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Introduction to the Simon & Schuster Paperbacks Edition

During my 30 years of reporting and book writing, I have found that journalism and public discussion too often turn to the future, which we can’t know, rather than the past, which we can.

The coordinated terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 that killed nearly 5,000 people in New York City, at the Pentagon, and in Pennsylvania will likely mark a pivot point in history. President George W. Bush has declared what he says will be a prolonged war on terrorism, and as I write, the initial phase of that war has begun against Afghanistan.

The Gulf War of 1991 was the last time this country was in a major war. Two of the men at the epicenter then were Dick Cheney, then Secretary of Defense, and Colin Powell, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the top military man. Together they effectively ran that war. In the current war on terrorism, Cheney, now the Vice President, and Powell, now the Secretary of State, are the only war veterans with previous service in senior roles. The others, including President George W. Bush, have never been tested in the crucible of war. Cheney and Powell have lived in that crucible.

There are many coincidences between the 1991 Gulf War and the current war on terrorism. In 1991, Cheney and Powell served a President Bush experienced in and obsessed with foreign affairs. Now they serve another President Bush, younger and a foreign-affairs neophyte. In both wars, building and holding an international coalition has been absolutely critical. A decade ago, the task largely fell to President Bush; now it pretty much falls to Secretary of State Powell. Both the Iraq war and the initial phase of the terrorism war in Afghanistan are in roughly the same Asian corridor of trouble running from Iraq through Iran to Afghanistan. In both wars, Saudi Arabia, a key ally and supplier of oil, is in jeopardy.

Cheney and Powell have salted the upper ranks of the new Bush administration with personal friends and long-time associates. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was Cheney’s mentor in the Ford White House; Paul Wolfowitz, the number three in the Cheney Pentagon a decade ago, is now the number two at Defense to Rumsfeld. Stephen J. Hadley, the current Deputy National Security Adviser, was a top Pentagon official in Cheney’s Pentagon. Sean O’Keefe, the current Deputy Director of the powerful and influential Office of Management and Budget, also served Cheney in the Pentagon. Powell’s best friend, Richard Armitage, is his number two at the State Department.

It is impossible to examine any part of the current war on terrorism without seeing the hand of Cheney, Powell or one of their loyalists.

The Commanders, which was first published in 1991, is in many respects their story—the intimate account of the tensions, disagreements and debates on the road to war. Based on many interviews with Cheney, Powell and many others—plus an extensive documentary record of meeting notes and files—The Commanders shows how they wrestled with the great questions of military and foreign policy in the closed meeting rooms and private offices of the Pentagon and the White House. It also shows the two men up close, their values, friendships, emotions, setbacks, miscalculations and accomplishments. Their collaboration, which at times was uneasy, led to victory in the Gulf War. The Commanders is the story of the how and why amid competing rivalries and often confusing goals.

Now Cheney and Powell, masters of Washington power and survival, are back as the critical members of Bush’s war cabinet. Who they are and how they, and their close associates, do in the current crisis will ultimately be central to the outcome of the new war on terrorism. The chain of events began 12 years ago when the two men—so different and so strangely intertwined—first so dramatically took the national stage.
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A Note to the Reader

This is an account of U.S. military decision making during the 800 days from November 8, 1988, when George Bush was elected President, through January 16, 1991, the beginning of the Persian Gulf War.

I initially planned to focus on the military and civilian leadership of the Pentagon, headquarters for one of the world’s largest enterprises, the modern American defense establishment. I had worked in the Pentagon for a year in 1969–70 as a 26-year-old Navy lieutenant. Few can serve in that unique, five-sided structure with its 23,000 employees, its maze of floors, corridors, rings and offices—or even visit as a tourist—and not wonder how it all fits together.

Eighteen years later, I was still curious.

My initial research emphasized the Pentagon under Bush, but I also did extensive interviewing with former secretaries of Defense and other former senior officials going back as far as the Kennedy administration. The fast-approaching end of the Cold War suggested it could be a quiet time for the military, an opportunity for me to try to understand the Defense Department’s subtle intricacies.

The December 1989 Panama invasion, and more importantly the 1990 Gulf crisis, changed all that. The military was not going to play a smaller role in the new world, as some had expected. It was moving to center stage. These two operations allowed me to study post-Vietnam, post-Cold War military decision making in action. After the brief Panama operation, I spent months piecing together the meetings and decision points leading up to it. From the time of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, I concentrated on the evolution of the Persian Gulf crisis and the decision to go to war against Saddam Hussein.

Nearly all of the information comes from interviews with people directly involved in the decisions. More than 400 people were interviewed over the course of 27 months. The key sources were administration and Pentagon officials, both civilian and military. President Bush was not interviewed. Many key participants were interviewed repeatedly, some on a regular basis as events unfolded. Several were interviewed two to three dozen times. I interviewed one important source 40 times, sometimes in a rushed four-minute phone call during a crisis, at other times in freewheeling one-hour conversations. Several important sources allowed me to tape our conversations, so their stories and recollections could be retold more fully than if I had been relying on my notes alone. A number of sources provided access to documents, memos, contemporaneous handwritten notes, schedules and chronologies.

Direct quotations from meetings or conversations come from at least one participant who specifically recalled or took notes on what was said. Quotation marks are not used when the sources were unsure about the exact wording.

Thoughts, beliefs and conclusions attributed to a participant come from that individual or from a source who gained knowledge of them directly from that person. Participants’ written notes were also used on occasion to describe personal attitudes about events.

I’ve tried wherever possible to preserve the language the participants themselves used to describe meetings, attitudes and emotions.

Often I spoke to participants within hours or days of events in which they played a role. In some cases, I talked to sources right after an event and then several weeks or months later, only to find that in retrospect they had partially, and at times conveniently, altered their original version. I have generally found that accounts given soon after an event are the most reliable.

It is impossible to reconstruct conversations and meetings perfectly. I have made every effort to present statements in the order in which participants said they were made, and to re-create as closely as possible the way the discussion flowed. Many of the sources for this book have decades of experience participating in important policy discussions and are trained to recall the details. Nonetheless, the sources’ accounts were carefully checked and rechecked against each other.

The sources are not identified in the text. Nearly all the interviews were conducted under journalistic ground rules of “deep background,” meaning the sources provided the information with the understanding that they would not be identified by name or title.

This book falls somewhere between newspaper journalism and history. The daily newspaper tells what happened, but rarely gives the full why and how that are traditionally the specialty of historians. While the book seeks to provide a fuller explanation than daily journalism can, it does not have history’s distance from events. It aspires to be a closely focused snapshot of contemporary events.

The more I learned about the military through this project, the more it was apparent to me that the Pentagon is not always the center of military decision making. The building’s top civilian and military officials, most notably the Secretary of Defense and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, can have a great, at times even dominant, role in the process when the attention of the White House is turned elsewhere. This was largely the case in the months prior to the Panama operation, though the President, as commander-in-chief, ultimately made the decision to invade.

The Persian Gulf crisis was different. President Bush and his White House staff devoted great attention to it from the outset, managing the crisis from Pennsylvania Avenue. When the President and his advisers are engaged, they run the show.

So this is not a book about the Pentagon, although the building and the military play central roles. This book is not about most of the things the military does. It is not about weapons procurement, defense budget fights, recruiting, training or military field exercises. With a few brief exceptions, it does not touch on the way the military has actually fought the wars of the last few years. It will not take you into the helicopters descending on Panama City, or to the desert tank battles in Iraq and Kuwait.

It is above all a book about how the United States decides to fight its wars before shots are fired. The main setting is Washington, and the main action is the tug-and-pull among the players in the military decision-making process, both inside and outside the Pentagon.

Decision making at the highest levels of national government is a complex human interaction. The inside story of government involves conversations, arguments, meetings, phone calls, personal attitudes, backgrounds and relationships. This human story is the core.

There is always some historical mystery about events such as the Panama operation or the Gulf War. Government officials are by nature protective of information, and are often less than fully candid. As I write these words, the Persian Gulf War is winding to a conclusion. I am aware there is much I don’t know. Over the first two years of his administration, President Bush and his close advisers made a series of important, at times momentous, choices about the military. The choices and the process deserve scrupulous examination, even at this early date.

The decision to go to war is one that defines a nation, both to the world and, perhaps more importantly, to itself. There is no more serious business for a national government, no more accurate measure of national leadership.

Bob Woodward, March 14, 1991



PROLOGUE

THE RETIRED CHAIRMAN OF THE joint chiefs of staff, Admiral William J. Crowe, Jr., hurried through security at the Pentagon’s River Entrance in the early afternoon of Tuesday, November 27, 1990. He was late for a private 1 p.m. lunch with his successor, Army General Colin L. Powell. As soon as he entered the building, Crowe, who was 65, felt the Pentagon’s familiar, oppressive atmosphere—the colonels, bursting with self-importance, rushing around the E-Ring, the outermost corridor. It was a building dedicated to appearing busy, he thought.

Wheeling to the right, he slipped into the first doorway, Room 2E878, the office of the Chairman. He passed through a reception area and entered the room where he’d worked for four years, until Powell had taken over from him 14 months earlier.

At 53, Powell was the youngest Chairman in history and the first black to hold the post. He usually conveyed a sense of energy and stamina, but today he looked tired.

The general had redecorated. New windows offered a magnificent view across the Potomac River to the national monuments. There was a rich, dark blue carpet, and a comfortable couch and matching chair upholstered in a delicately patterned maroon fabric.

As they sat down at a small antique table set for lunch, Powell joked that he wished he’d never accepted the job. Why didn’t you warn me? he asked.

Crowe knew he didn’t mean it for a minute. It was the classic, transparent lament of a man who loves being at the top.

A steward from the Chairman’s mess in a bright yellow jacket took their orders. Both chose light lunches.

In the previous four months, Powell had overseen the largest American military deployment since Vietnam. Some 230,000 U.S. military men and women had already been sent to the Persian Gulf as part of Operation Desert Shield, following Iraq’s invasion and takeover of Kuwait. Three weeks earlier, President Bush had announced his decision to nearly double the troop strength, to give himself the option of using offensive force to expel Iraq from Kuwait. The decision had set off a fierce debate, and the national consensus that had been supporting Bush now seemed to be unraveling.

“I hear you’re going to testify,” Powell had said when he had called Crowe the previous week to invite him to lunch. Crowe had agreed to give public testimony on the Gulf crisis before the Senate Armed Services Committee, chaired by Sam Nunn, the Georgia Democrat.

Although he had supported Bush’s initial deployment of forces to defend Saudi Arabia from Iraq, Nunn had publicly criticized the decision to create an offensive military capability. He was demanding to know how Bush had determined that it was in the vital interest of the United States to liberate Kuwait. What was the hurry? Why not give the unprecedented United Nations economic sanctions that had shut down trade between Iraq and most of the world time to work?

Crowe now recounted how he had been traveling around the country giving speeches, and had heard serious doubts raised about whether the liberation of Kuwait was worth a war. There was great concern in the country about the prospect, duration, objectives and necessity of war.

Yeah, I have detected the same thing, Powell confided.

Crowe’s guard went up. Over the years, he’d watched Powell operate up close, especially in 1988 when Powell was Reagan’s national security adviser. Powell had a tendency to read people and then tell them in a very general and circumspect way what he thought they wanted to hear, Crowe thought.

Despite the President’s statements that he did not want war, Crowe felt that Bush was too anxious to throw hundreds of thousands of troops into combat. One was Crowe’s son Blake, a Marine captain commanding a company of 200 in the Saudi Arabian desert.

“Not everyone is going to like what I’m going to say,” Crowe said. He didn’t want to give a full dress rehearsal of his testimony, so he resisted telling Powell the specifics.

Powell sensed the reserve.

Crowe said he wondered about the apparent rush to go to war. “Everyone is so impatient.” Some seemed to think the U.S. military had trained its soldiers for combat and hostile fire, but not to be patient and wait.

Patience had paid off handsomely in the Cold War. Waiting out the Soviet Union for 40 years would be marked as one of the great victories of all time. Why can’t we think in the long term? he asked. A war in the Middle East—killing thousands of Arabs for whatever noble purpose—would set back the United States in the region for a long time. And that was to say nothing of the Americans who might die. War is messy and uncertain, he said.

Powell neither agreed nor disagreed. He listened, nodded, and seemed to encourage Crowe to go on.

As Crowe spoke, he sensed that Powell was trying to dope him out, to learn something that would give Powell an edge.

Crowe wanted to ask some of his own questions. Where is Cheney on this? he asked. Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney was Powell’s immediate boss.

“Beats me,” Powell replied.

What does that mean? Crowe asked, lowering his voice.

“He holds his cards pretty close, as you know,” Powell replied.

Crowe knew that, indeed. His last six months as Chairman had coincided with Cheney’s first six as Secretary. He’d seen how unrevealing Cheney usually was.

Cheney comes back from the White House and tells nothing, Powell said. As a member of the cabinet, Cheney had meetings with Bush apart from the formal National Security Council meetings that Powell attended.

Imagine, Crowe reflected to himself, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff not knowing where the Secretary of Defense stands on the most important military-foreign-policy decision of the day, perhaps the last several decades.

Where are you on the Gulf deployment? Crowe inquired.

“I’ve been for a containment strategy,” Powell replied, “but it hasn’t been selling around here or over there.” He pointed out the window, north across the river.

Crowe knew that gesture well. The orders and the political decisions that guided the life of the Chairman came from there. “Across the river” meant the White House.

To a military man like Crowe, “containment” had a definite meaning—standing firm to resist further advances by an opponent. In this case, it would mean keeping the economic sanctions and the diplomatic pressure on Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, without attacking him, with the hope of eventually forcing him to withdraw from Kuwait. It was something very different from President Bush’s decision to double the forces to provide an offensive option.

Powell said he had been trying to keep the administration tamped down, attempting to dampen any enthusiasm for war.

Crowe grasped the problem. He didn’t have the nerve to ask whether Powell had made these arguments explicitly to the President. The Bush administration was presenting itself publicly as one happy team marching in unison. If Powell was being honest, he disagreed with Bush to some degree, and might have a genuine moral dilemma on his hands. The law designated the Chairman as the “principal military adviser” to the President, Secretary of Defense and National Security Council. It directed that when he advised them, the Chairman, “as he considers appropriate,” give “the range of military advice and opinion with respect to that matter.”

As Crowe interpreted the law, the Chairman had an obligation, at least on the major questions, to honestly and fully give the President his views. Had Powell told Bush what he thought about containment? Would Bush tolerate a chairman who had a fundamental disagreement with administration policy? From his nine months in the Bush administration, Crowe knew its obsession with consensus, and with loyalty to the President and his positions. What was Powell’s concept of his duty and job as Chairman?

Crowe believed that the Chairman had to give more than just military advice. For a presidential adviser—even the principal military adviser—to talk only about the military at White House meetings was a sterile exercise. Those who disagreed with him would tell the President: that’s just military advice, but when you factor in the political, diplomatic and economic recommendations, here’s what you ought to do.

No, Powell had to give his overall policy advice. If it was rejected, he could choose to resign, or stay on and accept the decision. There was no way around giving advice direct and undiluted.

In White House meetings during the Reagan and Bush administrations, Crowe had observed a common gimmick that some cabinet officers used as a halfway measure. They would say that a certain option ought to be discussed and examined, in the interest of a full debate. It was a way of putting an idea on the table without getting in trouble. In Crowe’s view, that was a cop-out. A presidential adviser had to be willing to place his personal prestige on the line and say, here’s my overall conclusion. Advice without a bottom line meant little. It was a lot to ask, but that’s what they were paid for, Crowe believed.

He had no notion what Powell had done, and he felt it was neither his place nor the moment to ask him. But God, he wanted to believe that Powell had presented his thoughts fully. He had never felt more empathy for Powell, or put so much hope in him.

“I’ve been thinking,” Crowe said, “it takes two things to be a great president and I ought to tell you because you may be President some day.”

“No, no,” Powell said insistently, dismissing the reference to his political prospects—a subject of endless forecasting in the media.

“Yes, you may and I want to tell you,” Crowe said. “First, to be a great president you have to have a war. All the great presidents have had their wars.”

Laughing, Powell acknowledged the truth of the statement.

“Two, you have to find a war where you are attacked.”

Powell nodded in agreement.

Crowe could see Powell understood him.

When they finished their meal, Crowe thanked Powell for lunch and left. He realized that Powell had not even attempted to persuade him that the current policy of developing an offensive military option was correct. He hadn’t defended the administration position.

Afterwards, Crowe brooded about Powell’s possible dilemma. He recalled that he himself had been Chairman for a year before he had unraveled the secret of the job. When he was convinced he was right, the Chairman had to stand up to the President. Crowe’s chance had come after the 1986 Reagan-Gorbachev summit in Reykjavik, Iceland, when Reagan had proposed the elimination of all ballistic missiles. Crowe had been under intense pressure to endorse the plan, but he had gone to a National Security Council meeting and said that he could not go along because the Reagan proposal “would pose high risks to the security of the nation.” Afterwards, the Reagan inner circle had listened to him more. He’d won respect.

The simple truth was that the Chairman could not be a player unless he disagreed at times and fought the White House. It was risky, but sometimes the best choices were the most dangerous. In 1987 he had made an alliance with his Soviet counterpart, Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev, the chief of the Soviet General Staff. Although they were the leaders of the world’s two great military adversaries, Crowe and Akhromeyev had hit it off personally. Both believed it was too easy for politicians to let a misunderstanding throw the superpowers over the brink to nuclear war. That would be suicide, they agreed, and they had to do everything they could to avoid it. They had set up a secret, private communications channel, with the understanding that each was to contact the other if he saw any hostile, dangerous or confusing action by the other side that might lead to war.

Crowe knew it was a dicey move for the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs to enter into such an agreement without clearing it through the administration. But it had been worth the risk. Two years later the two militaries had signed an agreement that effectively legitimized military communications to avoid war.

•  •  •

After the lunch, Powell concluded that the Bush administration was probably in for a mild blast from Crowe’s testimony the next day. He generally found Crowe’s musings thoughtful, but often somewhat abstract. Crowe had taken an intellectual’s approach to the chairmanship. He had bequeathed Powell a Joint Staff that operated as a think tank—hesitant, inclined to debate and to churning out papers endlessly. Powell had remade it in his own image, transforming it into an action staff that got things done.

As far as the Gulf operation was concerned, Powell had given up pushing the containment strategy. He had his orders. He wasn’t giving the slightest thought to containment now. The President had decided, unequivocally, to build the offensive option. The Chairman had thrown himself into preparing as effective an offensive force as possible.

Powell recalled vividly the efforts he had made to present all the options in the Persian Gulf—including containment of Iraq—to the President, to make sure the full range of possibilities had been considered. It had been hard.

The previous month, he had written down some notes for himself that laid out the arguments for containment. Several times he had used the term “strangulation,” a more active word than “containment.” It referred to the tight U.N.-mandated blockade of Iraq and all the other allied measures that were putting the squeeze on Saddam. He’d taken these notes and the argument to Cheney—twice. Then to the national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, and to Secretary of State James A. Baker III.

One Friday afternoon in early October, Cheney finally had said to Powell, “Why don’t you come over with me and we’ll see what the man thinks about your idea.” Cheney had a private Oval Office meeting scheduled that day with the President. This was time reserved for the key cabinet members—“the big guys,” as Powell called them. Normally he was not included.

Cheney and Powell had gone to the Oval Office to see Bush and Scowcroft. The sun was streaming in. For some reason the atmosphere wasn’t right. There were interruptions; it was the President’s office, the wrong place for this kind of discussion, Powell felt. He preferred the formality of the Situation Room, where Bush could stay focused. The mood in the Oval Office was too relaxed, too convivial—the boys sitting around shooting the shit before the weekend.

It was a general problem with these kinds of meetings, Powell felt. Often they had no beginning, middle or end. They would kick the ball around. Feet would be up on the table, cowboy boots gleaming. Powell was being given his chance, but he felt his presentation was not going as well as it had in his individual talks with Cheney, Baker and Scowcroft. Still, he plunged ahead.

To achieve the policy of forcing Saddam out of Kuwait, Powell told the President, there are two courses of action. One, build up the forces for an offensive option. Two, containment, which would take longer. But either way, the policy success could be achieved.

“There is a case here for the containment or strangulation policy,” he told the President. “If you do not want to make more military investment, here is the alternative.” The force level associated with containment, the Chairman said, was what they would reach by December 1, about 230,000 troops. Saddam would be fully boxed in. Containment would grind him down.

“This is an option that has merit,” he said. “It will work some day. It may take a year, it may take two years, but it will work some day.” He tried to speak as an advocate, adopt the tone of an advocate, support it with his body language. He sat on the edge of his seat, his hands were in the air emphasizing his points, he spoke with conviction. But he did not go so far as to say to the President that containment was his personal recommendation.

In military terms, Powell said he could live with either containment or an offensive option.

The others, Cheney and Scowcroft, had a few questions. No one, including the President, embraced containment. If only one of them had, Powell was prepared to say that he favored it. But no one tried to pin him down. No one asked him for his overall opinion. Not faced with the question, Powell was not sure what his answer would have been if he had to give it without support from one of the others.

“Where do you want to go, Mr. President?” Powell finally asked. “As each week goes by, I am doing more. There are more and more troops going in.”

“I don’t think there’s time politically for that strategy,” Bush said, referring to containment.

Powell took this to mean that the President hadn’t made up his mind completely. He felt that the President had not yet fully shot down containment.

Afterwards, Powell said his conscience was clear. He had presented the military implications of each choice. There was only so much he could do.
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WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 9, 1988. Powell, then a three-star general and the national security adviser to President Reagan, stepped briskly along one of the narrow, carpeted hallways in the West Wing of the White House. He was heading toward his spacious corner office, perhaps the second-most prestigious in the White House, and a nerve center formerly inhabited by the likes of Henry Kissinger.

It was about 4 p.m. Vice President George Bush was in the hall outside his own small West Wing office. The day before, Bush had been elected President. A Rose Garden ceremony welcoming him back to the White House as President-elect had just ended and he was in the corridors saying hello and shaking hands, all jittery enthusiasm. He spotted Powell.

“Come on in here,” Bush said. “I want to talk. Let’s talk.”

Powell said Bush must be busy.

“Tell me what’s going on,” Bush insisted, drawing Powell into the vice presidential office. By both title and temperament, Powell was information central on world events, often the first within the upper ranks of the White House to know the latest, whether it was a developing crisis or the freshest high-grade foreign affairs gossip.

Congratulating Bush, Powell flashed a broad, confident smile.

The Bush administration-to-be was already taking shape. That morning in Houston, Bush had announced his first cabinet appointment, naming his campaign manager and old Texas friend Jim Baker Secretary of State. Baker was seen as the Bush insider to watch.

Bush asked about Powell. What were his plans? Where might he fit?

“Mr. Vice President,” Powell said, “you have got a lot more on your hands and on your mind than me.”

Bush had three specific suggestions. Would Powell like to stay on as national security adviser for, say, six months, while he figured out what he wanted to do next? Or would he like a different, permanent position in the Bush administration? Bush suggested Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, an assignment he himself had had at about Powell’s age. Or how about becoming Baker’s number two at the State Department, a key post in foreign affairs? Either of those jobs could be his. Exciting and important times are coming, Bush said.

Powell noted that the Army was his chosen career and that he had the opportunity to stay in. Also, he was considering some offers to leave government to make some money. He was flattered by Bush’s offers and would consider them along with everything else. As Bush would understand, he was at an important crossroads. His service as national security adviser gave him many options.

Bush, who had changed jobs more than most, indicated he understood completely.

There was a lot to consider, Powell said, and he would get back to him. Congratulations again.

•  •  •

One thing was clear to Powell. The offer to stay on in his current post for a few months was merely a courtesy. It meant: I don’t want you to be my permanent national security adviser.

Realizing he had to make a serious analysis of his prospects, Powell later took out a piece of paper and listed the reasons to stay in government and the reasons to get out.

The only argument favoring departure from public service was money. Money didn’t interest him particularly, and the resumes he had been quietly circulating in the business world had drawn only a mild response in any case.

The offers to head the CIA and to be number two at State had to be weighed. It would be a demotion to go from the security adviser’s post, coordinating all foreign and defense policy issues, to the number-two slot at State, responsible for managing the bureaucracy. And in most respects, the security adviser was more powerful than the CIA director.

Powell had another problem. He felt uneasy about the man who was about to become President.

Unlike Powell himself, who had been the consummate administration insider, Bush was a stepchild in the Reagan White House. Though more in the loop than most vice presidents, he was nevertheless not a player. Bush and Powell had built no bond of loyalty, and as Powell knew, personal alliances were everything with Bush.

Powell was also troubled by the way the Bush presidential campaign had been run. The race-baiting Willie Horton television commercial especially bothered him. Horton, a black first-degree murderer, had been given a weekend pass from a Massachusetts prison when Bush’s Democratic opponent, Michael Dukakis, was governor. While on the furlough, Horton stabbed a white man and raped a white woman in Maryland. Did the people around Bush believe that stuff belonged in the campaign?

Powell sought out his good friend Richard L. Armitage, the outgoing assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs. Armitage, a burly, intense 1967 Naval Academy graduate, was known for the aggressive way he did his job as the head of the Pentagon’s own little state department.

From 1983 to 1986, Armitage and Powell, who was then military assistant to Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, had managed much of the department’s business.

Armitage knew that Powell’s charm and offhandedness hid his competitiveness and ambition. He agreed that the half-offer to stay on in the national security post was about politeness. Don’t go to the State Department as number two, Armitage advised. You should be the Secretary. The CIA is not your image, he also told Powell. It is demoralized and rundown.

Let things shake out, Armitage recommended.

Powell had taken care to ensure that he could return to the Army. Before the election, he’d gone to see his friend General Carl Vuono, the Army chief of staff. Vuono, who controlled Army promotions and assignments, was a 1957 West Point graduate who had entered the Army just a year before Powell. A meaty, happy-go-lucky officer with dark Mediterranean eyes, Vuono had known Powell since they’d worked together as junior officers in the Pentagon 17 years earlier. Powell considered Vuono one of his mentors.

Although he wanted Powell back in the Army, Vuono urged him to do what would make him and his wife, Alma, happy. If Powell wanted to come back, there would be a place for him. Vuono intentionally had kept a slot open: promotion to a fourth star to head the Forces Command. This was the nation’s strategic reserve of some 1 million land forces—most in the National Guard and Reserves.

While it was not a glamorous assignment, it would make Powell one of the ten commanders-in-chief—CINCs, pronounced “sinks”—of U.S. military forces and warfighting units worldwide. It was an important ticket to punch, and it would put him in line to succeed Vuono as Army chief.

“Carl,” Powell said, “if I decide to come, I’ll do what you want.”

Powell considered himself a soldier first. Beginning in 1958, he had spent his first 14 years as a garden-variety infantry officer, without a West Point ring or any other reason to think he was on a fast track. As a young officer, he wasn’t particularly dedicated to the Army. His plan was to stick it out for 20 years so he could retire with a 50 percent pension.

His introduction to the upper reaches of government came in 1972. That year, Lieutenant Colonel Powell was chosen for the prestigious White House Fellows program, which gives young businessmen, lawyers, military officers and other professionals a taste of the federal executive branch for one year. In 1977 he went to the Pentagon as military assistant to the Deputy Secretary of Defense.

His four years in that job, and then the three with Weinberger, were a chance to see the top military leadership up close. He had a notion that a new, more worldly brand of senior officer could be more useful to the Secretary and the President. The Joint Chiefs of Staff, the top uniformed echelon, were too insulated from the outside world, not sufficiently able or inclined to assess the political aspects of defense decisions. They also tended to be inept at public relations. Yet politics and public relations were the arenas in which the Secretary lived, where he flourished or failed.

Powell decided he had better stay in the Army. It was home, and the prospect of four stars held a certain mystique.

“I couldn’t be happier,” Vuono said when he heard the news. “We’ll send you to Forces Command.”

Powell knew he was in for a different kind of life down in Atlanta, where Forces Command had its headquarters. As security adviser, he’d felt a constant sense of risk. Risk in every word, every recommendation, every choice, every action. President Reagan had delegated an enormous part of his responsibility to his staff. Powell found that if he told Reagan he didn’t have to worry about something, the President would soon be happily gazing out the window into the Rose Garden. It was in Powell’s hands. Although Powell was on two medications for high blood pressure, he had enjoyed that risky, stressful existence.

He shared his decision with Reagan’s chief of staff, Kenneth Duberstein, a street-smart pol from Brooklyn. Powell said he was going to be a soldier again. It was his life. “Some day I’d like to be Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” he confided. There was also a chance he could become Army chief, he said, but his political and policy experience in Weinberger’s office and the White House probably made him more qualified to be Chairman.

Duberstein made sure the fourth-star promotion, necessary before Powell could take over Forces Command, went through without delay.

Powell went to see Bush, thanked him for the offers, and said he wanted to move on. “Out with the old and in with the new,” Powell said. He knew the rules. The new President picked his own team.

The President-elect accepted his decision without argument.

Powell also told Reagan that he planned to become commander-in-chief of Forces Command.

“That is a promotion, isn’t it?” Reagan asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, okay.”

•  •  •

Retired Air Force Lieutenant General Brent Scowcroft received a call on November 23, 1988, the day before Thanksgiving, from his close friend R. James Woolsey, Jr., a lawyer and former Undersecretary of the Navy. Woolsey had seen a recent editorial in The New York Times suggesting that Bush select Scowcroft for Secretary of Defense.

“It isn’t going to happen,” Scowcroft said.

Within an hour, Woolsey heard on the radio that Bush had just made the surprise announcement that Scowcroft would be his national security adviser, replacing Powell.

Woolsey laughed to himself. Scowcroft was certainly discreet, perhaps to a fault. Although they had worked together over the years on top-secret government studies, in addition to numerous articles and proposals on arms control and defense policy, Scowcroft wasn’t even going to hint to Woolsey a secret the President-elect wanted kept.

A model of the trustworthy, self-effacing staffer, Brent Scowcroft had been a low-profile presence in top national security circles for two decades. He’d started as Henry Kissinger’s deputy national security adviser, moved up to the security adviser’s post under President Ford (when Bush was CIA director) and then worked on various presidential commissions and as a highly paid international consultant at Kissinger Associates. He tended to stay in the background, as a mirror and implementor of the President’s views.

A head shorter than Bush, balding and slight, the 63-year-old Scowcroft was a Mormon who avoided the Washington social scene, and had a priestlike dedication to his work. It was his one interest. Scowcroft’s idea of recreation was attending a seminar on arms control, a subject he loved in all its obscure detail. He had once spent an hour and a half refereeing a debate over a single phrase proposed for a blue-ribbon commission report on strategic missiles. It was at such times, arguing policy issues he cared about—his voice rising almost to a screech and his arms waving—that he showed there was a passion beneath the pale exterior.

Scowcroft’s confidants knew that in recent years there was one subject that had made him emotional. Although he’d had many close ties to the Reagan administration, in private he’d been a scathing critic of its foreign and military policy. He thought that under Reagan the United States had first taken a naive and foolish hard-line approach to the Soviet Union, and then had turned around and rushed blindly into Mikhail Gorbachev’s arms.

He’d seen no coherent administration policy on nuclear deterrence, and had called Reagan’s 1986 Reykjavik proposal to eliminate all ballistic missiles “insane.” To Scowcroft, the administration’s vision of a shield in space to protect the United States against nuclear missile attack, the Strategic Defense Initiative, was a wild fantasy. He believed the Reagan national security team had failed to compensate for their boss’s inadequacy and romanticism in the realm of foreign affairs.

Since Scowcroft’s differences with the Reagan line were well known, his return to the White House as national security adviser was a clear signal that Bush intended to cut a new path in defense and foreign policy.
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ON THE MORNING OF DECEMBER 7, 1988, at the United Nations in New York City, Mikhail Gorbachev announced that the Soviet Union would make unilateral military cuts of 500,000 troops and 10,000 tanks. The announcement was a departure, in both tone and substance, from the traditional Soviet way of doing business. Previously, Soviet leaders would not have considered giving up any of their military might without a reciprocal cut by the United States. But now, faced with serious internal economic pressure at home as he sought to reform the Soviet Union, Gorbachev was willing to make this grand gesture to reinforce his image as a statesman and peacemaker.

Gorbachev’s staff people had pushed hard for a meeting with President Reagan after the speech, and Colin Powell, finishing out his last few months as Reagan’s national security adviser, personally handled the request. Powell told the Soviets the United States had thought it was finished meeting with Gorbachev for the year. There were to be no tricks or surprises, Powell warned. The Soviets promised they were not playing games nor looking for trouble. After coordinating with the White House East Wing (meaning Nancy Reagan), and with Bush’s people, Powell told the Soviets that the meeting had been approved. But he reminded them that it was a meeting with President Reagan and Vice President Bush. The Vice President would stay in the background. The two sides decided on an informal lunch at Governor’s Island in New York Harbor.

As Reagan was greeting Gorbachev, Bush walked out of the 27-room Georgian mansion where the leaders were going to eat and strolled uneasily over to them. When Gorbachev spotted the President-elect, he brightened visibly and took Bush’s right hand in both of his.

Bush’s advisers had warned him to act skeptical, tough, even remote with the Soviet leader. Gorbachev, they said, might try to pick his pocket. High-level negotiations with the Soviets required preparation, and caution.

Before the lunch meeting began, Reagan and Gorbachev went into a small room to pose for press photos. Powell was standing with some of his Soviet counterparts when Alexander “Sasha” Bessmertnykh, the Soviet first deputy foreign minister and an expert on the United States, came up to him.

“Colin, how are you?” he asked. “Congratulations on your promotion.”

Powell’s elevation to four stars had come through that day.

“Sasha, that’s very kind of you. I’m surprised you learned about it so quickly. Yuri [Yuri Dubinin, the Soviet ambassador to the U.S.] must be reporting more quickly than he usually does, or maybe you’re using the new fax machine you guys put in.”

“No,” Bessmertnykh said, laughing, “I saw it on CNN.”

“Come on,” Powell replied, “you only had CNN during the [Moscow] summit in May. . . . You had it in all the hotels.”

“No, we have it there permanently. I have it in my office and I watch it all day long.”

Powell said he did too, joking that the two countries could save a lot on communications and intelligence just by relying on CNN.

Every Friday, Bessmertnykh continued, a week’s worth of The Washington Post and The New York Times was delivered to his office. “I take them all home and I read them all weekend, because reports that we get from our intelligence services simply don’t give me enough insight into America and into what Americans are about and what moves your country. So I have to use things like CNN and reading your newspapers.”

As Powell and Bessmertnykh chatted, Anatoly Dobrynin, the recently replaced, longtime Soviet ambassador to the United States, walked up and listened closely. He joked that he wanted to know how to get CNN in Moscow.

•  •  •

At the lunch meeting, the United States was represented by six men—Reagan, Bush, Secretary of State George Shultz, Powell, Ken Duberstein and Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci. From his side of the table, where six Soviets sat, Gorbachev opened with a ten-minute monologue about the problems he was having with his radical programs of economic restructuring and political openness—the famous perestroika and glasnost. The Soviet bureaucracy was fighting him at every turn, he said.

Reagan responded that bureaucracies were the same throughout the world. He was sympathetic to Gorbachev’s complaint.

Gorbachev remarked that there were those in the United States who were fearful of his reform movement.

Reagan replied that a recent White House poll had showed that 85 percent in the United States supported the new, positive U.S.-Soviet relationship.

“I’m pleased to hear that,” said Gorbachev. The relationship could not sustain itself in an atmosphere of suspicion. “The name of the game is continuity,” he said, reaching out for some assurance from Bush. The Vice President appeared unmoved.

Gorbachev brought up horses, a subject that always engaged Reagan, and they had a lively conversation.

Bush finally chimed in. “What assurance can you give me that I can pass to American businessmen who want to invest in the Soviet Union that perestroika and glasnost will succeed?”

Gorbachev’s eyes grew steely as he listened to the translation. “Not even Jesus Christ knows the answer to that question!” he replied.

Duberstein was astonished at the brush-off. Gorbachev had seemed to dismiss not only the President-elect’s question but Bush himself.

Powell thought Bush’s question was curious, and in a way naive. It was as if Bush was asking for Gorbachev’s assurance that the Soviet Union was safe for American capitalism, or the businesses of large Republican campaign contributors.

Bush was mostly silent for the rest of the long lunch, assuming a remote, you’re-not-going-to-pick-my-pocket stance. Everyone was aware that the Gorbachev-Bush relationship was the most important one in the room, and it seemed to be going nowhere.

Finally, Gorbachev turned to Bush. “Let me take this opportunity to tell you something,” the Soviet leader said. “Your staff may have told you that what I’m doing is all a trick. It’s not. I’m playing real politics. I have a revolution going that I announced in 1986. Now, in 1988, the Soviet people don’t like it. Don’t misread me, Mr. Vice President, I have to play real politics.”

Powell took note. He often told his staff not to hyperventilate at every Soviet statement or speech coming out of Moscow. But this one had the ring of truth. Gorbachev and the Soviet system had no choice—the reality of their revolution was that there were no alternatives. The statement was so unguarded. Powell had heard similar expressions from the Soviet leader before, but never one given with such conviction, such finality. It struck him as sincere and enormously accurate. After so many years, the Cold War was foundering on real politics.

After two and a half hours, Reagan lifted a glass of Chardonnay and said to Gorbachev, “I’d like to raise a toast to what we have accomplished, what we together have accomplished and what you and the Vice President after January twentieth will accomplish together.”

Gorbachev stood, raised his glass, lowered it, turned to Bush and said, “This is our first agreement.”
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IN A PRESS CONFERENCE ON the morning of december 16, Bush announced his selection of John Tower, the former Texas senator, as his nominee to be Secretary of Defense.

Craig Fuller, Bush’s vice presidential chief of staff, watched in dismay. Along with Treasury Secretary Nicholas Brady, a longtime Bush friend, and Bush pollster Robert Teeter, he had run an unsuccessful behind-the-scenes campaign to derail the Tower nomination. Fuller and Teeter were worried about Tower’s reputation as a heavy drinker and womanizer. Brady disliked Tower personally.

Despite regular secret strategy breakfasts at the Treasury Department Building, and meetings they had set up for Bush with other possible candidates, the three had failed to come up with a consensus alternative.

During one discussion with Fuller about possible candidates, Bush had said that Tower had been there “in good times and bad times.” He had helped Bush in his losing 1964 and 1970 Senate races. He had come to Houston in 1968 when Congressman Bush was in reelection trouble because of a vote for fair-housing legislation, and had defended Bush to important conservatives. Tower had been one of the first senior Republicans to come out for Bush’s 1988 presidential bid, and had been a tireless campaign soldier, making appearances, giving speeches, advising on defense.

Fuller knew loyalty was a core value for Bush, and there was no budging him.

A preliminary FBI investigation had discounted many of the allegations swirling around Tower. Though the investigation was not complete, Bush told Fuller, “I know there are some problems, but I can get him confirmed.”

Fuller wasn’t surprised when Bush, often given to impulsive decisions, jumped out on Tower before all the information was in. Bush’s management style frustrated Fuller. As Vice President, Bush had been secretive, never sharing everything with one person, not even his chief of staff. Like an intelligence agent, Bush would “compartment” information, dividing it into pieces so that only he himself knew the whole. Sometimes he tested the system. He would act on some matter without telling his chief of staff, then wait to see how long it took to reach Fuller. “I’m glad that got to you,” Bush would say when Fuller finally found out, sometimes more than six hours after the fact. Fuller often wondered what developments he might have missed entirely.

By early February 1989, just a few weeks into the Bush administration, the Tower nomination was in serious trouble. Rumors and allegations about Tower’s drinking habits and personal life were popping up everywhere. A former Tower aide who was now a congressman, Representative Larry Combest, recently had come forward to Senator Sam Nunn’s Armed Services Committee, which was preparing to vote on the nominee in two weeks, with stories about alcohol abuse by Tower during his Senate years.

On Tuesday, February 7, C. Boyden Gray, Bush’s White House legal counsel, ran into the President’s personnel chief, Chase Untermeyer, in a White House men’s room. Gray, who had been monitoring the troubled nomination for Bush, had just learned of a new allegation linking Tower to defense contracting corruption.

“Remember you heard it here first,” Gray told Untermeyer. “Start looking for a new defense secretary. He can’t bleed for another two weeks.”

At about 11 p.m. that night, Tower called Gray at home. “I don’t think the President should have to put up with this for two weeks,” Tower said. “I think I’m going to withdraw.”

“Don’t do anything more until you hear from someone,” Gray said.

Tower promised to wait until Bush had considered his offer.

Early the next morning Gray went to see Bush to report what Tower had said.

“You look relaxed about this and dapper,” Bush said.

Gray said he had in fact not slept very well. His recommendation, he said, was that Bush ought to consider pulling the plug on the nomination.

The President did not respond.

About an hour later Gray saw Tower in the White House. Tower had just come from breakfast with Baker and Scowcroft, who both advised him to stick in there.

“Are you still of the same mind?” Gray asked.

“No,” Tower replied. “I slept on it and the President wants me to hang in.”

That same morning, Nunn went to the Senate TV gallery to answer reporters’ questions about the nomination. The most influential senator on Pentagon issues, Nunn had not yet announced his position. Asked about the alcohol issue, Nunn said, “It’s a matter of a person in the chain of command that has control over the arsenal of the United States of America, and it’s a very serious position as Secretary of Defense. The Secretary of Defense has to, in my view, have clarity of thought at all times. There’s no such thing as an eight-hour day in that job. The young men and young women who defend our nation have to have people all the way up the chain of command that have entirely clear thought at all times.”

On the evening of Thursday, February 23, Nunn’s committee voted 11 to 9, along straight party lines, to recommend that the Senate reject the Tower nomination.

Across town at his official residence high up on Observatory Hill, Bush’s Vice President, Dan Quayle, a former U.S. senator from Indiana, had two visitors that night—his friends and fellow Republican conservatives Ken Adelman and Dick Cheney. Adelman, a cocky 42-year-old Shakespeare scholar, had headed the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency under Reagan, and now wrote a nationally syndicated newspaper column. In a recent column, he’d criticized Tower’s lack of discretion in his private life and argued that “private behavior is fair game for judging a public servant.”

Dick Cheney had been President Ford’s White House chief of staff, and was now Wyoming’s sole member of the House of Representatives. Soft-spoken and serious, Cheney had an impeccably conservative voting record. He had risen from freshman congressman to House Republican Whip, the second-ranking party leader, in only ten years.

Quayle blamed conservatives for abandoning the good fight on Tower. “Goddamn, we have got to get this man confirmed,” the Vice President said.

“Don’t put me on the team to do it,” Adelman said. “It’s not my job.”

“Tower’s down the tubes,” Cheney said flatly. “You’ve got to get someone to work with Congress.”

Quayle blamed Nunn. It was a partisan power play by a very ambitious man.

Cheney disagreed. Nunn was being pretty straight, he said. Cheney spoke admiringly of Nunn’s handling of the nomination so far, and of his ability to win a no-vote in a committee that Tower himself had once chaired. “Don’t blame Nunn.”

On Thursday, March 9, the Senate rejected the Tower nomination, 53 to 47.

Bush called Tower to say he thought his friend had fought the good fight and had demonstrated courage in the battle. His treatment had been unfair, the President said. Barbara Bush came on the line, echoing her husband. It was a warm, buck-him-up call. In his formal statement, Bush said: “The Senate made its determination. I respect its role in doing so, but I disagree with the outcome. . . . Now, however, we owe it to the American people to come together and move forward.”
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THE AFTERNOON THE TOWER NOMINATION was voted down by the Senate, Dick Cheney received a call from White House Chief of Staff John Sununu, the 50-year-old former New Hampshire governor whom Bush had chosen over Craig Fuller to be his principal aide. Could Cheney come to the White House at 4 p.m.? Sununu wanted to talk about what to do now that Tower was going down in flames. Cheney said he could be there at five.

Based on his own experience 14 years earlier as White House chief of staff, Cheney knew it was unlikely that the current chief of staff would be merely soliciting the opinion of the second-ranking House Republican in the heat of a nomination decision controlled by Senate Democrats. Something was up.

Cheney, like all of political Washington, had been paying close attention to the Tower battle. The first dust-up of the new administration might be an indicator of how the next four years would unfold. He thought that the President had to bounce back fast; he should come up with a new candidate within 48 hours and then select a new topic “A” for Washington. Cheney was convinced that the attention span of the nation’s capital was about five minutes, and if Bush got out front on drugs or some foreign-policy initiative, the political and media world would quickly follow.

As the newly elected number-two House Republican leader, Cheney worked in the shadow of Republican leader Representative Bob Michel of Illinois, who had adopted Cheney as a political son and heir apparent. Though Cheney was only 48, his eyeglasses, thinning hair, and calm and reasonable demeanor gave him an older, wiser look.

With the party balance in the House so lopsided in favor of the Democrats, Republican leadership posts were frustrating. In previous years in the leadership, Cheney had learned that even senior administration Republicans couldn’t always be counted on to help. At times, he’d wanted Vice President Bush to carry some water for the House Republicans, but Bush wouldn’t do it if there was any chance it might jeopardize his own relationship with Reagan. Bush’s reticence had bothered Cheney, and he often complained privately about it.

•  •  •

At 5 p.m. Cheney arrived at his old, corner White House chief of staff’s office, now John Sununu’s. Scowcroft was also there. The three talked about Tower’s defeat, and about what should be done next.

“If the President offered you the Secretary of Defense post, would you consider it?” Sununu asked.

Cheney said he would.

Scowcroft asked Cheney about his health.

Although he was still in his forties, Cheney had had three heart attacks. The previous August, he had undergone a quadruple coronary bypass operation, a procedure in which four new passages for the flow of blood are grafted onto the heart to compensate for blocked arteries. Cheney said that he had elected to have the operation not because it was medically necessary but because he wanted to be able to continue backpacking and downhill skiing. His Washington doctor had given him a clean bill of health—his cholesterol level was way down and the medication he was taking had no side effects. He said his physician would supply records and a statement.

They all agreed that Cheney should have a night to sleep on this. He needed to consult with his family.

Scowcroft had been Gerald Ford’s national security adviser when Cheney was chief of staff. Running the daily obstacle course of White House business together, they had become close. Now Scowcroft was pushing hard for Cheney for Defense. He wanted a known commodity in the Pentagon.

Jim Baker had already given his support to Cheney. He and Cheney had weathered the 1976 Ford campaign together, with Cheney supervising from the White House end as Baker managed the campaign itself. At the time, both had been new to national politics. Their friendship had survived Ford’s defeat.

After the meeting, Sununu quietly asked White House counsel Gray to have the FBI do a quick background check on another prospective nominee for Secretary of Defense: John F. Lehman, Reagan’s aggressive and highly controversial Secretary of the Navy.

Gray was dubious. The outspoken, 46-year-old Lehman had been in and out of government during his career, and might have a revolving-door problem. Worse, one of Lehman’s former Navy Department assistants was a key figure in the Justice Department’s “Ill Wind” investigation of fraud and corruption in the Pentagon procurement process. Nonetheless, Gray requested a check on Lehman.

•  •  •

Back at his House office, Room 104 of the old Cannon House office building, Cheney ran into his press secretary, Pete Williams. Williams, 37, a tall, outgoing former Wyoming television reporter, asked how it had gone at the White House. He did not know the purpose of the meeting.

Okay, Cheney said. They were concerned about the Tower replacement.

Cheney’s administrative assistant Patricia Howe later stuck her head in Cheney’s office. “Anything we should know about?”

No.

Cheney and his wife, Lynne, a Ph.D. in English literature who was chairman of the National Endowment for the Humanities, went out for dinner that evening with friends from Wyoming to La Colline, a French restaurant four blocks north of the Capitol. Cheney felt he could not bring up the subject at dinner. Walking in the door of their McLean, Virginia, house after dinner, the Cheneys were greeted by their 19-year-old daughter, Mary, home from college on spring break, who said that Jim Baker had called.

Cheney called Baker at once, and they had a long conversation. Baker said he was 100 percent behind the idea of Cheney as Defense Secretary, and urged him to take the job. After hanging up, Cheney sat down with Lynne, who had caught the drift of the call, and they talked it over.

Cheney liked the House of Representatives. After the White House staff years, when his job and future had depended entirely on someone else’s political success, he enjoyed being his own man. He had been home only one full day during the last six months of the 1976 Ford campaign. Cheney also loved the personality of the House, its rough-and-tumble atmosphere and its history and traditions. In 1983, he and Lynne had co-authored an affectionate 226-page book about House Speakers from Henry Clay to Sam Rayburn, entitled Kings of the Hill.

In his mind he ran through the advantages of the Defense job. He had decided previously that he would not go back to the executive branch unless one of two or three slots opened up. This was one. The Secretary of Defense mattered.

The idea of working with Baker and Scowcroft carried great weight. In the Ford years, Cheney had seen how the national security process could get mired down in useless infighting and power plays. Here was a chance to work with people he knew, and possibly to get it right.

He boiled the decision down to the short term. How did he want to spend his next four years? Did he want to work in the double shadow of the House job—with Bob Michel above him and the frustration of the Republicans’ minority status? Or did he want to be number one at Defense, in an executive branch run by his own party?

Cheney realized that in the final analysis it wasn’t really a close call. He decided if the job was offered, he would accept.

The next morning, after speaking to a group of newspaper editors over breakfast at the Willard Hotel, Cheney went up to his office on the Hill. He called in the staff to discuss the usual array of subjects important to Wyoming’s sole congressman—irrigation, weeds, pests, and the fires in Yellowstone National Park that summer. The American public had been left with the impression that the park had burned down, and Cheney was worried that tourism would die. He did not share with his staff the question that dominated his thoughts.

A call came in from Sununu. The staff left the room so he could talk in private.

Cheney told the chief of staff he wanted to go to the next step.

Sununu said come to the White House about noon.

When it came time to leave for the White House, he had the driver of his official Whip’s car go to the East Wing—the social and First Lady’s entrance—so he would not be noticed by the media people on alert for a new Defense play by the President.

•  •  •

Meanwhile, Gray had reported to Sununu that John Lehman would be a problem. Though there was no direct incriminating evidence against the former Navy Secretary, the Ill Wind investigation would poison the nomination.

Sununu said Gray should have the FBI quietly check out Cheney.

Cheney entered an office the President had set up in the second-floor residence. There was a large desk off to one side. On one wall was a painting of Lincoln meeting with Generals Grant and Sherman toward the end of the Civil War, entitled The Peacemakers. Bush sometimes referred to it in speeches.

The two men talked about Defense, and the reforms that Bush thought were needed.

After half an hour Sununu joined them.

“If the President asked you to be Secretary of Defense,” Sununu asked, “would you accept?” This conditional offer protected the President from a turn-down.

“Yes sir, I would,” Cheney replied.

The three talked some more. The job was not formally offered.

When Cheney arrived back at his office, the FBI had already been there, asking Kathie Embody, his executive assistant of 15 years, for names of people to contact for their background investigation. He had been there no more than a few minutes when Bush called.

Let’s do it, Bush said.

Okay, Mr. President.

Bush said he wanted to announce it right away.

At 4 p.m. Bush and Cheney appeared before reporters. It seemed to Cheney that Bush took great delight in springing his unexpected nominee on the press.

•  •  •

Pete Williams had been at a briefing on acid rain, a big issue in Wyoming. Since it was a nice Friday afternoon, he hoped to sneak out of work early. Arriving back at his office, however, he was amazed to find a large stack of phone messages, almost a full pad of them. Odd, he thought. What could be happening? The other staffers had to tell him three times before it sank in. He glanced up at his television set, which was tuned in to CNN. There was Bush with Cheney, the new Secretary of Defense-designate.

About 5:30, Cheney returned to the office. Congratulations were barely out when FBI agents entered a few paces behind. Cheney took them into his office and closed the door.

Williams finally got hold of Cheney, and the two of them sat down in a quiet corner.

“Why have you done this?” Williams asked, his voice full of bafflement, perhaps tinged with mild resentment for being cut out. But Williams knew it was classic Cheney—he had been told not to mention it to anyone, so he hadn’t.

“When the President of the United States looks at you . . .” Cheney began to answer.

Williams thought to himself: oh come on, don’t give me this crap.

Cheney continued on about the power of a presidential request, the honor of presidential service.

Williams thought: the White House can’t razzle-dazzle you. You have been there as chief of staff, as a Republican leader. You can’t possibly hear the chorus of angels singing.

Cheney said he wanted the administration to succeed and he was looking forward to working again with Scowcroft and Baker, who had said, “We need you.”

Williams realized it was those two, the old ties, that had been decisive, much more than Bush.

People would react to Cheney in two stages, Williams knew. Observing and listening to him, they first would say: here’s this nice, charming, fair player who seems to be moderate and doesn’t burst into flames over anything. Then they would look at his conservative voting record and his tendency to hang out with the rabid right-wing Republicans—the people Williams liked to call “the flesh-eating zombies”—and they would wonder. But Cheney was not conservative on many social issues. Overall, Williams thought his boss was a pragmatist, who weighed the evidence on each question, and usually came out conservative.

The general feeling among Cheney’s staff was: What is he getting us into? What is he doing to our careers in order to promote his own? What has he decided about our futures?

There were two staffers who were contemporaries of Cheney’s and who, like Williams, wanted an explanation. One was Alan Kranowitz, who’d been at Yale with Cheney, both in the class of 1963, when Cheney left because of poor grades.

The other was David Gribbin. Gribbin, Cheney and both their wives had gone to Natrona County High School in Casper together. Gribbin had dedicated his own career to furthering Cheney’s. He was virtually in a state of shock.

Why? Gribbin asked.

“The President asked,” Cheney said. “How do you say no?” Apparently detecting the distress etched on the faces of his aides, Cheney added, “I thought about the decision. There is no looking back. Let’s go forward.”

Cheney said that in light of the Tower fiasco he did not want the White House to handle his Senate confirmation. Turning to Kranowitz, he asked, “Alan, will you handle my confirmation hearings?”

Kranowitz agreed.

•  •  •

Even to his closest aides, Cheney was something of an enigma. If they asked him something specific, he generally would give an answer, but he was not one to relax and unburden himself to others. Talking about himself and his feelings did not come naturally. Pete Williams even had a name for the loose, unofficial group of people like himself who tried to better understand the inscrutable Cheney by following and closely analyzing his movements: “Cheney-watchers.”

One of the subjects Cheney didn’t talk much about was his time at Yale. Kranowitz recalled that at some point during the first or second year Cheney took six months off to be a manual laborer and power-line worker back in Wyoming. He returned to New Haven, but by the end of sophomore year he was gone for good. Cheney would joke with staff about his academic problems, but he had never shared the full story about his lackluster academic career at Yale.

He had received a bachelor’s degree in 1965 from the University of Wyoming, followed the next year by a master’s in political science. He and Lynne, whom he’d married in 1964, were both Ph.D. candidates at the University of Wisconsin in 1968 when Cheney won a one-year fellowship that brought him to Washington to work as a Capitol Hill staffer. While on the Hill, he was noticed by Donald Rumsfeld, director of Nixon’s Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), who had given him a job. When Ford named Rumsfeld his chief of staff in 1974, he brought Cheney to the White House as deputy, and Cheney’s career took off.

•  •  •

Kranowitz, who was going to pilot the nomination through the Senate, had to be sure he knew as much as he could about Cheney. A longtime Cheney-watcher, he knew all about his boss’s conservative record in Congress, and was familiar with Congressman Cheney’s pet issues. One was aid to the Nicaraguan contras, a cause Cheney cared deeply and emotionally about; he believed Nicaragua was another Cuba in the making, and that the Sandinista regime had to be dislodged from the hemisphere. Another passion was Soviet submarines, which he’d studied intensely as a member of the House Intelligence Committee.

Cheney’s past was comparatively easy. There was no revolvingdoor problem, few financial assets. He had lived in the same house for years and had been married only once. But after a large staff meeting on Saturday, March 11, Cheney privately told Kranowitz that he should know there were some “youthful indiscretions” that might come up. He had been arrested twice, he said, for drunk driving—both times more than 25 years ago, when he was in his early 20s. And he had been caught fishing out of season once and been fined.

“The twenty-five-dollar fine was not the worst part,” Cheney said. “They took my fucking fish.”
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COMING INTO THE BUSH ADMINISTRATION so late, Cheney knew that he was months behind the curve. He needed to play some quick catch-up. So the next day, Sunday, March 12, he drove over to Frank Carlucci’s McLean home. It was Carlucci who, as Rumsfeld’s assistant at OEO, had hired Cheney for his first executive branch job in 1969. If Cheney were confirmed, he would for practical purposes be succeeding Carlucci, who had been notified that he had to leave his office by January 20, when Bush ordered all Reagan holdovers out. Carlucci was still annoyed.

Carlucci said that Cheney should stay close to Bill Crowe, that Crowe would not steer him wrong.

The next day Cheney went to the Pentagon to see Crowe.

Right after they had sat down, Cheney said, “I understand you’re going to stay on.” Crowe’s second two-year term as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was going to expire at the end of September, and Bush had asked him to remain for another term.

“I haven’t decided yet,” Crowe replied. There were personal considerations.

Crowe wasn’t definite, but Cheney got the impression he wanted out.

After nearly two months without a confirmed Secretary of Defense in the new administration, Crowe said he was looking forward to Cheney’s arrival. The department desperately needed a political leader.

Crowe recommended that Cheney go ahead and begin to move into the Secretary’s office on the third floor. Confirmation looked assured.

Rear Admiral William A. Owens, the military assistant to the Secretary, ought to be kept on, Crowe added. Owens, a nuclear submariner, was the best man Crowe had ever seen in that job. He knew how to stay in the background and he realized he was not Deputy Secretary.

The quality of the military as a ready, well-equipped fighting organization was very high, Crowe said. And happily there was no immediate problem that Cheney had to concern himself with, no pressing crisis on the horizon. There were sensitive operations, war plans, contingency plans and procedures that he would want to be briefed on as soon as possible, but for the moment he could focus on getting confirmed and then on the upcoming budget battle with Congress, where his status as a former member would be really helpful.

The next afternoon at 2 p.m., Cheney, wearing cowboy boots and a business suit, walked across a light green carpet to take his seat in a small, packed Senate hearing room before Nunn’s Armed Services Committee.

“I, as you all know, am not here because I sought the position of secretary of defense,” Cheney told the senators. It was well known that Tower had actively pursued the job. “I am here because the President has asked me to undertake a very difficult assignment.”

Senator John Warner of Virginia, the ranking committee Republican, asked Cheney about his military deferments during the Vietnam War.

“Senator, I have never served in the military in uniform,” Cheney began. He explained that when he was in college he’d gotten a 2-S student draft deferment, and after his first daughter was born in 1966, a 3-A deferment that was granted to parents. “I basically always complied with the Selective Service System, did not serve, and would have obviously been happy to serve had I been called.”

In three hours of questioning, Cheney referred frequently to his past work on intelligence and defense issues, but also admitted that he had to get up to speed in many areas.

The next day Nunn and Warner reviewed the summary memo on the FBI’s background investigation of Cheney and then briefed the committee in closed executive session.

“He got fined for fishing out of season,” Nunn reported. The two charges of driving while intoxicated were ancient. Nunn and Warner did not see them as impediments to confirmation. All the members agreed.

Cheney joined the committee during the closed session. He said he thought it would be best to make public the old driving-while-intoxicated charges, but the committee said there was no need.
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