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FOREWORD

WHY OBAMA IS STILL THE AMATEUR


The big story of the moment is that President
 Obama has suddenly decided to talk with lesser
 political beings. . . . Our advice to the GOP
 opposition . . . is—adapting the Reagan
 arms-control maxim—don’t trust but verify.



 


—Wall Street Journal


 



 




What are we to make of Barack Obama’s so-called charm offensive? How are we to respond to his newfound interest in chatting with Republicans on the telephone, visiting them on Capitol Hill, and breaking bread with them at a Washington restaurant? Is this change in his behavior (if it is indeed a change) proof that the president has grown into his job and is ready to cut deals with Republicans? Has the Obama I portrayed in the original hardcover edition of The Amateur—a cold and aloof man temperamentally unsuited to be chief executive and commander in chief of the United States of America—suddenly turned into a warm and fuzzy political pro? Or is the Wall Street  Journal right when it warns that we should take all this talk of an Obama personality transplant with a large grain of salt?

Whenever I appear on cable TV news shows and express my reservations about Obama’s charm offensive, I receive a torrent of e-mails. Many of these e-mails come from liberals, who chide me for doubting the president’s sincerity. After all, these liberal critics point out, Obama ran a masterful reelection campaign, swaying voters with sophisticated data-mining techniques and effective appeals to groups such as Hispanics, gays and lesbians, young people, and single women. Isn’t this conclusive proof that I’m wrong and that Obama can no longer be viewed as an amateur who is in over his head, but is instead a strong and effective leader?

As usual, liberals are confusing two different Obamas—the Chicago-style, take-no-prisoners campaigner and the incompetent chief executive. In doing so, they are missing an important point: Obama has a political sense; what he lacks is an executive sense.

As we saw during the 2012 election campaign, he can be effective in front of large audiences on the campaign trail, doing and saying whatever it takes to get elected, including lying shamelessly about his opponent Mitt Romney. Once he leaves the hustings for the Oval Office, however, he becomes a different person, one who derives no joy from the cut and thrust of day-to-day politics and who is inept in the arts of management and governance.

Seen in this light, Obama’s charm offensive is nothing more than a change of tactics, not of strategy. His goal remains the same: more taxes, more spending, bigger and bigger government. His talk of compromise (which does not include any serious effort  at debt reduction and the reform of federal entitlement programs) is a cynical ploy aimed at convincing the American public that Obama is the only grown-up in Washington and that, if the Republicans fail to respond to his overtures, they should be thrown out of office in the 2014 midterm elections.
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Obama’s promises put me in mind of a story about a woman who was married three times and one day walked into a bridal shop. She told the sales clerk that she was looking for a wedding gown for her fourth wedding.

“Of course, madam,” replied the sales clerk. “Exactly what type and color of dress are you looking for?”

“A long frilly white dress with a veil,” the bride-to-be said.

The sales clerk hesitated a bit, and then said, “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but gowns of that nature are considered more appropriate for brides who are being married the first time—for those who are a bit more innocent, if you know what I mean. Perhaps ivory or sky blue would be nice.”

“Well,” said the customer, “I can assure you that a white gown would be appropriate. Believe it or not, despite all my marriages, I remain as innocent as a first-time bride. You see, my first husband was so excited about our wedding that he died as we were checking into our hotel.

“My second husband and I got into such a terrible fight in the limo on the way to our honeymoon that we had that wedding annulled immediately and never spoke to each other again.”

“What about your third husband?” asked the sales clerk.

“That one was a Democrat,” said the woman, “and every night during the four years of our marriage, he just sat on the edge of the bed and told me how great the sex was going to be—but nothing ever happened!”

Sound familiar?

It should, because it’s a perfect description of another Democrat who has made a lot of promises—and nothing ever happened.

This Democrat once boasted that he’d bring the Israelis and Palestinians to the negotiating table and create a permanent peace in the Middle East.

Nothing happened.

This Democrat said he’d open a constructive dialogue with America’s enemies in Iran and North Korea and, through his special powers of persuasion, help them see the error of their ways.

And nothing happened.

This Democrat said he’d solve the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression, and put millions of people back to work.

And nothing happened.

I’m referring, of course, to Barack Obama.

Obama’s one achievement, besides his reelection, has been Obamacare. But far from being a laurel wreath around his brow, it seems increasingly likely that Obamacare will be seen as a gargantuan white-coated version of the green-industry Solyndra debacle, with this difference: Solyndra cost taxpayers about half a billion dollars; the costs of Obamacare we are only beginning to find out. And Obamacare, like Solyndra, might collapse from  overpromising and under-delivering. As liberal columnist Joe Klein conceded in Time magazine in April 2013, Obama, “as a Democrat—as someone who believes in activist government—. . . has a vested interest in seeing that federal programs actually work efficiently. I don’t see much evidence that this is anywhere near the top of his priorities. One thing is clear: Obamacare will fail if he doesn’t start paying more attention to the details of implementation. . . .” There seems little chance of that.

Since his reelection, Obama has been bouncing around like an erratic pinball, getting nothing done and scoring no points. As Jennifer Rubin wrote in the Washington Post: “Sequestration. North Korean saber rattling. Failure of his anti-gun agenda. There is not an initiative he’s begun either foreign or domestic that has been well conceived, introduced and implemented. Add in Fast and Furious and the series of green-energy crony capitalism flops and you have an extraordinary record of ineptitude.”
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This record of ineptitude is worth recalling in all its amateurish detail. And indeed, that’s what I’ve been doing since the president’s reelection. At night, instead of counting sheep, I imagine that I’m a guest on The Late Show with David Letterman and Dave asks me to give the Top Ten Reasons Why Obama Is Still an Amateur.

Here’s my list.

10. Before the 2012 presidential election, Obama and Bill Clinton made a secret deal, which has never been reported in the media. In return for Clinton’s all-out backing in the campaign,  Obama agreed to support Hillary Clinton if she decided to run for president in 2016. But after Obama won reelection, he told Bill he had second thoughts and wanted to remain neutral. Bill went ballistic, threatened retaliation, and Obama backed down. He called his favorite journalist, Steve Kroft of 60 Minutes, and offered to do a joint interview with Hillary. The result was a slobbering love affair between the president and secretary of state—and an embarrassment to all concerned.

9. During the Democratic National Convention in Charlotte, North Carolina, a raucous floor fight broke out because the Democratic platform, controversially, omitted all mention of the word “God” or of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. The former was taken by some as showing the increasing hostility of the Democratic Party to organized religion, and the latter as a sign that the Democrats were sidling away from Israel to the Palestinian Arabs. In the ensuing confusion, Los Angeles mayor Antonio Villaraigosa, the chairman of the convention, got a call from President Obama, who was “absolutely livid” over the omissions. Villaraigosa suggested Obama use his political operatives to make sure that a motion to include a mention of God and Jerusalem as the capital of Israel would pass in a voice vote on the convention floor. That was simple political prudence. Obama ignored it. As a result, the mayor had to conduct the vote three times amidst a loud chorus of delegates yelling “no” each time to the inclusion of God and Jerusalem. The result was a black eye for the Democrats—and Obama—on primetime TV.

8. While he was on vacation in Martha’s Vineyard, Obama invited New York mayor Michael Bloomberg to play a round of  golf at the Vineyard Golf Club in Edgartown, Massachusetts. A self-made billionaire, Bloomberg had been touted as a possible replacement for Timothy Geithner as secretary of the treasury. Bloomberg flew to the island on his private plane, eager to give Obama advice on how to get the country moving again. Obama and Bloomberg were joined by Vernon Jordan, a Lazard Frères & Co. senior managing director and longtime Democratic Party wise man, and Marvin Nicholson, the White House trip director who keeps Obama organized and on schedule. When the round of golf was over, the president left immediately. Bloomberg looked nonplussed. He turned to his golfing colleagues and said, “I played four hours of golf with the president and he didn’t ask me a goddamn thing.”

7. In his effort to raises taxes, President Obama constantly argues, as he did in a 2009 interview with George Stephanopoulos, that “Everybody’s going to have to give. Everybody’s going to have to have some skin in the game.” But such sacrifice apparently doesn’t apply to his wife, over whom he seems to have little or no control. After returning from her latest Aspen ski vacation, First Lady Michelle Obama made a surprise virtual appearance at The Oscars awards ceremony, live from the White House, wearing a skin-baring metallic dress that cost $8,900. Some sacrifice. Some skin.

6. With great fanfare, the Obama administration announced that it was “pivoting” its foreign policy toward Asia and focusing military and diplomatic attention on countries neighboring China. America’s ally Japan is the only serious counterweight to China’s emerging power. So guess whom Obama has appointed  as our new ambassador to this critically important post in Tokyo? Why, none other than Caroline Kennedy Schlossberg—who, as far as anybody knows, has absolutely no background in Asia and therefore no qualifications for the job. Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised, since she was appointed by someone who, when elected, didn’t have any qualifications for his job either.

5. The campaign team that put Obama in the White House has broken up and scattered. Key members of his inner circle—including chief strategist David Axelrod, senior adviser David Plouffe, and campaign manager Jim Messina—have all departed. The only member of his consiglieri who remains is Valerie Jarrett, a hard left-winger who is hardly known for her political perspicacity and the quality of her advice. According to my sources in Washington, Jarrett’s power extends to all areas of policy and is greater than ever, which explains why Obama’s second term will likely be a retread of his first, but worse.

4. Shortly after the automatic budget cuts known as the sequester went into effect, Obama announced that he would return 5 percent of his $400,000-a-year salary—or $20,000—to the Treasury Department as a show of solidarity with federal employees who have to take a pay cut. Given the fact that the Obamas have a net worth of several million dollars and are provided with free living quarters in the White House, a $50,000 expense account, and unlimited travel expenses, the president’s 5 percent refund didn’t come across to the public as a sacrifice at all, but rather as political grandstanding that amounted to three fewer sparkling designer dresses for Michelle and was a tiny fraction of the cost of one of Obama’s golf trips.

3. “This is the America that China’s leaders laugh at, and the rest of the democratic world despairs of,” wrote The Economist in March 2013. “Its debt is rising, its population is ageing in a budget-threatening way, its schools are mediocre by international standards, its infrastructure rickety, its regulations dense, its tax code byzantine, its immigration system hare-brained—and it has fallen from first position in the World Economic Forum’s competitiveness rankings to seventh in just four years.” Those four years were Obama’s first four years. Obama has given us no reason to expect any better in the next four.

2. President Obama’s gun-control agenda, which never had any chance of passing Congress, was designed to embarrass Republicans who believed it went too far without making anyone safer. Instead, it’s the Democrats who are red-faced. The president’s excessively ambitious plan has run into a buzz saw of opposition from members of his own party who are up for reelection in red states next year. “What Mr. Obama has done,” wrote the Wall Street Journal’s Kimberley A. Strassel in April, “is resurrect a toxic issue that’s exposed the sort of internal rift that the Democrats sought to avoid.”

And the Number One reason Why Obama Is Still an Amateur: during the Obama administration, the careers of America’s greatest living four-star generals—David Petraeus, Stanley McChrystal, John Allen, and James Mattis—have come to a sorry end. Putting aside the different circumstances under which each of them left his post, these men had one thing in common. As Max Boot, a highly regarded military expert, puts it in Commentary , “A strong case can be made that all were shabbily  treated to one extent or another” by President Obama and his aides. In other words, they were pushed out by a president who had little time for them, whose idea of improving our national defense is slashing military budgets, whose most important military reforms have been integrating open gays into the military and pushing uniformed women into the front lines. Little has been written about the impact of the forced departure of these generals or of the cult of egalitarian political correctness that is being forced upon our military. But the absence of these leaders will surely be felt on the future preparedness of our armed forces and, by extension, on America’s national security.

Coming off an ugly, divisive reelection campaign, America is going to get not just four more years of Obama, but four worse years. Obama won the 2012 election with fewer votes than in 2008, and with almost half of the American people voting against him, yet Obama acts as though he has a mandate to transform America into a European-style nanny state.

“Mr. Obama would be well advised to consider the history of these second terms,” historian John Steele Gordon wrote in the Wall Street Journal about lame duck presidents. “Its message is to beware of interpreting reelection as an invitation to overreach.”

But it is the hallmark of a rank political amateur to ignore the advice of wise men and embrace those who cater to his inexperience, vanity, and worst instincts. President Obama is still an amateur, and America is headed for a very dismal and dangerous four more years.





INTRODUCTION

THE DARK SIDE OF OBAMA


Every man is a moon and has a [dark] side
 which he turns toward nobody; you have to
 slip around behind if you want to see it.



 


—Mark Twain

 



 



 




This is a reporter’s book.

During the past year and a half, I have interviewed nearly two hundred people, both inside and outside the White House. Many of these people have known Barack Obama for more than twenty years—from his earliest days in Chicago. Some of them were positive about Obama, others were negative, but the stories they told me had a remarkable consistency.

Bound in dozens of four-inch-thick three-ring notebooks, my transcribed notes run for almost a thousand pages and tell the story of a man who is at bottom temperamentally unsuited to be  the chief executive and commander in chief of the United States of America. Here in these interviews we come face to face with something new in American politics—The Amateur—a president who is inept in the arts of management and governance, who doesn’t learn from his mistakes, and who therefore repeats policies that make our economy less robust and our nation less safe. We discover a man who blames all his problems on those with whom he disagrees (“Washington,” “Republicans,” “the media”), who discards old friends and supporters when they are no longer useful (Democrats, African Americans, Jews), and who is so thin-skinned that he constantly complains about what people say and write about him. We come to know a strange kind of politician, one who derives no joy from the cut and thrust of politics, but who clings to the narcissistic life of the presidency.

This portrait of Obama is radically at odds with the image of a centrist, pragmatic, post-partisan leader that his political handlers have tried to create. And it is a far cry from the Obama most Americans remember from four years ago. Many of the people I interviewed, including Republicans who voted against him, wondered what had happened to that Obama—the young, articulate African-American senator who burst upon the political scene by presenting himself as a new kind of politician, a peacemaker, a mediator, and a conciliator who promised to heal the rift between red and blue America?

Where did he vanish?

Did he ever exist?

Was he a figment of his own imagination, or of our imagination—or of both?

How did he turn out to be the most divisive president in recent American history?

Will Americans finally come to recognize the dark side of Barack Obama in the presidential election of 2012?

These are some of the critical questions I set out to answer in this book. My job as a reporter was complicated by the fact that Obama and his advisers have gone to elaborate lengths to hide his dark side. However, I have learned as a journalist that if you look long enough, hard enough, and carefully enough, most truths are discoverable. As you will see in the pages that follow, I chose to launch my investigation in Chicago, where Obama first donned his disguise as an ideological wolf in sheep’s clothing.

“Ever since I’ve known him, Obama has had delusions of grandeur and a preoccupation with his place in history,” one of his oldest Chicago acquaintances told me. “He is afflicted with megalomania. How else can you explain the chutzpah of an obscure community organizer who began writing his autobiography before he was thirty years old—and before he had any accomplishments to write about? And how else can you explain the chutzpah of a first-term United States senator, who believed he was qualified for the most difficult job in the world—the presidency—even though he had never held a real job in his life?

“You can explain it with any number of words: arrogance, conceit, egotism, vanity, hubris,” this person continued. “But whatever word you choose, it spells the same thing—disaster for the country he leads.”

Obama’s supporters claim that he has been falsely charged with being a left-wing ideologue. But based on my reporting, I  concluded that Obama is actually in revolt against the values of the society he was elected to lead. Which is why he has refused to embrace American exceptionalism—the idea that Americans are a special people with a special destiny—and why he has railed at the capitalist system, demonized the wealthy, and embraced the Occupy Wall Street movement.

Of course, Obama doesn’t see things that way—and therein lies the challenge for conservatives. As Peter Wehner, a senior fellow at the conservative Ethics and Public Policy Center, points out, “Barack Obama may be a lousy president . . . but he’s a very good campaigner.” He is determined to get reelected and go down in history books as a transformative president who turned America into a European-style democratic-socialist welfare state.

Shortly after Obama entered the White House, Treasury Secretary Tim Geithner warned him, “Your legacy is going to be preventing the second Great Depression.”

To which Obama boasted, “That’s not enough for me.”

It may finally have become too much for the rest of us.





PROLOGUE

AS BILL SEES IT




CHAPPAQUA, NEW YORK, AUGUST 2011


Bill and Hillary were going at it again, fighting tooth and nail over their favorite subject: themselves.

It was a warm summer Sunday—a full year away from the 2012 Democratic National Convention—and Bill Clinton was urging Hillary to think the unthinkable. He wanted her to challenge Barack Obama for their party’s presidential nomination. No American politician had attempted to usurp a sitting president of his own party since Ted Kennedy failed to unseat Jimmy Carter more than thirty years before.

“Why risk everything now?” Hillary demanded to know.

“Because,” Bill replied, “the country needs you!”

His voice was several decibels louder than necessary, and his nose was turning shades of red.

“The country needs us!” he shouted, banging a fist on his desk to drive home his point.

“The timing’s not right,” Hillary shot back.

Unlike Bill, she didn’t raise her voice, but her face was flushed and her eyes were bulging, which often happened when Bill tried to force her to do something she didn’t want to do.

“I want my term [at the State Department] to be an important one, and running away from it now would leave it as a footnote,” Hillary said. “I want to make my mark as a statesman. Anyway, I’m young enough to wait my turn and run [for the White House] in the next cycle.”

“I know you’re young enough!” Bill said, raising his voice yet another notch. “That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m worried that I’m not young enough.”

They were seated in Bill’s home office in the converted red barn located a few short steps away from their Dutch Colonial house on 15 Old House Lane in Chappaqua, a suburb of New York City. The barn walls were lined with books on history and politics, with a good smattering of biographies. Beneath the high, long windows were souvenirs from Bill’s travels—a cigar store Indian, African bows and arrows, and a spear. Outside, four black Secret Service SUVs—two for the former president and two for the secretary of state—cooked under the August sun.

Like so many of the verbal brawls the Clintons had engaged in over the years, this one had a theatrical quality about it, as though it was being staged for an audience. And, in fact, their quarrel was taking place in front of a few old friends who were both fascinated and appalled by the fierce spectacle.

Later, one of those witnesses would recall for this book: “The argument about her running had been going on for days, if not for weeks, and Hillary was clearly exasperated with Bill. He wouldn’t take ‘No’ for an answer. There was a reason Bill didn’t want to wait until the next presidential cycle, in 2016, when Hillary’ll be sixty-nine and Bill’ll be seventy. Bill’s had a lot of serious health setbacks—quadruple bypass surgery, a collapsed lung, two coronary stents—and all that’s left him feeling like he’s living on borrowed time.”

In the middle of their argument, Hillary’s BlackBerry went off and she answered it. Bill kept right on talking over her phone conversation. Then Hillary’s other BlackBerry rang, and she picked that one up, too, and placed it against her other ear, and now she was talking into two phones at once, making important decisions about foreign policy, but Bill continued to argue with her, and she looked really pissed; she made a throat-cutting motion for him to shut up.

When she hung up, Bill began to rattle off the results of a secret poll in which potential voters had been asked how they would feel about Hillary’s making a run against Obama for the White House in 2012.

“Your poll numbers are all positive,” Bill said, pacing the floor. “African Americans are moving away from Obama and  in your direction. Latinos, too. And Jews. Women and the elderly are all on your side. Young college boys are the only ones clinging to Obama. It’s a no-brainer. You can win if you want back in the White House as much as I do.”

A cloud passed over Hillary’s face. “Is it going to get out that you did this poll?” she asked.

Everyone in the room instantly grasped the implication of her question: Would Barack Obama find out about Bill’s act of political treachery?

“Nobody’s going to find out about it,” Bill assured her.

Hillary gave him a skeptical look; she didn’t have to be told that lying came easily to her husband.

“All of us in the room, including Hillary, assumed that Bill had commissioned the poll, although he didn’t specifically say so,” said one of their friends. “Of course, he could have been bluffing. That would be like him. Hillary has said many times that he plays liar’s poker even with her. He can’t help himself. The odd thing was that he didn’t have a bound notebook with the results. He just reeled off the number from his head. But that’s like him, too. He has an amazing ability to remember details of policy.”
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Hillary was seated in a leather chair, stroking her toy poodle, Tally, perched on her lap. Bill’s chocolate lab, Seamus, was roaming around the room, and at one point Tally leapt off Hillary’s lap and chased Seamus out of the barn. Everyone laughed, breaking the tension.

But then Bill picked up the quarrel again, and he and Hillary were going at it full throttle when Chelsea showed up. She was alone, without her husband, Marc Mezvinsky. With her long, flowing blonde hair and stylish weekend outfit, she was the picture of a confident thirty-one-year-old career woman. And in fact, Chelsea had recently joined the board of Barry Diller’s Internet media holding company IAC/InterActive Corp, and was in secret negotiations with Steve Capus, the president of NBC News, to become a special on-air correspondent.

Chelsea greeted her parents’ guests with a broad smile, but she looked pained to find her parents arguing with each other. She asked her mother to step outside, and they walked across the stone patio to the fenced-in swimming pool, where they could be seen engaging in animated conversation.

When they returned, Chelsea made it clear that she had come down on her father’s side of the argument: she wanted her mother to challenge Obama in the Democratic primaries.

Chelsea was still smarting from the results of the 2008 primary campaign, in which her mother racked up eighteen million votes and actually beat Obama in the popular vote, but lost to him chiefly because of the votes of superdelegates. Chelsea wanted to wreak revenge against Obama’s campaign operatives who had dissed her mother and tried to paint her father as a racist.

“You deserve to be president,” Chelsea told her mother.

Bill agreed, and he said he might be able to persuade others to commission their own polls, matching up Hillary against Obama.

“What are you trying to do—force my hand?” Hillary said.

“I want everyone to know how strong you poll,” Bill said.

“Go ahead and knock yourself out,” Hillary said, shrugging.

Bill started to think out loud about political strategy. Maybe he would leak some of the findings in the poll. Or, alternatively, he could roll out the results of the poll to a media organization. He had friends at NBC News; he could trust that network. That’s why he had steered Chelsea to Steve Capus, the president of NBC’s news division. The important thing, he concluded, was getting out the poll’s main finding—namely, that while Obama’s numbers were in the toilet, Hillary was the most popular politician in America.

Listening to Bill Clinton, the master politician of his age, soliloquize about politics was an awesome experience, and everyone in the barn, including Hillary, hung on his every word.

Bill flashed a sheepish smile as he revealed that he had spent the past year writing a book about how to put America back to work. In his book, he intended to take some serious shots at Obama’s jobs and tax proposals. He thought Obama had made a huge mistake by attacking Wall Street executives, many of whom were Bill’s personal friends and had pledged to pay more taxes to help cut the deficit.

“The economy’s a mess, it’s dead flat,” he said. “America has lost its Triple-A rating. Hillary, you have years of experience on Obama. You know better than Obama does, and far better than those guys who are advising him. They don’t know what they’re doing. They govern in sound bites. You’d be the ideal candidate. You’d . . . ”

He paused for a moment, as if a new thought had suddenly occurred to him.

“If you become president, will we have to build a second Clinton library?” he asked.

“You bet,” Hillary said, smiling for the first time.

“Listen,” Bill continued, “you can’t be blamed for the economy. People think of you as tough, experienced, and tested. You could defeat any Republican nominee better than Obama and keep control of Congress, or at least not bleed as many seats as Obama’ll bleed the party next year. The voters remember how they were better off when we were in the White House. You could fix the economy. We could fix it if we . . . I mean if you were president.”

Hillary rolled her eyes.

“I’m the highest-ranking member in Obama’s cabinet,” she pointed out. “I eat breakfast with the guy every Thursday morning. What about loyalty, Bill? What about loyalty?”

“Loyalty is a joke,” Bill said. “Loyalty doesn’t exist in politics. There’s no such word in the political rulebook. I’ve had two successors since I left the White House—Bush and Obama—and I’ve heard more from Bush, asking for my advice, than I’ve heard from Obama. I have no relationship with the president—none whatsoever. Obama doesn’t know how to be president. He doesn’t know how the world works. He’s incompetent. He’s . . . he’s . . . ”

Bill’s voice was growing hoarse—he was speaking in a rough whisper—but he looked as though he could go on forever bashing Obama. And then, all at once and without warning, he stopped cold.

He bit his lower lip and scanned the faces in the room. He was plainly gratified to see that his audience was spellbound. They were waiting for the politician par excellence to deliver his final judgment on the forty-fourth president of the United States.

“Barack Obama,” said Bill Clinton, “is an amateur!”





PART I

CHICAGO, THAT TODDLIN’ TOWN


Chicago, Chicago that toddlin’ town Chicago, Chicago I will show you around—I love it Bet your bottom dollar you lose the blues in Chicago, Chicago The town that Billy Sunday could not shut down



 


—“Chicago (That Toddlin’ Town)”
 by Fred Fisher





CHAPTER 1

 HOLLOW AT THE CORE


Whether he knew of this deficiency himself I can’t say. I think the knowledge came to him at last— only at the very last. . . . I think it had whispered to him things about himself which he did not know, things of which he had no conception till he took counsel with this great solitude—and the whisper had proved irresistibly fascinating. It echoed loudly within him because he was hollow at the core.



 


—Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness


 




Of all the Chicago people I interviewed, none got to know Barack Obama quite the way David Scheiner, MD, did. Scheiner was Obama’s personal physician for twenty-two years—from the mid-1980s, when Obama was a community organizer, until he was elected president of the United States.

Today, at the age of seventy-three, Dr. Scheiner is a rail-thin, spunky, unreconstructed old lefty. He belongs to Physicians for a National Health Program, a far-left-wing organization that lobbies for single-payer national health insurance—or, in Dr. Scheiner’s own words, “socialized medicine.” He had great hopes  for Obama in the White House, because when Obama was his patient he made no secret of the fact that he favored the kind of socialized medicine that is practiced in Canada and Western Europe.

Given Dr. Scheiner’s leftist leanings, I expected him to be a champion of his former patient. To my surprise, however, he turned out to be one of Obama’s most severe and unforgiving critics.

“I look at his healthcare program and I can’t see how it can work,” Scheiner said. “He has no cost control. There would be no effective cost control in his program. The [Congressional Budget Office] said it’s going to be incredibly expensive . . . and the thing that I really am worried about is, if it is the failure that I think it would be, then health reform will be set back a long, long time.

“When Barack Obama planned this health program, he didn’t include on his healthcare team anyone who actually practiced medicine in the trenches the way I do,” Dr. Scheiner continued. “I’m an old-fashioned doctor. I still make house calls. I still use the first black bag that I got out of medical school. My patients have my home phone number. It’s true that Dr. Ezekiel Emanuel, the brother of Rahm Emanuel, was on the healthcare team, but Ezekiel is a medical oncologist, not a general physician.”

Dr. Scheiner’s grievances against Obama went well beyond Obama’s policies to the very nature of the man.

“My main objection to Barack Obama is that he is a great speaker and a lousy communicator,” Dr. Scheiner said. “He isn’t getting his message across to people. He isn’t showing that he  really cares. To this day he hasn’t communicated with members of Congress.

“He’s got academic University of Chicago-type people around him who don’t care. Where is our Surgeon General, the obese Dr. Regina Benjamin? Why hasn’t she said anything during this healthcare debate? Ronald Reagan had C. Everett Koop as his surgeon general. Believe me, Regina Benjamin is no Everett Koop. In fact, Obama’s whole cabinet has been a disappointment. Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius is a joke.”

I asked Dr. Scheiner why he thought Obama had been such a dismal failure as president. He thought for a moment, then said:

“I can really relate to people, but I never really related to him. I never had the closeness with him that I had with other patients. It was a purely professional relationship. He was always gracious and polite. But I never really connected to him. He was distant. When I think of why he’s had problems in the White House, I think there is too much of the University of Chicago in him. By which I mean he’s academic, lacks passion and feeling, and doesn’t have the sense of humanity that I expected.

“Obama has an academic detachment,” he continued. “I treat many patients from the University of Chicago faculty, and I’ve been able to crack through their academic detachment. Not Obama. We never got to the point where we’d discuss intimate things. For instance I never heard anything about his family life. Other patients invited me to dinner and their homes, but Obama never did. Obama invited his barber to his inauguration—his barber! But I wasn’t invited. Believe me, that hurt.”





CHAPTER 2

 A GHOSTLY PRESENCE


It’s not about charisma and personality, it’s about results. . .



 


—Steve Jobs

 



 



 



 




One morning in the spring of 1991, a telephone rang in Gannett House, a white, Greek Revival-style building that serves as the headquarters of the Harvard Law Review, the prestigious student-run journal of legal scholarship. The caller was Douglas Baird, dean of the University of Chicago Law School. He was looking for Barack Obama, who had gained national fame as “the first black president of the Review.”

Actually, Obama was not the first person of color to be president of the Review. That distinction belonged to Raj Marphatia, who was born and raised in Bombay (now known as Mumbai),  India, and who had become the Review’s president four years earlier. But while Marphatia’s presidency went largely unnoticed, Obama’s attracted a great deal of attention in the liberal mainstream media. That publicity, in turn, led to a publishing contract for a book on race relations and several offers of prestigious clerkships and lucrative jobs. The liberal world was already beating a path to Barack Obama’s door.

“I made a cold call to the Harvard Law Review and spoke to Barack,” recalled Baird, who is no longer the dean of the Chicago Law School but is still a member of its faculty. “I asked him, ‘Do you have an interest in teaching law?’ and he said, ‘No. My plan is to write a book on voting rights.’ And I said, ‘Why don’t you write that book here at the University of Chicago. I can give you an office and a word processor and make you a Visiting Law and Government Fellow.’

“He accepted,” Baird continued, “and several months after he arrived, he came to my office and said, ‘Boss’—he called me boss—‘that book I told you about—well, it’s taken a slightly different direction. It’s my autobiography.’ I was astonished. He was all of thirty years old and he was writing his autobiography!”

For the next twelve years, Obama taught at the Law School—first as a Lecturer, then as a Senior Lecturer. He earned about $60,000 a year and was given an office, a secretary, and health benefits. He was, by all accounts, a ghostly presence on the faculty—rarely seen and virtually never heard from.

“You just never saw him at a lunch or at a workshop,” said Richard Epstein, who was made interim dean of the Law School in 2001, while Obama was still there. “I did not see any signs of 
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