter the likelihood of a potential military operation in the spring.”



Ukraine played a dramatic, outsized role in American politics. During a phone call with newly elected Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky in September 2019, then-President Trump asked Zelensky to investigate Joe Biden and his son Hunter, who was on the board of a Ukrainian energy company, in exchange for security aid from the United States. A transcript of the call was released and Trump was impeached by the House of Representatives. He was later acquitted in the Senate. Republicans, however, continued to press for an investigation into Biden, who was in charge of the Ukraine portfolio during the Obama administration and had been particularly engaged.

Dr. Colin Kahl, an academic and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin’s undersecretary for defense policy at the Pentagon, had been Vice President Biden’s national security adviser from 2014 to 2017. Intensely cerebral, he had his own distinctive intellectual flair, often adding bright red-framed glasses, a patterned tie or colorful socks to his daily wardrobe. Kahl remembered Biden working the Ukraine account for the Obama administration with relish and visiting Kyiv, the capital, four times during his vice presidency.

“Hey Petro,” Biden said in one call to then-president Petro Poroshenko. Ukraine’s fledgling democracy was particularly fragile and large portions of its governance system remained rotten and corrupt.

“I know this is hard,” Biden said sympathetically. “I know that your politics is a den of vipers over there, I get it. I know this is hard and I have confidence in you doing the right thing. But I’m telling you, it’s going to be really hard for us to maintain the confidence of the West, who don’t want to give you the benefit of the doubt.

“You’ve got to help me help you by doing the right things,” Biden said to Poroshenko, urging him to act to address corruption. “That could be reforms on procurement, it could be reforms on the banking system, it could be setting up new anti-corruption entities, it could be pushing the prosecutor general to be more aggressive.

“If you don’t do these things,” Biden emphasized, “it’s going to be hard for you to maintain the support of our Congress, of our president, of the Europeans, and the Russians are going to eat you for lunch.”

Biden said his goal was to keep Ukraine’s leadership moving on the path of democratization, precisely what Putin didn’t want.

“I sat in the room with Joe Biden every single day and he called the Ukrainians probably once or twice a week as vice president,” Kahl recalled. “Just to do marriage counseling between [President] Poroshenko and [Prime Minister Arseniy] Yatsenyuk or whoever happened to be prime minister at the time and there was never a call where he did not push the Ukrainians beyond their comfort zone on anti-corruption issues.”

Biden’s approach to Ukraine was “big hugs, little punches,” Kahl said.



Now on April 13, 2021, as president, Biden phoned President Putin.

“I’m upset you called me a killer,” Putin said, almost immediately.

“I was asked a question. I gave an answer. It was an interview on a totally different topic. And it was not something premeditated,” Biden said, as if that negated his “killer” remark.

U.S. intelligence analysts who profiled Putin had listed among the Russian leader’s main character traits that he was “thin-skinned,” “extremely insecure” and even “sadistic.”

During the call, Putin flatly denied the accusations on election interference, the poisoning of Navalny and Russia’s cyberattacks.

Biden reminded Putin of the United States’ unwavering commitment to Ukraine’s sovereignty and warned Putin not to start a new military incursion into Ukraine.

“You’re wrong about everything,” Putin said matter-of-factly. “You have no evidence. We didn’t interfere in your election. We didn’t do any of these things.”

Biden dismissed the denials. “I’m warning you we are coming at you with these responses.”

He then described to Putin the series of costs that would be imposed on Russia, including formally naming the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR) as the perpetrator of the SolarWinds attack. He would also be expelling 10 Russian diplomats from Washington and placing a series of economic sanctions on Russia for its 2020 election interference and ongoing occupation of Crimea.

“They will happen this week and I want you to hear it from me directly. And it’s because of the specific things you’ve done. I’ve said I would respond and I’m responding.”

Biden switched gears. “Let’s meet,” Biden said, trying to cut through the tense atmosphere and shift his tone.

“Let’s you and I sit down. You bring your concerns, and I will bring mine,” Biden said. On any and all topics. “And we’ll sit face-to-face, and we’ll talk about all of it.”

“Let me get this straight,” Putin said, a note of astonishment in his voice. “You want to meet and talk about all the issues in our relationship? All of them?”

Sullivan, who was listening on the call, thought Putin, always suspicious, wanted to make sure it was not some kind of trap.

Biden assured Putin it would be an open dialogue. He knew Putin realized a meeting on the global stage would show he was respected by the American president.

They had met in person once before a decade earlier, in 2011, when Biden was vice president and Putin was temporarily serving as prime minister.

Biden had later claimed during that meeting he said to Putin, “I’m looking into your eyes and I don’t think you have a soul.” Putin smiled and told Biden, through an interpreter, “We understand one another.”

For Biden, it was standard for an American president to meet with a Russian leader as his predecessors had. Though a declining economic power with less than 10 percent of the U.S. GDP, Russia had more than 4,400 nuclear warheads, the largest arsenal in the world.

“Okay,” Putin finally replied, “I would like to have the summit also. Let’s have our teams work on it.”



Biden knew he needed to be prepared. Vladimir Putin, a 68-year-old former KGB spy who had led Russia as president or prime minister for more than two decades, was a master at using big public events as a stage to play games or seize the upper hand with the leaders of Western countries.

In 2007 during a bilateral meeting with German chancellor Angela Merkel at Putin’s palatial home in Sochi on the Black Sea, the Russian president called his large black Labrador, Konni, into the room in front of journalists and cameras. Merkel had a well-known terror of dogs.

As the dog sauntered over to sniff the German chancellor, she froze in her chair, lips pursed and one ankle tucked tightly behind the other. Watching her unease, Putin leaned back in his chair, his legs sprawled comfortably in front of him.

“I’m sure it will behave itself,” he said with a smirk.

“It doesn’t eat journalists, after all,” Merkel said not missing a beat.

Merkel later talked to the press about the incident.

“I understand why he has to do this—to prove he’s a man,” she said. “He’s afraid of his own weaknesses. Russia has nothing, no successful politics or economy. All they have is this.”

American presidents had also been a target of Putin’s theatrics. In 2018, a week before then-President Trump’s summit with Putin in Helsinki, 12 Russian military intelligence agents were indicted in the U.S. for hacking the presidential campaign of Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton in her race against Trump.

In a joint press conference following the summit, Putin played to Trump’s ego, flattering him. When Trump was asked about Russian interference in the 2016 election, Putin was rewarded with one of the most extraordinary statements by an American president.

“He just said it’s not Russia,” Trump said. “I don’t see any reason why it would be.”

Standing side by side, Trump appeared to strongly defend the Russian president and wave off the conclusions of U.S. intelligence agencies, which had unanimously determined that Russia had interfered. Condemnation was swift. Some senior Trump advisers still recoil at the memory of the president siding with Putin over the American intelligence agencies. Putin had again won the moment. Trump’s carelessness was on full display.

After returning to the U.S., Trump tweeted, trying to fix the blunder: “I have GREAT confidence in MY intelligence people.”



Trump’s unwillingness to criticize Putin was not a one-off incident but a consistent character trait.

“I want Putin to respect our country, okay?” Trump told me during an interview with him before the 2016 election.

“What would he respect?” I asked.

“Well, first of all, it’s sort of interesting. He said very good things about me,” Trump said. “He said, Trump is brilliant, and Trump is going to be the new leader and all that. And some of these clowns said, ‘you should repudiate Putin.’ I said, why would I repudiate him?”
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No adviser felt the sting of Helsinki more than Dr. Fiona Hill, a former intelligence analyst specializing in Russian affairs for Presidents Bush and Obama. The coauthor of the book Mr. Putin: Operative in the Kremlin, she had served on the National Security Council under President Trump and was his chief Russia expert.

Backstage in Helsinki, Hill had watched with dismay as Trump walked right into Putin’s trap. She even contemplated pulling the fire alarm at the venue. Hill would later testify against Trump in his first impeachment trial.

She said there was no doubt that Russia interfered in the 2016 election. “President Putin and the Russian security services,” she testified, “operate like a super PAC. They deploy millions of dollars to weaponize our own political opposition research and false narratives.”

Trump idolized Putin, Hill believed, and that made him extremely vulnerable to manipulation. “He had a very fragile ego,” Hill said of Trump. “When you’re the president of the United States, it becomes a fatal flaw, because President Trump couldn’t disassociate or disentangle himself from many of the issues that were the critical ones to address. So, when people were concerned about Russian influence in the United States election, he only thought about how that affected him.”



Hill was walking her dog in the park when President Biden called her out of the blue. She was surprised at the informality.

The president said he wanted to talk about Putin and get a feel for the Russian’s thinking.

Soon after the call, the president gathered a group of Russia experts, including Hill, in the Roosevelt Room of the White House.

Biden had entered presidential office with more than three decades of foreign policy experience, having chaired the Senate Foreign Relations Committee from 2001 to 2003 and then again from 2007 to 2009. He had met three Soviet leaders and two Russian presidents. As vice president, Biden had spoken with Putin in person and by phone. He felt he had a good sense of the man but wanted a gut-check and to debate his view of Putin’s intentions.

He asked the group: Have I got it wrong? I haven’t seen this guy in a while. Does my assessment of him still hold true? What am I missing?

If there was something really wrong with Biden’s assessment of Putin, the president wanted to know. Hill found Biden’s approach refreshing. Usually consulting an expert was a paint-by-numbers exercise for most presidents—a formality without real purpose other than so the president could say they had talked to experts.

Hill had plenty of times experienced the “I’ll take that under advisement,” when in reality a president had already made up their mind. But here, Biden had gathered together a group of experts with very different views on Russia. He wanted a debate.

The last time she had been in the Roosevelt Room, President Trump had spent the entire briefing glowering at a picture of Teddy Roosevelt’s Nobel Peace Prize on display, unable to concentrate. “Trump hated it,” Hill thought. Did he think it was unfair? Did he think he deserved his own?



Biden posed more questions to the group: What should this summit be about? Should the agenda be the U.S. bilateral relationship with Russia, strategic stability and arms control? Or is there something else going on? Why does Putin have 110,000 troops massed on Ukraine’s border?

“Is he going to back off?” Biden asked. “He’s not, is he?”

“Putin is probing,” Hill said. He is probing to see if he can negotiate with you. He wants you to negotiate away Ukraine. Essentially, abandon Western support for Ukraine so Russia can take control of it.

Putin, Hill believed, was watching Biden closely—the domestic issues in the U.S. and the plans for a full U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan negotiated by Trump—and trying to figure out: Is Biden someone who will put Ukraine to one side and move on?

Several of the experts around the table agreed.

The Russian leader was looking for a big, strategic negotiation about Ukraine and the future of European security. Putin had been fixated for years on Ukraine, which he claimed was part of Russia.

But Biden told the group he wasn’t about to let Russia just swallow up an independent country.

Biden also worried aloud that deep political divisions in the United States meant there was now little consensus on anything, not even on matters of foreign policy. In the past, a president could go abroad and meet with adversaries knowing the other political party would back him and his predecessor wouldn’t meddle. No more. Putin knew that and would use it to Russia’s advantage to deflect criticism. Part of Putin’s disinformation game was to stoke divisions in the United States.

Given the troops on Ukraine’s border, Hill was struck that President Biden’s biggest concern was not that Russia might be about to invade Ukraine but that the disunity in the United States would weaken his influence with Putin. Putin would try to exploit it.

Hill agreed, that’s exactly what Putin would do.



Russian troops continued to move in plain sight covering extraordinary distances across the country from Siberia and the Urals in the west to the Ukraine border. Air defense systems, trainloads of military vehicles and heavy artillery moved into Crimea. Field hospitals were being built.

Russian drones glided into Ukraine at night dropping land mines. Russians were digging new trenches and Russian amphibious assault ships were spotted surveilling the coast.
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Putin gave his annual state of the nation address on April 21, 2021. Thousands of Russians had gathered along Tverskaya Street, a main road leading to the Kremlin, shouting chants of “Freedom for Navalny,” “Putin is a thief.”

Former Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny had been poisoned in August 2020 with a Soviet-style Novichok nerve agent. Navalny blamed Putin for the attempted assassination. After Navalny received life-saving medical treatment in Berlin, he had returned to Russia in January only to be imprisoned. He was on the third week of a hunger strike as Putin delivered his address to the Russian nation.

On foreign policy, Putin was combative. “Some countries have taken up an unseemly routine where they pick on Russia for any reason, most often, for no reason at all,” Putin said. “We behave in an extremely restrained manner, I would even say, modestly, and I am saying this without irony.

“As I said, every now and then they are picking on Russia for no reason. And of course, all sorts of petty Tabaqui are running around them like Tabaqui ran around Shere Khan,” Putin said, referring to Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book where Tabaqui, male jackals, lived in the jungle and fed on scraps from tiger Shere Khan—in this case, the United States.

“Everything is like in Kipling’s book,” Putin said, “howling along in order to make their sovereign happy.

“Those behind provocations that threaten the core interests of our security will regret what they have done in a way they have not regretted anything for a long time,” he warned.

“But I hope that no one will think about crossing the ‘red line’ with regard to Russia,” he said. “We ourselves will determine in each specific case where it will be drawn.”



The next day, a week after Biden and Putin’s phone call, Russian defense minister Sergei Shoigu announced that Russian troop units would withdraw from the Ukraine border by May 1. Russian media, however, reported that weapons and equipment, including tanks, artillery, trucks and armored vehicles, would remain at “training grounds” along the land border with Ukraine in preparation for the joint Russian-Belarusian Zapad 2021 exercise scheduled for the coming fall.

Russia also permanently relocated large troop units to Crimea, meaning that tens of thousands of troops would not withdraw at all.

By mid-May there were still at least 80,000 troops near the border. Ukraine’s minister of foreign affairs Dmytro Kuleba warned publicly that Russia’s so-called withdrawal was not what it seemed.

“What is happening cannot be called a withdrawal of troops,” Kuleba said publicly. “The threat has not passed.

“What we are seeing today is the withdrawal of troops without a withdrawal of troops,” Kuleba said.

NATO’s Special Operations adviser to Ukraine, U.S. Major General Michael Repass, was also wary of the supposed withdrawal.

“They have retained a rather lethal force in the region and have only pulled back some forces,” Repass said.

“That tells me they may want to come back later when timing and circumstances are more advantageous to Russia,” he said. “This will happen again.”

Ukraine’s president Zelensky invited Putin to meet in the Donbas region of Ukraine to discuss peace. Putin responded that Zelensky ought to come to Moscow, a not so thinly veiled threat.
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Retired Army Lieutenant General Keith Kellogg, a loyal Trump adviser and national security adviser to Vice President Mike Pence, had left the White House on January 20, 2021, and not lost any sleep over Ukraine.

“When we left the administration, Ukraine was not on the real problem list,” Kellogg said. “You had Iran, which was on the problem list. You still had North Korea. You had China because of what had happened with Covid. But Ukraine wasn’t there.”

Putin, Kellogg believed, had been far too concerned about the coronavirus—about contracting it himself and about his small circle of loyalist advisers contracting it.

President Trump had secretly sent Putin a bunch of Abbott Point of Care Covid test machines for his personal use as the virus spread rapidly through Russia.

“Please don’t tell anybody you sent these to me,” Putin said to Trump.

“I don’t care,” Trump replied. “Fine.”

“No, no,” Putin said. “I don’t want you to tell anybody because people will get mad at you, not me. They don’t care about me.”

“Ukraine wasn’t on the top of his hit list at all,” Kellogg repeated. Trump’s national security advisers had seen no indications that Russia was preparing for aggression in Ukraine.

Zelensky, who became president in 2019, was a new guy on the political scene. Trump was still trying to feel Zelensky out. So was Putin, Kellogg believed.

“To him, Putin, Trump was an unknown,” Kellogg said. “Hell, we didn’t know how Trump would react at times.

“Trump was basically Jekyll and Hyde.”
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President Biden and President Putin met at Villa La Grange, an 18th-century French-style manor house on the shores of Lake Geneva in Switzerland, on June 16, 2021.

“Mr. President, I’d like to thank you for your initiative to meet today,” Putin said to Biden as they took their assigned seats in the library in front of floor-to-ceiling shelves lined with leather-bound books. A large globe stood prominently between them.

“It’s always better to meet face-to-face,” Biden said. He was surprised, and pleased, that Putin, who usually liked to make world leaders wait, had arrived on time. Putin had been 45 minutes late to his first formal meeting with Trump.

Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov joined the two leaders. Trump had not allowed advisers to be in the room during his meeting with Putin in Helsinki, only their interpreters. On another occasion, Trump even insisted on confiscating his interpreter’s notes after a meeting with Putin in Germany.

Unlike Trump’s secretive, free-wheeling discussions with the Russian president, Biden’s meeting with Putin was highly scripted.

Top of Biden’s agenda was cybersecurity. A recent attack by Russian cybercriminals on Colonial Pipeline had disrupted the fuel supply to almost half of the East Coast. Another attack had temporarily shut down JBS, America’s biggest meat supplier, until JBS paid an $11 million ransom.

“Put yourself in my shoes,” Biden said. “I mean, with the attacks on our infrastructure. Imagine if something happened to your oil infrastructure…”

“It would matter,” Putin replied.

“Why did you leave Afghanistan?” Putin, the black belt judo master, asked Biden in an attempt to unbalance him. Trump had promised the Taliban all U.S. troops would withdraw by May 1.

“Why did you leave?” Biden taunted back, a reference to the Soviet Union’s embarrassing withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989, after 10 years of occupation.

Afghanistan, Biden said, is “the graveyard of empires.”

Curiously, Ukraine was barely a footnote in the conversation. Later, some would wonder if the failure to focus on it was a colossal mistake.

The conversation about Ukraine was like dozens before: U.S. talking points versus Russian talking points.



Presidents Putin and Biden agreed to hold separate press conferences after the meeting—the approach recommended by Biden’s national security advisers and Russia experts who wanted to see what Putin had to say before Biden responded. Trump’s advisers had made a similar recommendation, but Trump had disregarded it.

Secretary Blinken and State Department spokesperson Ned Price watched Putin’s press conference from Blinken’s hotel room suite at the InterContinental in Geneva. Price, a former CIA analyst, had left the CIA in 2017 because he did not want to work for Trump.

Putin, who rarely traveled beyond Russia’s borders, especially since the coronavirus pandemic, stood at a podium adorned with the Russian crest in a nondescript conference room. This was his first international trip in 17 months since January 2020. Even more unusual was the Russian president appearing before Western journalists.

Sitting at a distance from Putin in spaced-out chairs, nearly all the journalists wore masks, making it clear the coronavirus was still a top concern for the Russian president.

“Did you commit in these meetings to stop threatening Ukraine?” a reporter asked the Russian president.

Putin gave an accusatory answer, couching Russia’s buildup of 100,000 troops as regular military exercises.

“We are not bringing our equipment and personnel closer to the state borders of the United States of America when we conduct our exercises. Unfortunately, this is what our U.S. partners are doing. So, the Russian side, not the American side, should be concerned about this,” Putin said.

NATO had conducted annual military exercises in May, involving some 28,000 personnel from 26 countries. The exercises were spread across a dozen European countries.

Putin took another jab. “People, including leaders of various organizations, are killed in American cities every day,” he said. “You can barely say a word there before you are shot in the face or the back, regardless of who is nearby, children or other adults.

“The CIA prisons that were opened in many countries, including Europe, where they subjected people to torture—what is this? Is this respect for human rights? I don’t think so, do you?

“The U.S. concerns regarding militarization are absolutely groundless,” Putin said.

It was the classic deflection tactic that Biden had been wary of.

When asked about Biden, the Russian president unleashed a carefully calibrated charm offensive.

“He recalled some things about his family,” Putin said of Biden. Then gently sticking the knife in, “They do not seem to be directly related to the subject, but they still show the level and quality of his moral values. That was quite endearing, and I did feel like we generally spoke the same language.

“This does not mean we have to peek into each other’s souls, look into each other’s eyes and swear eternal love and friendship—not at all. We defend the interests of our countries, our peoples, and our relations are always primarily pragmatic in nature.”

Another reporter asked, “Do you consider it possible at this stage to reach a new phase in bilateral relations?”

“You know,” Putin said, “Leo Tolstoy said once, there is no happiness in life, only flashes of it—cherish them. I believe there cannot be family trust in this situation, but I think we have seen flashes of it.”

The Russian president’s press conference had run for just under an hour.

Blinken and Ned Price were surprised that Putin didn’t come out swinging. He sounded many of the right tones, all the sorts of things that Biden wanted to hear. He was smooth, relaxed, articulate and conveying astonishing self-confidence.

Putin gave the impression that maybe the Russians are seeking to do what we are seeking to do, Price said, build a relationship that is stable and predictable.

“Let’s see how this plays out,” Blinken said. “This is about testing the proposition. We won’t know the results of that test for six months or a year because it’s not so much what’s said in the moment but how it’s acted upon.

“Too soon to tell,” Blinken said, quoting, as he often did, what Henry Kissinger was told about the French Revolution by Chinese premier Zhou Enlai.



Biden followed with his own press conference outdoors, the sun shining on Lake Geneva in the background.

“I communicated the United States’ unwavering commitment to the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Ukraine,” Biden said.

“I think the last thing he wants now is a Cold War,” Biden said of Putin. “He still, I believe, is concerned about being quote, ‘encircled.’ He is still concerned that we, in fact, are looking to take him down, et cetera. He still has those concerns, but I don’t think they are the driving force as to the kind of relationship he’s looking for with the United States.”

On the plane, Biden told Blinken he came away with a better understanding of Putin. This was a man Biden had known for a long time from a distance but who he had not spent much time in a room with. Biden’s sense of the relationship was measured. He was not optimistic Putin would change his behavior, or Russia’s. “This is going to be hard,” Biden concluded.



On Fox News, Trump declared that Biden’s summit with Putin was “a good day for Russia.”

“I don’t see what we got out of it,” Trump said to Fox News anchor Sean Hannity. “We didn’t get anything. We gave a very big stage to Russia, and we got nothing.”



In the White House the mood had lifted. There was a sense they had dodged a bullet from Russia on Ukraine.

“Whatever Putin was thinking in April about Ukraine, he’s at least for some time set it aside,” Sullivan said.

As Russia’s aggressive rhetoric tamped down, Sullivan and his deputy Finer turned their focus to other things, namely the withdrawal from Afghanistan.

But for Sullivan, a central question remained. Was Chekhov’s gun still on the wall?
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Almost six months into Biden’s presidency, Trump continued to claim that the 2020 election had been rigged and stolen from him. There was zero credible evidence to support this claim, but Trump only needed people to believe him.

Polls showed that 53 percent of Republicans believed Trump to be the “true president” even though Biden sat in the Oval Office.

During my interview with Trump before the 2016 election, he told me, “Real power is, I don’t even want to use the word, fear.”

Now Trump had tapped into another real power: instilling doubt.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if they found thousands and thousands and thousands of votes,” Trump yelled to a crowd at Mar-a-Lago, his lavish estate in Palm Beach, Florida. “This was a rigged election, everybody knows it!”

Once audits of the election counts were completed in key states like Georgia, Wisconsin and Arizona this summer, Trump said he would make his return to the Oval Office. He believed if he could get a swing state to find that he had actually won the state then all the other states he lost would have to begin probes.

“If a thief robs a jewelry store of all of its diamonds, the diamonds must be returned,” Trump said in a statement in May, referring to the 2020 election.

But more than 60 court cases, dozens of investigations, audits and ballot recounts in numerous states found no evidence of widespread fraud. Again and again the validity of the 2020 election result was upheld.

Trump ignored the findings and claimed massive fraud would materialize.

Prominent Republican election lawyer Benjamin Ginsberg later testified to the House Committee investigating the January 6 attack on the Capitol that “in no instance” did a court find that Trump’s allegations of fraud were real.

Senator Lindsey Graham blamed Mar-a-Lago for Trump’s inability to put the results of 2020 behind him.

“It’s just, it’s the culture,” Graham told colleagues. “It’s the attitude down in Mar-a-Lago of all the people that go. You know, all the people he hangs around with down there. They constantly feed this narrative.

“He keeps talking about Arizona,” Graham said, where an audit was still underway. “You know, he lost Arizona because he beat on John McCain and just went too far.” The late senator John McCain of Arizona had been a prisoner of war in Vietnam and Republican nominee for president in the 2008 election.

“He thinks he lost because of all these bizarre conspiracies,” Graham said. “He didn’t.

“Biden won fair and square,” Graham added. “Trump doesn’t like to hear that.”

Graham was focused on the 2022 political races where Republicans needed to put their best candidates forward to take back the House and Senate majorities.

“There are very few Republicans that can get out of the whirlwind of dealing with Trump to think ahead,” Graham said. “Wishing Donald Trump away is not a viable strategy. Donald Trump’s not going away. There are millions of people in the Republican Party who believe in him, and the goal is to try to take the magic he has with our base and make it ‘Trump Plus.’

“Once you get in a general election if you repeat some of the things that the president’s saying, you don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell,” Graham said. “Some of our candidates are going to have to break from Trump on certain issues to get the ‘plus’ part.”

Graham rejected the notion that Trump was a wound that could not heal in the Republican Party.

“Trump represents a real part of the American family,” Graham said. “It’s not a wound. It’s part of who we are.”



But Trump would not, or could not, let his “stolen election” mantra go. In June 2021, the former president pushed Republicans to support reinstating him as president. He told his aides he would move back into the White House by August, a date QAnon conspiracy theorists had latched on to in online forums.

“He had an army. An army for Trump. He wants that back,” Brad Parscale, Trump’s former campaign manager, said privately in July. “I don’t think he sees it as a comeback. He sees it as vengeance.”

Trump phoned Republican representative for Alabama Mo Brooks, a staunch Trump supporter, and asked him to publicly call for a special election to reinstate him as president.

Brooks, who had supported the plan by Trump and conservative lawyer John Eastman to challenge the certification of Biden’s win, pointed out that Joe Biden was president. Brooks said Biden’s victory had been certified and there was no legal pathway for Trump to rescind it. The Constitution provided no mechanism to reinstate a president.

Trump was enraged. He later withdrew his endorsement of Brooks in the Alabama Senate race. Brooks lost in the Republican primary.

In the 2020 election, Trump received 74 million votes, more than any presidential candidate in history with the exception of Joe Biden, who won 81 million votes. Biden secured the Electoral College with 306 votes to Trump’s 232.

Biden won the 2020 election, but six months in he was still in a battle for his own presidency.
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A month after the Geneva summit, Putin placed another gun on the table.

In a starkly personal and bellicose 5,000-word diatribe published on July 12, 2021, Putin argued Ukraine had never existed as an independent country.

National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan read the Russian president’s manifesto as a declaration of the inner Putin, who he was and what he wanted to do.

“Russians and Ukrainians are one people—a single whole,” Putin began. “Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians are all descendants of Ancient Rus, which was the largest state in Europe.” And since the 9th century, he continued, Kyiv was considered “the mother of all Russian cities.”

“The formation of an ethnically pure Ukrainian state,” Putin said, “is comparable in its consequences to the use of weapons of mass destruction against us.”

His tone self-righteous and academic, Putin erased the existence of Ukraine as a separate country, a people with their own history, beliefs, culture and language.

“Therefore, modern Ukraine is entirely the product of the Soviet era. We know and remember well that it was shaped—for a significant part—on the lands of historical Russia,” Putin said. “Russia was robbed.”

When Sullivan read through Putin’s manifesto his first thought was “Covid.”

U.S. intelligence reporting showed that during the pandemic, Putin had been changed by intense and prolonged isolation. He had surrounded himself with a small coterie of trusted people of similar nationalistic views who became almost a feedback loop. Those who wanted to see him in person had to quarantine for weeks. He was physically and metaphorically separated from Russian society for nearly three years.

One of the central figures in Putin’s inner circle was Yury Kovalchuk, a Russian billionaire reputed to be Putin’s personal banker. He had known Putin since the 1990s and appeared to share the messianic worldview that Putin espoused in his manifesto.

Another Putin confidant was Father Tikhon, an Orthodox priest with a similarly imperialistic view of Russia. Then there were the Rotenberg billionaire brothers—Arkady Rotenberg and Boris Rotenberg, who owned the largest construction company for gas pipelines in Russia.

Other people learned Irish step dancing in quarantine, Jake Sullivan joked, but Putin went deep into Russian history.

Sullivan had heard that during a phone call between Putin and German chancellor Angela Merkel, Putin said you wouldn’t believe the stuff that I’ve been finding in the Russian archives.

It was clear to Merkel that Putin had spent a lot of his time in isolation just digging around in the archives, taking things out, studying ancient maps.

Taking Ukraine had become kind of a fever dream during his Covid isolation. But the fever didn’t pass. It didn’t break.



Sullivan and his deputy Jon Finer took the manifesto seriously, but it didn’t strike them as an alarm bell or a declaration of war. More than anything they viewed it as typical Putin. The Russian leader was known for his long philosophical rants, historical fabrications, and absolute refusal to acknowledge Ukraine’s independent existence. But still it was puzzling and unsettling for its intensity. A topic of curiosity and even disgust.

Sullivan had spent the last year reading up on Russian history and trying to understand Putin’s almost neurotic obsession with Ukraine. The formation of Russia, the deeply rooted grievances, the chip on Putin’s shoulder, the relationship with Europe, with NATO, the sense of needing central control, the Mongols taking Moscow in the mid-13th century, Putin’s desire to be a messiah in Russian history like Peter the Great, Catherine the Great. All of it.

After reading Putin’s manifesto, National Security Council Russia director Eric Green found it unusual for a sitting Russian president to go into such depth. Was Putin just trying to get something off his chest? Was this something he wanted to use as an exercise or a way of explaining Russia’s view of things? Or would Putin’s essay actually inform Russia’s actions?

“I think it speaks to Putin’s disillusionment with the Ukrainian government and his attempt to start to delegitimize it,” Green said. “Putin wants his prophecy about Ukraine being a failed state, he wants that to come true.”

“Ukraine used to possess great potential,” Putin said in his essay. “Step by step, Ukraine was dragged into a dangerous geopolitical game aimed at turning Ukraine into a barrier between Europe and Russia, a springboard against Russia.”

The biggest country in Europe, Ukraine was also an important buffer between Russia and Europe.

Putin called Ukraine’s leaders “neo-Nazis”—President Zelensky was Jewish—and leveled a long list of accusations against them and the West for pursuing an “anti-Russia project.”

“We will never allow our historical territories and people close to us living there to be used against Russia,” Putin warned. “And to those who will undertake such an attempt, I would like to say this way they will destroy their own country.”

For CIA director Bill Burns, who had served as ambassador to Moscow from 2005 to 2008, the manifesto was reminiscent of many of his conversations with Putin over the years. “There was nothing really new in it,” Burns believed. Some of it is dressing up a conviction which is mostly at its core about power and what Russia believes it is entitled to do, he said. Then you dress it up with a lot of history—selectively.

Over in the Pentagon, Undersecretary for Defense Colin Kahl had read intelligence that Putin actually believed the things he had written—that Ukraine is not a real country and Ukrainians are all just Russians.

“Putin was not a fan of the Soviet Union,” Kahl said, “but he still saw the collapse of the Soviet Union as the biggest crime of the 20th century and believed that the Russians had been serially stabbed in the back since then.”

Kahl saw the essay as another showcase of Putin’s imperial ambition. “He dreams of reconstituting a Russian empire and there is no Russian empire that doesn’t include Ukraine,” he said.

“It’s always weird to read things like that as an American,” Kahl added, “because our history doesn’t go back very far. So the notion that countries would give a shit about what happened 9,000 years ago or whatever or, you know, 2,000 years ago or 1,000. Americans don’t think like that.”
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In Washington, Biden was also preoccupied with an increasingly tenuous withdrawal of American troops from Afghanistan, a fulfillment of Biden’s campaign promise to end the 20-year war.

It was a cornerstone belief of Biden’s foreign policy that America’s presence in Afghanistan was a classic case of mission creep. Too many troops for an unclear purpose.

A decade earlier while vice president, Biden had urged President Obama not to add another 30,000 U.S. troops to Afghanistan despite U.S. military insistence.

Biden had cut short his family vacation in Nantucket to plead his case to Obama directly. “Listen to me, boss,” Biden said. “Maybe I’ve been around this town for too long, but one thing I know is when these generals are trying to box in a new president.” He leaned in toward Obama and stage-whispered, “Don’t let them jam you.”

Obama had been rolled and fed “bullshit” by his military generals, who in Biden’s view had executed a tragic power play against a young, inexperienced president.

The initial U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 had been intended to destroy Osama bin Laden’s Al Qaeda terrorist group responsible for the 9/11 attacks in New York and Washington, D.C. But once Al Qaeda had effectively been driven from Afghanistan, the mission had expanded into nation-building. Mission creep, Biden said, and “fucking illogical.”

Biden’s primary argument was that the mission had shifted from its original intent and it was unclear what the U.S. mission was now.

Also hanging over Biden was a deal Trump had signed with the Taliban in February 2020 promising to withdraw American troops by May 2021. The Taliban agreed not to attack American forces if they withdrew by May 1, 2021.



In his first months as president, Biden directed Sullivan to run a full interagency review on withdrawing from Afghanistan.

“I absolutely want to hear arguments to the contrary,” Biden told Sullivan, “and I’m going to keep an open mind about this because if there is a compelling reason to stay, I will certainly consider it and listen to it.” A presidential promise of open-mindedness was often thwarted by presidential will.

The options presented to Biden were to execute a full orderly withdrawal of all remaining troops as quickly and safely as possible; undertake a slow, gated withdrawal in three or four stages to allow time and space for political negotiations; or approve an indefinite U.S. troop presence in Afghanistan.

If the U.S. stayed, the intelligence forecast was that the Taliban would resume their attacks. Should that happen, Biden reasoned that he inevitably would be asked to send more troops.

“If we have 3,000 troops there and they’re attacked, you guys”—he pointed to Defense Secretary Austin and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley—“will come in and say okay, we need 5,000 more.” And they would be off to the races.

Biden knew a troop presence became a magnet for more troops because the military leaders naturally would want to protect their own force.

The president was clear: He wanted out.

“Don’t compare me to the Almighty,” Biden said to Blinken, “compare me to the alternative.”

Sullivan did not think Biden anguished over the decision. The president seemed at peace with his choice.

President Biden had given a 16-minute address to the nation on April 14. Instead of the high drama of an evening Oval Office address, he spoke from the Treaty Room in the afternoon, the same setting President George W. Bush had used in 2001 to launch the U.S. military operation in Afghanistan.

“I’m now the fourth United States president to preside over American troop presence in Afghanistan: two Republicans, two Democrats,” he said. “I will not pass this responsibility on to a fifth.

“For the past 12 years, ever since I became vice president, I’ve carried with me a card that reminds me of the exact number of American troops killed in Iraq and Afghanistan.

“As of this day, 2,448 U.S. troops and personnel have died in our Afghanistan conflicts, 20,722 have been wounded.

“It’s time to end the forever war,” he said.

In an unusual public display, Biden then visited Arlington National Cemetery and walked alone through Section 60 where the dead from Afghanistan and Iraq are buried.

“I have trouble these days even showing up at a cemetery and not thinking of my son Beau,” Biden said of his oldest son, who had died of a brain tumor in 2015 at the age of 46. Beau, an Army officer and lawyer, had received a Bronze Star for his military service in Iraq and served two terms as Delaware’s attorney general. The son who had been following his father’s path into politics. Biden turned to the hundreds of white tombstones, extended his arms, and said, “Look at them all.”

Biden was immediately blasted for the decision to withdraw. He had not expected to see on television and in the newspapers so much critical commentary. People who had been clamoring to end the longest war were now fixated on the future of various groups in Afghanistan, including women and girls.

“I do expect a civil war that will be brutal, bloody and have all the terrible manifestations of uncivil war,” retired General David Petraeus said publicly. Petraeus had commanded U.S. forces in Afghanistan and been the modern architect of the counterinsurgency strategy Biden loathed. “We have an administration that talks about bringing back support for democracy and human rights. Well, so much for that,” Petraeus said.

Former president George W. Bush, in a rare public comment, said Biden’s decision to withdraw was a mistake. “I’m afraid Afghan women and girls are going to suffer unspeakable harm.”

Biden was standing by the Resolute Desk taking in the avalanche of criticism. Blinken could see that the president was stung by it.

The president lightly tapped the desk. “Yeah,” Biden said, “the buck really does stop here.”



The troop withdrawal was one of the rare agreements between Biden and his predecessor, Donald Trump, who continued to claim the election was stolen. In Wellington, Ohio, on June 26, 2021, at his first campaign rally since leaving office, Trump gloated that he was responsible for bringing the American troops home because Biden could not stop the process he had started through his deal with the Taliban.

“All the troops are coming back home,” Trump said. “They [the Biden administration] couldn’t stop the process. 21 years is enough, don’t we think? 21 years.

“It’s a shame,” Trump said, “21 years, by a government that wouldn’t last. The only way they last is if we’re there. What are we going to say? We’ll stay for another 21 years, then we’ll stay for another 50. The whole thing is ridiculous…. We’re bringing troops back home from Afghanistan.”



Despite more than 50 planning meetings, the Biden administration’s withdrawal from Afghanistan spiraled into devastating chaos. They had failed to anticipate contingencies and plan for the worst-case scenarios. When they did plan, it was too late.

On July 6 the remaining U.S. forces secretly withdrew in the dark of night from Bagram Air Base, an hour from Kabul and the largest airstrip in Afghanistan. Bagram at one time had hosted up to 100,000 U.S. soldiers. This left the American embassy in Kabul still operating with more than 1,400 Americans protected by just 650 marines and soldiers.

If Kabul fell to the Taliban, the exit from Bagram shut off the only avenue for a possible evacuation of noncombatants, many of whom the U.S. promised to protect after years of service.

On July 23, Biden spoke to Afghanistan president Ashraf Ghani about the rapidly deteriorating situation, and pressed him to change the worldwide perception that the fight against the Taliban was going poorly.

“You clearly have the best military, you have 300,000 well-armed forces versus 70–80,000 [Taliban] and they’re clearly capable of fighting well,” Biden said.

“Mr. President,” Ghani said, “we are facing a full-scale invasion, composed of Taliban, full Pakistani planning and logistical support, and at least 10–15,000 international terrorists.”



The Taliban surge swept through the country like a tidal wave, with district after district falling with shocking speed, taking Biden and his administration by surprise. Afghan forces offered little resistance and in some instances simply laid down their weapons.

As the Taliban closed in on Kabul, Secretary of State Blinken spoke to President Ghani on the phone on August 14. Ghani declared defiantly that he would defend Afghanistan until the end. The next day Ghani was in the United Arab Emirates. He had fled.

Kabul fell swiftly and spectacularly. Taliban fighters took control of the Presidential Palace and posed for photographs around Ghani’s desk holding rifles.

Thousands of desperate Afghan civilians swarmed the tarmac at Kabul International Airport. People climbed onto the wings of U.S. evacuation planes as they took off, some tumbling to their deaths.



In an about-face, Trump called on Biden to “resign in disgrace for what he has allowed to happen in Afghanistan” and criticized Biden for his handling of Covid, the southern border and the economy. “It shouldn’t be a big deal because he wasn’t elected legitimately in the first place,” Trump added, persisting with his unsupported mantra that the election had been stolen from him.



President Biden blamed the Afghan government for the situation. In a speech on August 16 from the East Room, Biden said, “I do not regret my decision to end America’s warfighting in Afghanistan.

“The truth is,” he said, “this did unfold more quickly than we had anticipated. So what’s happened? Afghanistan political leaders gave up and fled the country. The Afghan military collapsed, sometimes without trying to fight.

“If anything, the developments of the past week reinforced that ending U.S. military involvement in Afghanistan now was the right decision,” Biden added.

Ten days later on August 26, an Islamic State (ISIS) suicide bombing at Abbey Gate on the outskirts of the airport killed more than 170 people, including 13 American servicemembers, marking it one of the deadliest days for U.S. forces in the last decade of the 20-year war.

On August 29 the U.S. conducted a drone strike in Kabul targeting a suspected ISIS operative with a car full of explosives. Instead, in another tragic mistake, they killed 10 civilians, including a longtime aid worker for the United States and seven children.

After evacuating more than 120,000 people in the final few days, on August 31, 2021, Biden announced the end of “the longest war in American history.”

His speech, which hailed the “extraordinary success of this mission,” fell flat. No language could disguise or dress up the failure of the withdrawal. Kabul had fallen in 11 days to the Taliban. Thirteen American soldiers had been killed.

“There are those who would say we should have stayed indefinitely for years on end,” Biden said. “Why don’t we just keep doing what we were doing? Why did we have to change anything?”

Biden shifted blame onto Trump.

“The fact is: Everything had changed. My predecessor had made a deal with the Taliban. When I came into office, we faced a deadline—May 1. The Taliban onslaught was coming.

“To those asking for a third decade of war in Afghanistan, I ask: What is the vital national interest? In my view, we only have one: to make sure Afghanistan can never be used again to launch an attack on our homeland.

“The fundamental obligation of a President, in my opinion, is to defend and protect America—not against threats of 2001, but against threats of 2021 and tomorrow.

“I give you my word,” Biden concluded. “With all of my heart, I believe this is the right decision, a wise decision, and the best decision for America.”



The calamitous withdrawal hammered Biden and his principal advisers. Critics in op-ed pieces and on television leveled blame on National Security Adviser Sullivan, calling for his resignation. And this time, it wasn’t just coming from Republicans.

“The national security adviser has two jobs. As the name suggests, they are the last and ideally closest counselor to the president in the Situation Room,” former Obama adviser Brett Bruen said in USA Today.

“Their second duty is to translate the commander in chief’s decisions and direction into practical policies. Sometimes that requires speaking truth to power. On all of these scores, the current occupant of the office appears to have failed.

“President Biden needs to fire his national security adviser and several other senior leaders who oversaw the botched execution of our withdrawal from Afghanistan,” Bruen said.



Sullivan, who was accustomed to laudatory reviews of his competence and performance, was shell-shocked. “All of our nerves had been exposed to sunlight and frayed and raw and burned,” he said, especially his.

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Mark Milley and Vice Admiral Frank Whitworth, a three-star career Navy intelligence official and Milley’s J2—the top military intelligence adviser in the Pentagon—pored over the second-order and third-order effects of the withdrawal to see what threats could be ahead.

Milley and Whitworth were close. They had served together in Afghanistan. When Trump appointed General Milley to be his next chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Whitworth had spent every day in the run-up briefing Milley to take over the role.

When Admiral Whitworth was ready to move from his two-star role into a three-star position, Milley stepped in and personally petitioned the Pentagon to make the J2 intelligence post into a three-star role so General Milley could keep Whitworth alongside him.

Now both felt the sting of Kabul’s swift fall. For months they had chewed on tabletop exercises, tweaking preparations, and been briefed on the latest intelligence.

They had seen a degradation in the ability of the Afghans to defend themselves, but not how swiftly the collapse would be.

“To me it was a cascading event that was much faster than I had anticipated,” Whitworth said frankly. He had been on a family holiday in Hawaii when the first province fell to the Taliban, another province an hour later and then a third.

“I could see what was happening,” he said. He wasn’t in a SCIF, a sensitive compartmented information facility, but sent a note to the Pentagon: “Get our folks to safety.” They needed to speed up the withdrawal.

His holiday was over. Admiral Whitworth was in Washington, D.C., standing beside Chairman Milley and Defense Secretary Austin when the last plane left Afghanistan. A trio who had served together in Afghanistan all those years before.

“I’ll treasure forever our being there together as we finally got our last people out,” Admiral Whitworth said. “Speed is what keeps Americans alive and so speed had to be employed.”

He believed the military had done the best job they could in a worst-case scenario.

“I don’t think anyone in uniform, in the intelligence community could say we knew it was going to fall in 10 to 14 days,” Admiral Whitworth lamented. “I personally think corruption and the power of social media are the two biggest X factors.”

The real culprit was the untamed, impulsive desire to insert U.S. troops into a foreign country believing they were a fix and ignoring the lessons of Vietnam.
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