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THE CLINTON TAPES









CHAPTER ONE
TWIN RECORDERS

Session One
Thursday, October 14, 1993

President Clinton found me waiting alone in his upstairs office called the Treaty Room, testing my tiny twin recorders on one corner of a massive but graceful Victorian desk. It contained a drawer for each cabinet department under Ulysses Grant, he observed, when Washington could be run from a single piece of furniture. The president invited me to begin our work in another room, and I gave him sample historical transcripts to look over while I repacked my briefcase. He scanned to lively passages. An anguished Lyndon Johnson was telling Georgia senator Richard Russell in 1964 that the idea of sending combat soldiers to Vietnam “makes the chills run up my back.” A flirtatious LBJ was pleading with publisher Katharine Graham for kinder coverage in her Washington Post. Clinton asked about Johnson’s telephone taping system. How did it work? How did he keep it secret? For a moment, he seemed to dare the unthinkable. White House recordings have been taboo since their raw authenticity drove Richard Nixon from office in 1974. Most tapes of the Cold War presidents still lay unknown or neglected. By the time scholars and future readers realize their incomparable value for history, these unfiltered ears to a people’s government will be long since extinct. To compensate for that loss, Clinton had resolved to tape a periodic diary with my help.

The president led west through his official residence. Its stately decor would become familiar and often comforting, but for now my nerves reduced the Treaty Room to a blurry mass of burgundy around tall bookcases and a giant Heriz rug. Ahead, walls of rich yellow enveloped a long central hall of movie-set patriotism that clashed for me with Clinton’s solitary ease. He wore casual slacks and carried a book about President Kennedy under an arm. His manner betrayed no pomp, and his speech retained the colloquial Southernism we had shared as youthful campaign partners in 1972, before the twenty-year gap in our acquaintance. I suffered flashes of Rip van Winkle disorientation that a lost roommate had turned up President of the United States. Now, instead of rehashing the day’s crises with co-workers at Scholz’s beer garden in Austin, Texas, I followed Clinton into a family parlor next to the bedroom he shared with Hillary. The plump sofas and console television could have belonged to a cozy hotel suite. Red folders identified classified night reading, marked for action or information. Crossword puzzles and playing cards mingled with books. On one wall, there was a stylized painting of their precocious daughter Chelsea, then thirteen, dressed up like a cross between Bo Peep and Bette Midler.

We sat down at his card table. I retrieved two items to help me prompt him with questions: a daily log of major political events, compiled mostly from newspapers, and a stenographer’s notepad listing priority topics for this trial session. With the microcassette recorders placed between us, I noted the time and occasion for the record. From the start, Clinton’s history project adapted to obstacles beyond the lack of precedent or guidance. We raced to catch up with a daunting backlog from his first nine tumultuous months in office. He sought to recall a president’s firsthand experience, but the job intruded within minutes in a call from his chief congressional liaison, Howard Paster. When I started to leave for his privacy, the president beckoned me to stay. He jotted down the names of five senators, asked an operator to find them, and told me the Senate was voting late that night on Arizona Republican John McCain’s amendment requiring the immediate withdrawal of U.S. troops from Somalia.* Only eleven days ago, forces loyal to Somali warlord Mohamed Farah Aidid had shot down two Black Hawk helicopters, killed nineteen Rangers, and dragged American corpses through the streets of Mogadishu in a searing disaster that Clinton likened to JFK’s Bay of Pigs. Now the president said he must convince five swing senators or suffer a political defeat that he believed would injure the country.

* President Bush had dispatched 25,000 U.S. soldiers the previous year in a U.N. humanitarian mission, Operation Restore Hope, designed to relieve famine in strife-torn Somalia.



I turned off the recorders to weigh unforeseen questions. Why not tape the president’s side of these conversations? That would preserve his actual performance—lobbying, cajoling, being president—in addition to his private memories. After all, Clinton had just contemplated the treasure of predecessors who taped both sides of their business calls. To record only his words would avoid the ethical drawbacks of taping others without their knowledge or consent. On the other hand, posterity would get only half the exchange—what I was hearing, without the senators’ interaction—which would be hard to decipher. Also, could the president himself be sure that recording would not inhibit him? How could we secure a vivid, accurate past without harming the present?

It seemed prudent on balance to tape, but there was precious little time to analyze such judgments. No sooner did Clinton finish with one senator than a White House operator buzzed with another on the line. He was on the phone before I could confirm my rationale with him, and I merely pointed to the little red lights on the recorders when I turned them back on. He nodded. I did not emphasize the gesture for fear of breaking his concentration, or of signaling alarm when I meant to convey assurance. The president worked his way through the list for more than half an hour. “Harry Reid [Democrat of Nevada] is the most under-rated man in the Senate,” he remarked between calls, then plunged again to solicit support. “Can you help me out on this?” he asked. He told them he had “bent over backward” to forge a compromise with Senator Robert Byrd, Democrat of West Virginia, who also favored immediate withdrawal, binding the administration to leave Somalia within six months unless Congress agreed otherwise.

Clinton said he hoped to be out sooner, but he advanced two main reasons for the flexible grace period. First, he wanted to restore some balance in fragile, starving Somalia. U.S. reinforcements this week had convinced General Aidid that he would “pay very dearly” for attacks, Clinton told the senators. He said his commanders just that day had secured the release of a Black Hawk pilot without making concessions. Killing Americans had enhanced Aidid’s local prestige, even though his own forces suffered nearly a thousand casualties, and too precipitous an exit by the United States would oblige the rival Somali clans to fight for gangland parity. Second, Clinton argued that McCain’s mandated retreat would undermine potential for international missions around the world. Japan, he told the senators, very reluctantly had supplied troops to a U.N. force that persevered through losses to help Cambodia establish a historic, underappreciated stability in the wake of Khmer Rouge atrocities. He said other nations closely watched our example. If the United States fled Somalia, it would become still harder to forge peacekeeping coalitions for Bosnia or the Middle East.

The Byrd compromise would narrowly prevail over McCain’s withdrawal amendment. With the senators, and on tape with me, President Clinton sifted the lessons from Somalia. He said he had allowed the United States to get caught up in a vengeful obsession. U.N. secretary-general Boutros Boutros-Ghali “had a hard-on for Aidid,” he said, because a June attack that killed twenty-four Pakistanis was the worst single outrage yet inflicted on U.N. peacekeepers. Boutros-Ghali had secured an international arrest warrant, then called for participant nations in the Somali crisis to capture Aidid for trial. Against such pressure, Italian prime minister Carlo Ciampi had objected that a “sheriff’s job” would ruin the U.N.’s stated mission of humanitarian and political assistance. Ciampi proved wise, the president said with a sigh, but nobody paid much attention to Italian politicians.

Clinton recalled similar warnings from General Colin Powell, the outgoing chairman of his Joint Chiefs of Staff, that a targeted pursuit of Aidid would dominate and eventually displace key political efforts to reconcile factions throughout Somalia. Moreover, Powell had been skeptical of proposals for pinpoint operations in the sunbaked chaos of Mogadishu. He had predicted slim chances for an intelligence-driven “snatch” by elite units, but the president had given in to wishful optimism, despite hearing more than enough doubt to justify caution. He said Powell himself, in one of his last acts before retiring from the Army, had endorsed the confidence of U.S. generals that they could track down Aidid.
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THE PRESIDENT DESCRIBED Powell as a skillful, well-spoken political manager who muffled his own opinions to broker consensus among diverse interests and personalities. This was a role Clinton admired, though in time he would perceive its limitations in Powell as a potential rival for the White House. After the phone calls on Somalia, he projected his characterization of Powell back to the controversy that engulfed his presidency from its first day, over a campaign promise to lift the ban on gay and lesbian soldiers. When the Joint Chiefs came to the Oval Office on the night of January 25, he recalled, Powell had deferred to his four service chiefs. The president sketched each vehement presentation, saying they objected to homosexual soldiers variously as immoral, inflammatory, and dangerous. He said Powell confined himself to more neutral observations about maintaining morale and cohesion, along with a formal pledge that the chiefs would obey the commander in chief in spite of their personal views. Privately, Clinton added, Powell advised him to discount the pledge because all the chiefs would communicate these views strongly to Congress, which could and would overturn any presidential order.

Powell was correct, said Clinton. Congress held sway. If he had issued an executive order, a super-majority stood poised not only to reinstate the ban on homosexual soldiers but to override any presidential veto. Support for ending the ban fell below 25 percent in Congress, he added. The president engaged a question about the introductory meeting with Democratic senators on the night of January 28. Pleasantries about the inauguration had mixed with worries over gay soldiers, he said, until elder statesman Robert Byrd changed the tone with his first words. “Suetonius, the Roman historian,” Clinton quoted Byrd, “lived into the reign of Emperor Hadrian during the second century.” According to Suetonius, Julius Caesar never lived down reports of a youthful affair with King Nicomedes of Bithynia (in modern Turkey), such that wags dared to mock the mighty emperor as “every woman’s man and every man’s woman.” Byrd told his colleagues and Clinton that for one senator, at least, this homosexual seed had something to do with the fall of the world’s greatest military empire.

On our tape, Clinton re-created Byrd’s speech with feeling. Byrd said homosexuality was a sin. It was unnatural. God didn’t like it. The Army shouldn’t want it, and Byrd could never accept such a bargain with the devil. Clinton said this classical foray rocked everyone back in their seats, and touched off discussions ranging from ancient Greece to cyberspace. Some senators noted that the Roman emperors won brutal wars for centuries while indulging every imaginable vice. (Augustus Caesar ravaged both sexes, wrote the gossipy Suetonius, and softened the hair on his legs with red-hot walnut shells.) Byrd invoked Bible passages. The president said, well, those verses may be so, but in the same Bible “homosexuality did not make the top-ten list of sins.” By contrast, he told the senators, the Ten Commandments did ban false witness and adultery, and they all knew that plenty of liars and philanderers were good soldiers. He said there were sharp stabs of tension in the Oval Office, leavened with astonishment at such a debate between senators and a brand-new president. “I couldn’t tell,” said Clinton, “whether [Massachusetts Democrat] Teddy Kennedy was going to start giggling or jump out the window.”

Sam Nunn of Georgia had interjected that adultery was in fact a punishable crime under the Uniform Code of Military Justice. Yes, Clinton said he replied, but military investigators did not launch dragnets for unfaithful spouses or make recruits swear that they are not adulterers. From the start, he told them, his primary goal was ending the requirement that gay and lesbian citizens must affirmatively lie to serve in the armed forces. He wanted standards to rest on conduct rather than identity. If homosexual soldiers followed military discipline, and steered clear of infractions equivalent to harassment by heterosexuals, or unseemly displays, he felt their private behavior should stay private. The president said fellow Democrat Charles Robb had spoken up to agree, despite the political problems it would cause him in conservative Virginia. Robb, a Marine veteran, endorsed Clinton’s position as honorable and consistent. The Joint Chiefs, said the president, took almost the opposite view. They needed hypocrisy and demanded inconsistency. They tolerated homosexual troops by the tens of thousands so long as those troops stayed closeted and vulnerable. “It was a soldier saying he was gay that offended them more than the lies,” Clinton recalled, “and really more than the private behavior.” If homosexual soldiers were allowed to be truthful, he explained, military commanders feared disruption or worse from a viscerally anti-gay core of their troops, which they estimated to run about 30 percent.

I asked whether the president thought political posturing on gay soldiers was more blatant than usual. Pentagon officials had floated the notion of “segregated” homosexual units. Critics sidestepped the essential choices by alleging that Clinton mishandled some unspecified solution, and, with photographers in tow, Senator Nunn and others toured the bowels of a Navy ship to shiver at the prospect of gay sailors in close quarters. On the tapes, Clinton came to Nunn’s defense. He deplored his White House staff, and Nunn’s own Senate staff, for leaking stories that Nunn was bitter about not being president, or secretary of defense. The president, however, said he accepted Nunn as a genuine social conservative in step with his constituencies in Georgia and the military. Beyond that, Clinton said he respected Nunn as a professional who cooperated across shifting lines of division. It was Nunn, he disclosed, who first proposed to him the six-month delay to fashion a suitable compromise, suggesting that only a public detour would get gay soldiers out of the headlines so Clinton could begin his chosen agenda.

The president was philosophical about the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy that had emerged in July. To his regret, it enshrined the double standard he sought to remove. He quoted Hillary, who in turn was citing Oscar Wilde, that “hypocrisy is the homage vice pays to virtue.” Over time, the president said, Americans would grow more comfortable with gay soldiers than with an official policy of winks and deceit. Public discourse about homosexuality, like its modern connotation for the word “gay” itself, was barely twenty years old. By historical timetables, a previously unmentionable taboo was gaining legitimacy at a rapid pace. Still, Clinton would be disappointed that military authorities kept finding ways around their promise not to ferret out homosexual soldiers for expulsion.

The president treated posturing as a natural element. He remarked, for instance, that he had no idea what Senate Republican leader Bob Dole of Kansas thought about the merits of gays in the military. “He may genuinely be for it or against it,” said Clinton. “All our discussions have been about the politics.” He said Dole advised him quite candidly that he intended to keep the issue alive as long as he could to trap Clinton on weak ground, where he would “take a pretty good beating.” Similarly, the president said Dole consistently advised that budgets were the most partisan matters between Congress and the White House, and that Clinton could expect to get few if any Republican votes for his omnibus bill on taxes and spending. Clinton said Dole spoke of the opposition’s job not as making deals but rather making the president fail, so he could be replaced as quickly as possible. In fact, he said Dole himself started running for president within ten days of Clinton’s inauguration. “Every time he goes to Kansas,” remarked the president, “he stops off in New Hampshire on the way.”

This was the first of many times that President Clinton spoke matter-of-factly about political warfare. He never begrudged survival and ambition in politicians, whether friend or foe. Indeed, he reveled in calculations from opposing points of view. These human assessments were among many intersecting factors that made politics so enthralling to him—including trends, accidents, strategy, communication, and precise election returns by district. He loved politics so much that he could speak almost fondly of his own defeats, seemingly because he had a prime seat to examine them in retrospect.

AT OUR FIRST session, he volunteered without a question that the two biggest failures of his presidency so far were the defeat of his economic stimulus package and his inability to lift the arms embargo in Bosnia. He said the stimulus package would have been a symbolically important public investment in jobs and economic growth, especially after worse-than-projected budget numbers had forced him to defer his campaign promise for a broad middle-class tax cut. His first mistake, said Clinton, was proposing the stimulus package first rather than together with his budget bill. The latter course would have emphasized how small the stimulus was relative to the overall deficit, but Clinton’s approach opened him to attack as another Democratic spendthrift. His second and bigger mistake, he added, was rejecting advice from his chief of staff, Mack McLarty, to bargain for the necessary votes by agreeing to trim the stimulus bill in Congress. Instead, said the president, he went for broke at the urging of Senator Byrd, chair of the Appropriations Committee, who predicted wrongly that enough opposing senators would give way in the end. The result was no stimulus bill at all. I asked whether Byrd may have gotten greedy from long years steering appropriations into his home state of West Virginia. There could be something to that, Clinton replied, but he said the bigger lesson was that reputations don’t count votes. In this case, his rookie chief of staff had proved more accurate than the venerated master of Senate history and procedure.

On Bosnia, the president said his government first had been divided over proposals for direct intervention to stop the infamous spasms of violence, the ethnic cleansing, that had plagued the former Yugoslavia since the end of the Cold War.* He said General Powell and others had recommended against various military options, arguing that air attacks were tempting and safe but could not compel a truce, and that ground troops would be exposed among hostile foreigners in difficult terrain. Within weeks, the new administration had explored ideas to relax the international embargo on arms shipments to the region, reasoning that the embargo penalized the weakest, most victimized nation of BosniaHerzegovina. Unlike its neighbors in Serbia and Croatia, the heavily Muslim population of Bosnia was isolated without access to arms smuggled across the borders. The Bosnian government wanted the embargo lifted so its people could defend themselves, thereby opening a chance for military balance among the antagonists that could lead to a political settlement.

* Beginning in 1992, four of the six provinces gained international recognition as independent countries: Slovenia, Macedonia, Croatia, and Bosnia-Herzegovina. The remaining Yugoslav Republic consisted of Serbia and Montenegro, with a capital in Belgrade. Its president, Slobodan Milosevic, led protracted, irredentist wars to consolidate with ethnic Serbs elsewhere, meeting resistance especially in Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina.

Clinton said U.S. allies in Europe blocked proposals to adjust or remove the embargo. They justified their opposition on plausible humanitarian grounds, arguing that more arms would only fuel the bloodshed, but privately, said the president, key allies objected that an independent Bosnia would be “unnatural” as the only Muslim nation in Europe. He said they favored the embargo precisely because it locked in Bosnia’s disadvantage. Worse, he added, they parried numerous alternatives as a danger to the some eight thousand European peacekeepers deployed in Bosnia to safeguard emergency shipments of food and medical supplies. They challenged U.S. standing to propose shifts in policy with no American soldiers at risk. While upholding their peacekeepers as a badge of commitment, they turned these troops effectively into a shield for the steady dismemberment of Bosnia by Serb forces. When I expressed shock at such cynicism, reminiscent of the blind-eye diplomacy regarding the plight of Europe’s Jews during World War II, President Clinton only shrugged. He said President François Mitterrand of France had been especially blunt in saying that Bosnia did not belong, and that British officials also spoke of a painful but realistic restoration of Christian Europe. Against Britain and France, he said, German chancellor Helmut Kohl among others had supported moves to reconsider the United Nations arms embargo, failing in part because Germany did not hold a seat on the U.N. Security Council. Clinton sounded as though he were obliged to start over. He groped amid these chastening constraints for new leadership options to stop Bosnia’s mass sectarian violence.

In a less chilling tone, the president analyzed his administration’s early penchant for leaking stories to the press. He attributed nearly all the troublesome episodes to his own White House staff, as opposed to cabinet officers or bureaucrats, and he distinguished the leakers by motive and character. Whereas officials in most governments planted stories in order to influence policy, or to jockey for position against rivals, Clinton diagnosed his leaks as the product of youthful exuberance. He said they seemed to be ego-driven, from staff members eager to see their words in the news or prove they were the first to know something. Such leaks often were frivolous, whimsical, and inaccurate, he said. By playing to the swagger in his young aides, reporters elicited stories of froth that gave fodder to his political opposition. Clinton cited the uproar over one fictional report that he planned a luxury tax to keep rich people from buying supplementary health insurance. And by press fiat, before his first organizational meeting in the White House, a mischievous leak had vaulted gays in the military to the top of the national agenda.* The president complained that he had never really had a “honeymoon” in the press. Not for the last time, he said it was nettlesome to deal with sensational leaks rather than substantive politics, but he thought things were getting better.

* Eric Schmitt, “The Inauguration/Clinton Set to End Ban on Gay Troops,” New York Times, January 21, 1993, p. 1.



In reviewing his early failures to secure an attorney general, the president stressed the vagaries of political culture. He said he still admired the first choice, Zoë Baird, whose vetting for the post was all but complete when someone noticed that she had just paid her overdue employer’s share of Social Security taxes for two illegal immigrants working in her home. The tardy payment raised a fresh issue of fitness for the office, since the attorney general was responsible for the fair enforcement of immigration laws. Clinton said the climate turned so swiftly that her Senate confirmation was doomed before their first meeting, which became a poignant farewell instead of a potential clash. Baird spoke graciously, and behaved nobly, from his point of view. She went out before the press to “fall on her sword,” withdrawing her nomination.

His mood soured with first mention of the next choice, U.S. District Court Judge Kimba Wood. He had not yet asked her to become attorney general, Clinton insisted, or even agreed to do so. Instead, a staff member leaked her name, which hyped the nomination into a controlling reality. Then, when news emerged that Judge Wood had “nanny tax” problems, too, the president said she raised distinctions between her case and Zoë Baird’s to defend her prior assurances on this now very sore point. Clinton used the word “livid” several times to describe his reaction. He said her obtuseness about politics and public perception made him glad to pull the plug on a nomination he never made.

There was relief tinged with misgiving about his final selection, Janet Reno. Clinton’s close friend from Little Rock, political science professor Diane Blair, remembered Reno as a schoolmate of inspirational talent at Cornell. When he called to take soundings, Florida Democratic senator Bob Graham had described Reno, a Floridian, as a model prosecutor of intelligence, integrity, and drive. Clinton agreed with these assessments. He said Reno considered her opinions carefully, expressed them cogently, and fought for them very hard. Yet he also said there was “something about her approach” to the job that troubled him. He mentioned that when he asked her to replace the much criticized FBI director William Sessions, to get a fresh start as provided by law, Reno had demanded several months to make her own independent assessment before she concurred. He said she tended to remove herself from consultation like a judge, as sometimes required, and that she was not very good at reading her colleagues in government or providing overall direction. For Clinton, this impeded her management of the Justice Department’s many functions, from drug enforcement and prison policy to antitrust. Her aloofness weakened executive control vested in the president. More personally, it seemed to me, he was complaining that her astringent outlook on politics left them a mismatched, conversational dud.

Two aspects of his bumpy ride at the Justice Department carried over into Clinton’s choice for the Supreme Court. First, he said he had hoped to select a “political” justice, if possible, with a background and reputation in holding elective office. His goal was to restore appreciation for the Court as an integral branch of balanced government, rather than a technical specialty for lawyers and judges, and to redress decades of corrosive cynicism about politics. Second, when circumstances derailed his top political choices, Clinton said he ran into yet another snarl on the treatment of household employees. A review had revealed minor tax deficiencies for Judge Stephen Breyer, which he corrected. Then the president had read Breyer’s judicial opinions, and interviewed him personally among several finalists, before the “nanny tax” question re-emerged in subtler form. Judge Breyer had put two dates on his check to satisfy the amount due. The earlier one, written shortly after the resignation of Justice Byron “Whizzer” White in March, was scratched out in favor of a second date, weeks later, when Democratic governor Mario Cuomo of New York had publicly withdrawn from consideration. Taken together, said the president, the two dates could suggest that Judge Breyer was willing to pay this small, obscure tax only if necessary to secure a seat on the Supreme Court. He could be portrayed as both scofflaw and skinflint. The evidence was far from conclusive, but Clinton said it was enough to result in a petty public squabble, which might overshadow Breyer’s qualifications to become a fine justice.

IT WAS MIDNIGHT. President Clinton said he was too tired to finish describing his Supreme Court selection—a big subject—but he kept talking as though on automatic pilot. He mentioned numerous controversies including the disastrous, lethal FBI raid on sect leader David Koresh’s armed compound in Waco, Texas. I left the recorders running for a time to capture his unguarded reminiscence, then turned them off to rewind, fearing that Clinton might judge these sessions too meandering or exhausting. We were just beginning to establish a routine for our off-the-books history project, with only four or five people witting of its logistics. The president’s sole commitment was to send for me again if and when he found time.

I labeled each of the rewound microcassettes in ink, and gave them both to Clinton with a reminder of our talks on custody of the tapes. We had discussed several options for splitting up the duplicates in order to safeguard a backup if one set were lost, seized, or subpoenaed, but he accepted my recommendation that he keep all the tapes, personally, at least for now. In my view, no extra security from legal privilege or a separate custodian, including myself, outweighed the value of building up the president’s confidence that he could speak candidly for a unique, verbatim record under his control. I had promised to do everything I could to keep the project itself a secret. He said he had a good hiding place for the tapes. He planned to make first use of them for his memoirs, then eventually to release the transcripts at his presidential library.

Down through the Usher’s Office, on past an occasional Secret Service agent in the deserted White House corridors, my footsteps echoed as my mind raced. Had I asked the right questions? Too many or not enough? There were so many topics. My instinct was to intervene as little as possible by dangling neutral subjects for the president to engage or not, but he seemed to respond more vigorously to questions with a point of view. He asked what kind of information I thought future historians would find most useful, knowing that my own work for years had been sifting presidential clues from the civil rights era. Who could predict what posterity would care about, or judge to be right and wrong? In one sense, Clinton’s perspective seemed unremarkable, like a bull session between friends. However, it was also true that revelations lay hidden everywhere for specialists and regular citizens alike. A U.S. president was framing issues, telling stories, and thinking out loud. Inescapably, he let on what he did and did not notice inside the nation’s central bunker—what penetrated the walls of government and the clatter of opinion, and how he shaped and responded to what penetrated.

Here by design was raw material for future history, which filled me with excitement to preserve my own fresh but fleeting witness. I popped a blank microcassette into one of the recorders. For more than an hour on the drive home to Baltimore, finishing in the dark stillness of our driveway, I dictated every impression and detail I could remember. These instant recollections would become a habit, forming the basis for this book.







CHAPTER TWO
REUNION

First Encounter
Katharine Graham Dinner
Monday, December 7, 1992

First Inauguration
Wednesday, January 20, 1993

Hearts and a Bargain
Two Families in the White House
Tuesday, September 28, 1993

Our new venture had started with convenience and a dusty friendship. From the first exploratory talks, Bill Clinton and I reconnected in shorthand reminiscence about our background as white Southerners who had come of age during the civil rights movement. Born into nonpolitical families, each of us was successively unmoored, inspired, and captivated by the reverberations of a democracy so profoundly enlarged. We had not seen each other since 1972, having drifted apart in the turmoil of that era, but we yearned for its core optimism. Twenty years later, we found ourselves using similar words, such as “heal” and “repair.” We thought history and modern politics were out of balance. His White House tapes project emerged from a fitful reunion of two graying baby boomers, one of whom was about to become President of the United States.

The first harbinger landed on our doorstep six days after the 1992 election. Like most newspapers, my hometown Baltimore Sun described the president-elect in a whirl—still resting but giddy, his voice recovered, jogging around Little Rock in a phalanx of security agents with occasional stops at Doe’s Eat Place or McDonald’s, charming old first-grade classmates and chatting about everything from his favorite cemetery to the $1.4 trillion federal budget. According to a front-page feature, Clinton assured a concerned friend on the street that he did not light his cigars, and he confessed finishing only one new mystery book, Private Eyes by Jonathan Kellerman, above a crush of reading for the transition. Clinton greeted well-wishers visiting Little Rock from many states including Maryland, said the Sun, emphasizing a local news angle. He was sad that thousands of election night celebrants had left town without his knowledge. “He said, for instance, that Baltimore novelist Taylor Branch, a long-time friend, had come and gone ‘and I never saw him,’ ” the story concluded on an inside page. “ ‘I’m just sick about it. I’ll call him this week some time.’ ”

The telephone started ringing. Friends teased me about getting promoted to “novelist,” especially those few who knew of my one forgettable experiment in published fiction. Strangers boldly forwarded messages and manifestos for the incoming president. A local charity booster tasked me to secure an old pair of Clinton’s running shoes for an HIV/AIDS benefit auction. Eager inquiries about whether the president-elect had called grew embarrassing. Traces of skepticism mingled with disappointment in people’s reactions, both to my denial of any word from Clinton and to the truthful story that my wife, Christy, and I made our only Little Rock trip spontaneously, without invitation or prior involvement in the presidential campaign of Clinton and Al Gore.

Some fifty thousand fellow pilgrims had gathered on election night near the Old State House in Little Rock, where, to control unprecedented crowds, the city lined the streets with Mardi Gras barricades borrowed from New Orleans. During the climactic vote count, we did not even try to find the campaign’s genial chief of staff, Eli Segal, with whom Christy and I each had worked independently as political reformers straight out of school, before we met each other. We did locate Judy Green, who had been a kind of surrogate mother in Washington to many activists against the Vietnam War. A generation later, she retained that presence in a full-time job as office manager for the Clinton-Gore headquarters in Little Rock, where her college-age daughter worked in James Carville’s much publicized “War Room.” Judy directed us through the chaos to mutual friends prowling the corridors of the Excelsior Hotel (now the Peabody), talking their way into celebrity suites on the rationale that high-powered people would have inside information on the presidential results. We tagged along, reminded of an unpleasant status frenzy in campaign politics, until I was pulled forward to introduce our roving intruders to Democratic fund-raiser Patricia Medavoy, whom I knew from a recent celebration lunch when her then husband, Mike, had acquired movie rights to Parting the Waters, my first Martin Luther King book, for his Hollywood studio, Columbia-TriStar Pictures. I had no apprehension yet that the film project would fail, but the option funds had made possible our Little Rock splurge.

We found the crowd downstairs backed up solid to the Excelsior Hotel entrance, pulsing with rumors that Clinton would make an appearance in front of the Old State House. Buyers snapped up victory T-shirts. It was cold, but an ice sculpture of the White House melted in the antiquated hotel lobby, where scattered enthusiasts let loose the Arkansas hog call. People outside climbed trees and stood on balconies draped in bunting, perched for a distant glimpse of Clinton across the way. We were blocked until a local guide led us sideways more than a hundred yards and down into a basement near the Arkansas River, where we followed at a trot through underground utility rooms, perhaps between buildings, fearing a dead end or worse but caught up by a wild itch to get ahead. Finally darting up through an alley door, trying to look like we belonged, we discovered ourselves in a sparser crowd off a corner of the Old State House. We shivered under big trees, still several security zones away, but we could see better in person than on the giant television monitors when the three Clintons stepped forth into the bedlam. They walked separately back and forth under the portico, waving. The president-elect was ebullient, if hoarse. He pledged to remember campaign stories from people of every kind, including those who had given up hope or had never before voted. “This election,” he declared, “is a clarion call for our country to face the challenges of the end of the Cold War and the beginning of the next century.”

Friends back home mercifully stopped asking whether Clinton ever followed through on his stated intention to call. This was a relief, because the questions had acquired an edge. Did he frequently break promises? Did I think his reported comment about me was generous or calculated? Even a tiny incident showed how hard it was to be neutral about a president, and the baffling newspaper quote folded into my larger ambivalence about politics. Personal observation on election night brought home many familiar, positive mannerisms in Bill Clinton—and for that matter, in Hillary—from our shared apartment long ago, but a nonstop career in Arkansas elections must have added layers of control. His “Forgotten Middle Class” campaign slogan made me wince at its resemblance to Richard Nixon’s “Silent Majority.” Clinton and politics had processed each other for the world stage, but how much did that make him a new creature? While I pulled for the best, and thrilled with hope from the election, our truncated friendship turned Bill Clinton into a greater mystery for me than if I had never known him.

THEN, SHORTLY AFTER Thanksgiving, someone from the transition office sent word that he wanted to see me. Christy and I drove to Washington on December 7, remembering the gated exterior of the Georgetown mansion owned by Washington Post publisher Katharine Graham from many trips with our two children to the public gardens and playground across the street. Full of puzzled anticipation, we knew only that fellow attendees would include Baltimore mayor Kurt Schmoke, for whom Christy worked as a speechwriter, and his wife, Patricia. It seemed silly to think a president-elect would initiate any business with mayors and amateurs at a dinner party, but if the invitation was purely social, we figured to be the stalest of FOB (Friend of Bill) guests. Christy had never met either Clinton, and my last contact—other than a passing wave in 1977—was packing up from a somber defeat as Texas coordinators in the 1972 presidential campaign of George McGovern, with the fresh sweethearts Bill and Hillary rushing back for makeup exams at Yale Law School.

This was different, with an atmosphere more imposing than the venue. Flashing police cruisers and ominous black SUVs dotted the approach. Many people arrived in their “most sincere automobile,” quipped an observer, anticipating a humbler Democratic fashion after twelve years of limousine Republicans, but a Rolls-Royce pulled up with the British ambassador. Clumps of people waited along the fence for a sighting of Clinton, and journalists screened the entrance because Mrs. Graham had declined to release the guest list. “I just have to say it’s a private dinner,” she told her own reporters before receiving newcomers sprinkled among potentates inside. I had met her once or twice through my early mentor, Charlie Peters, editor of The Washington Monthly. Vernon Jordan, chair of the Clinton transition team, introduced me as a frightened young graduate student he had hired to register black voters in the summer of 1969. Vernon enjoyed yarns from his background in civil rights, before success in corporate law, and I knew him well enough to joke that we all could have survived back then on his current tailoring budget for British and Italian dress shirts. My association was peripheral or less with the other guests, many of whom populated the news. Christy and I searched place cards carefully arranged through the rooms downstairs, finding hers at Vice President–elect Al Gore’s table of eight, seated between New York Times columnist William Safire and Democratic National Committee chair Ron Brown. Christy calmed herself as we moved on to remote areas. Under a tent outside, we inspected another dozen or so round caterer’s tables to the far end of the lawn, where my name turned up beside economist Alice Rivlin next to place cards waiting for Mrs. Graham and President-elect Clinton himself.

How could two virtual tourists be assigned such choice spots? A simple explanation seemed likely, but, being clueless, Christy and I told each other to enjoy the moment with no jobs or political appointments at stake. Muffled commotion at the gate announced the Clintons, who made their way slowly through the house. When they came near, and made introductions around, he announced brightly that he hadn’t seen me in years. He drew me deftly aside, whereupon two Secret Service agents stepped behind us to create a small barrier at the edge of the tent. It was like a dance step.

“Can you believe all this?” he confided with boyish delight. I said it was a lot to take in, and extended my congratulations. He mentioned recent contact with a couple of people we had known together in Texas. I could only smile at the memory of these vivid characters and regret losing track of them. He said he was proud of me for the years of effort it took to write Parting the Waters. “It’s good,” he said, emphasizing that he had read more than the long narrative text. A lot of the footnotes came from presidential libraries, Clinton observed. His tone changed. He said the book made him think of two questions, or favors. First, did I think historians fifty years from now would find good enough raw material in his own library to recapture the inner dynamics of his presidency, as I was trying to do for the John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson years? Second, would I outline some thoughts for him on themes of generational change? Not only the upcoming millennium and the end of the Cold War, he suggested, but also what it meant for two Southerners to head the winning presidential ticket so soon after the stigma of segregation.

Promising of course to send some thoughts on the generations, I jumped to his question about presidential libraries. I told him the preservation of White House records was a vital but obscure field, changing rapidly. Whole new windows were opening on the past but closing for the future. Ironically, it was getting harder in the information age to preserve accurate minutes of high-level government meetings. I started to explain how we were oddly indebted to Oliver Stone’s conspiracy film on the Kennedy assassination for prying open the first release of actual LBJ telephone recordings in what seemed to be an enormous secret trove.

By then Clinton was nodding. The small dam of people waiting to meet him was about to break. When he moved on, I tried to absorb the surprises from the two-minute reunion. By reconnecting across barriers of time and reserve, not to mention the distraction of Secret Service agents, he triggered awareness of the rare person with whom you can pick right up again no matter how or when you left off. Whatever divided us, the bonded foundation of twenty-five-year-old dreamers was still there. At the opposite extreme, Clinton sent an impersonal and cerebral message of equal intensity. He was preparing for history even before taking office. No doubt he yearned to build a shining record from the seat of Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt, but he inquired about historical tools and sensors that could amplify his legacy either way, good or bad. In reaching out to me and my footnotes, Clinton sent a laserlike message about the relationship between his profession and mine. Could he know that he was touching on some of the most difficult issues in presidential historiography? He raised farsighted questions from a premise that politics and history shape each other through the political culture, where the national heritage and prevailing sensibilities intersect with everyday life.

Mrs. Graham led an exchange of toasts after dinner. They were pleasant but scripted until Clinton stood to reply. Speaking without notes, he confronted a gaping fissure between voters and their national government. He said candidates had won power all his adult life by running against Washington, which over time distorted and degraded the American experiment. Clinton challenged the establishment figures before him to restore balance. They should shift from internal feuds and intrigues to the substantive goals that had inspired a distinctive national politics in the first place. “Washington is a better place than most people think it is,” he declared. He gave personal thanks to one of the most iconic guests, revealing that Robert McNamara, both Kennedy’s and Johnson’s secretary of defense and a chief architect of the Vietnam War, had written him a letter of wrenching belief that a Clinton presidency could help those still scarred by the Vietnam War find a higher patriotism in the strength of their disagreements.* “I hope to bring more of the country to the capital,” Clinton concluded, “and more of the capital to the country.” His toast moved skeptics to their feet. William Safire conceded that only a masterful tone could win over the “high-tension” crowd. Opponents and insiders buzzed with approval.

* Clinton only paraphrased the letter at the Graham dinner. What moved McNamara to write was a news story about the ordeal of Clinton’s friendship with his Oxford University housemate, Frank Aller, who had resisted conscription for the Vietnam War and committed suicide in 1971. Clinton would quote from McNamara’s letter in his 2004 autobiography, My Life: “For me—and I believe for the nation as well—the Vietnam War finally ended the day you were elected president. By their votes, the American people, at long last, recognized that the Allers and the Clintons, when they questioned the wisdom and morality of their government’s decisions relating to Vietnam, were no less patriotic than those who served in uniform.”

THE GRAHAM DINNER was a fleeting triumph for Clinton, who would be estranged from Washington’s permanent leaders. Its effect lasted longer on me. For years, my goal had been bringing presidents and other historical figures to life on the page by penetrating the myths that encase them. Yet my own political culture led me to project a coating of wax and mechanized motives onto someone I actually knew—only now to feel a jolting revelation that he was essentially the same person. Should this have been obvious, or should it put me all the more on guard against being snookered? Both thoughts were disconcerting. My instinctive resolve was to keep revising personal judgments about a friend while giving the president-elect all the civic respect due his office.

The fax machine transmitted my reflections on generational change, as requested. (“Should you want to kick any of this around, or have me work on some language, send the word,” I wrote Clinton. “Christy and I are bursting with hope and prayers for you.”) No further word came, as the president-elect disappeared into headlines about cabinet appointments and his two-day economic summit in Little Rock. Silence on generational change was almost a relief, as I had little to add on a vague topic that invited pontification, but his question about footnotes and future libraries still fascinated me with the range of Clinton’s mind. Could he really be making decisions now on that specialized, low-priority item? I suppressed an urge to volunteer advice, thinking the initiative properly belonged to him.

My friend and former book editor, Dan Okrent, called to say the Clinton people accepted a last-minute, long-shot proposal for a Life magazine photo essay at Clinton’s elbow on inauguration day, only two days hence. They had selected my name from a list of possible writers for the text, if I would agree. Dan assured me that Life wanted neither objective criticism nor a friend’s personal story, and that Clinton apparently trusted me to write an accurate but descriptive account. This temporary assignment put me into quite an uproar, shifting me back into the rush of journalism after years of work in history, then back again when another caller urgently invited me to a private rehearsal for the inaugural address, saying the president-elect wanted my historical opinion.

At Blair House, the official guest residence across from the White House, speechwriters David Kusnet and Michael Waldman gave me a draft headed “1/19/93, 4am, 1899 words.” It was then ten o’clock, six hours later, and they had beaten by one word their mandate to get the address as short as JFK’s famous “Ask not” speech of 1961. Tommy Caplan arrived shortly with a large lipstick stain on his collar and a single-spaced memo of suggested insertions for the address. I thought Caplan, whom I barely knew as a fellow writer from Baltimore, sweet-tempered and eccentric, had misconstrued our role in a review panel for the finished product, but it quickly turned out that he had a far clearer idea of Clinton’s work habits, having remained a steadfast friend since college. The president-elect was rewriting the first half of the address in the master suite. When he joined us in its sitting room, aides who could decipher his handwriting pitched into transcribing what he had written while Clinton polled the group. He seconded a general call for better tempo and refrain, saying he wanted more spiritual lift. George Stephanopoulos, Clinton’s chief adviser for this meeting, introduced himself in my direction with a sheepish announcement: “Taylor, I hate to say it, but this session is off the record.” I said fine, as my Life assignment was only for the next day, and this seemed to clear me for work on an ad hoc team revising what we named the “Thomas Jefferson section.”

More than twelve hours later, we reconvened in the elegant second-floor library at Blair House. My note to myself from one of several short breaks minimized our contributions so far: “I think a fair summary is that while everyone seems to be pleasant, they are adapted to the notion that the inaugural address will be written largely by Bill himself at the last minute.” The Clintons and Gores returned well after midnight from a black-tie concert. Hillary kicked off her shoes and stood at the lectern to read my copy of the latest draft, headed “1/20/93, 12:05 AM, 1609 words.” She said it was fine and went off sensibly to bed. The rest of us offered comments as Clinton read out loud from the lectern. Speech coach Michael Sheehan timed successive versions with a stopwatch, but seldom got through a whole draft because Clinton stopped frequently to invite debate over phrases and individual words, asking, “How does this sound?” He trimmed programmatic lists for political reasons, saying every list left you vulnerable to those not included. The speech got shorter, as suggested additions still fared poorly. About four o’clock, Al Gore recommended sleep for the long day about to dawn, and Clinton yielded. He remarked wryly that he could not miss work the first moment he would earn more than Hillary, on a big raise from his governor’s salary of $35,000. As we disbanded, a weary young Army technician rolled his eyes when I asked if his TelePrompTer duty often lasted so late. Speech rehearsals with Clinton’s predecessor, George H. W. Bush, were scheduled for brief intervals, he said, and never went past five in the afternoon.

The Blair House foyer crackled with adrenaline less than four hours later. From a national security briefing, Clinton went by motorcade to Metropolitan AME Church for an inaugural prayer service that woke me up with the joyful music and ecumenical hope characteristic of a mass meeting in the heyday of the civil rights movement. Among the speakers came Imam Wallace D. Muhammad, reciting Quranic verses of peace in Arabic and English. An ally of Malcolm X in his youth, Muhammad had gone on to reform his own father’s sectarian Nation of Islam. In a book interview, he once had expressed to me his long-term ambition for American Muslims to help reconcile world Islam with democracy. I considered Muhammad the nation’s most underappreciated religious figure in the twentieth century, but here he was preaching unnoticed to the incoming Clintons, soon followed by Martin Luther King’s former colleague Gardner Taylor. “It is as if we have come again to Camelot,” Taylor began merrily, “but this time with the atmosphere of the Ozarks.” His jokes elicited peals of laughter, and he preached earnestly from the tenth chapter of Luke. In between, Reverend Taylor’s precise diction achieved a thunderous rhythm about politics. “We are here to establish before the world that people can be brought together,” he declared, “in the highest and most difficult undertaking known to the unity of men and women. That people can govern themselves. This is the American proposition in history.”

On the front row, Clinton nodded his head to agree as the packed congregation burbled with cries of amen. He turned especially to Gore, and was on the same theme when he pulled me through to a huddle on the sidewalk back at Blair House. “Were they giving my speech in there or what?” he exclaimed above the noise. People lined the other side of Pennsylvania Avenue, some of them shouting and dancing, oblivious to one severe-looking woman with a crude poster: MR. CLINTON DO NOT MOCK GOD. Nearly a hundred press photographers toed a yellow line in the street like a firing squad. Clinton said he had just been telling Al and Tipper Gore how he had met the participants in the service. Gardner Taylor was Vernon Jordan’s idea to avoid picking a main speaker from the contending bishops and major denominations. “Vernon said bring Gardner down here and he will get you ahead of all the church politics,” Clinton told us, adding that he must mean a lot to me. I said yes, and ventured that Reverend Taylor made me think of a line from Martin Luther King for the very end of the inaugural address, just before Clinton was to invoke trumpets and changing the guard: “From this mountaintop of celebration, we hear a call to service in the valley.” Clinton mulled this over as people jostled from behind. Stephanopoulos said, “We have room to let go if you want.” I said the quote marked King’s defining course against comfort and his own advisers, straight down from the Nobel Prize ceremony to begin his perilous crusade for voting rights in Selma. “Yeah,” Clinton said tentatively. “Let’s write that down.”

He paused to introduce Tommy Caplan’s father, but held back our sidewalk huddle to tell us that the sermon made him think we should add a clause about never taking democratic ideals for granted. We agreed on a section where it would belong, then traded wording as we pushed through the Blair House entrance up the stairs to sanctuary. With his speech team reassembled from various nap spots, Clinton announced that both Hillary and Chelsea adamantly opposed the sentence “we must love one another” in his summons to civic engagement. They preferred “care for one another.” Stephanopoulos made what he called “one last argument for love,” but Clinton said the women thought the word would be interpreted not so much as soft but flaky, the way many people had thought of Jimmy Carter. “Okay, no love,” Stephanopoulos conceded, moving to make the correction at the TelePrompTer machine. I joined him there with trepidation when Clinton pointed for me to supply the exact wording of the two sidewalk changes, including a new clause in the foreign policy summation: “But our greatest strength is the power of our ideas, which are still new in many lands.” Aides clamored to emend texts being held for worldwide release, while others crowded around the lectern where Clinton was comparing three renditions of a Bible verse in the speech.

“With all due respect!” a big voice rang out. “Can we get to work?” It was Al Gore from his center chair in the library. He voted for the King James translation, which carried, and the cacophony died to a whisper. Speech coach Sheehan warned Clinton not to expect any of the usual audience response to help him gauge pace in the address, because his outdoor crowd would seem miles below the West Capitol platform. Gore seconded the pointers on delivery, telling Clinton that Sheehan “needs your full attention on this.” The president should pause briefly and then relaunch after each applause line, as though lifted to a higher plane. When Gore blessed the final rehearsal—“This is a winner”—the room evacuated behind Clinton, who was late to meet outgoing President Bush for their joint ride to Capitol Hill. Stephanopoulos had a Marine driver waiting to rush us with the first printed copies along empty streets blocked off for the inaugural parade. We split up in the Rotunda. He went to find the leadership chamber, telling guards that Clinton “will go crazy any minute” without a speech to study during the ceremony. I waited with a backup copy at the top of the stairs, and the inaugural procession swept me down to the front rows overlooking the Mall.

Circumstance thus placed me among Supreme Court justices and other prime dignitaries of the United States for the transfer of power, uniquely without a seat. Calls to stand for prayer and observance were a welcome relief, as I was otherwise obliged to squat at length beside two fire extinguishers just off the aisle, pretending to have a chair. In that state, ripples of the absurd tempered my awe and fatigue. As Sheehan predicted, the address did seem to vanish into the cavernous sky above the multitude. There was little resonance, let alone the emotional wallop of the toast at Katharine Graham’s dinner. After Clinton’s smiling exit, now officially president, the senators and diplomats around me talked mostly of themselves, and the response to the speech seemed muted at best. Perhaps a letdown was inevitable for someone so invested in the content, especially when my stark isolation registered. Exposed like a waif, having secured neither a press badge for Life nor any of the flashy inauguration credentials around everyone else’s neck, I sneaked off the Capitol grounds.

IT TOOK MORE than four hours to get inside the White House. In the first moments of the Clinton administration, the few employees who could work the telephones could not yet find those in authority, and vice versa. Several operators barely humored the claim that a stranger was overdue to join the Clintons, but one beleaguered young assistant left her post to help clear me through a gate toward the West Wing communications area, figuring someone there could help. She escorted me through security checkpoints in corridors crammed with boxes and furniture dollies. Computer installers marched everywhere in quartets. We passed the Oval Office, whose doors stood wide open. I had visited the sanctum only once, as a ten-year-old on tour with the Atlanta Boy Choir to sing for President Dwight Eisenhower and Mamie in 1957, but those dim memories held nothing like this beehive of workers with stepladders, vacuum cleaners, and scattered bottles of Windex. Much of the afternoon marooned me in a chaotic press room. A junior speechwriter kindly ran interference toward the parade outside, only to be repulsed because my temporary pass was pink instead of brown. Finally, a nightingale who recognized me from Blair House managed to cow the military guards simply by announcing that she worked in the Social Office.

President Clinton stood to applaud an Air Force marching band. “I’m getting a second wind,” he said, blithely accommodating politicians who stopped by to have photographs made with him during the parade. Visitors were thinning out in the presidential reviewing stand, which featured a covered roof, an open-air vista of Pennsylvania Avenue, and adjustable warmers for each seat on the front row. Colin Powell and the Joint Chiefs still rose dutifully every minute or less to salute the flags passing with a platoon of Boy Scouts, then with Elvis impersonators in a statuary of penguins, the 1776 Society of Concord, Massachusetts, and a solemn procession of the block-long AIDS memorial quilt. Both Clintons sadly called out the names on AIDS patches dedicated to friends, and Vice President Gore said one victim had been his neighbor. Last came a float with Miss Arkansas, and then the president departed. “Great job,” he told three startled butlers in the temporary kitchen to the rear. “I hope you didn’t freeze to death.” He hurried along a bright blue protective plank-way over the lawn toward the White House, calling, “Hey, Hillary, wait.” He caught up and took her hand.

Chief Usher Gary Walters opened the front door like a real-estate agent on the fantasy home tour. “Thank you,” said Clinton. “Is it ready?” With two aides, Walters led the three of us through the darkened grand entrance, our footsteps echoing, around three right turns into the president’s private elevator, which stalled. There was an awkward silence. “We should have walked up,” said the president. “If I am ever on an elevator trying to get special treatment, there is a better than 50-50 chance the elevator won’t work.” The ushers tried not to laugh, but seemed relieved by his levity, and the gilded box eventually rose to the second floor.

We crossed the yellow central hall into the master bedroom for the first time, taking it in. Two small men bowed politely. “Sir, I’m Angelito,” said one steward. His colleague, Antonio, introduced himself as we looked at curved indentations on the north inside wall. Angelito said carpenters would adjust missing shelves to fit the size of new books, and Hillary nodded. “That’s one of our major deals, bookshelves,” she said, turning around, looking for her things to get ready for the evening’s twelve inaugural balls. “I don’t even know how to start.” She excused herself to find her parents and Chelsea, who was running around in curlers and a white robe with four friends sleeping over from Arkansas. We followed Angelito to a large closet, where two valets were busily arranging racks of hats, boots, moccasins, sneakers, dress shoes, and neckties. On discovering that the valets came from the Philippines, the president told them his Arkansas director of international marketing also came from there, prompting some discussion of Philippine geography and travel. Then he led me into the parlor, saying, “Let me show you our sort of living room here,” and continued eastward down the hall. Among many boxes stacked in the Treaty Room, he found several bags of golf clubs and a special rocking chair he had owned since childhood, with oak leaves carved around an elaborate moon face. He confirmed that he had just taken the oath of office on one of three Bibles already stacked on the big desk. “Yes, my grandmother gave it to me,” said Clinton, looking pensive when I complimented his choice of Galatians 6:9 in the speech. “It sounded all right, didn’t it?” he asked, pausing. “When we finally got there.”

The president said he wanted to figure out which guest chamber was the Lincoln Bedroom. On the way, he remarked that while Lincoln did not actually sleep there, he thought the name originated from Mrs. Lincoln’s purchase of its rosewood bed, in which their son Willie later died. Turning as we walked, he said abruptly, “I can’t tell you how glad it made me to be back together with you.” My reply was trite but true: “Well, I will never forget it.” He thanked me for jumping into the whirlwind on short notice, and mentioned the collaboration again when we crossed from the Lincoln Bedroom to the other stately guest room on the second floor. “Did you enjoy working with those guys?” he asked. We were standing at a front window of the Queens’ Bedroom, looking toward Lafayette Park. I told him everyone on the team seemed sharp, and we all cooperated well on the editing, but that Clinton himself did much of the original composition. “Not many speechwriters,” I added, “could have been as egoless as David and Michael with all those outsiders barging in late on their work.”

I waited. The president was weighing something, perhaps a judgment or request, but I decided not to speculate. He moved on instead to a sitting room at the east end of the central hall, where visitors once had waited to see Lincoln, and nearly bumped into a housekeeper leaving a closet. The president coaxed out some of her biography. “Nice to meet you,” he said. “Nice to meet you,” Annie Barrett replied, flustered. He asked her to help him out by repeating names for a while. We went up to a furnished landing off the double stairwell halfway to the third floor, with a large window facing the Treasury. Clinton turned in circles, asking himself out loud if this was where President Ronald Reagan had convalesced after being shot.

“No, sir,” a voice called from above. “You’re in the wrong room. You want the Solarium.” It was James Selmon, one of the butlers from the reviewing stand. He led us down a smaller hall that connected some twenty third-floor rooms, including seven guest bedrooms fashioned from the old attic quarters for Zachary Taylor’s slaves. White House Photographer Bob McNeely scurried ahead to shoot the president’s walk up an inclined corridor lined with engraved prints from Harper’s Weekly and Frank Leslie’s Illustrated, past a kitchen nook, to the window-wrapped sunroom facing south above the Truman Balcony. Clinton plopped in a familiar chair. “This is another one of my rockers,” he said, and everyone else withdrew to let us talk.

He asked how long I had lived in Baltimore and whether I ever saw my ex-wife. He reminisced about Texas politicians we had recruited for the statewide McGovern campaign in 1972. “What was weird was that I had kept in touch with [former Texas agriculture commissioner] John White for years, but he was pretty mean to me in the campaign,” said the president. “At first I thought he was trying to get his man Lloyd Bentsen into the race, but he just kept on doing it and I never figured out why.” For the readers of Life, Clinton acknowledged no pinch-me moment since taking office.* His answers tended to blend personality sketches with lessons or questions on his mind. He portrayed the remarkably cordial relationship with President Bush, for instance, as a by-product of Bush’s tendency to “offload” electoral politics to ideologues and professionals. Clinton thought Bush had kept a genial but costly distance from his own nasty campaign. “You must try to integrate what you do—who you are as a person, as a public servant, and as a candidate,” said the new president. “Everybody’s always hedging a bit, but at least there needs to be some sort of internal consistency. If it’s not there, it can get you into a lot of trouble.”

* “Backstage: January 20, 1993,” Life, March 1993, pp. 33–43.

Downstairs, Hillary stood with arms outstretched in a long-sleeved formal gown of deep blue, surrounded by three dress designers, an accessory expert, and a hairdresser named Christophe. She escaped the fuss of being photographed to take a quiet walk with me down the long central hall. We caught up mostly in small talk as fellow parents. The common memory that stood out from our earlier years was a lunch in Washington not long after Texas, about politics and love troubles, culminating for me with her plaintive question: “Have you ever been to Little Rock?” The first lady smiled but winced at my recollection. Thinking she might worry about a potential slur on her adopted state, I told her I still considered the question intensely and legitimately personal. Had she loved Clinton enough to leave home in the big-city lights, and her dream job on the Nixon impeachment committee, for a new life hitched to Arkansas politics?

Emerging from the bedroom in his inaugural tuxedo, President Clinton beamed at the sight of his daughter being photographed with her friends. “I want to get in on this,” he said. Neither he nor Hillary could talk Chelsea out of wearing oversized emerald green earrings. Aides herded everyone including grandparents and stylists down to complete the immense motorcade that was behind schedule. Someone threw me into the second “control car” with photographer McNeely and a skinny Navy commander carrying the nuclear launch codes in the ever-present satchel called “the football,” with a thick antenna protruding from its top. Sirens and strobe lights bathed a short ride into passageways beneath the Capital Hilton Hotel, where the president shook hands with employees all the way into his holding room. Vice President Gore quarterbacked the two couples from there, suggesting that it would be more dramatic to remove the ladies’ winter capes in full view of the crowd, and they plunged into the bracing welcome of “Ruffles and Flourishes/Hail to the Chief.” I lasted only two more stops—the Medal of Honor Ball and the Arkansas Ball. Clinton waltzed on through another long night, until shortly before a morning reception to begin his first full day in the White House.

LIFE RESUMED OUTSIDE the bubble, and Clinton’s salvo about preserving history was lost but not forgotten. To regain equilibrium, I dropped my own guarded pose about the long lapse of friendship, while resolving to curtail any burden of expectation on all sides. “I will never push myself on you or your staff,” pledged my letter of thanks for sharing the inauguration, which invited either Clinton to call if they needed “an ad hoc sounding board and personal refuge.” On a featured subject from the few private moments with each of them—our children—I updated my nine-year-old son, Franklin’s, struggle to overcome a rare, degenerative hip disease called Legg-Perthes, which had knocked him abruptly from Little League to crutches. “He has taken up chess and swimming,” I wrote, “and his child’s courage has inspired his anxiety-ridden parents.” Hillary’s reply concluded, “Know that we will be remembering your family as well, especially Franklin,” with a handwritten postscript: “Hope to see you soon!” I could only guess the volume of such correspondence, and wonder how much her staff helped her keep up with it.

In March, I sent the president two paragraphs about his announced schedule. One expressed eagerness for him to throw out the first pitch for baseball’s opening day at Baltimore’s exquisite new park in Camden Yards. Only half in jest, I offered him warm-up assistance from Franklin, whose recovery was spawning hopes that he would walk normally again and even run. “He has spent ten months now in his awkward leg brace,” I reported as a lump-throated father and insufferable coach, “but he can still throw and catch like a pro.” More to business, I passed along a short notice of an evening just spent with the exiled President Jean-Bertrand Aristide of Haiti, who was due to meet Clinton a few days later. For me, a lifelong stranger to heads of state, it seemed a bizarre coincidence to be thrown together with two of them now, spanning such extremes, from global superpower to the poorest country in the hemisphere. Film director Jonathan Demme, a new partner heading the cinema project for Parting the Waters, and a devotee of Haitian culture, had arranged the latter introduction. I decided not to impinge on Clinton’s first impressions of Aristide with any details. “I think you will like him,” my note predicted simply. “Together, the two of you have a chance to accomplish something truly historic.”

Pleasantries came sporadically in return. On baseball’s opening day, emissaries somehow located us in the stands with a confidential invitation for the whole family to join the president upstairs. The four of us followed sheepishly to the owner’s box, where Clinton as always made instant contact with everyone. My lasting image is of him and Franklin standing almost back-to-back, mutually oblivious—Franklin in the A-frame brace with its metal bar holding his knees far apart, riveted by his Orioles on the field below, while Clinton received a densely revolving throng.

Some weeks later, the White House Social Office began a ritual new to Christy and me for a large dinner in June, moving from dress requirements and security procedures to formal escorts and calligraphic name-plates for everyone seated in the Blue, Green, and Red Rooms, where the U.S. Marine Chamber Orchestra fanned out among tables to perform before the toasts. When an usher whispered that the Clintons wanted us to join them after dinner upstairs, I assumed they had selected us for a smaller reception like the reviewing stand or the owner’s box, which pleased me for a chance to show Christy the storied rooms of the second-floor residence. No other guests appeared, however, and the president wasted no time when he got me alone. He said he needed “an Arthur Schlesinger” to handle the historical problems we had discussed. He wanted to put an in-house scholar on his staff who could become the chronicler of record, like Schlesinger for JFK. What did I think?

Reeling, I played for time by complimenting the president for his quest to devise a practical solution. Schlesinger’s books on John and Robert Kennedy were enormously influential, I said, but they may not be good models for political history. Much of their impact came from martyred subjects in watershed times, and the books were considered works of advocacy even in a more innocent media era. This may not have disqualified Schlesinger as an objective historian, but he had functioned more as a pundit ever since. While making these points, I tried to imagine myself setting aside the commitment to finish my Martin Luther King histories, which I could not do, and I scrambled for a suitable reply to the president right in front of me. Clinton had not offered me this historian’s post explicitly. There would be no shortage of willing scholars, I said, but both sides would face severe constraints. A would-be historian first must take leave to spend up to seven years in a Clinton White House, contending for access to the president, becoming more or less a target both inside and outside the administration. Even so, privileged access inevitably would discount the future work of any biographer, like Edmund Morris for Reagan. Rightly, from the start, I would be considered partial to Clinton as his political colleague from long ago, and no “court history” by me could earn much credit for either of us.

We debated briefly. He said surely there was value in authorized history, depending on its quality—if only to present an alternative set of facts. His disappointment sharpened into complaints about the distorted press coverage in a recent string of what he called bogus scandals such as his airport haircut. The president said he wanted to answer his critics, and to me his intensity on the point seemed misguided. While I was relieved that his goal seemed bigger than recruiting me, I groped for a way to warn him. I said he would do well to distinguish between short-term and long-term problems. He should concentrate on making the best history he could. No president can script the future by controlling its writers or themes, but every president can govern with an eye on tomorrow. That means navigating politics, including relations with the press, and it recommends gathering detailed records vibrant enough to help posterity establish truth over myth.



President Clinton did not appear to be convinced, but he tried another tack. Would I meet with a small group that he and Hillary had formed to consider these record-keeping options? Of course I would. The question left me chastened for thinking his “in-house historian” idea was a lone, quick-fix solution. The creation of such a group hinted of past efforts and internal resistance, which made me realize how little I knew of the competing pressures even in this little corner of the presidency. Some of them surfaced only a few days later at the meeting at the Williams & Connolly law firm. Maggie Williams was there as Hillary’s chief of staff, and George Stephanopoulos represented the president. Unexpectedly, I found myself in the role of salesman pitching wares to skeptical buyers. I distributed file samples of my own research on the 1960s, ranging from the temporary bonanza of telephone transcripts down to personal tidbits scribbled by LBJ’s secretaries on his daily calendar. There were also diaries and oral histories, plus detailed notes from dramatic meetings on the Vietnam War—some taken by high-level aides such as Jack Valenti, others by Tom Johnson, a young scribe who later became president of CNN.

The samples met a chilly reception. It was objected that note takers would inhibit debate, robbing the president of candid advice, and I made little headway by doubting the value of any advisers or advice that could be stifled for fear of public disclosure. Given that presidents had not been afraid to gather these records all through the Cold War, when the U.S.-Soviet standoff menaced the whole earth, I asked how we could justify hiding our deliberations now. The claims of secrecy provided no excuse. In addition to detailed written minutes, there were actual recordings of many crucial debates within the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations that were still secret, unnecessarily, but at least they existed. Only disrespect for the public record, or for current deliberations themselves, could explain the willful trend to preserve less. As a fifth possibility on my list, I proposed that the Clinton administration reconstitute taping procedures for selected White House meetings.

“This suggestion was rejected,” Bob Barnett recorded tersely in his July 6 report. A Washington lawyer who specialized in media relations, Barnett was looking ahead to represent both Clintons on book contracts, and the president had asked him to chair our task force with a dual purpose. By improving records now, we sought to enhance the available recall for future Clinton memoirs as well as the research base destined for public access through the presidential library system. Barnett convened the group several times into August, occasionally inviting expert colleagues from Williams & Connolly, but attendance dropped off for lack of momentum. The lawyers were trained to worry about risks—subpoenas, liability, privacy disputes—and government officials tended to fret about turf boundaries or control. These barriers gave me second thoughts about Clinton’s proposal for an in-house historian. Perhaps it was the only viable upgrade. As he had directed, I called Nancy Hernreich with word that our group had pretty much finished. She was a stranger to me then, having come up from Arkansas to manage the Oval Office, but there seemed to be a note of sympathy in her spare reply that the president had received Barnett’s reports and would take appropriate steps. Hernreich was steely warm, and in subsequent years she would remain the soul of discretion long after endearing herself as a staunch friend to the history initiative. She betrayed no agenda when asking me to bring Christy and the children for a White House dinner on September 28.

MACY, OUR TWELVE-YEAR-OLD, reserved nearly all her bursting enthusiasm for the teen band New Kids on the Block. Franklin, who was finally out of his brace, went bug-eyed with admiration for the bomb-sniffing dog that searched our car at the gate, but then he recovered his sister’s pained indifference to the White House, as though anticipating another loud scrum of adults who did not know how many outs there were. They endured our fascination with the historic dinnerware on display in the China Room, until President Clinton culled me from the preliminary tour for a walk around the spongy exercise track on the South Lawn. He carried a mug of coffee. His brisk pace summoned up images of reporters trotting along behind LBJ’s marathon press briefings in the 1960s, and my heart sank with his opening references to a new book on President Kennedy by Richard Reeves. Citing its introductory statement that the eyewitness accounts of Schlesinger and Ted Sorensen held up as essential biography “after all these years,” the president still wanted someone placed inside the White House “to take care of the history.” Would I reconsider my objections?



That would not be my preference, I said, but I would help him find someone else. The role felt compromised to me. It would not seem right to draw a salary from the taxpayers as a historian-in-writing, affecting a neutral pose rather than pitching in to help now. My motivation did not fit the job. “Honestly, I feel more like a staff person,” I told the president, adding that a political post for me was strictly hypothetical. Clinton did a slight double take and smiled. “That would be good,” he replied, seeming to take my gesture as a sugarcoated sign of discomfort. Well then, he asked, should he plan to handle the history in his own memoirs? If he did not bring a writer into the White House, what should he do now? I said two things stood out: he should get note takers into all his meetings, and begin a systematic diary or oral history. Neither step would be easy. The president said maybe Stephanopoulos would take notes, but I said the Barnett group had convinced me that no member of the senior staff would take on the job. He asked why—because they didn’t think they could be accurate enough? No, I replied gently—because they considered the task demeaning, and because all the principals would resist notes as a potential threat.

The president frowned. He said he had a good memory but precious little time for dictation. Also, his one trial effort had produced a sobering discovery. “I can’t just sit down and talk into a tape recorder,” he said. “I need questions. I need somebody responding to me.” This was not uncommon, I replied, and oral history dialogue had developed since World War II to replace letters as a source for personal memory. One advantage of a prompted diary was that Clinton could initiate the project virtually alone, which would help safeguard the results. He needed only a trusted interviewer and some confidential logistics. From my own experience, I could get him started until someone on his staff picked up the relatively simple arts. The president seized on the notion. “Oh, that’s even better,” he said brightly. I wasn’t sure whether he meant better than the in-house historian’s job, or better than relying on an aide, but he said we should get going right away.

We were finishing our second lap on the exercise track when Chelsea arrived in a chauffeured plain sedan. She was positive in her report on school and ballet practice until the president said she was expected to join us all for dinner. Chelsea looked stricken. She said dinner was out of the question because she was so stressed, and he would not believe how much homework she faced. The stalemate required discussion a few paces away from me, and Chelsea wound up chafing in good grace through an abbreviated meal—not with scores or hundreds but only two families in a second-floor dining room across the central hall from the family parlor. Hillary came in late, and sighed when no one would join her in a glass of wine after her opening day of testimony before two House committees. The president congratulated her on glowing reviews. Even opponents said she spoke on health care flawlessly for hours without notes or aides to consult. Maureen Dowd of the New York Times was reporting that her “feminine imprint” ended an era on Capitol Hill, where she was only the third first lady to testify and the first to present a major piece of legislation. Speaking almost in shorthand, Hillary traded the day’s inside stories with Clinton on health care and world crises from Bosnia to Somalia.

Chelsea answered questions about her first year in high school, and about being a Cubs fan. Our children disclosed what bribes from me it had taken for them to memorize the Gettysburg Address in tribute to the excellent book Lincoln at Gettysburg, which reminded Hillary that she had spent long interview sessions for a profile by its author, Garry Wills, only to have editors at Time magazine disappoint her by canceling the article on the claim that Wills wrote over the heads of their readers. When the president asked Christy why her boss, Mayor Schmoke of Baltimore, did not run for governor of Maryland, she said he had “cleared the decks” to run, politically and with his family, but decided in the end that he felt no agenda strongly enough to carry him through a race for governor. Clinton found such reasoning parallel to his own instincts to run for president in 1992 instead of 1988, both times against prevailing advice about openings in the political cycle. He relieved weighty topics with a lighthearted protest over the dual menu: whole artichokes followed by seafood broth for us, as opposed to the youth fare of celebrated waffle fries from the White House chef. Hillary invited us to guess our dinnerware’s honored state by the individual flowers and birds artfully depicted on Lady Bird Johnson’s set of china. The answer was inscribed on the bottom of each plate.

Chelsea soon escaped to do her homework. Hillary broke away to a night briefing for tomorrow’s continued testimony, taking Christy with her. The president escorted Macy and Franklin to see the handwritten draft of the Gettysburg Address in the Lincoln Bedroom, dispensing stories he had absorbed since January about historic paintings and artifacts. Then he instigated a game of cards in the family parlor, and explained the rules for five-handed hearts when Christy returned. A number of rounds ensued, one of them ending in good-natured confusion over cards dropped with only two tricks left. Franklin would have played them in the correct order to foil Clinton’s daring attempt to shoot the moon, the president insisted, a stickler to accept his own downfall. Later, he took me aside to discuss exactly how our collaboration would work. We quickly reached an understanding on the need for secrecy and careful custody. I said his confident control now was the key to building a candid public record for later, and pledged to step silently aside whenever he wished. He asked me to send a memo on procedures to Nancy Hernreich, who would schedule our first session. In the meantime, I would think about how to prepare and organize questions. My notes that night summarized the plan: “I’m going to help him get an oral history project started, and see how much we can cover, and how much time he has for it, and try to institute it regularly.”

It was easy but pointless to say we should have started earlier in his term. We were improvising a routine in confidence, with whatever time and candor Clinton wanted to carve from his presidency. Initiative and control rightly belonged to the president, and while I believed he trusted my assurances—including a pledge not to disclose this delicious, newsworthy secret project, even to my extended family—he did not need my advance promise to stand aside at his wish. All he had to do was stop sending for me. Commitment was not strictly personal on either side. He knew I would recommend a systematic diary to any president.

Driving home, I asked my family for their impressions of the White House. Macy noticed that Chelsea had followed all the grown-up conversation and yet still worried about her homework. “That scared me about high school,” she said. Franklin popped up suspiciously from the backseat: “Dad, are you recording this?” I confessed bringing my little machine for the special occasion. Christy recalled Hillary’s staff briefing, and complimented the glorious fresh roses in the family quarters, then asked what the president had discussed in private. Macy interrupted as our future finance whiz: “Daddy, if you help him with this thing, um, would you get paid?” She scrunched up her nose when I said it would be a wonderful experience. Franklin allowed that President Clinton played hearts with grave concentration, holding his head a lot. Macy said his hands shook. “He made me nervous,” said Franklin, “but he was really good.”









CHAPTER THREE
THE TRUMAN BALCONY

Sunday, October 17, 1993

The next call came only three days after our first session. Nancy Hernreich’s assistant said the president had a window in his schedule if I could arrange to drive down within the next few hours, and this spontaneous invitation struck me as a favorable sign. I did not anticipate any special hazards for a daytime rendezvous until a uniformed guard blocked me at the Southwest Gate to the White House compound. Anyone with my name who may have an appointment, he said carefully, was cleared to enter in a Ford Bronco. He studied my Ranger pickup with a dubious eye. When I asked him to call the Usher’s Office to clear up the discrepancy, he replied that the South Grounds were closed to parking, anyway. His colleagues grew suddenly more agitated. The guard instructed me to circle back through a north gate instead, with an urgency that made me turn around before I knew where to go. Agents in suits pointed and converged, shouting that each direction was the wrong one until they wedged my truck off near a fence under trees. Only then did the first flashing lights of a long motorcade glide through the gate behind me. Much relieved, but still blocked from the South Grounds, I made my way all around the White House to park on the street and presented myself at the Northwest Gate. This led to security checks, inspections of my briefcase, a temporary badge, and escorted passage to several stops at offices in the West Wing, each time relayed as a residence-bound curiosity until the ushers finally welcomed me like a prodigal cousin. They sent me upstairs with a tuxedoed White House Doorman, John Fanning, who parked me again in the Treaty Room.

President Clinton arrived in sneakers and warm-ups. He said he had just returned from a run along the Potomac River, which accounted for the motorcade, and proposed that we talk outside on the Truman Balcony. It was a beautiful day, he said, and we could escape there from an ongoing mobilization to attend a late afternoon performance by the acrobatic troupe Cirque du Soleil. After his shower, Clinton returned in blue jeans and a Yale sweatshirt. He led me on a detour into the small family kitchen, across the central hall from his bedroom, where he retrieved two bowls from the refrigerator. There was something deftly casual, yet furtive, about the way he heated one of them in the microwave, as if to suggest that he had just earned this treat with exercise and fixed it himself, but was not advertising it to Hillary or the butlers. My own weakness for snacks made me grateful that the thick, heated bean dip looked unappetizing. We carried it along with a bowl of salsa and a large bag of tostada chips through the oval sitting room of the residence, between the Treaty Room and the family parlor. A hidden door on the south wall opened to the Truman Balcony. The two of us set up shop on a glass-top table just around its eastern curve toward the Treasury Department. Beyond the manicured South Grounds stretched a magnificent vista of the Ellipse and the Washington Monument, with the cupola of the Jefferson Memorial in the distance.

On the tapes, President Clinton confirmed that he had favored Governor Mario Cuomo for the Supreme Court. He said he had broached the idea to Cuomo months before there was a vacancy, and that Cuomo had asked him for as much warning as possible to consider a major life decision. Accordingly, he had placed a call to Cuomo even before the public announcement that Justice White would retire, but he said Cuomo would not return his call for several days into a news tempest over the pending appointment. “I couldn’t believe it,” said Clinton. If publicized, such a rebuff itself could injure a sitting president, but he confessed how and why he pursued his coy champion nonetheless. Cuomo combined intellectual depth with a passion for difficult issues, he said, and when they did talk, he extolled this potential for greatness along with Cuomo’s capacity to elevate themes of public service within the law. Still, the governor pulled back. There were Hamlet-like flurries of reversal, but Cuomo always declined again with reasons that struck Clinton more like a slogan—that he had started in New York politics and wanted to finish there. The president said he was perplexed. He seemed wounded, with an edge. “I felt like Diogenes wandering in Athens,” he said, “asking, Where is an honest man I can give this job to?”

Clinton said his next choice was Bruce Babbitt of Arizona, another colleague from their years together in the National Governors Association. Like Cuomo, Babbitt would have fulfilled Clinton’s desire to appoint a political justice who had never served as a judge. The president had no doubts about Babbitt’s qualifications or his willingness to take the job. Here the indecision was all his own, Clinton disclosed, and frankly political. He said the crux of his problem was that the 1992 election had opened shaky inroads for a Democratic ticket in the West. Clinton reeled off the results from memory, state by state. He and Gore had carried Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, and Montana. They lost South Dakota by twelve thousand votes, Arizona by less than two percentage points. He acknowledged finishing third to Bush and independent candidate Ross Perot in Utah, but said the only other Western state he lost badly was Idaho, where he did not even campaign. Having installed Babbitt at the Interior Department on a difficult political mission, the president said, he had scoured the landscape for a replacement who might pull off vital reforms in that distinctive regional culture—devoted to below-market grazing fees on public lands, and to freewheeling exploitation of timber and mineral resources—without forfeiting the Democratic gains at the polls. When the search proved fruitless, the president said he had resolved to keep Babbitt at Interior, sacrificing a subordinate’s ambition to his own. “Bruce, I just can’t put you on this Court,” he recalled telling him directly. “I can’t take the risk and absorb the hit myself, personally and politically.” Clinton consoled himself that Babbitt understood his difficult choice, and never complained.

Hard experience with Cuomo and Babbitt underscored why presidents had appointed so few nonjudges to the Supreme Court. In describing the finalists, President Clinton said that after reading many reviews and judicial opinions, it was the personal interview that drew him to Judge Ruth Bader Ginsburg. I asked what impressed him most, whether it was her creativity or a particular idea or some other quality, and he highlighted the presentation of her family background leading into a legal career. He said she had a great life story. He had a special feeling that she could become a distinguished justice. My questions elicited little beyond that. He seemed to find in her a kindred approach that blended human touches with abstract analysis, recognizing personal struggle beneath every big issue in law and politics.

THERE WAS STIRRING around the motorcade parked along the driveway forty feet below. Butlers came out on the Truman Balcony to serve fresh Diet Cokes, and aides followed with word that they needed to leave for the circus half an hour early. Such entrances in a bunch came to telegraph the insistent rhythm of the president’s schedule. We shifted forward in our reprise of 1993 for the remaining time, because Clinton wanted to focus on the historic Israeli-Palestinian signing ceremony at the White House on September 13. He claimed no influence on the secret negotiations leading up to the surprise agreement, nor much knowledge. During the transition, he had been briefed as president-elect on new back-channel talks brokered by Norwegian officials. He had approved the talks in general, said Clinton, with modest hope and no instructions. The process had originated through academics and other intermediaries almost as a private exercise, since the Israeli government and the PLO, the Palestine Liberation Organization, still denied each other standing for dialogue even as belligerents. Not until breakthroughs in the summer did high officials engage each other directly, if secretly, dropping their careful pose that the Oslo talks were a phantom that could be disowned.

The president’s optimism had been misplaced on Syria. “I was wrong,” he said. Of the many aging leaders in the Middle East, who had been fighting wars much of their lives, Clinton thought Syria’s President Hafez al-Asad was most ready and able to initiate peace with Israel, so that he could recover the Golan Heights, lost in the 1967 war, for his nation before he died. The president also thought the necessary elements of a comprehensive settlement between Israel and Syria were less difficult than potential Israeli agreements with Jordan, Lebanon, or the Palestinians. Accordingly, he had nurtured his hunch about likely progress on the Syrian front in several private conversations, including his first White House meeting with Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin, on March 15. When the September breakthrough came on the Palestinian front instead, leaping all the way from unknown Oslo talks to an interim peace agreement, Clinton said he learned only days in advance and was hardly less stunned than others. He remembered a phone call about the news aboard Air Force One, in flight from Cleveland, telling Rabin he was thrilled precisely because the Palestinian impasses were so wrenching and complex—Jerusalem, refugees, Israeli settlements on the West Bank. And he knew how hard it was for a soldier like Rabin to countenance the PLO leader Yasir Arafat after so many decades burying friends killed by Palestinians. “Yes, it’s very hard, Mr. President,” Clinton quoted Rabin’s reply, “but, after all, we don’t need to make peace with our friends.”

This statement from Rabin entered public lore. Because the September 13 ceremony was in the world’s spotlight, much of Clinton’s account would emerge in news stories and memoirs, including his own, to answer the hunger for details about the backstage diplomacy. For instance, it took rehearsals and crisis managers to orchestrate the drama culminating in “the handshake” between grizzled enemies Arafat and Rabin, and there were comically elaborate precautions to ward off subsequent kissing on camera, especially by Arafat. Clinton said his national security adviser, Anthony Lake, had drilled the participants to place their left hand on the right shoulder of their handshake partners in a gesture of friendship that, without giving visible offense, also served to block any advances toward the customary Arab buss and embrace.

Protocol experts compressed nearly all the arrangements into a few days before the ceremony. What Clinton left on the tapes mostly are nuances about his few interventions. He said his own government first had been divided about whether he should host the event, as requested by all parties including the Norwegian government. Foreigners wanted to advertise U.S. support for the peace process, but dissenters within the administration warned of terrorist reprisals and of political damage from association with a likely failure. When he sided firmly behind the White House site, Clinton said he received a strong tide of internal advice to limit exposure by confining the ceremony at the level of the foreign ministers who were actually to sign the agreement (called the Declaration of Principles). This would achieve the written commitment without the public spectacle of Arafat and Rabin, but Clinton considered the symbolism of top leaders crucial. He finessed the issue by announcing that all sides were welcome to send any representative they wished.

“That gave Arafat a hole big enough to drive a truck through,” said the president. Arafat quickly declared that he would come, seizing the chance to elevate his stature among the leaders of established governments. Arafat’s statement in turn put enormous pressure on Rabin to be there for balance, despite his heartfelt desire to be anywhere else. President Clinton said that Israeli politics also pushed Rabin to join Foreign Minister Shimon Peres, his rival in the Labor Party, lest the separation appear to weaken both their government and the peace process. “If Rabin didn’t come,” said Clinton, “it would look like the military hero was just acquiescing in something engineered by Peres the dreamer.” Even so, he recalled, Rabin’s attendance remained uncertain in the midst of the furious political maneuvering. The Israeli government sent signals that Clinton was obliged to invite Rabin but did not really mean it, secretly hoping he would stay away, and rumors flew that Jewish voters in the United States would never forgive Clinton for subjecting Rabin to the public humiliation of standing next to Yasir Arafat. There was talk of prominent Americans boycotting the White House ceremony because Israeli law and U.S. policy still banned contact with PLO representatives as terrorists. The president said he called Israel at least twice to cut through the confusion. “My public position and my private position are the same,” he told Rabin. “I want you to come if you want to come. If you do, I’ll handle all the problems it might cause here among American Jews and American Arabs.” Still, Clinton received maddening reports through the State Department that Rabin did not believe he was welcome. So he issued specific midnight instructions for a call to Israel’s ambassador in the United States, Itamar Rabinovich. “I want you to wait at least an hour,” Clinton said he told Tony Lake. “Late enough to be sure you’ll wake him up, because then he’ll know it’s important. Tell Rabinovich the president is disturbed by reports that the prime minister doesn’t feel welcome. Tell him in the strongest possible terms that he will be most welcome, and that I think it’s a good idea for him to be here.”



Finally, the president said he had to plead with Syrian president Asad to let his ambassador in Washington attend the ceremony. Asad fretted that he would be left out if Israel made peace with Syria’s neighbors, and was determined not to accept weaker terms as a latecomer. Although Clinton knew this, the degree and detail of new anxiety caught him off guard. “Mr. President, is this your idea,” Asad had asked him, “or is it Rabin’s idea, that we have to be represented?” Clinton responded that he could not speak for Rabin, and could only assume the prime minister wanted Syria to be present. “But let’s not put this in the context of politics between Israel and Syria,” he added to Asad. “I want you to come as a favor to me, because it will be a big story if the Syrian ambassador is not here, and it will detract from the overall event.” He said Asad had paused and then replied, “Okay, I will come as a favor to you.”

Before the White House ceremony itself, there was a famously awkward standoff when the Israelis and Palestinians gathered for the first time. They clumped on opposite sides of the formal Blue Room, beneath the matching Yellow Oval Room in the president’s residence. No one mingled, and all the delegations including the Americans whispered among themselves until Clinton dispatched Vice President Gore with a hastily contrived proposal to send away the White House photographer, Bob McNeely, so the leaders could greet each other informally without fear that some unflattering image might encircle the globe. Clinton said Gore returned quickly, looking miserable and abused, to report that Rabin “stiffed me.” The president and vice president stood beside Hillary and Tipper, along with Secretary of State Warren Christopher, and eventually the president himself crossed the divide. When he beckoned Rabin and Arafat to a preliminary introduction, Rabin clasped his arms firmly behind him, shook his head, and uttered his first terse words to the assembly, “At the ceremony, at the ceremony.” Then Arafat folded his arms on his chest and replied, “Fine, at the ceremony.”

This social freeze among principals reflected the Middle East, while their seconds haggled over political details until the last minute. Israeli diplomats threatened to bolt if Arafat decorated his tunic with any military insignia, let alone a pistol, and the Palestinians refused to accept the final version of the agreement because the signature spot for Mahmoud Abbas, Arafat’s foreign deputy, was marked “Palestinian team” instead of “Palestine Liberation Organization.” With no time to type a new original, the staff inserted a handwritten “For the PLO” to grant some form of recognition. The document made its way over from the West Wing, and escorts moved the dignitaries outside to take seats among a host gathered on the South Lawn. Only Clinton, Arafat, and Rabin lagged behind to make their grand entrance from the Diplomatic Reception Room, directly beneath the Blue Room and two floors below the balcony where the president was recording his memories a month later. He recalled telling them on the way downstairs that they had a long way to go, that they were about to walk alone through the door ahead and he wanted things to go smoothly for them both. At last came a few thawing words in response, which the president would release as a sign of hope. “We have a lot of work to do,” said Rabin. Arafat replied, “Yes, we do, Mr. Prime Minister, and I’m willing to do my part.”

Pictures from the televised ceremony became instant icons. Clinton stood between Arafat and Rabin during the unrehearsed handshake, his own hands outstretched behind them on either side. On the tapes, he warned against concluding from visual evidence that Arafat relished the contact whereas Rabin abhorred it. He said their words conveyed something quite different. Rabin spoke like an anguished prophet filled with determination for peace, saying “enough of blood and tears, enough.” By contrast, Arafat, who spoke excellent English, gave a speech in Arabic that said little and inspired less. It did not even affirm his recent letter of peace, while seeming to begrudge concessions already made. Clinton said Arafat was consumed with worry about how his words would play back home. He liked being on television but doubted his course. Rabin was almost the reverse.

Their combined reality made the agreement a fragile miracle. Under the Declaration of Principles, the two sides not only granted each other coexistence for the first time but they also adopted a common agenda. The Israeli government pledged to let the PLO develop many autonomous functions of government, including the election of popular representatives, in territories occupied by Israel since the Six Day War of 1967. The PLO agreed to secure public order in the territories, including protection against violent attacks upon Israel. Upon these hopes, the two sides framed the difficult issues for “final status” peace negotiations over a five-year timetable, aimed toward mutual recognition between Israel and a newly established nation of Palestine.

THE ISRAELI–PLO CEREMONY of September 13 set in motion a high-stakes international drama that would consume Clinton intermittently until his last hours in office. Not knowing the outcome, he shifted on the tapes to another precarious crusade launched the very next morning at the White House with former presidents Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George Bush. If Ronald Reagan were well enough, and Richard Nixon had not been grieving the recent death of his wife, Clinton said all five living ex-presidents would have joined in unprecedented unity to seek congressional approval for the North American Free Trade Agreement. He described NAFTA as a mixed issue of good policy and bad politics. While good for the country, he asserted, NAFTA cost him the passionate opposition of traditional Democratic allies from labor unions and environmental groups.

The president outlined the theoretical arguments for free trade, and trotted out the endorsements of Nobel Prize economists overwhelmingly behind NAFTA, but his analysis focused on two members of the House leadership. David Bonior of Michigan, the Democratic whip, represented a Detroit economy decimated by two decades of foreign competition in the automobile industry. Clinton saw in Bonior an articulate foe who believed NAFTA would skew benefits to corporate executives at the expense of displaced working families. Bonior did engage Clinton in a running, substantive debate on his counterargument that Michigan could be a net beneficiary under NAFTA. Clinton said Michigan had suffered the worst already, and had begun to retool for new industries. Wage competition risked the continued export of certain jobs to cheaper countries, but Clinton argued that a shrinking world made such risk inevitable with or without NAFTA. He said Bonior conceded his point that NAFTA at least would open foreign markets to U.S. exports, while creating higher environmental and fair-labor standards in overseas factories, but Bonior’s labor constituents did not trust rosy projections from politicians or corporations. They felt sucker punched, said Clinton. They were “beyond rational” on free trade, and demanded protectionism to the point that they evaluated political candidates solely on that issue. The president thought many labor leaders, like some environmentalists, were prone to drag their feet ineffectually and let the perfect become an enemy of the good. He considered Bonior’s vote lost. Moreover, he expected Bonior’s leadership of opposing forces to be energetic and effective. Yet he spoke warmly of him. Whatever NAFTA’s outcome in Congress, he said, Bonior would move on without rancor to support the president again whenever he could. Clinton appreciated his approach to public service. He lamented that Bonior’s controlled ardor was becoming rare in a political culture given to indulge rather than overcome personal grievances.

President Clinton sketched a more calculating figure in Richard Gephardt, the House majority leader from Missouri. Being close to trade unions, Gephardt spoke earnestly against unfairness to working families, but he also perceived larger benefits from NAFTA over time. According to Clinton, Gephardt’s mind was divided on the merits, which elevated two political factors in the NAFTA alignment. First, Gephardt was planning to run for president, and he would depend heavily on organized labor to campaign against Clinton or Gore. Second, he knew that if he stood with Clinton on NAFTA, it would practically force Bonior to mount a leadership challenge against him or Speaker Tom Foley of Washington. Therefore, Gephardt would stick with Bonior against NAFTA, Clinton figured, if only to contain a potential split among House Democrats.

Predicting safe passage in the Senate, President Clinton said the fate of NAFTA would rest on his temporary alliance with House Republicans plus a concerted effort to pick off enough Democrats from their own united leadership. Although the partisan lines were blurred, he said, it would come down to an old-fashioned struggle for votes, district by district. He estimated that he was starting at least twenty short of victory, but singled out no targets or strategies. Instead, he shifted back to presidential chemistry at the kickoff event for NAFTA. Carter and Bush had stayed with him overnight, and Clinton said he was amazed that Bush accepted a guest invitation at his former home so soon after being evicted. He noted that Barbara Bush stayed away. He said Gerald Ford joined them for dinner on the night of the Middle East ceremony, then again for a private breakfast before the NAFTA presentation. Clinton’s staff had found no prior record of so many presidents eating meals together at the White House.

The four of them had reminisced about Middle East history at dinner, Clinton added, but they suffered a conversational lull the next morning until they discovered a shared distaste for Texas multimillionaire Ross Perot. He said Ford pronounced Perot a phony who had wheedled his fortune from taxpayers in sole-source government contracts but masqueraded as a showcase of free market discipline. Carter resented Perot’s cowboy machismo for goading his administration into the disastrous 1980 commando raid to rescue American diplomats held hostage by Iran. Bush, of course, smarted from Perot’s spoiler role as a third-party candidate in 1992, which he believed may have cost him reelection, but Clinton recalled greater animus from Bush over insinuations that Perot was the real, rough-and-tumble Texan whereas Bush was only a country club transplant. Clinton still seemed startled that the combined presidents had stomped on Perot all through breakfast. His own complaints were relatively mild. Until recently, he saw Perot mostly as a maverick with a knack for sound bites, but then Clinton had tried a courtesy call to explain how the hard-won budget package answered Perot’s central theme and purpose by setting a course to eliminate the nation’s chronic budget deficit. In response, Perot dismissed the package as a fraud and refused to discuss its components. Although this episode gave the president a story to tell his three colleagues—that Perot was all about political poses, not substance—Clinton fell behind in competitive rounds of biting recollection. He said Bush, in a surprising departure from his gracious aplomb about the election result, sustained the wittiest vitriol about Perot.

WE DISCUSSED NO more topics at length. Already late, the president pulled away to check on the circus and other matters, promising to return for the rewound cassettes. He made glancing comments on and off the tapes, sometimes asking me to remind him of some subject or event at the next session. He said insomnia had made him read the book of Joshua before the Middle East ceremony, for instance, and he gave credit to National Security Council assistant Jeremy Rosner for drafting his lyrical remarks. He offered a few sentences on health care, including a remarkably calm description of finding himself without a text when he began his televised address to Congress two days ago, and being obliged to ad-lib for nearly ten minutes until aides inserted the correct speech in the TelePrompTer. He said health costs were rising at five times the rate of inflation and would “eat this government alive” if not checked. He said there was talk of an international tribunal for Somali warlord General Aidid if they could ever catch him. He said members of Congress were “all upset” that Al Gore’s initiatives to streamline government would impact the subcommittee system, disturbing their established relations with the bureaucracy.

There was a haphazard quality about our talks. The president sank deeply into some stories but skimmed over others. His emphasis varied widely from personal insight or grand analysis to minute statistical detail. The overall approach seemed to reflect innate curiosity harnessed to a puzzle worker’s compulsion. Clinton reveled in big puzzles with a human factor. Perhaps such a trait explained why he said so much about the two justices he did not appoint and so little about the one he did. Cuomo and Babbitt preoccupied him as a mystery, or mistake, whereas Ginsburg was a settled choice.

That afternoon I pushed several such theories from my mind. They were fun but premature, and I concentrated on preserving firsthand memories to supplement the record being stowed away in Clinton’s possession. Interpretation could wait, to be carried on by future students of the presidency or the Clinton years. I made a note that we had not yet mentioned post-Soviet Russia in our review of 1993. In the five minutes or so that it took to rewind the tapes, I marveled at the views from the Truman Balcony. Stark contrasts occurred. The White House was a fortress, as my own flyspeck woes getting past security had demonstrated, but the president had been sitting in plain view for more than an hour. I studied distant figures walking along the Ellipse, wondering if they could distinguish Clinton from me. On weekdays, citizens lined up all the way out there to tour the White House, while Secret Service professionals must have weighed the risk that a president could be shot here on its porch. I felt a passing flick of exposure myself, but no one seemed to notice the balcony at all.







CHAPTER FOUR
CULTURE CLASHES: FROM BOSNIA TO A HAIRCUT

Wednesday, October 20, 1993

Monday, November 1, 1993

Thursday, November 4, 1993

A third session in the span of six days allowed a personal introduction to Nancy Hernreich, who secluded me in her decorated cubbyhole just outside the Oval Office. It was an old stationery closet, which provided a more discreet place to wait than the main reception area. The whole West Wing was a fishbowl, she explained, especially in the daytime, and anyone who saw me would ask or wonder what business I had so near the president. My long interview would have drawn competitive scrutiny if listed on the president’s public calendar, but the disguised alternative—an open time slot—invited interruption by those with urgent claims to a presidential moment. Nancy gave me tips on how to deflect their curiosity, and warned that my allotted hour could be compressed or scrubbed by anything from a crisis to a presidential whim. She said feedback from the president had overcome her reluctance to schedule me during business hours. He was pushing hard to catch up with the backlog of major events in 1993, which was a positive sign for the recorded history project, and she had squeezed in today’s risky experiment because all his nights through October were committed already to dinner events or travel.

Staff secretary John Podesta dropped by shortly with a sheaf of papers for President Clinton’s signature. He asked what I was doing there, and remarked with a knowing wink that it must be pretty secret for Nancy to hide me beforehand in her little office. Podesta’s incisive wit seemed to divine everything she just told me. As smoothly as possible, I said the president was consulting me about the preservation of historical materials for his future library. This did not surprise Podesta, who had been included in some of our communications with the National Archives about creating a White House office on history. I added that it was a happy coincidence to see the staff secretary, who managed the flow of documents, because we were looking for the human factor in White House records. Would his files hold many clues to the personal dynamics behind government decisions? Podesta smiled incredulously. His reply—you mean, what really happened?—suggested that files were supposed to bury decisions rather than expose them, and he confirmed my reports that no one was taking notes in presidential meetings.

When I asked Podesta to suggest potential note takers, he listed Sylvia Mathews of the Domestic Policy Council, and Bruce Lindsey, the president’s adviser from Arkansas. He said they were trusted and thorough, but that neither may want the job. Before he could ask me another question, I nodded at Senator John Breaux of Louisiana to wonder out loud whether he reminded Podesta of the comic actor Dabney Coleman. Breaux was leaning against a table in the reception area, chewing gum, and Podesta studied him with an impish gravity I took as a friendly signal that he would not press for details of my work with the president. He asked if I meant only in appearance or also in behavior, like the mischievous villain Coleman played in the film Nine to Five. Before I could answer, he deadpanned, “A little of both.”

In the Oval Office, which was airy and quiet, I proposed to President Clinton that since our time might be cut short by the bustling petitioners outside, perhaps we should tackle a single theme by recording his impressions of individual foreign leaders. He agreed to begin with U.N. secretary-general Boutros Boutros-Ghali, who had visited him in February for private talks about the besieged Bosnian capital of Sarajevo. The president portrayed Boutros-Ghali as a garrulous man of energy and ambition, who eagerly described U.N. missions all over the world—including those with no policy disputes to be resolved, on which Clinton had been briefed already. His enthusiasm could be infectious, said the president, but at times it conveyed an annoying sense that all national leaders worked for Boutros-Ghali and should rise above their parochial concerns. Clinton said he had made an effort to respond in balanced language, that he would work with Congress to make up the shameful arrears in U.S. dues to the United Nations, for instance, because it was a responsible course apart from any duty to Boutros-Ghali himself.

On only one issue did Boutros-Ghali surprise him: the secretary-general was lukewarm at best about the U.N.’s humanitarian airlift to prevent starvation in besieged Bosnian cities. Clinton said the airlift, though overshadowed by atrocities, had saved many thousands of lives since February, but that Boutros-Ghali discounted the effort. He said the secretary-general insisted that Muslim enclaves in the Balkans were doomed as illegitimate, and that the United Nations should do no more than support halfheartedly a proposal for stopgap ethnic “cantons,” which could not survive. Boutros-Ghali told him that it had required “the iron hand of Tito,” Yugoslavia’s former strongman, to protect multiethnic cities like Sarajevo, Clinton recalled. Not only did this notion ignore long periods of stable coexistence before Tito, but it was a striking departure from the secretary-general’s global perspective. Privately, on Bosnia, the president found that Boutros-Ghali of Egypt shared the cold-blooded realpolitik of some European leaders.

Strains of authoritarian nationalism also menaced President Boris Yeltsin in Russia, where powerful elements in the new Duma, or parliament, agitated to reconstitute the recently dissolved Soviet empire. Clinton outlined heated debates within his government about the policy toward Russia. Many advisers argued that President Bush had hurt U.S. interests by aligning himself too closely with Mikhail Gorbachev, and urged Clinton not to make the same mistake with Yeltsin. They warned him to hedge support for the fledgling Russian government in case Yeltsin lost power or turned into a tyrant himself, but Clinton said he felt no choice going in but to treat Yeltsin as the only recognized hope for democratic reform. He said the collapse of Communist society left Yeltsin vulnerable in the Kremlin and a proud beggar among the great nations. On balance, Clinton still believed that Yeltsin would resist powerful movements to lash out at enemies and scapegoats, or go back to Communism, and would stick with the daunting task to create a Russian network of free institutions: markets, elections, infrastructure, credit, public justice.

Much of what Clinton recorded about Yeltsin has seeped into accounts of their first summit, in April in Vancouver, Canada. They had much in common as earthy politicians of humble origin and resilient charm. Yeltsin famously told reporters that although he enjoyed meeting President Clinton, “to have a really good time one must be in the presence of a beautiful woman.” Clinton told me Yeltsin was missing two fingers on his left hand from a factory accident in his youth. He said Yeltsin had given advance notice in Vancouver that he would publicly chastise Clinton in order to inoculate himself from the nationalist backlash in Russia, and, sure enough, Yeltsin had flogged him for belittling Russia. Clinton said he cut Yeltsin slack because both he and his country were a teetering mess. A dinner in Vancouver had convinced him that alcohol was more than a sporting problem, as Yeltsin drank through the meal without touching his food. That same evening, Yeltsin solicited reams of advice about how to acquire economic assistance from other nations, beyond Clinton’s U.S. aid package of $2.5 billion, and Clinton confessed that he probably did say what the Canadian reporters found afterward in a crumpled note discarded by Yeltsin’s translator: “Sometimes the Japanese say yes when they mean no.” This touched off a storm of indignation in Japan, which the president said he was obliged to calm. He did better in a briefing restricted to the Russian press corps, expounding on his youthful immersion in their nation’s classical arts, including the novels of Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky. When he praised the difficult last movement of Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony, recalling that Leonard Bernstein once had conducted it in Moscow at a faster tempo than anyone else dared, the president said the Russian reporters told him he was full of surprises, like Yeltsin. After Vancouver, Clinton said, he worked hard to get Yeltsin invited to the G-7 economic summit in Tokyo and to secure for Russia an international aid package from the G-7 nations—only to be ambushed by new reports that Russia was dumping nuclear waste into the Sea of Japan. He said life with Yeltsin was a constant adventure.

Kiichi Miyazawa, the Japanese prime minister, had come to Washington before hosting the G-7 meetings in July. President Clinton described him as a likable figure, whose fluency in English extended to nuanced humor and even Arkansas slang. Conversational ease made more palatable their difficult talks about the looming end of Japan’s economic miracle, which would impede growth in many countries. Miyazawa had agreed with Clinton’s diagnosis of the Japanese economy being constricted by trade and credit barriers, an artificially high savings rate, and government protection for cartels, but the prime minister faced political obstacles to every reform. Clinton pointed to a small copy of Rodin’s sculpture The Thinker, and said his photographer had captured Miyazawa there in a tandem pose that unconsciously mimicked its befuddled gaze. Miyazawa’s government was on the brink of collapse from chronic, large-scale corruption that reinforced Japan’s structural paralysis. One official had been caught with $50 million in gold bullion under his bed. At home, Clinton mused, Illinois’s Dan Rostenkowski, the powerful Democratic chair of the House Ways and Means Committee, was being engulfed by comparatively trifling charges that he had cashed in $21,000 from his congressional stamp allowance, whereas in Japan it took a fortune under your bed to ignite a scandal.

The president said the G-7 summit had become a surprise triumph in part by exceeding low expectations. For all his own image problems, from gays in the military to the tempest over his haircut on a Los Angeles runway, Clinton found himself politically stronger than his fellow world leaders. He said Mitterrand of France was in trouble and so was the British prime minister, John Major. China’s Jiang Zemin behaved cautiously in the wake of his powerful predecessor, Deng Xiaoping, while Prime Minister Kim Campbell of Canada was even newer and already under fire. Accordingly, the major powers deferred to Clinton’s initiatives on economic cooperation, and his trade team hammered out three significant bilateral agreements. In addition, the president thought he made important symbolic connections to the Japanese people at public events, such as his question-and-answer session with students at Waseda University. He said he and Hillary could feel the positive response when they stepped out of their motorcade to walk through the streets of Tokyo for talks with small business groups. The international press had relayed glowing reports to foreign citizens, said the president, but even the more skeptical domestic reporters had noted promise in Tokyo beyond the usual bland summit.

Not for the last time, Clinton described Germany’s chancellor, Helmut Kohl, as his best new friend among heads of state. Conservative and durable—holding national office since 1982—Kohl was a lone exception among the new or tentative leaders at the G-7 meetings. In Clinton’s portrayal, their differences produced a bonding rather than friction or estrangement. They both regarded politics as a vehicle for major improvements in everyday life. At great political risk, Kohl had led the efforts to reunify Germany after the Cold War, and he was moving ahead with even larger plans to integrate the economies of Europe. His experience in practical dreams was a natural fit for Clinton’s foreign policy hopes to expand NATO, promote global trade, and forge regional peace agreements. Kohl was the only politician Clinton repeatedly labeled smart in our sessions, sometimes with an admiring shake of his head. The chancellor lacked the personal chemistry to improvise or excel at public events, such as Clinton’s town-hall meetings with foreign students, but Clinton said Kohl found other ways to fold public relations into his gift for strategic politics. Before the Tokyo summit, the president remarked, he had called Germany so often that Kohl jokingly likened himself to Clinton’s “old Dutch uncle,” dispensing advice and reassurance.

A question about South Africa yielded a stream of memory about the two transformational leaders who had visited the White House together in July. F. W. de Klerk, the last president of the apartheid regime, had released in 1990 the world’s most famous prisoner, Nelson Mandela. For their ensuing negotiations, which peacefully dismantled apartheid with a new constitution, Mandela and de Klerk were about to receive the Nobel Peace Prize jointly, and they had traveled with Clinton to Fourth of July celebrations in Philadelphia. Earlier, I tested our frankness by commenting that Clinton’s address on that auspicious occasion—standing at the birthplace of American freedom with the founders of miraculous new hope in South Africa—had fallen well short of his eloquence at the Rabin-Arafat ceremony. The president only shrugged, saying he gave too many speeches to work on them all himself. He was much more interested in the complexity of South Africa’s emerging order, with Mandela expected to displace de Klerk in elections next year. They had less trouble with each other than with supporters in their own camps, Clinton observed. He said white supremacy groups flanked de Klerk on the right, threatening terrorism to conceal their political weakness, and he analyzed Mandela’s efforts to contain Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi’s threat of a separatist boycott by the seven million members of his Zulu tribe. Mandela exuded a serene charisma in public, he said, while privately keeping up such a stream of banter and personal inquiry that admiring White House aides called him downright chatty. Anyone who endured twenty-seven years in prison could talk all he wanted, Clinton quipped. He quoted de Klerk to illustrate a promising sense of comfort between the rival partners: “Nelson, you may beat me in the election, but I may do better than you think. I will have the only multiracial campaign, and I intend to keep it.” The president hoped de Klerk could survive the upheaval ahead to lead a constructive opposition.

Clinton skimmed through his introductions to other peers. He had taken pains to see President Carlos Menem of Argentina before the Tokyo summit in order to signal resolve on NAFTA with attention to a frequently neglected area in U.S. foreign policy. Apart from the Asian Rim, said the president, South America was the most rapidly growing regional economy. He described Menem as a dashing figure who rode horses, held court with movie stars, idolized former strongman Juan Perón, and offered a shrewd promise for reform mixed with a suspect commitment to democratic methods. Clinton mentioned to me his visit to South Korea, which he called the last hostile trip wire from the Cold War, but his interest seemed to drift from President Kim Young-sam, who was distracted by his own political battles, to the U.S. troops stationed below the bleak DMZ. He recalled conversations with individual soldiers, some by name, and told of wheedling from the commander’s modest wife that she herself was a former paratrooper. “I love those people,” said Clinton.
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THE PRESIDENT EXCUSED himself to the bathroom. No sooner did he leave the Oval Office by a side door than Nancy Hernreich entered to say the president must depart with Mack McLarty for a NAFTA event. McLarty himself came just behind her, followed by photographer Bob McNeely and Clinton’s young personal aide Andrew Friendly. I tried to conceal my recorders casually. Andrew, whom I had met during the inauguration, approached me quietly to say he thought our new project was very important. I thanked him vaguely, not knowing what details had been disclosed, and told him the president may want him to sit in on future sessions as a natural choice to take over my role. When the president returned, he told McLarty that he had discussed NAFTA with the first legislator he did not believe he could convince on the merits. McLarty commented that Clinton indeed had seemed discouraged after the call. “We’re nip and tuck right now with [Representative] Joe Kennedy,” he added. The president agreed that the substance of NAFTA consistently lost to raw politics, with heavy pressure especially from trade unions. He speculated that NAFTA would be at least thirty votes closer to a majority if Congress voted by secret ballot. Sending the others ahead, he told me to bring the tapes back next time because he couldn’t wait for me to rewind and label them now. On the way out, he reacted favorably to John Podesta’s suggestions for a note taker on domestic policy, and he welcomed my offer to sound out Tony Lake about securing regular notes from the presidential meetings on national security. Such recommendations would require follow-up with lawyers, the president observed, but at least we were getting a start on the diary. Then he was gone.

I returned to retrieve my tape materials from an Oval Office that seemed eerily quiet, drained of the energy around a president. The emptiness spawed a reverie from my daily work. I was writing about the 1964 Freedom Summer, the height of the civil rights era, when young people had raised simple democratic witness from Mississippi to rattle and move officials in this same room. Together, citizens and politicians had erected landmarks of freedom, and thoughts of their combined legacy enhanced my splendid view of the Rose Garden until Nancy Hernreich snapped me back to reality. She provided an escort through the West Wing down to the national security enclave. I waited there quite a while before Tony Lake emerged to say sheepishly that an unexpected crisis prevented him from inviting me into his office. He had sent for me, he explained, because of a tip from Vernon Jordan that I may be concealing a matter of grave national importance involving a veteran reporter at The Wall Street Journal.

I sighed. At least that bizarre tale gave me a chance to say hello, I replied, then handed over a letter from the reporter, who had been pestering me since my Life magazine article to arrange a private audience with Clinton, claiming to know from spy sources in Moscow and Israel of a super-secret new weapon that endangered all human life. The reporter had rebuffed my suggestions that he write a story to alert the public, or submit his information through government channels, by insisting that officials beneath Clinton himself were conspirators in a cover-up. He said the stakes were too high. “It’s as if I’d discovered the atom bomb had been stolen,” his note warned me, “before anyone else knew it had been invented.” I told Lake I could not burden the president with what seemed to be a lunatic, who probably needed help, but I was glad to be rid of it.

The national security adviser pocketed the letter as a familiar sort of nuisance. “There are a lot of loony people in Washington,” said Lake. “Sometimes I think I’m loony myself.” He nodded toward his office door and confided that CIA director James Woolsey was inside with several deputies so secret he could not let me see them. He could speak generally, since the news was leaking already to media outlets, of Woolsey’s day on Capitol Hill spreading unsubstantiated reports that the exiled Aristide of Haiti was a psychotic and drug addict, unfit to hold office. He said lurid publicity inevitably would undermine the administration’s avowed goal of restoring Aristide as the elected president, but Clinton could not easily fire or restrain Woolsey for giving classified testimony to Congress, even if it was unverified and nutty. I tried to absorb Lake’s predicament, but could only convey to him my own contrary experience with Aristide. Did anyone know that he had learned Hebrew in Jerusalem as a young priest? Our introduction to each other had slipped into an enthralled discussion of Martin Luther King’s friendship with the learned rabbi Abraham Heschel, how it was grounded in a common conviction that bold doctrines of prophetic justice—equal souls before God—had laid an ancient foundation for the democratic concept of equal votes. This was rarefied stuff for a poor Haitian priest. Subsequent evenings had revealed Aristide’s committed grasp of nonviolent politics and theology, which chastened me for my worries about associating with him. In the press, his name commonly evoked ominous images of a witch doctor combined with Robespierre, the evil genius of the French Revolution.

Lake shifted and stared. So I knew Aristide? Whether saint or devil, the conflicting images made Haiti policy a vexing snare. He said he had to get back to Woolsey. His deputy, Sandy Berger, came out in some distress to survey my impressions of Aristide’s practical mind. Just last week, the administration had pulled back its first shipload of U.S. peace-keepers to Haiti because of dockside rioting by thugs, and Clinton was getting hammered both for weakness and misplaced sympathy. The Washington Post cited Haiti as proof that the administration lacked a “coherent” foreign policy. I agreed to outline possible steps concerning Aristide the administration could take to rise above the impasse.

Before Lake departed, I took him aside to inquire on the president’s behalf about note takers in his national security meetings. There were none, he replied, and he would have to think very hard before having any. Lake made his predilections clear by quoting seminal advice from the legendary counselor for presidents, Clark Clifford: “Never write anything down.” He waved aside my pitch for mutual reinforcement between good history and public service, noting that his mentor, Averell Harriman, the “crocodile” of Cold War diplomacy, had conducted his government business on the telephone to avoid leaving a dangerous trail. Lake was playful but brusque, which reminded me that we had dubbed him a cutthroat hippie in graduate school. In the late 1960s, already back from a harsh Foreign Service tour in Vietnam, Tony had concocted ferocious competitions even when tossing a Frisbee on the campus lawn of the Woodrow Wilson School at Princeton. Now his secretive shield posed more bureaucratic obstacles to the collection of White House records, and I left the White House with dampened prospects in my assigned field of competence. Keeping accurate notes for history seemed taboo at least in the foreign policy shop, where I sensed a great need for a kibitzer on Haiti.
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THE FOURTH AND fifth catch-up sessions fell in the week of November 1. On Monday, I waited nearly an hour, engrossed in the Treaty Room’s art and artifacts. An oil painting by George Healy hung on the north wall, showing Lincoln at his last military council with Civil War commanders Ulysses S. Grant, William Tecumseh Sherman, and Adm. David Porter, in a ship’s cabin. General Sherman is wagging a finger with characteristic emphasis, but Lincoln dominates the scene by listening with his chin rested in one hand. The room draws its name from Theobald Chartran’s larger canvas on the west wall—a classically heroic portrait of President William McKinley in this chamber, presiding over treaty ceremonies to end the 1898 Spanish-American War. Its background depicts the South Lawn landscape through a window with a detailed casement to match the actual structure to the left. At least a dozen golf clubs stood loose in the southwest corner, including several antiques with wooden shafts. A biography of Mark Twain lay askew on the pin-neat desk. I browsed through several books from the shelves, and had opened Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s startling but academic proposal to abolish the CIA when President Clinton swept in shortly after ten o’clock that night.

He said he was mad at Moynihan for carping in public against the finished proposal on health care reform. Going down the central hall, he apologized for the delay and volunteered that he had been talking about the Haiti dilemma with our mutual friend Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott of the State Department. We stopped by the kitchen to pick up Diet Cokes. The president carried an expensive cigar, which he unwrapped and trimmed in the parlor room. As we talked, he twirled, clenched, and chewed the unlit tobacco, periodically rearranging its disintegrated bits on the card table. He sniffled a lot, fighting a cold. My questions drew cursory replies on topics ranging from the Brady Bill on gun control to the New York mayoral race and Clinton’s visit to the JFK Museum in Boston, where he said Jacqueline Onassis had dropped out early from a silent, uncomfortable public remembrance of her role as first lady.

His answers kept skipping to the unpleasant reception for his health care bill, which he and Hillary had delivered to Congress on October 27. He said it had been picked apart—lampooned for its massive 1,342 pages and caricatured as a power grab for liberals hooked on big government. The president chafed already against political disadvantage. “Criticism works,” he lamented. “Being responsible and comprehensive doesn’t work, because it doesn’t sell or create controversy.” He did not begrudge his political opponents so much—saying he would use similar tactics if he were on the other side—but he chafed against the press’s shortcomings. He invoked a private analysis by Helmut Kohl. Across his long career in governance, the German chancellor had told him, the biggest change was a qualitative shift in Western press coverage from substance to entertainment. Clinton said Kohl thought reporters were detached from the stakes of politics for their readers, to the point that many no longer took pride in their journalism.

This was not the president’s first discourse on the press. He tended to mix complaints with speculations about why the media was sour on him, and I tried to strike a balance between steering him to other topics and giving future historians the natural flow of his thought. My questions nudged him back to the end of April, when press evaluations of his first hundred days seemed to concur with his own statement that the administration was “out of focus.” Clinton quickly made distinctions. “Well, that’s different from what Friedman wrote,” he said, citing phrases from a New York Times article written jointly by Thomas Friedman and Maureen Dowd, as well as a similar appraisal in the Washington Post by Ann Devroy. He meant he had not yet learned how to establish a clear public focus on his ambitious agenda, which he ticked off on the fingers of both hands. What they wrote, he charged, was that he dithered because he lacked conviction and wanted to please all sides. They focused the news on their presumptions about his character and motives.

Lingering resentment spilled forth when he described the furor over his haircut in May. The basic accusation was a lie, he fumed, and reporters knew it was a lie. Clinton sketched his version of the trip to Los Angeles. His barber remained Hillary’s stylist Christophe, who lived there. Protocol did not allow the release of the presidential motorcade until Clinton boarded Air Force One, which made the plane the only site for a haircut without prolonged tie-ups by and for the massive armada. He had called the FAA personally about potential inconvenience to air traffic, said the president, but only two newspapers—months later—bothered to verify that his pause on the runway caused no delay to other flights. All the others discarded truth and proportion to launch sensational headlines: “Man of the People or Just Another Elitist?” Heaping scorn on both images of Clinton, reporters wrote stories about the press frenzy itself as a political force. New York Times columnist Anthony Lewis wondered in print whether Clinton could save his presidency from the haircut metaphor: “Or are we headed for another failure that will further erode public faith in the political system?”

The president’s annoyance subsided into reflection. Justified or not, he said, he should have anticipated trouble from a runway haircut by Christophe. Chronic flaps had prompted him to hire political adviser David Gergen, at the suggestion of Mack McLarty, and Clinton defended the choice against internal grumbling that Gergen had served three Republican presidents. Gergen reciprocated across partisan lines to accept the job, he noted, and no Clinton deputy before Gergen had any prior experience at the White House. In retrospect, Clinton believed he had devoted too much transition time and energy to the selection of cabinet and sub-cabinet appointments, and too little to the White House staff. He said George Stephanopoulos was adapting fairly well to his reduced role in public relations, which was not his strong suit.

Chelsea dropped by to say good night, followed soon by Hillary in her bathrobe. I needled her again that she should be dictating her own oral history, especially now that she was managing the health care bill. Joking coyly, Hillary said she feared Bob Packwood would get hold of her diary if she kept one. Republican senator Packwood of Oregon was embroiled in a career-ending scandal over his diary references to his own boorish groping of female employees. The president jumped in to say that Hillary would deserve to get in trouble if she recorded the sort of behavior Packwood did. I argued that Packwood’s diary was at issue only because he had disclosed it himself in a misguided attempt to rebut similar accusations. Clinton agreed that Packwood’s defense had compounded the damage, but he insisted the senator should have known better than to write down those details in the first place. He and Hillary shared dismay that the Senate was debating a subpoena of Packwood instead of the Clinton crime bill. After Hillary left, the president said she had greater misgivings than he did about a diary. It was hard for her to open up, and harder to trust the value of future scrutiny, but he said I could keep urging her along.

IT WAS LATE. I told Clinton that if he had the strength to resume taping, we should switch from media diversions to one of his major initiatives for the first year, such as Bosnia or the anti-deficit budget resolution. The latter subject seemed to revive him. He said the budget package was key to everything he hoped to achieve in both politics and the economy. Chronic deficits not only drove up interest rates, sucking investment money out of the private economy, but they also fostered cynicism. Public discourse was stunted by belief that government was inherently bankrupt. Beyond labels of liberal and conservative, a resignation to deficits corroded democracy’s core proposition that people can govern themselves. For that reason, Clinton had dramatized the budget challenge through the campaign and in his public seminars on the econ- omy during the transition. He reviewed his painful decision to postpone middle-class tax cuts because of worsening projections for the deficit. He sketched the contentious debates to shape the five-year omnibus resolution: $500 billion in deficit reduction, almost evenly divided between spending cuts and tax increases. As always, he emphasized that 80 percent of new taxes would fall on citizens with yearly incomes above $200,000.

On future tapes, the president would circle back often to different aspects of the budget decision, but he concentrated first on the swing votes among members of Congress. In the Senate, where the measure twice surmounted cliffhanger ties on Vice President Gore’s deciding votes, Clinton expressed irritation with Democrat Sam Nunn of Georgia. He said Nunn voted no even though he understood the economics, favored the overall package, and enjoyed a seat safe from political retaliation—only because he was miffed that the bill did not include his pet amendment on Medicaid cuts. The amendment was tiny, said the president, and Nunn could not mobilize even twenty senators behind it. His description of their private bargaining made Nunn sound petulant but consistent and discreet, leaving room for sharper complaints against Democratic senator David Boren of Oklahoma. Boren voted yes, then no, and the president said Boren’s reversal frosted him all over again when two Oklahomans in the House followed suit because they felt too exposed without political cover from their senator. Boren could not explain his votes in principle or political necessity, asserted Clinton. The senator seemed to relish a spoiler’s whimsy that violated Clinton’s code of honorable warfare. He said the closest thing Boren offered to rational objection was a straight-faced wish that the landmark bill could be more bipartisan, which made the president groan with amazement. He would have loved a few Republican votes, if only to secure victory, but that was the whole point. Boren was fully aware of Republican leader Bob Dole’s frank dictum that there was no such thing as a bipartisan budget. Dole still invoked his searing memory of Republicans losing control of the Senate in 1986 because his party helped pass a minimal COLA (cost of living adjustment) reduction to shore up Social Security. Until now, both parties had hidden behind posturing rather than finding solutions on the deficit, and Dole still marshaled party discipline against any tax increases or significant spending cuts.

Clinton reviewed the clashes and drawbacks behind his decision to pursue the anti-deficit budget package without a single Republican vote in either chamber of Congress. He pointed out one obscure advantage—that spending cuts were slightly easier when legislation had to accommodate only one party’s earmarked projects—but the political risks and difficulties were legion. A surprise gift determined the struggle. Privately, Senator Dennis DeConcini of Arizona reminded Clinton why the proposed 4.5-cent gasoline tax increase alone made this a “tough vote” in a Western state, which was a euphemism for suicidal, but said he could not bear to let fail this pivotal step toward fiscal responsibility. DeConcini told the president he wanted nothing specific for his vote, except that he be considered for “some place in public life” if he lost his seat* and the budget resolution collapsed. The president said Democratic senator Bob Kerrey of Nebraska equivocated to the end by milking his temptation to switch like Boren, which would have reversed the result in contradictory speeches that faulted Clinton for demanding too much public sacrifice and not enough. There was something a little screwy about Kerrey, Clinton observed. They had been allies as fellow governors, then friendly rivals for president, but Clinton thought Kerrey might be carried away on the zeal of his Navy SEAL training to finish every battle.

* DeConcini did not run for a fourth term in 1994. He retired to law practice, and President Clinton appointed him to the board of the Federal Home Loan Mortgage Corporation.



Final passage in the House also teetered with only a handful of members left to vote. The president dissected the politics and personalities behind choices both ways, emphasizing his disappointment with fellow Arkansan and Democrat Ray Thornton for casting the last “no” even though he had a safe seat, built on his record of distinguished service, and enjoyed political cover from both Arkansas senators. In Clinton’s view, a craven retreat by Thornton extracted the ultimate political heroism from Representative Marjorie Margolies-Mezvinsky, a Democrat whose district in suburban Philadelphia contained a high proportion of wealthy citizens who would resent tax increases. On the House floor, gleeful Republicans broke into a derisive chorus of “Bye, bye Margie” as she cast the decisive “yes” to seal approval for the bill, 218–216, at the certain cost of her own political career. This was cruel but instructive, the president concluded, signaling that he wanted to stop our session.

It was after midnight, some ten weeks since he signed the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act into law on August 10. Clinton had survived a great political contest, which receded quickly, but the issue would return. No one could be certain of the actual impact in future years. Republican leaders predicted disaster—and higher deficits, not lower ones—from what Representative Bill Archer of Texas called “a job-killing poison for the economy,” and they also bet that voters cared more about political labels than mind-numbing budget arguments over perennial debt. House minority leader Newt Gingrich of Georgia announced plans to challenge every legislator who had supported the bill, arguing that any one of those Democrats could have stopped Clinton’s “massive tax increase.” The president declined to forecast a political outcome as he walked me to his private elevator. Somewhat to my surprise, he waited politely with me until the door opened. His nose was red, and he still sniffled miserably, but he was benign about the tests of presidential strength. They came rapidly, on many fronts, and it was wise not to worry too far ahead. November would be NAFTA month, he said, and he did not yet have the votes to prevail.

THREE NIGHTS LATER, the fifth session lasted only an hour. I found the president behind his desk in the Treaty Room, sifting through papers stacked in a dozen color-coded folders. His cold was much better. He said Chelsea was waiting for help with her homework in ninth-grade math, which was much more difficult than he remembered, but first he had to finish at least the red folders. Podesta gave him too much night work, he complained, and nobody had told him I was coming. He said he didn’t blame me, knowing that I had just been called down from Baltimore on short notice, but we needed to work fast. I followed his darting commentary down the hall into the parlor room. He seemed harried, alternately pleasant and out of sorts, mostly with his staff. His mood seemed to fit most of the topics we covered on tape.

On the Lani Guinier controversy, for instance, the president said he did not feel very well-served by the vetting personnel for Justice Department nominees. He thought officials must have assumed that he knew everything about Guinier, and would vouch for her, because she was his personal choice to head the Civil Rights Division. He and Guinier had known each other since law school. They were friends. He admired her brains and dedication, but he did not read her old law review articles until critics accused his new nominee of reverse racism. Clinton summarized the thorny academic question beneath the dispute: could the courts provide a remedy when racial majorities stacked parliamentary rules against a minority? Guinier once argued for a rare legal decision requiring super-majority approval where the courts found that minority representation had been denied consistently. The president said he could not support her position, but he did not believe the article alone disqualified Guinier. After all, her prior opinions were not government policy. He would have defended the nomination and Guinier had it not been for the bruising Senate politics. Clinton said she did not do well in her early interviews for confirmation. Even before the adverse publicity, key senators had warned of coolness among her own supporters, including Democrats Barbara Mikulski, Ted Kennedy, and Illinois’s Carol Moseley Braun. Worse, Joe Biden of Delaware doubted that he could move the nomination favorably through his Judiciary Committee. When the White House staff scoffed at these reports, confident that Senate liberals eventually would support Guinier, the president had checked directly with the majority leader, George Mitchell of Maine, who strongly advised him not to mount a fight, said Clinton, because the nominee had made a bad impression on the senators who should have been her staunchest advocates. Next the president called Vernon Jordan, who had known the Guinier family for many years. (“Vernon knows everybody,” said Clinton.) Jordan confided that Guinier was “just like her dad,” and would take offense under pressure. She would behave regally, as though the nomination were hers by birthright.
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