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For Eleanor and Edward, who already have begun to understand why our common humanity must bring us together. And for their mother, who has taught them so well.





CHAPTER ONE


On the first morning he woke up as a private citizen there was nobody around to serve breakfast to Bill Clinton. For eight years he and Hillary had lived in the White House, where staffers and servants rushed to meet every need; and for ten years before that, they had lived in the Arkansas Governor’s Mansion, where similar if not quite equal personal service had always been available at any hour.


It was Sunday, January 21, 2001—and that was all over now.


Both Clintons rose to face their new life somewhat exhausted from the long ordeal of Inauguration Day, which had begun in the White House greeting the new occupants, then continued through the ceremonial investiture of President George W. Bush amid snow and sleet, a protracted farewell with hundreds of friends and staffers at Andrews Air Force Base, and an unusually long journey from Washington to their new home.


Under the foreboding sky, a freezing downpour had grounded the Marine helicopter that was supposed to transport them from the capital, and had later slowed the usual hour’s drive from John F. Kennedy Airport to Chappaqua, roughly forty miles north of the city. There they had ended the day dining late at a local restaurant with daughter Chelsea, their close friends Terry McAuliffe and his wife Dorothy, and Douglas Band, a former deputy assistant to the president who had agreed to stay with Clinton into his post-presidency.


Nobody had known just how tired the former president was until he fell fast asleep in the Chevy Suburban that brought them all from Kennedy Airport to Westchester.


When the Clintons came downstairs on that first morning, the former president and first lady realized that not only was there nobody available to prepare breakfast for them, but that they had no idea how to make even a cup of coffee in their sparsely furnished and rarely occupied new home. Neither did any of the others standing around in the kitchen with them. But everyone needed caffeine, badly.


“Let’s go get some coffee,” said Clinton.


The first executive decision of William Jefferson Clinton’s post-presidency was to venture into the snowy little town to visit the local delicatessen and bring back some coffee and sandwiches. Pulling on a bright yellow fleece sweatshirt over his T-shirt and jeans, Clinton joined Band in an armored Cadillac limousine, driven by a Secret Service agent, followed by another vehicle with four more agents.


Clinton noticed the first hint of trouble a few minutes later, when they arrived at Lange’s Little Shop and Delicatessen on King Street, the town’s main drag. The deli’s Sunday morning crowd of customers was friendly enough, with a few people shouting “Eight more years!” and “We love you, Bill!” But reporters were milling on the sidewalk, too. When they spied Clinton’s small entourage pulling up, a few began to bark questions. At first he could barely hear what they were saying.


“Why did you pardon Marc Rich?”


Alarmed, Doug Band leapt out of the back passenger seat and walked around to the other side of the car, where Clinton already had stepped out. He put an arm around Band’s shoulder and whispered softly but firmly: “I’ll give you five minutes to clear all this away.” He didn’t want the armored limousine and all the agents swarming around the closed street. He wanted to arrive in his new hometown more in the style of an ordinary citizen.


Minutes later, Clinton ventured into the crowded deli, where spontaneous applause lit his face with a smile. While Band placed their order, including an egg-salad sandwich for Clinton, he shook hands with his new neighbors, posed for cell phone snapshots, and signed autographs on scraps of paper.


There was no means of escape from the gang of perhaps a dozen or so reporters, which felt to Clinton and Band like a horde of hundreds who suddenly had total access to the former president. Nor did Clinton feel he could simply walk away without answering any of their questions—some friendly, some not so friendly. New York Times reporter Adam Nagourney, who had covered both Clintons for years, would later write that the president appeared “in a chatty mood,” relaxed and rested as he mingled with neighbors and reporters.


“So far it’s been wonderful,” Clinton said of life after the presidency. On his first night in Chappaqua he had slept “like a rock,” he added—and no, he hadn’t bothered to read the Sunday papers or turn on the television yet.


With pleasantries out of the way, what ensued was an impromptu press conference. The journalists peppered a wholly unprepared ex-president with inquiries about the scores of pardons and commutations—totaling 177—he had signed during his last day in the White House. Mostly he responded to the questions in generalities, offering a promise to prepare a memo on the “pardon process” for his successor, and a short lecture on compassion toward former sinners.


“The word ‘pardon’ is somehow almost a misnomer,” said Clinton. “You’re not saying these people didn’t commit the offense. You’re saying they paid, they paid in full.” In fairness, he suggested, “we ought to be more open-minded” about individuals who have discharged their debt to society.


Perhaps those deserving of compassion included people like Susan McDougal, the Whitewater figure who had refused to implicate the Clintons in wrongdoing and spent miserable years in jail, or Henry Cisneros, the former housing secretary convicted of paying off a mistress with public funds, who had left office in disgrace. He had pardoned both of them. Arguably even a repentant narcotics smuggler who had done serious time might deserve consideration. That “paid in full” category, however, most assuredly did not include Rich, the “fugitive financier” holed up in a luxurious Swiss chateau while refusing to face multiple charges of tax fraud and violating the U.S. embargo against Iran.


Why would you pardon him?


“I spent a lot of time on that case. I think there are very good reasons for it,” Clinton replied, and referred further inquiries to Rich’s Washington attorney, Jack Quinn, who had formerly worked for him in the White House counsel’s office. Quinn could explain the legal theory behind the pardons of Rich and his business partner, Pincus Green, who had faced similar charges, fled to Switzerland with Rich, and received a pardon, too.


At last Clinton said he needed to go home, to continue the weekend’s work of unpacking with Hillary, who was thrilled to have a private home again and always loved to organize anything and everything. Sitting in the house were well over a hundred boxes of books alone. He needed time to get himself together, he chuckled, and get some more sleep.


But back on Old House Lane, reporters and TV crews would soon line up on the street, outside the tall white security fence surrounding the Clintons’ rambling Dutch colonial residence. Notoriously unfriendly to the press and sensing a media emergency, Band placed a call for help to Howard Wolfson—a tough and loyal pro who had handled press and communications for Hillary’s Senate campaign the year before. Wolfson dutifully drove up from the city and, before sundown, Clinton stepped into the chilly air outside for a photo opportunity and a few offhand remarks so that everyone else could finally could go home, too.


The newly sworn junior senator from New York stayed inside all day, wisely insulating herself from even the appearance of entanglement in her husband’s latest burgeoning crisis. That afternoon, a familiar atmosphere of tension loomed over the house, a feeling that things might be descending once again from bad into much, much worse.





The former president could be excused, perhaps, for mistakenly expecting his departure from Washington to be less dramatic and more cheerful. His approval ratings on leaving office were exceptionally high, matching or exceeding those of such titans as Ronald Reagan and Franklin Delano Roosevelt at the end of their presidencies. Although much of the valedictory discussion had lamented a presidency disrupted by scandal, his administration’s long list of accomplishments had not been ignored. Offering an editorial verdict on his “mixed legacy” and his failure to fulfill an innate potential for greatness, his frequent critics on the New York Times editorial page nevertheless conceded that he had established an impressive record of progress on the economy, the environment, social justice, equal rights—and acknowledged that his bold engagement with a changing world had enhanced American prestige as well as prosperity.


There had been lingering echoes of the Monica Lewinsky affair, in a last-minute legal settlement that Clinton and his lawyers had signed with Robert Ray, the successor to independent counsel Kenneth Starr. After his impeachment acquittal in 1999, his most determined enemies in Congress had consoled each other with the promise that he would surely be criminally indicted upon leaving office.


But following weeks of negotiations with Clinton’s attorneys, Ray agreed not to indict him for perjuring himself before the grand jury investigating the Lewinsky matter, in exchange for his public acknowledgment of making false statements under oath, and acceptance of a five-year suspension of his license to practice law. And now even some of the right-wing Republicans who had voted to remove him expressed relief that the Clinton wars would finally reach an armistice as a new Republican president took office.


So Clinton had left town with the grumbling muted and the cheers of hundreds of admiring friends and staff still ringing in his ears. Here at least was an end to the constant partisan warfare and the opportunity to begin something very different.


Yet that respite was to be measured not in weeks or even days but in mere hours. Scarcely had his successor settled into the Oval Office for the new administration’s first day of work, when Clinton’s old enemies in the media and on Capitol Hill had returned to full uproar, over the Marc Rich pardon and a thousand other supposed offenses. However much they might sniff and snark about “Clinton fatigue,” they never really got tired of kicking him around. And as they quickly discovered, he was an easier, more vulnerable target now.


Unlike the battles of the past, Clinton could no longer turn to a devoted phalanx of presidential assistants, press flacks, personal aides, Democratic Party officials, and congressional allies to shield him. Now he was virtually alone, without protection, as an unrelenting barrage of assaults, insults, complaints, and threats suddenly poured in from every direction.


But a pair of loyal young aides would spend nearly every moment of the next ten years with him: Doug Band, who had earned a law degree from Georgetown while working in the White House and turned down an enticing job offer at Goldman Sachs to continue working for Clinton at Hillary’s fervent request, and Justin Cooper, a native of the Philadelphia suburbs who had worked in Oval Office operations after graduating from American University. Their role in shaping and protecting his post-presidential life on many levels—from philanthropy and politics to press guidance—would too often be underestimated.





On Monday morning, January 22, Hillary Clinton left Chappaqua early to return to Washington with Dorothy McAuliffe. Chelsea and her boyfriend had gone, too—leaving Band; Cooper; Clinton’s military valet Oscar Flores, who had quit the White House to stay with him; the Clintons’ brown Labrador retriever, Buddy; and Terry McAuliffe, who understood that this would be a good day for a friend to stay by the former president’s side.


Plainly irritated by a crescendo of criticism focusing on the Rich pardon, Clinton was grim and angry. His mood didn’t improve that evening, when the network and cable news broadcasts all featured versions of the Rich story that emphasized improper or at least unorthodox procedures—and suspicions of bribery.


“Opponents of the pardon say they think contributions by Rich’s ex-wife, Denise, who has given nearly $1 million to Democratic causes during the Clinton era, were also a factor, though Rich’s lawyers deny that,” reported NBC News White House correspondent Pete Williams. “Lawyers involved in the case today say Clinton never contacted the Justice Department for its views on pardoning Rich. . . . [With] a presidential pardon, Marc Rich is free to come back to the US, no longer facing trial in one of the biggest tax fraud cases ever.”


Unpacking books and souvenirs didn’t seem to provide much distraction for the former president. As he watched an agitated Clinton stewing all day, McAuliffe decided to stay over in Chappaqua for another night. They stayed up late talking and trying to relax over a couple of beers. By the following morning, the rumblings of outrage over Marc Rich had erupted into a national uproar.


The lead editorial in the Washington Post demanded to know “what conceivable justification could there be for former President Clinton, on his last morning in office, to have pardoned fugitive financiers Marc Rich and Pincus Green? Unlike most of those pardoned on Mr. Clinton’s last day, Messrs. Rich and Green have never paid a fine, served a day in jail, disgorged a single dollar of allegedly ill-gotten gains or reimbursed US taxpayers the money that is allegedly owed.”


The pardons were not only “indefensible,” roared the Post, but had defined him and his presidency downward: “With his scandalous present to Mr. Rich, Mr. Clinton has diminished the integrity and grandeur of the pardon power just as surely as he diminished the various privileges he abused by invoking them to defend his tawdry conduct in office. What a way to leave.”


The Philadelphia Inquirer asked even more pointedly: “Did Mr. Rich’s pardon have anything to do with the hundreds of thousands of dollars that his ex-wife, songwriter Denise Rich, has given the Democrats? Or could it relate to Mr. Rich’s choice of Jack Quinn, a former White House counsel, as his lawyer? . . . This was simply a perversion of justice.”


And on ABC News, former Clinton aide George Stephanopoulos had furiously denounced his old boss. “He pardoned a man named Marc Rich. You may not remember Marc Rich but he was a banker, a commodities trader, who was trading with Iran when they were holding terrorists and trading with South Africa under the apartheid regime. . . . Instead of facing trial he went on the lam, lived in Switzerland for seventeen years. His ex-wife has given $600,000 almost, over $500,000 to the Democratic Party over the last two years. This is outrageous!”


Many of the newspaper stories on the pardons quoted Rudolph Giuliani, the New York mayor and former federal prosecutor, who had originally indicted Rich and Green. On cable television and the networks, too, Giuliani was urging Congress to “investigate” Clinton’s pardons, insinuating corruption of the worst kind. The U.S. attorney in Manhattan, Mary Jo White, a Clinton appointee, had let the world know that she was equally furious because nobody had asked her about the Rich pardon before it was granted.


Later, McAuliffe would recall again and again how Clinton had looked during those two gray, awful days: “Just like a deer in the headlights.” As the Rich furor exploded around him, literally nobody was publicly uttering a word in his defense. Indeed, sometime on that Sunday afternoon, both he and McAuliffe noticed that none of the articles or broadcasts quoted Jack Quinn, who seemed to be hiding from the press. It was not long before McAuliffe, in anguish, picked up the telephone and called Quinn.


“Jack, the president is hanging out here,” he remembered muttering to Rich’s lawyer, not wanting Clinton to overhear the conversation. “You did this to him, and you’re not saying anything to defend him. You did it, and he’s out here all alone.”


But Quinn was no longer the president’s lawyer, and apparently felt no responsibility to protect Clinton. With the possibility of a congressional investigation on the horizon, or worse, he was protecting himself.


“Well, Terry, my lawyers say I can’t talk,” he replied coolly.


“Your lawyers should just go fuck themselves, Jack.” The usually amiable McAuliffe’s voice was rising quickly. “This is your deal and you’ve got to get your ass out there and defend the president.”


That Tuesday evening, Clinton ventured out in public for the first time since his Sunday morning trip to the deli. He dragged a reluctant McAuliffe and Band with him to the Metropolitan Opera at Manhattan’s Lincoln Center, where they were to attend a performance of Verdi’s Aida, starring Luciano Pavarotti, with Chelsea and her current beau, an Oberlin College music student and aspiring opera singer. It was a high-profile event, with the presidential party seated in the main box overlooking the stage for nearly five hours of heavily costumed singing—an endurance test for Clinton and his companions, none having even the slightest taste for opera, with other matters weighing on their minds.


What were they doing at the Met, McAuliffe asked himself, with a media firestorm developing around them? But it was Chelsea’s evening and he said nothing.


After the opera’s tragic finale—in which both hero and heroine are sealed up to perish together in an Egyptian tomb—the Clinton party made an obligatory visit backstage to meet the cast, shake hands, take pictures, and trade back-slapping jokes with Pavarotti. Though the great tenor was suffering from a severe cold, he seemed delighted to see the former president. Clinton smiled and laughed, too, still determined, as he had so often proved during the years of turmoil in the White House, to push trouble aside and live in the moment.


The long evening concluded with Clinton and McAuliffe driven back to Chappaqua, where they again sat up late drinking beer and fretting over the latest barrage of attacks. While they were out on what McAuliffe sarcastically described as a “double date” with Chelsea and her boyfriend, a fresh cascade of damaging tales had gained traction in the national media. The pardon scandal seemed to be metastasizing.


On CNBC’s Hardball that night, host Chris Matthews—a strident and persistent Clinton critic—summed up the Rich pardon as a straightforward bribe. “This guy [Rich] took $50 million from the US government. He gets—his wife kicks in a million to the Democratic Party. The mathematics is perfect. It only costs a million to make up for $50 million.”


Then with a mixture of glee and disgust, Matthews and his guests delved into new accusations that Clinton staffers had vandalized or even “looted” the White House and Air Force One before departing on January 20—and that the Clintons had taken hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of artwork and furnishings from the executive mansion that didn’t really belong to them.


The initial stories about the items supposedly misappropriated by the Clintons were based on a mandatory, publicly available document that they had filed with the White House Gift Office before leaving: essentially, a long list with estimated dollar values of what were, at least in their view, personal gifts from friends.


Coverage of this mundane matter began innocently enough with a brief Inauguration Day story about the list in the New York Daily News, which noted that the Clintons had accepted roughly $200,000 in gifts—mostly household and decorative items given by various intimates and acquaintances, including two sofas, an easy chair, and an ottoman valued at $19,900 from a New York businessman; china worth $4,920 from director Steven Spielberg and his wife, Kate Capshaw; and nearly $5,000 worth of flatware from actors Ted Danson and Mary Steenburgen. The official list released by the White House also disclosed receipt of a pair of coffee tables with chairs, estimated at more than $7,000—given by none other than Denise Rich.


Stories quoting anonymous sources swiftly followed, suggesting that Hillary had requested specific items she hoped friends would buy for her new Washington house in various stores, almost like a bridal shower or a wedding registry. Many of the same stories indicated that the Clintons had appropriated furniture, artworks, and other items that ought to have remained in the White House. Aside from soliciting expensive gifts from their rich friends, hardly proper conduct for an incoming U.S. senator and her presidential spouse, both Clintons stood accused of absconding with White House furnishings that didn’t belong to them at all. In fact, Clinton had meticulously catalogued every item, including those for which he would have to pay.


Tabloids quoted former Reagan social secretary Sheila Tate—whose friends Ron and Nancy had accepted the gift of a two-million-dollar home—clucking in shocked disapproval. “Now we know why they had to have such a big house. . . . These are not the kind of gifts you take with you. It’s usually a silver bowl with your name on it.”


Daily News columnist Michael Kramer groused: “Most First Families view the gifts they get as the nation’s property—and leave town without them. . . . But the Clintons—naturally—are in a league of their own. They walked off with close to $200,000 in furniture, china, flatware, TVs, sculpture and assorted other ‘necessities.’ ’’


A week after the first gift story, the Daily News followed up with a story showing that there had been no registry-style Hillary Clinton gift list—but the rest of the media simply ignored that explanatory footnote. By then the press corps had moved on to the thrilling tales of vandalism, an irresistible metaphor for many of the capital’s loudest voices, figures such as Chris Matthews and Maureen Dowd, who felt that the Clintons had somehow escaped proper punishment for all the scandals and sins that the public seemed so determined to dismiss.


Here was evidence that the Clinton White House was nothing but a gang of hooligans that had seriously damaged White House offices and other public property to vent displeasure with the incoming Bush administration.


What had started as mildly amusing rumors about an alleged frat-boy prank—removing the letter “W,” a nickname and symbol of the new president, from White House typewriter and computer keyboards—quickly expanded into far more troubling tales. NBC News reported “phone lines cut, drawers filled with glue, door locks jimmied so that arriving Bush staff got locked inside their new offices, obscene messages left behind on copying machine paper,” and more, as well as “glasses and hand towels pilfered” from the presidential airplane.


An early version of these charges popped up on the Drudge Report, the notorious website whose status as a Washington tip-sheet (especially on Clinton) had continued to swell ever since proprietor Matt Drudge broke the news of the Monica Lewinsky affair in February 1998. And they seemed to be emanating directly from the Bush White House staff, in particular the new press secretary, Ari Fleischer.


On January 24, Drudge quoted White House sources in an exclusive: “The Bush Administration has quietly launched an investigation into apparent acts of vandalism and destruction of federal property—after incoming Bush staffers discover widespread sabotage of White House office equipment and lewd messages left behind by previous tenants! Harriet Miers, 55, Assistant to President Bush and staff secretary, will be investigating possible legal ramifications of the White House trashing and possible theft, the DRUDGE REPORT has learned.”


According to a “well-placed source,” wrote Drudge, “Miers is just beginning her investigation,” adding, “The level of the trashing is very troubling, this is not just ‘W’ keys missing from keyboards.” He quoted a “close Bush adviser” claiming that the “damage left by departing Clintonites goes ‘way beyond pranks, to vandalism.’ ” Finally Drudge warned, “photographic and audio evidence is being collected—as the full scope of the damage becomes clear. Bush’s staff has been cautioned not to go public with the extent of the damage and the worst is being closely held among very top staffers for fear of leaks.”


That night the same stories came up on CNN’s Crossfire, with the Washington Post’s Mike Allen, a reliable sounding board of capital insiders, on set to discuss the missing “W”—a sign that the Clinton “scandals” were dominating Washington chatter and would spread rapidly through the national media. It was all erupting just in time to spoil Hillary Clinton’s first historic opportunity to preside over the Senate the next day, and it wasn’t about to subside anytime soon.





To Hillary, McAuliffe, Band, and others close to Clinton—not to mention the former president himself—it seemed obvious that the Bush White House was playing a very cynical double game. On the press podium in the briefing room, Fleischer pretended to downplay the “vandalism” story while keeping it alive; privately, White House aides were leaking ugly, unproven allegations about the trashing of the White House, the Old Executive Office Building next door, and the presidential airplane. Nearly every story on the subject featured a “close Bush adviser,” a “high-level Bush staffer,” or some similarly unnamed source talking about the awful destruction perpetrated by those Clinton people.


To come under this kind of sustained attack by the White House was a signal of how far and how suddenly Clinton had fallen. Only days before, the vast communications operation of the presidency would have served and protected him. Now he could rely on nothing even resembling that mighty bureaucratic apparatus—only a tiny temporary office that sat, ironically enough, across the street from the White House in a townhouse on Jackson Place.


Directed by Karen Tramontano, who had served as a special assistant to the president, the Clinton “transition office” consisted mainly of a few aides on six-month stipends from the federal government. Still on hand was Betty Currie, who had famously endured crisis after crisis, and more than one grand jury appearance, as Clinton’s personal secretary, along with Laura Graham, who had worked on the White House scheduling team, Mary Morrison, who had helped to run Oval Office operations, and former White House social secretary Capricia Marshall, a Hillary confidante who served more as a consultant than a full-time employee—plus several employees who continued as they had before, handling correspondence from the tens of thousands of people on the Clintons’ various lists.


A highly competent executive originally recruited from a top position in the labor movement by White House chief of staff John Podesta, Tramontano had never overseen media relations, let alone a full-blown crisis. Receiving phone calls every few minutes from reporters who had managed to find her, demanding responses on the Rich pardon, vandalism in the White House, and Hillary’s gift registry, she lacked the skills and experience to respond effectively.


In the final weeks before the end of his presidency, Clinton had remained busy and preoccupied, with very little time devoted to what might come after. He and Podesta had hastily assembled the transition office, approaching Tramontano to run it less than a month before Clinton left the White House. They hadn’t anticipated the need for a press secretary—let alone a war room. Now Clinton sat isolated in Chappaqua, hundreds of miles from the transition office, and nobody there could begin to help him cope with a burgeoning public relations disaster.


Tramontano did what she could under the circumstances. She knew how to pick up the phone and reach officials in the White House, and within a day or so after the vandalism stories broke, she placed an irritated call to Andrew Card, Bush’s chief of staff. She had been in the White House during those final days; she knew that the trashing tales were wholly fabricated or at most terribly exaggerated. It was also obvious to her that whatever Fleischer might say, those stories emanated directly from the highest levels of Bush’s staff.


But rather than return her call, Card told his deputy Joseph Hagin to ring Tramontano back—and a “senior Bush official” instantly leaked word of the exchange to a CNN White House reporter. Then Fleischer described the conversation between Tramontano and Hagin to the White House press corps, complete with yet more insinuations of serious misconduct.


According to Fleischer, Hagin described “plural incidents” of vandalism to the Clinton aide, although he would not say what those incidents were. A “senior Bush aide” confirmed to CNN that the incidents had occurred mostly in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, but that some also took place in the West Wing. Yet while his colleagues kept whispering poison, Fleischer primly remarked that the White House had tried to minimize the entire flap from the beginning and “move forward.”





Through the final days of January, massive waves of negative coverage were washing over Clinton and his meager staff, leaving them virtually drowned and demoralized. Former Clinton press secretaries would clock in for temporary duty on what they all privately called “the shit-show,” but they had other commitments and were hardly in any position to push back effectively. When Jack Quinn finally appeared in the press to defend the Rich pardon on legal grounds—including an op-ed essay under his byline in the Washington Post—scarcely anyone noticed, and almost nobody cared.


What drew far more attention was the spectacle promised by the House Republicans who had seized upon the Rich case, apparently still eager to vindicate impeachment. Representative Dan Burton, chair of the House Government Reform Committee, announced on January 25 that he would soon open an investigation of the Rich case, because the former president “has not given an adequate explanation as to why Mr. Rich deserved a pardon.” Burton released a letter he had sent to the Justice Department seeking documents and promised to subpoena “a host of different groups that may have played some kind of a part in this pardon.”


Burton’s announcements excited the Washington press corps, many of whom had once ridiculed his committee’s clownish and ineffectual probes of Democratic fundraising and other alleged scandals. The Indiana Republican was probably best known for inviting reporters to his own backyard, where he had blasted a watermelon with a pistol to dramatize his suspicions about the death of Vincent Foster, the White House counsel whose 1993 suicide aroused right-wing conspiracy theorists.


Suddenly, Burton was a figure to reckon with again in Washington, where the network news and cable shows all wanted him to discuss the pardon investigation, and in certain circles he even became a potential hero. “I just wish one of these times you would catch them, Congressman,” cried Chris Matthews when he interviewed the eccentric Burton on Hardball. “You’ve been in pursuit. You’ve been like Smokey the Bear trying to catch this guy,” meaning Clinton, as if Burton were a dogged state trooper tirelessly hunting a career criminal.


Unwilling to cede the glaring scandal spotlight to the House, Senator Orrin Hatch, chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee, soon announced that he, too, would convene pardon hearings—evidently with the eager support of Senate Democrats, several of whom had publicly denounced Clinton’s pardon of Rich, including their leader, Senator Tom Daschle.


Among the most voluble grandstanders, rather predictably, was Senator Joe Lieberman, the Connecticut Democrat and longtime Clinton friend from Yale days, who had vaulted onto the Democratic presidential ticket in 2000 because of his moralistic scourging of Clinton during the impeachment crisis. Lieberman had even pushed himself forward to comment on the White House vandalism, while admitting that he had no idea what had actually happened.


But Lieberman’s irrepressible urge to promote himself was merely the least attractive expression of a basic Washington reality: Almost every prominent Democrat felt obliged to express disappointment if not disgust over the Rich pardon. Those who had always disliked Clinton could barely conceal their satisfaction, while those who had been close sought a safe distance from him, sadly shaking their heads.


In those early days, Clinton rarely left the house in Chappaqua. When Hillary came up from Washington on weekends, she saw that he was “out of sorts” and angry, indeed often “madder than hell.” What made him especially furious were the stories about the furniture that he and Hillary had supposedly purloined, portraying him and his wife as some kind of low-class thieves.


Worried friends noticed that no matter how many times they urged him to turn off the TV and stop reading the newspapers, he couldn’t help himself. He would promise to stop, and then get on the phone with friends and ask whether they had seen the latest cable TV slurs against him.


“You’ve got to stop it!” McAuliffe told him. “Stop reading this stuff and stop watching this junk on TV! You’re going to drive yourself nuts.” But he couldn’t help himself. He watched constantly.





As January ended, a few small signs appeared of possible relief from the cable-driven scandal storm. After the Clintons voluntarily returned several items of furniture to the White House, the gift stories started to recede. The vandalism stories began evaporating, too, because Fleischer could never produce the “list” of damage incidents that he had said the Bush staffers were compiling; there was never a single photograph of any trashed office, or even a missing W. (Eventually Mark Lindsay, Clinton’s former assistant for management and administration, who had forcefully denied the vandalism charges at every step, would be vindicated by a General Accounting Office investigation that found no basis for them.)


Nor had the missing champagne glasses on Air Force One been stolen. A White House photographer, on board for Clinton’s final flight as president, had smashed them accidentally. When the steward came out of the galley carrying the glasses, the photographer had turned and, with her telephoto lens, hit and knocked over about ten of the tall flutes. Shards of glass falling into a celebratory cake had left it inedible.


But revulsion against the Rich pardon showed no sign of fading away—just the opposite. Both the Senate and House investigating committees were preparing to subpoena witnesses, including several top Clinton aides, Denise Rich, and the prosecutors who believed that Clinton had made a corrupt bargain to vacate their case against Rich. Worse still, rumors were circulating that the Justice Department, under a new Republican attorney general named John Ashcroft, who had voted to convict Clinton in the Senate, would open a criminal investigation of the pardon.


The prospect of a criminal investigation, with a grand jury calling witnesses under penalty of perjury, revived chilling memories of the very worst days of the Starr investigation. For anyone who had ever worked for Clinton, this was a nightmare déjà vu.


As for the Clintons themselves, the idea that they would again have to hire lawyers to defend themselves was utterly depressing. They were still deeply in debt to David Kendall and the other attorneys who had handled their defense in Whitewater and all the other fizzled scandals that Starr had investigated, plus the Lewinsky case, with unpaid bills that still totaled somewhere north of $11 million. To pay off that obligation, as Hillary told friends, her husband would have to earn at least $25 million before taxes. Now there would be more debt, not less.





While the roar of contemptuous media coverage, bipartisan congressional probes, and prosecutorial threats continued, Band and Tramontano had the satisfaction of knowing that at least a few important goals had been achieved. Most significant was the contract she had helped to negotiate with Don Walker, a prominent and highly respected booking agent whose agency would set up lucrative speaking engagements for the former president both in the United States and abroad. He paid a significant sum up front that helped the Clintons to retire their mortgage.


Walker had gotten off to a rapid and successful start, inking contracts for a heavy schedule of appearances, mostly at corporate events, that would pay no less than $100,000—and as much as $250,000—for what usually amounted to no more than a few hours of travel, talking, and face time. Having declined to join any corporate boards, as so many of his predecessors had done, paid speeches and book deals looked to Clinton like his only hopes for erasing the burden of debt hanging over him and Hillary and paying for the costs of two big homes. He was working on a speech that would be worth the money.


Every week or so, Tramontano would come up from Washington for a meeting with Clinton. She would board an Amtrak train for the three-hour trip to New York’s Penn Station, then walk over to Grand Central Terminal and board a Metro-North commuter train for another hour’s to Chappaqua. This time, on the last day of January, she had news that she didn’t want to discuss over the telephone.


Tramontano called Oscar to make sure that nobody except for Band and Cooper was there. “How is he?” she asked. “Can I come up to see him?”


She wanted to tell Clinton in person what Walker had told her the day before. Almost all of the corporations, trade groups, and venues that had lined up to book Clinton speeches were withdrawing those commitments—with as many as five or six canceled in a single day.


“These bookings are just going away,” the gentle agent had told her sadly. “I’m not sure what to do, not sure what the president will want to do.” He paused. “I know this isn’t going to last. They’re going to come back.”


When Tramontano arrived at the house in Chappaqua, she hung around the kitchen until Clinton came downstairs. They sat down in the living room, making small talk at first. “Mr. President,” she finally said. “I just talked to Don Walker. He had thought most of these speeches would hold, that they would stay with us. But sir, they’re not.”


The next day, news broke of Clinton’s first scheduled speech at a Morgan Stanley bond sales conference in the posh Florida coastal enclave of Boca Raton, with a reported fee of $100,000, scheduled for February 5. That date had not been canceled, and Clinton looked forward to combining a lucrative speech with a short vacation at the Biltmore in Coral Gables, where he could escape New York’s freezing weather, play golf, and rest.


The bond traders and the Boca residents were friendly and welcoming. So were the Florida Democrats with whom he mingled at the Biltmore. The speech went well and his hosts thanked him warmly.


But even before Clinton spoke, the financial firm’s branch switchboards across the country began lighting up with calls from furious clients, threatening to pull their money out. The protests grew so loud and angry that Morgan Stanley president Philip Purcell felt he had to do something to quell the growing panic in his company.


“I fully understand why you are upset that former President Clinton spoke at one of our conferences,” said Purcell in a message released three days later to all of the firm’s clients and the public. “We clearly made a mistake. . . . We should have thought twice before the speaking invitation was extended. Our failure to do so was particularly unfortunate in light of Mr. Clinton’s actions in leaving the White House.”


By the end of that week, almost every speech scheduled for Clinton in the United States was gone.





CHAPTER TWO


With the nationwide explosion of fury over the Marc Rich pardon, Clinton’s adversaries in politics and the media realized how much they still enjoyed lashing him, regardless of his physical exit from the capital. If anything, the compulsion to pursue their old quarry seemed to be swelling, now that he was no longer the leader of the free world but just another defenseless citizen.


Almost overnight, his poll ratings declined by more than 20 points, with the Gallup poll showing his personal approval dipping below 40 percent—the lowest ebb since he began his national career. Suddenly there was no jeopardy in attacking him, and plenty of opportunities to continue the hunt.


Both Clinton and his staff had yet to comprehend how persistently the enmity toward him still festered, and how their own seemingly innocuous decisions could flare into nasty complications. Choosing an office space might have seemed uncontroversial, for instance, but quickly became the latest public relations debacle. Like the pardons and the gifts, Clinton’s decision to locate on Manhattan’s swanky West 57th Street fed persistent media narratives about his grasping, high-handed, and presumptuous attitude.


Toward the end of January, word had leaked to the New York Post and the Daily News that the former president was seeking to lease premium luxury office space in Midtown to house his post-presidential operations. Clinton’s post-presidential office, led by Karen Tramontano, was talking with Rockrose, one of the largest real estate firms in the city, about renting an entire floor near the top of Carnegie Tower, a marble-and-glass palace on West 57th Street, with magnificent views northward of Central Park.


That same floor had housed Talk magazine—an ill-fated print venture edited by the legendary Tina Brown, British-born queen of media-mad Manhattan, and bankrolled by Miramax Pictures chief Harvey Weinstein, a longtime Clinton donor and personal friend. Still whirling through the tower’s glass doors and into its supercharged elevators were the likes of entertainment mogul Barry Diller, former Universal Studios president Frank Biondi, directors and producers such as Robert Benton and Stanley Jaffe, America Online chief Bob Pittman, and entertainment lawyer Allen Grubman. Not to mention Jerry Seinfeld, then at the pinnacle of sitcom stardom—“and a huge Clinton fan,” according to his publicist—who was reportedly bidding for offices just one floor below the space coveted by the former president.


Many of the other potentates of 57th Street were huge fans as well, buzzing over Clinton’s anticipated arrival on their rarefied and luxurious turf. It was easy to imagine him ensconced comfortably among them; his attraction to the world of showbiz had always been mutual. Visiting the building a few weeks earlier, on a visit to Manhattan with Hillary, he had said: “I’m kind of tickled. . . . Here I am in New York, where all the writers, artists, and athletes are above average, and everyone gets their vote counted.”


Not everybody would be quite so tickled by the pending Midtown lease as Clinton and his prospective neighbors were, however—or at least not for the same reasons.


The editors of the New York Post, flagship tabloid of Rupert Murdoch’s right-wing media empire, knew exactly what to do when they learned that Clinton was seeking to rent big fancy offices in midtown at taxpayers’ expense. While the United States Treasury is required by law to pay for office space for every living former president in the location of his choosing, leasing the fifty-sixth floor of Carnegie Tower would cost no less than $600,000 a year and possibly much more.


On the morning of January 28, the Post splashed an embarrassing headline across its front page: “‘CADILLAC’ BILL’S $665G DIGS: OFFICE COSTS MORE THAN OTHER ‘EXES’ COMBINED.” The story inside explained that the rental cost of the Carnegie Tower office space would exceed what the federal government’s real estate arm, the General Services Administration, was paying for the offices of Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, and George Herbert Walker Bush, which altogether amounted to less than $625,000 a year. Although sources familiar with the lease negotiations between the federal agency and Rockrose whispered that the price was actually “a steal” at $80 per square foot—when the going rate in that class of Manhattan building ran closer to $100—that argument sank beneath a torrent of outrage.


At first, the chairman of the House appropriations subcommittee that oversees funding for former presidents—a hard-core ultraconservative Republican representative from Oklahoma named Ernest Istook—responded rather mildly to the Post exposé. “If the [former] president chooses to have his office in his newfound state rather than his home of 50 years, that is his prerogative,” said Istook. “But obviously, it’s going to cost the taxpayers a lot more money.” Taxpayer and public interest groups across the ideological spectrum swiftly condemned the proposed lease as an unjustified extravagance, demonstrating how little residual goodwill toward Clinton remained.


The “Cadillac” headline quoted a quip from the president of the National Taxpayers Union. Expanding on the same theme, Thomas Schatz, president of the conservative Citizens Against Government Waste, said: “The Clintons have always treated public money with a sense of entitlement, but this takes the cake. . . . Once again, Mr. Clinton has displayed his narcissism, his spendthrift habits, and willingness to squeeze the maximum benefit out of every loophole.”


Then Charles Lewis, executive director of the liberal Center for Public Integrity, chimed in with a reminder of Clinton’s waning popularity. “After his pardons and his gifts,” said Lewis, “I think we should give him a pup tent in Central Park.” A spokesman for the Congressional Accountability Project, founded by consumer advocate and 2000 presidential protest candidate Ralph Nader, eagerly joined the chorus of disapproval: “There’s no question that it’s arrogant, it’s a slap at the taxpayers. It shows tremendous disrespect for the taxpayers.”


In Clinton’s adopted hometown, the Carnegie Tower story provoked snark and snobbish gossip, if not so much fiscal indignation. As a Manhattan real estate broker told the New York Observer: “That building fits him like a glove. It’s a building for currently successful scoundrels. You have to have the money, but it’s not really high class.”


Emboldened by this broad upwelling of public anger, Istook announced that he would oppose the Carnegie Tower lease and sent a letter to GSA officials warning that they would be “extremely unwise” to proceed. “Congress appropriated every penny that former President Clinton asked for his transitional expense, and in specific, the rental expense at a rate equivalent to $228,000 for his office space,” he wrote. “Unfortunately, we’re being told now that the former president wants to spend about three times as much as he asked for and as we budgeted and appropriated for the purpose.”


The weakness of Clinton’s position could be gauged by the response of Jake Siewert, the last of his presidential press secretaries, who had stepped temporarily into the breach at Band’s request to mount a defense.


“This president should not have to pay some penalty because he chose to live in New York. Every New Yorker knows it’s expensive to live here, but it’s worth it,” he said. “We’ll work with the money that government appropriates for us.”





Affable but sharp, even Siewert—who privately bemoaned the handling of Clinton’s early post-presidency—didn’t find Carnegie Tower easy to justify. By that point neither did Karen Tramontano, whose efforts to secure the luxury space seemed to be doing her boss far more harm than good. Seeing pictures of the dark glass skyscraper in the press and on television, over and over again, had begun to make her feel physically ill.


Acting to put the gifts controversy behind them, the Clintons decided to personally pay for the furniture and other presents, mostly from personal friends, that they had taken with them from the White House. Contrary to the screaming headlines, tut-tutting editorials, and lacerating columns, the fact was that nearly all of the gifts had been donated during the course of Clinton’s eight years in office, rather than during 2000. Most of the financial value of the gifts was accounted for by two Dale Chihuly glass sculptures—one donated by the acclaimed artist himself, another given by the president’s Georgetown classmates. In short, there was no substantive ethical issue, just a poisonous cloud of misinterpretation.


Nevertheless, Hillary Clinton’s new Senate press secretary, James Kennedy, told reporters that they would write checks totaling roughly $86,000 to Steven Spielberg, Ted Danson, and Mary Steenburgen, and about two dozen other friends who had given fine china, flatware, and other furnishings (including the table and chairs from Denise Rich). They would still keep other presents received before 2000, valued at over $100,000—noting in a statement that, like other presidential families, they had “received gifts over the course of our eight years in the White House and followed all the gift rules.”


At least one of the gift-givers was disappointed to learn that he would receive a check from the Clintons. Said Paul Goldenberg, owner of Paul’s TV, a big discount electronics retailer in Los Angeles, “I think it’s too bad. I feel they’ve done a good job for the country, and I was more than happy to give them something for their new home.” When a reporter asked what he had hoped to get in return—what was his “agenda”?—Goldenberg replied tartly: “How could there be an agenda? I’m just a guy who owns a television store.”


To Clinton critics in Washington, however, this latest gesture only confirmed the couple’s essential guilt. Why would they pay up if they did nothing wrong? Indeed, every attempt to put the bad press to rest looked more and more futile, with still worse stories looming.


On Capitol Hill, both the Senate Judiciary Committee and the House Government Reform Committee had announced public hearings on the pardons, focusing on Rich, to be held back-to-back on February 7 and February 8. The subpoenas that began to arrive at the William J. Clinton Foundation office were passed on to David Kendall, the Williams & Connolly partner who had served as personal counsel to both Clintons for almost two decades.


With the tide of public opinion running so powerfully against him, and with so few resources at his disposal, the best defense that Clinton still had resided in Kendall—a loyal, dependable, and exceptionally capable attorney who had shouldered the legal weight of every Clinton scandal, real or phony, from the beginning. An Indiana native, calm but tough, Kendall was a veteran of the civil rights movement—he had been arrested several times in Mississippi during the 1964 “Freedom Summer” campaign to register black voters—and met Clinton at Oxford in 1968 when both were Rhodes Scholars. Like the Clintons, Kendall had later graduated from Yale Law School. When the Whitewater controversy first erupted in 1993, they had turned to him.


Over the years, Kendall’s wide-ranging career had included libel defense work on behalf of the National Enquirer. The tabloid’s editor Steve Coz once said that profiles of the smooth, immaculately attired lawyer always portrayed him as “a Quaker choir boy,” but “in reality he is a street fighter, a polished version of James Carville.”


Anticipating a circus on Capitol Hill, Kendall briefly attempted to resist a subpoena from the House committee demanding the name of every foundation donor. A grandstanding Senator Arlen Specter, chair of the Senate committee (and at that time still a Republican), told the New York Post that he might subpoena Clinton himself to testify—an unprecedented indignity for a former president. (President Gerald Ford had testified about his pardon of Richard Nixon in 1974 but appeared voluntarily.)


In the end, Burton issued no subpoena to Clinton. Although he never testified before Burton’s committee, the former president promised to cooperate fully with the investigation—and ultimately he did, waiving all executive privilege claims and allowing three of his top aides to testify at length about their private conversations with him concerning the pardons of Rich and Green.


Specter also announced that he would seek testimony from Denise Rich, in pursuit of evidence that the pardon of her former husband represented a “quid pro quo,” as he put it—a Clinton favor in return for the many hundreds of thousands of dollars she had donated in previous years to Democratic political campaigns and to the Clinton foundation. The Pennsylvania Republican wondered aloud whether she had served as a conduit for funds flowing from Marc Rich in his Swiss hideaway to the Clintons, insinuating a series of indirect payoffs from the fugitive. “I don’t know the source of the money, but I think it’s a fair question,” he added.


Basking in unusually favorable coverage from right-wing media outlets, Specter told reporters a few days later that, as a constitutional matter, Clinton could be vulnerable to a new impeachment proceeding, even though he was no longer in office. While the “second impeachment” was a characteristically eccentric proposal—swiftly quashed by House speaker Dennis Hastert and Senate majority leader Trent Lott—Specter was reflecting a real desire in certain Washington quarters. Some in the capital cherished the prospect of “impeaching” Clinton again, if not in Congress then in public opinion, feeling certain that this time he would not escape.


With that vengeful enterprise under way, media coverage during the week leading up to the hearings was relentlessly scorching, provoking scarcely any substantive response from the Clinton camp. Seemingly bored by the nascent Bush administration, which offered nothing as titillating as a Clinton scandal, the Washington press corps returned to a scandal frenzy, offering up abundant rumors, tangents, and of course, copious leaks.


Perhaps the most intriguing leak, which almost nobody bothered to follow up, appeared to emanate from the House Government Reform Committee, which was reportedly planning “to look into the question of whether financier Marc Rich . . . may have been involved in spying during his flight from U.S. authorities.” The New York Post, obsessed with Clinton and working its own sources in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, reported suggestively—without any further pertinent detail—that Rich “had a relationship with the Israeli Mossad intelligence agency.”


“The government of Israel considered Rich a critical ally and the president took that seriously when he considered the pardon request,” Siewert told the Post. But attention swiftly turned from the Mossad to Jack Quinn, the Rich lawyer who answered a subpoena from the House committee by turning over documents concerning his communications about the pardon with Deputy Attorney General Eric Holder at the Justice Department—and simultaneously released them to the press.


According to Quinn, his notes proved that he had indeed consulted Holder about Rich and the Swiss fugitive’s business partner, Pincus Green, contrary to the assertion that he had bypassed the usual pardon process. But if he was trying to help Clinton—after Terry McAuliffe’s profane admonishment two weeks earlier—Quinn only raised new questions about Holder, who appeared more aware (and supportive) of the pardons than he had acknowledged. Evidently Holder had also discussed with Quinn his desire to be appointed attorney general, should Al Gore win the presidency.


On the day before the hearings, a lawyer for Denise Rich told Congress that his client would claim her Fifth Amendment privilege, refusing to testify lest her words incriminate her. This announcement only inflamed suspicions that the songwriting socialite and her money had played a dubious role in the pardon process.


If Republicans on Capitol Hill and in the White House were gleefully exploiting the Rich pardon and all of Clinton’s other troubles, the Democrats now felt exhausted by him. Having fought back day after day against impeachment, Whitewater, and the assorted other scandals, real or mostly invented, that plagued the Clinton White House during two presidential terms, figures like Rep. Henry Waxman of California, ranking Democrat on the House Government Reform Committee, had little energy left for this renewed battle. Even had they roused themselves to support Clinton again, what was there to say in defense of the Rich pardon, which looked so much like an unjustified favor for an arrogant, well-connected criminal on the lam?


“The Rich pardon is a bad precedent. It appears to set a double standard for the wealthy and powerful,” said Waxman at the hearing. “And it is an end run around the judicial process.”


“It’s indefensible, they all know that,” said a Republican committee staffer, referring to the chastened Democrats. Rep. Christopher Shays, a moderate Connecticut Republican and longtime Clinton antagonist, summed up the tenor of the hearing: “Everything about [the Rich pardon] seems sleazy.”


Veteran Clinton critics in the Washington press corps could scarcely contain themselves—or confine their copy to mere facts. Among the most unrestrained was Dowd, whose Times column so faithfully echoed the hostile tone of the capital’s establishment toward the former first family. That the paper would publish her accusations of criminality verging on treason was a signal of Clinton’s perceived weakness.


“Oh heck, let’s just impeach him again,” she began, continuing:


Beyond Denise Rich’s $3 million fund-raising lunch and personal donations—$450,000 to the Clinton library, more than $1 million to Democrats, $10,000 to the Clinton legal defense fund, $7,375 for Clinton furniture—let’s hope Bill Clinton has a Swiss bank account set up by Marc Rich.


Otherwise, it would not be worth sliming the Constitution, his legacy and his party.


Bill and Hill are tornadoes, as James McDougal memorably observed, twisting through people’s lives and blithely moving on.


But this time, they may not dance away from the wreckage. The egg may have hit the fan, as Congressman Steven LaTourette put it at the Congressional hearing on the Rich pardon.


This time, maybe the user was used. Bill Clinton was manipulated by a man who made billions manipulating foreign markets. Marc Rich bought a pardon with the money he made betraying America.


Dowd’s column was extreme but not exceptional. Despite the torrent of speculation and suspicion aroused by the pardons’ circumstances, however, nothing emerged during hours of droning testimony to suggest, let alone prove, that Clinton had granted them in exchange for Denise Rich’s generous campaign and foundation contributions—all of which she had given months and years before she approached him on behalf of her ex-husband.


While the first round of congressional hearings found no evidence of bribery or corruption, they certainly showed that the vetting of Clinton’s last-minute pardons had been haphazard at best. At least forty-seven pardons, or more than a third of all those granted by the president during his final days in office, had not gone through the usual review procedures at the Justice Department and were instead brought directly to his office. Most of those seeking clemency had never even filed a petition with Justice; others fell outside the legal parameters of that system; and a few had already seen earlier pleas rejected by Clinton.


His grant of clemency to four Hasidic Jewish men from upstate New York—serving time for defrauding the government of $40 million—also provoked distrust, because their hometown of New Square had delivered nearly all its 1,369 votes to Hillary in her Senate campaign. But if Clinton was selling pardons, or merely doling them out as favors to his friends and supporters, he had rebuffed at least two generous donors who had done much more for him and the Democratic Party than the former Mrs. Rich or the New Square rabbis.


In the first instance, Clinton had rejected a clemency application from Leonard Peltier, the Native American militant long imprisoned for the 1975 murder of two FBI agents on the Pine Ridge Reservation in North Dakota. Peltier’s campaign had become a cause célèbre in Hollywood circles led by movie mogul David Geffen, who along with his DreamWorks partners had given well over a million dollars toward the Clinton library and hundreds of thousands more to Democratic candidates and causes. (Years later, a “disillusioned” Geffen would cite the rejection of Peltier as a major reason for shifting his allegiance from Hillary Clinton to Barack Obama, as the 2008 presidential campaign approached.)


In the second case, Clinton had refused to grant a pardon to Michael Milken, the legendary junk bond financier and convicted fraudster, who had served twenty-two months of a ten-year sentence before his 1993 release. He had turned down Milken’s application, even though its outspoken supporters included Rudolph Giuliani, who had sent Milken to prison as a federal prosecutor—and despite a fervent request from Ron Burkle, a personal friend with whom Clinton would soon enter a business relationship. By then Burkle already had given at least $4.5 million to the foundation and other Clinton causes.


Still, eliminating the checks and balances of the normal process had left Clinton vulnerable to charges of abuse, especially in the case of Rich and Green. Testimony from former White House counsel Beth Nolan, former White House chief of staff John Podesta, and Bruce Lindsey, the presidential lawyer and confidant who headed the Clinton Foundation, revealed that they had all bluntly opposed pardoning the fugitives in Switzerland. And until the last minute of the last day, all three of those close advisers said, they had been certain that Clinton ultimately would deny a pardon to Rich and Green.





In Clinton’s Washington transition office, Karen Tramontano and her colleagues worried that the reputation of the former president might never fully recover from the incessant incoming attacks. Tramontano knew she could do nothing about the pardons furor. Nobody in the press cared about the nuances and complications of the Rich case, which hinged on arcane tax law. But the impasse with Congress over high-priced Manhattan office space just might be resolved, if only she could persuade Clinton to choose a different location, somewhere less costly and controversial.


On a cold February morning, she steeled herself and called the house in Chappaqua. “How is he today?” she asked Oscar Flores. “He’s OK,” replied Flores, who handed the phone to the former president.


For a few moments, she and Clinton made small talk, which turned quickly toward the continuing torrent of ugly publicity over the pardons, the gifts, and the Carnegie Tower offices. There would be no good time to bring up her new agenda with him, but this sounded like an opening—a chance to suggest constructive action.


“Certain things . . . we can’t do anything about,” she began, a bit gingerly. “But let’s get out of this lease.”


“How can you do that?” he replied angrily. “You’re giving in!” He hung up the phone.


Tramontano ignored his outburst of temper and went up to New York on the train to meet with an executive representing Rockrose Development, the building’s owners. Having benefited from the publicity surrounding Clinton’s potential tenancy, Rockrose no longer cared whether the lease was ever signed. It was true that they had given the former president a break on the cost; the market rent for his premium floor had only risen. “No worries,” the executive laughed, when she asked whether it was too late to cancel. “Do you realize what I can rent that space for?”


In the ensuing days, Tramontano talked with John Sexton, the New York University president, who had known the Clintons well since the 1980s, when his wife, Lisa Goldberg, became a close Hillary friend. As Clinton’s exit from the White House had approached, Sexton had broached the possibility of creating a global policy institute at NYU as a home for Clinton and the foundation. He was sure that he could find decent office space somewhere on or around the university’s vast Manhattan territories for them.


But then Tramontano took a call from Representative Charles Rangel, the Democrat from upper Manhattan, who had first pitched the idea of Hillary’s Senate candidacy. “Karen!” roared his familiar voice over the wire, gravelly yet piercing. “He should come to Harlem! Have him call me.”


To Tramontano, this idea was at least intuitively appealing. But was there adequate modern office space in Harlem to accommodate Clinton and his operations? A few days later, Rangel personally escorted her to visit a nondescript glass-fronted building at 55 West 125th Street, just east of Lenox Avenue. The top floor, fourteen stories up, offered a majestic view looking downtown over Central Park, but not much else. The space wasn’t attractive—“the ugliest place,” she later admitted—and further inquiry revealed that there might not be enough water pressure to flush the toilets. Ultimately she was persuaded that all these problems could and surely would be fixed for a prized tenant like the former president.


Tramontano called Clinton at home again. “This is a very good option,” she told him. He grumbled, but agreed to talk with Rangel.


Not many days later, Clinton called back to tell her about a great new idea: They could move the offices to Harlem! Talking about all the things he could do in and for the neighborhood, and what it would mean to be there, he was clearly excited. On February 13, after touring the space with Hillary and their close friend, Washington attorney and civil rights veteran Vernon Jordan, he emerged from behind the glass doors onto Harlem’s busiest street to greet jostling reporters and camera crews. “I have decided to locate my office in this building. If we can work it out.” A crowd of jubilant residents who had stopped to listen began cheering.


In Harlem, nobody cared about Marc Rich.





With the congressional pardon probe bearing down and the strong chance of a criminal investigation by the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Manhattan—where the Marc Rich prosecution had originated under Rudolph Giuliani—Clinton was talking with Kendall almost every day. He told the lawyer that he wanted to write an op-ed essay for the New York Times, laying out the best case for the Rich pardon without equivocation. It was important to make that case for the record, and to clearly reject the accusations of criminal misconduct.


The Times editorial page editors quickly agreed to give Clinton plenty of space to explain himself. As he wrote and rewrote, plowing through dozens of drafts that he handed over to Kendall and others for comment, the newspaper of record found opportunities to express a subtle satisfaction over the former president’s political fall, which had only justified the negative assessments of his character long nurtured by its editors and columnists. More than a hint of institutional schadenfreude could be detected between the lines of Adam Nagourney’s “Political Memo” column on February 14, a mocking Valentine to Clinton. Soon to be appointed the paper’s chief political correspondent, Nagourney outlined the tribulations that had beset the former president since his arrival in New York, depicting him as enfeebled, unprepared, and perhaps ruined:


Until recently, when Mr. Clinton’s former aides lumbered back to life, the same Democrats who had reliably come to his aid over the last eight years were notable for their silence. Part of that was because, as one of Mr. Clinton’s strongest advocates said yesterday, the defense of his presidential pardons was a daunting task for even the most devout Clinton supporters.


But it also was clear evidence that former presidents do not have the clout of sitting ones, and that there is little price to be paid for being silent.


Mr. Clinton was described yesterday as increasingly concerned about how he was being perceived and irritated at coverage that some of his advisers described as unfair. And he and his advisers were beginning, if belatedly, to try to help Mr. Clinton through a period that some of his own supporters acknowledged had permanently stained his reputation.


The next day, as if to confirm that judgment, U.S. Attorney Mary Jo White, the chief federal prosecutor for the Southern District of New York—and appointed by Clinton in 1993 as the first woman to hold that prestigious post—announced that she had opened a criminal probe into the pardons.


“The seriousness of the crimes is diminished, and the fact and the appearance of evenhanded justice is compromised,” she had said when the pardons first became public. Now she would make her displeasure felt.


The media bombshells began to explode shortly after dawn, when the network morning shows all led with Clinton’s latest embarrassment. On ABC News’ Good Morning America, the assignment fell to correspondent Jackie Judd, whose professional hostility toward Clinton dated back to the Whitewater investigation. Although Judd reported the story straight, she made sure to air tape of Senator Jefferson Beauregard Sessions, Republican of Mississippi, explaining his theory of the case.


“If a person takes a thing of value for themself [sic] or for another person that influences their decision in a matter of their official capacity,” he explained, “then that could be a criminal offense.” The irony of such a remark coming from a man who had accepted millions of dollars in campaign donations from lobbyists, banks, insurance companies, agricultural interests, and defense contractors was not remarked upon.


Closer to the mark was Good Morning America anchor Charlie Gibson’s colloquy with ABC correspondent and former top Clinton aide George Stephanopoulos. It would be difficult for White to prove that Clinton had knowingly taken money from Denise Rich as a payment on a pardon for her ex-husband—especially, although neither Gibson nor Stephanopoulos said so, because she had not even been asked to support his pardon application until many months after she had made those donations.


But how would Clinton ever prove that he hadn’t taken a payoff? Gibson wondered. “What does he do now to get this cloud off, if he can?”


Replied Stephanopoulos, “The big question is, does he go public with his explanation in some kind of an interview and really lay out this case and say, ‘Listen, you guys may disagree with my decision, but I did not do it—it wasn’t a trade for campaign contributions.’ He’s got to lay out the reasons for this decision in a clear way.”


On CNN, the morning anchors displayed the front pages of the New York Times and the Washington Post, with the pardon probe news splashed in bold headlines above the fold—the prelude to a report by correspondents Frank Sesno and Daryn Kagan on Bill and Hillary Clinton that described them as unpopular “losers” and pariahs in their own Democratic Party.


“They are distancing themselves thoroughly from Bill Clinton,” remarked Sesno. “As one Democratic strategist commented to me today, ‘he’s not our responsibility anymore.’ And you’re not seeing any Democratic senators or others rush to his defense; quite the contrary.”


On February 18, three days after White’s announcement, the Times published Clinton’s op-ed, titled “My Reasons for the Pardons.” At nearly 1,600 words, the final product of many hours of rewriting provided a detailed legal rationale for his decision on Rich and Green, citing the opinions of top tax attorneys and prominent Republican lawyers, including Vice President Dick Cheney’s chief of staff, Lewis “Scooter” Libby.


Clinton explained why he believed that the original prosecution of Rich had overreached, applying criminal statutes to business practices that had resulted in mere civil fines for other oil companies. Rich and Green had paid nearly $200 million in fines and penalties already, he noted—and he had required them to waive “any and all defenses” against further civil litigation by the government as a condition of the pardons. He acknowledged that he ought to have consulted directly with the United States attorney and that he had proceeded with excessive haste in discussions with the Justice Department. Finally, he expressed the pain that the accusations of corruption had caused him.


Firmly denying any quid pro quo in any of the pardons he had granted, Clinton concluded: “I want every American to know that, while you may disagree with this decision, I made it on the merits as I saw them, and I take full responsibility for it.”


The prose was competent, the reasoning was lucid, and yet the op-ed fell flat, with no discernible impact. It was simply too late, too dry, too emotionless, and above all, too reticent in detailing the real diplomatic context of the pardon decision. By the time that context finally began to emerge, Clinton’s enemies had set the narrative of sleaze in concrete.


The House committee continued to drag out its investigation, eventually diverting attention to other pardons when the Rich case turned into a dead end. Committee staff delved into clemency applications pushed by Hugh Rodham, Hillary Clinton’s brother, and Bill Clinton’s brother, Roger, in hopes of earning large fees. Rodham, a lawyer and public defender in Miami, had received roughly $200,000 each from Glenn Braswell, a businessman convicted of mail fraud in connection with the sale of a baldness remedy, and Carlos Vignali, a convicted cocaine trafficker with family connections to Democratic politicians in California.


Clinton had rejected the pardon promoted by his brother, and had been unaware of the fees collected by Rodham—which he and Hillary angrily (and successfully) urged her brother to refund after learning of them. Staying in Washington at Hillary’s residence when he learned that the Rodham story was about to come out, Clinton had jumped abruptly into a van with two Secret Service agents and driven himself home to Chappaqua in the middle of the night. He didn’t want to be in the capital when the next round of gloating began.


While the House committee probe went on for months, the evidence that emerged substantiated none of the suspicions voiced by the chairman—and in fact came close to proving the opposite. Ultimately, what Burton’s machinations revealed was not a corruption conspiracy, but the unfolding diplomatic and political relationship that had impelled Clinton to issue the risky pardon.


When Clinton waived executive privilege to allow the testimony of Podesta, Bruce Lindsey, and Nolan, he simultaneously opened his administration’s archives—under the control of Bush White House lawyers—to the Burton committee investigators. Among the many Israeli officials and former officials who had contacted the White House on behalf of Marc Rich, as the press had already noted, was Ehud Barak, then Israel’s prime minister. Barak had reportedly discussed Rich with Clinton on at least two and perhaps three occasions. Armed with that scant knowledge, the Burton staffers made an unprecedented demand: They wanted the transcripts of notes recording the conversations between the two heads of state that had been taken down by stenographers in the Oval Office.


While all such discussions between the president and other heads of state are recorded in that manner, virtually no documents in the White House would be considered more sensitive—especially involving the prime minister of Israel, and even more especially during a period of critical negotiations between the Jewish state and the Palestinian Authority. Transcripts of private conversations between the president and foreign heads of state are not routinely provided to congressional committees or anyone else, particularly not when the conversations had occurred only months earlier.


It was difficult to imagine a more blatant breach of the discretion expected by world leaders when they are on the telephone with the president of the United States.


Yet the Bush White House bowed to the committee’s request swiftly and even eagerly. Alberto Gonzales, the White House counsel, ensured that the written notes of three Clinton-Barak conversations concerning Rich—which had occurred on December 11, 2000; January 8, 2001; and January 19, 2001—were declassified, redacted, and released to Burton “at warp speed,” as one lawyer put it. (As a shining example of transparent government, this contrasted sharply with the obsessive secrecy that shrouded the following eight years of the Bush presidency.)


The extraordinary alacrity of Gonzales in releasing the transcripts to Burton troubled David Kendall, who assumed that the Bush White House wanted nothing more than to discredit his client. Kendall and Clinton had repeatedly discussed those conversations with Barak, which the former president recalled very clearly. During three lengthy calls with the Israeli leader about the complications of the peace talks with the Palestinians—which had reached an impasse that required further Israeli concessions to revive any chance of success—Barak had raised the subject of the Rich pardon request, according to Clinton. The justification offered by Barak was Rich’s many services to the Israeli state and the Jewish people, whom the Swiss-based oilman had assisted even while trading with hostile regimes in Iran, Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon, and Syria.


Now Clinton told Kendall again that those conversations, if released, would confirm the “foreign policy” rationale for the Rich pardon. But like any wise defense lawyer, even one whose client has a memory renowned for near-photographic accuracy and detail, Kendall fretted that the documents might somehow contradict or undermine Clinton.





The Israeli prime minister’s intervention on behalf of Rich had been anything but casual. Months earlier, at the beginning of the quiet pardon campaign mounted by Rich’s legal and public relations team, a man named Avner Azulay had reached out to the prime minister in Jerusalem. A former Mossad operative, Azulay headed Rich’s private foundation, which had given millions to charities in Israel and Europe. He had also once served as an Israel Defense Forces captain alongside Barak—who would become the most decorated soldier in Israel’s history—when both were young officers in the intelligence corps. So when he contacted the prime minister’s office, Barak had agreed to see him.


Azulay told Barak that Rich had been serving as a covert instrument of Israeli policy for nearly a quarter of a century—dating back at least to the fall of the Shah of Iran, who had supplied most of Israel’s oil needs until his overthrow by Shiite Islamist militants. Rich had been doing business with the Shah, and yet somehow continued to work with the regime that followed under Ayatollah Khomeini, serving as a middleman for the continued flow of Iranian oil to Israel.


But Rich had done much more than provide petroleum, explained Azulay. Beginning in the early 1980s, Rich had used his connections with various regimes in Africa and the Middle East to negotiate the safe exit of Jewish families from places hostile to them. The first covert operation had involved Ethiopia, where Rich assisted Jerusalem in negotiating the exit of the Falasha Jews from that country, ravaged by famine and civil war under Mengistu Haile Mariam, a Soviet-backed dictator. Rich’s firm oversaw construction of an emergency medical clinic as part of a deal with Mengistu to release thousands of Jewish Ethiopians to emigrate to Israel.


Rich also maintained connections with the regime in Yemen, where hundreds of Jewish families remained after most had emigrated, and were under the constant threat of anti-Semitic attacks. Again, he was able to make deals with Yemeni officials who would never have talked with the Israelis, helping to bring dozens of Jews to safety in Israel. Over the next two decades he conducted similar operations—quietly spiriting endangered Jewish families out of the tiny remaining communities in Iraq, Syria, and Iran. In all those places, he had done business with officials who could be persuaded to look the other way.


Rich had also regularly allowed his firm’s offices in many of those countries to serve as safe havens for intelligence officers and their local sources. As a high-ranking Israeli official explained, the cover of Rich’s company was often used “just to allow access to a place, like when someone is active in some country in Africa, for example—to go visit certain places where you can’t go otherwise.” On some occasions, a Rich employee, or Rich himself, had carried messages from Jerusalem to a leader in Yemen or Libya or Syria or Iran, whose government had no official or any other kind of relations with Israel.


What Barak might have considered even more convincing at the time was Rich’s willingness to provide financial assistance to the Palestinians as part of the peace process—a favor he had already done on a small scale at the behest of Israeli president Shimon Peres.


Barak listened carefully to his old army buddy, and promised to consider Azulay’s plea that he carry the pardon request to Clinton. Later, the prime minister made some discreet inquiries among people he trusted in the Israeli intelligence community to check what Azulay had told him. He quickly learned that the story was true: Rich was not a Mossad agent but was instead what the spy agency calls in Hebrew a “sayan”—a helper, or in American parlance, an asset. Without delving too deeply into sensitive details, Barak established to his own satisfaction that Rich and his company had been exceptionally helpful to Israel and the West.


The declassified “telcon” notes released to Burton by Gonzales showed that on the evening of December 11, Barak had reached Clinton in the White House residence, where they had spoken about other matters (“redacted”) before the Israeli brought up the subject of Rich. They were talking often in those days, as the president mulled his final and most ambitious effort to revive the Mideast peace talks that had imploded at Camp David during the summer of 2000. Acknowledging that Rich, this “American Jewish businessman,” had “violated some rules of the game” under U.S. law, Barak nevertheless asked Clinton to “consider his case” because of Rich’s philanthropic activities.


“I know about that case because I know his ex-wife,” replied Clinton. “She wants to help him, too. If your ex-wife wants to help you, that’s good,” he quipped.


On the evening of January 8, the president and prime minister spoke again for about twenty minutes. During the first eighteen minutes or so, they discussed Clinton’s effusive remarks about Barak the night before, in a speech to the Israel Policy Forum, a liberal Jewish organization, held at the Waldorf-Astoria hotel in Manhattan.


Of Barak’s decision to pursue the peace process, with substantial concessions and at no small political sacrifice, Clinton had declared:


No dilemma I have ever faced approximates in difficulty or comes close to the choice that Prime Minister Barak had to make when he took office. . . . He knew nine things could go wrong and only one thing could go right. But he promised himself that he would have to try. And as long as he knew Israel in the end could defend itself and maintain its security, he would keep taking risks. And that’s what he’s done, down to these days. There may be those who disagree with him, but he has demonstrated as much bravery in the office of Prime Minister as he ever did on the field of battle and no one should ever question that.


Indeed, by repeatedly engaging a recalcitrant Yasir Arafat and offering the Palestinian leader a series of fresh concessions on territorial division, the final status of Jerusalem, the “right of return” for Palestinian refugees, and other issues, Barak had consciously placed his own political career upon the altar of peace. Even as he continued to pursue those negotiations—hoping for a breakthrough agreement that to many observers seemed painfully close during those final days—the Israeli prime minister was looking at polls that showed him trailing far behind the Likud Party’s Ariel Sharon in the forthcoming national election, scheduled for April.


From Clinton’s perspective, Barak had done nearly everything he had asked, unselfishly and without complaint. Now he was asking for something that was very much within Clinton’s power to grant, and that conceivably might be justified on the merits as well. It was Barak’s final plea on January 19, when he and Clinton spoke again, that seemed to tip the balance in favor of Rich.


“Might it move forward?” Barak had asked, referring to the pardon.


“I’m working on that but I’m not sure,” Clinton had replied. “I’m glad you asked me about that. When I finish these calls I will go back into the meeting on that, but I’m glad you raised it. Here’s the only problem with Rich; there’s almost no precedent in American history. There’s nothing illegal about [a pardon], but there’s no precedent. He was overseas when he was indicted and never came home. The question is not whether he should get it or not, but whether he should get it without coming back here. That’s the dilemma I’m working through. I’m working on it.”


“OK,” Barak had said.


That final call preceded by only two days the scheduled opening of the last round of serious peace talks in the Sinai Peninsula resort of Taba, Egypt, following many weeks of preparation by Clinton and his diplomatic team. While those negotiations ultimately failed, they came closer to achieving a workable settlement than any before or since. And for that possibility, even before the talks began, Clinton would always feel deeply indebted to Barak. Clinton’s aides later testified to their surprise when he signed the Rich pardon request on January 20. But given Barak’s pressure and the intertwining of the pardon and the peace talks, perhaps they should not have been.


When the Taba talks faltered weeks later—and after Barak fell, as predicted, in the April 1 election against Sharon—Clinton became even less inclined to “kick him while he’s down.” In the New York Times op-ed, he noted the urgings of “many present and former high-ranking Israeli officials of both major political parties” as “importantly” influencing his decision. But he would never specifically mention Rich in the same breath with Barak, a man he genuinely liked and admired.


For his part, Barak and those around him sought to downplay his role in the Rich pardon. Not wishing the prime minister to be blamed for what had become an embarrassment to Israel in the United States, Barak’s staff would tell any reporter who listened that his conversations with Clinton included only one “marginal telephone mention” on behalf of the fugitive oilman. Surely, they whispered, that couldn’t be why the pardon had been granted.


Yet to someone who understood the full diplomatic context—someone like Hillary Clinton, whose first weeks in the Senate were cast into unflattering shadow by the Rich controversy—the only real question that remained was not why President Clinton had signed the pardon in the end, but why he had not clearly and publicly explained his compelling raison d’état. In private, sometimes intense conversations with her husband, Hillary came to realize that he would never seek to shift any responsibility onto Barak for what he had, after all, chosen to do himself—and she agreed.





Neither the Burton committee’s continuing endeavors nor the U.S. attorney’s investigation would achieve much of substance—aside from the political damage inflicted on the Clintons—although the lawyers involved kept themselves busy for many months. Upon close examination, there had never been any evidence to sustain the notion of a bribery conspiracy in the Rich matter, and as time wore on both probes began to appear punitive rather than principled. Burton’s partisan purposes had always been obvious, along with his loony demeanor. But the media uproar over the pardons had allowed the Indiana Republican to run roughshod over all the cowed Democrats on his committee, at least for the first few months.


The motives of U.S. Attorney White and her senior staff weren’t partisan but professional. Angered as they were by Clinton’s decision and his lack of concern for their opinion, they were also too smart to believe that they would find any criminal conduct.


In Kendall’s view, they behaved fully within the bounds of propriety; unlike the Starr investigation, which had brazenly used Washington journalists as its promotional agents, White’s office did not leak. But her investigators continued to demand the Clinton Foundation lists and then call the donors, long after any purpose had evaporated. She and her staff made Clinton pay heavily for a decision they hated, until her Republican successor, James Comey, cleared him in 2002.


In late August, Clinton received a small measure of vindication on the Rich pardon when reporter Michael Isikoff published the transcripts of the Barak-Clinton conversations in Newsweek. Although Burton refused to release the transcripts to Kendall, who had been forced to obtain them from the National Archives and Records Administration, someone had seen fit to give them to a magazine that had often maligned Clinton throughout his presidency. (It was Isikoff, after all, who had broken the story of the Lewinsky affair.)


The Newsweek story provided no diplomatic or political context—and wrongly described Rich’s pardon as “unconditional”—but its appearance nevertheless gratified both Clinton and Kendall, who was relieved to see that the documents confirmed his client’s recollection. In a follow-up story, the New York Times obtusely observed that the conversations with Barak “do not appear to shed any light on Mr. Clinton’s motivations.”


Most of the ensuing coverage was similarly witless and poorly informed. The mythological narrative depicting the Rich pardon as a corrupt quid pro quo would endure. But the release of the Barak transcripts marked an unofficial conclusion to the pardon scandal. When the Burton committee finally released its two-volume, 1,500-page report on the pardons several months later, rehashing all the same material, most media outlets paid little attention.





Not only had the Rich pardon badly tarnished Clinton’s reputation, but its fallout continued to hinder the most urgent tasks he faced during the first year of his post-presidency. By raising taxes, reducing spending, and most of all by fostering economic growth, he had erased the perennial deficit and come close to eliminating the national debt—but rather ironically, he and Hillary had left the White House carrying enormous personal and institutional indebtedness. Estimates of what they owed to lawyers alone, following the years of investigations and impeachment, ranged from $12 million to $20 million. They also had owed mortgages on two expensive homes, in Chappaqua and Washington, D.C., where Hillary lived in a $3 million house on Whitehaven Street, near Embassy Row.


Meanwhile the Clinton Foundation, established in 1997 to build his presidential library in Little Rock, still needed to raise more than $125 million to complete construction. Despite all the noise over supposedly illicit donations to the library from friends like Denise Rich, the truth was that much of the money raised so far had come in small donations via direct mail solicitations. In 2000, the entire amount raised for the library had amounted to less than $3 million. At that rate, it wouldn’t be paid off until the middle of the century.


Having enjoyed free public accommodation—housing, meals, security, and transportation—for more than two decades, Clinton was haunted by the specter of debt. He had grown up in very straitened circumstances, if not quite poverty; he had never made much money or invested successfully; and he had scoffed when friends insisted that he would almost certainly become a wealthy man after leaving the presidency.


“Financially, you just don’t ever have to worry ever again,” the reliably cheerful Terry McAuliffe had assured him more than once. “Listen, you’re going to . . . at a minimum, sir, you’re going to write a book, you’re going to have speeches. You know, you’re going to get paid a lot of money to give speeches. You’re going to be fine.”


“All right, Mack, if you say so,” Clinton would reply skeptically and somewhat glumly. “I guess so.”


But in the months following his tumultuous departure from the White House, as the speaking engagements dried up, McAuliffe’s insistent optimism seemed more and more dubious. Even if the speech bookings eventually returned, the library was starting to look like a much more persistent problem. Fundraising from larger donors was rendered nearly impossible after the Burton committee and the United States attorney had demanded the lists of all the library donors and started issuing subpoenas to the individuals whose names appeared on them.


Knowing what might happen if Burton’s staff got the donor records, Kendall had initially resisted the congressional subpoena, citing privacy concerns. But by the end of February, with additional subpoenas arriving from White’s grand jury in New York, he and Clinton had realized that they could no longer withhold the records. Every month or so, the library’s temporary office in Little Rock, then overseen by Skip Rutherford, a longtime friend and campaign aide, would receive a fresh subpoena from New York.


When donors who had given more than $5,000 or so began to receive calls from the U.S. attorney’s FBI investigators, asking questions about exactly why they had given money to the Clinton library, fundraising at that level became nearly impossible. Nobody with enough money to write a big check wanted to attract the scrutiny of law enforcement or the media attention that might follow.


The immediate effect was crippling. As Clinton and his staff knew, the year after a president leaves office usually opens the most lucrative window for library fundraising. Four years earlier, the foundation had started with about a million dollars in seed money left over from the second inauguration. Then in 1998 and 1999, mostly through direct mail and small donations, the foundation staff in Little Rock had raised about $3 million a year, with another $8 million in large and small donations in 2000. Donations were on track to raise roughly $8 million or so in 2001—all of which added up to a significant amount, except when considered against the eventual cost of construction, which would exceed the original estimate of $165 million.


Those numbers represented an emotional burden weighing on both Bill and Hillary Clinton that they rarely expressed. “It was hard,” she would say, years later—not only because the levels of expense and debt were so daunting, but even more because of the sudden, hurtful coolness of many old friends and allies who might have been expected to help. As a United States senator, wary of ethical missteps, she could do nothing but watch as her husband struggled.


To Hillary, Bill had always resembled “the small boy digging through the manure because he thinks there must be a pony there.” In her eyes, he was almost too eager to look for the positive side in people, even amid disappointment, to give everyone the benefit of the doubt. Yet during the period since they had left the White House, she noticed a subtle change in him. The loneliness and frustration of the first post-presidential months had not extinguished but certainly had tempered the relentlessly sunny side of his personality, she thought.


The former president was truly surprised, in a way she found poignant, to discover that quite a few people whose reputations and careers he had fostered, if not entirely created, were avoiding him. They wouldn’t take his phone calls. They wouldn’t meet with him. It saddened and upset Hillary to see him treated in a fashion “that he would never treat anybody, ever, that he had any relationship with—and certainly not anybody he thought he owed something to.”





CHAPTER THREE


In the long aftermath of the pardon debacle, Bill Clinton was often surprised—and hurt—by the disdainful attitude of old friends and allies. Amplifying the negative media coverage, which he seemed unable to ignore, their withdrawal represented a judgment that sometimes seemed universal. More loyal friends worried that he was moody, sometimes angry, and worse still, distracted from thinking seriously about his own future.


Visiting him in Chappaqua, former White House chief of staff John Podesta—a calm and trustworthy figure to whom Clinton often turned at times of difficulty—left feeling concerned. Podesta always thought of his former boss and old friend as “a guy who never stays down.” But that winter, Clinton struck him as downcast, “stuck in a negative cycle.”


Nor did Clinton’s mood improve when he called a meeting of longtime aides and friends to advise him on “what to do next” at Hillary’s Washington home, situated among the capital’s fanciest embassies and residences. Podesta, Band, and Tramontano were present, as were pollster and strategist Mark Penn, former national security adviser Sandy Berger, and Hillary, who had been enduring her own bout of bad publicity. She sat with her husband and listened as they told him bluntly, “You need to stand down for now. You are damaged goods.”


So much reputational damage had been sustained, they advised, that he should stay out of sight for the coming six months, perhaps as long as a year, focusing quietly on his library and his memoirs. This moment of unanimous, undiluted candor left their former boss “very pissed off,” as one observer later noted. But even as the advisers spoke, they all knew that hiding away for an extended period was not really to be expected of him. Even if he had wanted to do so, finding shelter from the deluge of public scorn during the first year of his new life would not be easy.


Whatever he had lost, however, Clinton still possessed an unusual capacity to “compartmentalize,” as Podesta liked to put it—to turn his mind away from his own troubles, and focus his attention elsewhere, at least temporarily. Soon he and his staff came to realize that however diminished his popularity might be in his native land, much of the rest of the world was ready to welcome and even celebrate him. And he was more than ready to extend himself to an emerging global community.


Actually, the first opportunity had materialized just four days after he arrived in Chappaqua. Late on the evening of January 25, news outlets began to report an incredibly destructive earthquake in the province of Gujarat, India. The massive temblor measured 7.7 on the Richter scale, far stronger than the Northridge or Loma Prieta earthquakes in California, and with far greater casualties: Tens of thousands believed dead, hundreds of thousands more injured, perhaps a million or more homeless, and untold billions of dollars in property damage.


As president, Clinton had been proud of improving America’s relationship with India, which had declined for many years as a consequence of Cold War politics. His outreach to Delhi had been strategically valuable in South Asia and paid political dividends at home, encouraging successful members of the Indian American diaspora, many of them in the financial and technology industries, to befriend the Clintons and contribute generously to them.


Over the years, Clinton had become particularly close to a few Indian American businessmen, notably Vinod Gupta, who had built infoUSA, a leading information brokerage firm that was probably worth a billion dollars, and Sant Singh Chatwal, a Sikh hospitality entrepreneur whose far-flung properties included Manhattan’s Bombay Palace restaurant. Both men had visited the White House; Gupta had played golf with Clinton and even slept once in the Lincoln Bedroom. Occasionally Chatwal still sent some of Clinton’s favorite menu items—butter chicken, lentil dal, kebabs, and fish curry—up to Chappaqua.


During the days that followed the earthquake, Clinton began calling Chatwal, Gupta, and other members of his Indian American circle, including Raj Gupta (no relation to Vin), a managing director at McKinsey & Company, the international management consulting firm, and Victor Menezes, a senior vice chairman at Citigroup.


“Now is the time for you and everybody who has done well in your community to step up” and organize aid to the flattened villages of Gujarat, he told Menezes. “And I will do everything in my power to help.”


Clinton sent the same message to a friend in New Delhi—Atal Bihari Vajpayee, the prime minister whom he had gotten to know while touring India as president in March 2000. The first trip by an American president to the subcontinent since Jimmy Carter’s visit in 1978, Clinton’s warmly received visit had been widely regarded as inaugurating a new partnership between the two countries. Now, Vajpayee’s staff arranged a telephone call between the Indian leader and the former president for the evening of February 1. During that call, Vajpayee officially requested Clinton’s assistance for the earthquake victims. They set a short-term funding goal of $1 million, but Clinton knew that his Indian American team would be good for much more.


The next day, Victor Menezes hosted a meeting in a conference room on one of the upper floors of the imposing aluminum-sheathed Citigroup Center in Manhattan, where Clinton presided over the creation of the American India Foundation. Chosen unanimously as the new group’s honorary chairman, he would oversee a coast-to-coast fundraising sweep.


Within two weeks, the AIF publicly announced its founding in a press release that led with a quote from Clinton: “The Gujarat earthquake in India has brought about tremendous human suffering. It is important to harness the management skills, financial resources and entrepreneurship that reside in the Indian community in the U.S. and use these to benefit India in its hour of need.” Its board included Menezes, Chatwal, the two Guptas, along with a score of other financial, business, and technology leaders—and just for an extra touch of glitz, the bestselling wellness guru Deepak Chopra.


All this frenetic philanthropic activism went on well beneath the radar of the mainstream media, too preoccupied then with pardons and other embarrassments to take notice of any good works. But that scarcely deterred Clinton, who was well aware that he would accomplish nothing if he had to depend on positive press clippings. His staff regarded the Gujarat initiative as properly presidential in scope and, beyond that, highly therapeutic for him at a time of depressing daily abuse.


Collaborating with the Indian American CEOs and academics, Clinton felt refreshed and energized. Every conversation and meeting about Gujarat pulled him out of his claustrophobic existence as a media target. Unlike other friends, they weren’t going to dump him over the pardons or worry whether his bad press might be contagious. When he was with them, he remembered how it felt to be recognized for qualities he liked in himself—his compassion, his intelligence, his openness to the world, his concentration on problems and solutions, his capacity to bring people together for a constructive purpose.





Yet wherever he went, in the United States, at least, the controversies and enmities of his presidency pursued him. Not long after the debut of the American India Foundation, Clinton flew to San Jose for a major fundraising event to aid Gujarat, where he appeared onstage alongside Deepak Chopra and M.C. Hammer, the rap-star-turned-preacher, at the city’s biggest evangelical church.


Raising more than $2 million in a single evening, that event sparked a lively controversy within the evangelical community, whose strongly conservative and Republican orientation included powerful feelings of hostility toward Clinton. During his presidency, the evangelical right’s assessment of him had ranged from merely “immoral” to “anti-Christ.” Perhaps unsurprisingly, Dick Bernal, the founder and minister of Jubilee Christian Center, which hosted the Gujarat fundraiser, had endured a barrage of criticism from many of his own twelve-thousand-strong flock as well as other local pastors and congregations since the announcement of Clinton’s participation.


Five families quit Bernal’s church, and he received no fewer than six hundred “hate letters,” including death threats and dark predictions that he and his family would be “blown up” when God passed judgment on them.


“They wanted to know if he was bringing Monica Lewinsky with him,” the bemused pastor later recalled. “They wanted to know if Clinton was going to come here and violate women in the church.”


Responding to the unexpectedly severe backlash, Bernal placed a large advertisement in the San Jose Mercury News a week later, apologizing for Clinton’s appearance at the church. This act of contrition irritated the local Indian American businessmen who had sponsored the event. “Some of the most sophisticated people in the Silicon Valley were there that night,” complained Kailash Joshi, a tech entrepreneur and Clinton friend who had organized the event. “Although there is no anger here, I think the apology he put in the newspaper was an insult.”


Yet while Bernal might have appeared to disavow Clinton, his own opinion of the former president was more complicated. Both the pastor and his wife had felt a surge of empathy for the former president while they watched him that evening. To her, Clinton had “looked sad,” while he observed that Clinton “doesn’t get invited to a lot of churches.” Later, Bernal told the evangelical magazine Charisma that he believed Clinton had repented his sins—and that God still had “great plans” for him.


Confiding what a “well-known televangelist” had told him of a prophecy for Clinton, Bernal said, “The word was, God’s hand is on him for a higher purpose than even being president. And God will never remove His hand from him.” Within that enigmatic prediction lay the question that Clinton still had not answered. Aside from paying off his debts and building his library, exactly what was he supposed to do with his energy and talent?





While Clinton certainly felt gratified by the appreciation of the Indian American community, moving toward a global presence made very practical sense for him as well. Morgan Stanley and other American organizations had backed away from him and even canceled his speech bookings, yet the same reaction had not occurred overseas—a difference reflected in his schedule, which would send him far from home during much of that difficult initial year.


By early March, he was preparing to fly across the Atlantic for his first post-presidential trip abroad. Don Walker had booked a series of well-compensated speeches in the Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany, where Clinton would also confer informally but publicly with several heads of state. None showed any sign of wishing to shun him.


Releasing news of the trip, his new spokeswoman Julia Payne assured the New York Daily News that Clinton “really could be booked every day this year. He is the most sought-after speaker in the history of the lecture circuit.” Payne, a former White House staffer brought on to handle the press, didn’t mention that bookings in the United States had not recovered yet; cancellations were still occurring. But those losses were offset by the demand in other countries, where tickets for his appearances—priced from $200 and up, and as high as $10,000 to sit with him at dinner—quickly sold out. Speeches were booked in cities large and small, from Norway, Poland, and Ireland to China, Brazil, Argentina, and Australia. More than a thousand tickets for a hospital fundraiser in Hamilton, Ontario, sold out in a single day. Certain that they could attract many more paying guests, the organizers seriously considered moving to a venue that would accommodate 3,500 seats. On the global platform, “Bill Clinton” was a stellar brand.


Karen Tramontano had hired a speechwriting team, including Jeff Shesol and Paul Orzulak, former Clinton White House staff wordsmiths who had formed a company called West Wing Writers after leaving government. They came up to Chappaqua several times with her to discuss the tone, frame the subjects—settling, very broadly, on globalization and the future of humanity—and begin crafting a draft. The speech, which would be delivered in slightly varying forms over the coming months to many audiences, “had to be tops,” she told them. They all knew from years of experience how Clinton would rework their prose until it could not be regarded as belonging to anyone but him. Ultimately he used little of the speechwriters’ work at all, building a speech informally titled “Our Common Humanity,” arguing why what binds people together is more important than what divides them. He would use and adapt the same basic text, with appropriate introductions and fresh wonkish digressions, for well over a decade in most of his paid appearances.


Before leaving for Europe, he conferred by telephone with both Sandy Berger and former secretary of state Madeleine Albright. They agreed that as an ex-president, he should be careful in his remarks and conversations not to step too hard on his successor in the White House. Already Bush was becoming widely disliked in Europe for his administration’s abrupt decision to kill the Kyoto treaty on reducing carbon pollution, without consulting America’s allies, among other offenses of substance and style.


Especially sensitive on this trip would be Clinton’s visit to Germany, where he was scheduled to deliver the keynote address at an event honoring Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder. As president, he had enjoyed a close relationship with Schroeder, a Social Democratic reformer sometimes known as “the German Clinton.” But the U.S. relationship with Germany was changing under Bush, owing to strong disagreements over climate change, missile defense, and relations with Russia.


Just before he departed New York on a private jet, Clinton’s staff let the organizers of his European speeches know that they were imposing one final requirement: No reporters or photographers would be admitted to any of his appearances on the continent. That demand proved extremely awkward, since members of the press had already received invitations to attend his talks in The Hague and Copenhagen.


The decision to bar the media was more than slightly ironic, because the sponsor of the Danish event was Børsen, that country’s premier financial daily, while the sponsor of the German event—where Schroeder would receive the German Media Award—was a marketing research company that polled the nation’s editors-in-chief to select the annual winner. Having received the German Media Development Award in 2000 at the White House, Clinton had been invited by media executive Karlheinz Kögel to attend the luncheon for Schroeder as the guest of honor.


Awkward or not, the contracts for his speeches clearly gave him the right to control any media presence on the premises. So the embarrassed sponsors dutifully dispatched messages to scores of journalists who had signed up to attend, officially disinviting them. “We did everything we could to create a workable situation for the press,” said the sheepish letter sent out by the Dutch public relations firm handling Clinton’s speech. “Unfortunately that didn’t work.” Leo van der Kant, director of the Assemblee Speakers Bureau that brought the former president to the Netherlands, explained frankly that the speech had been closed to the press due to the “uproar over Clinton’s pardon of fugitive financier Marc Rich.”


Apart from the squall over press access, however—which didn’t at all trouble Clinton or his staff, who tended to hold journalists in dim regard—the three-day European tour was a success, setting a pattern for his peripatetic career as the world’s best-paid public speaker. Don Walker, president of the legendary Harry Walker Agency that booked all his speeches, would tell any reporter who asked: “This is our 55th year in business, and Clinton is the most sought-after speaker ever in the lecture industry.”
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