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AN INDEPENDENT COUNSEL investigates President Clinton and first lady Hillary Clinton on multiple fronts: the failed Whitewater land deal, the summary firing of travel office employees, the death of White House lawyer Vincent Foster, the procurement of sensitive FBI files, obstruction of justice, and perjury. In Washington, President Clinton repeatedly invokes executive privilege in an attempt to withhold evidence. Speculation swirls about presidential pardons of witnesses, replacement of the attorney general, even a “Saturday night massacre” of the independent counsel and his staff. Clinton partners Jim and Susan McDougal stand convicted of fraud for their roles in Whitewater-related deals. Hillary Clinton is called to testify before a grand jury, the first time a first lady has ever been subpoenaed in a criminal probe. Yet President Clinton easily wins reelection over Republican challenger Bob Dole.


Like an uninvited guest, Whitewater continues to cast a pall over what should be an ebullient and confident White House. Numerous people connected to Whitewater have pleaded guilty to felonies, have been convicted or indicted, or remain under investigation. The Arkansas contingent that accompanied the Clintons to the White House has been decimated. The first lady has been crippled as a visible policymaker, relegated to a minor role in the presidential campaign. After the election, independent counsel Kenneth Starr announces that he is “making very substantial progress on all fronts, with active grand jury inquiries under way in Washington and Little Rock.”


This book covers events in Arkansas, in the 1992 presidential campaign, and in the White House, from 1978, when the Whitewater investment began and Clinton was running for governor, to the spring of 1994, just after the appointment of an independent counsel and after press conferences by both the president and first lady intended to put the scandal behind them. An afterword summarizes developments between then and January 1997. These are the events and time period now under investigation, and the most recent revelations relate chiefly to incidents described in these pages. By the spring of 1994, the Clintons’ strategy for dealing with the scandal had been established, and so had their political opponents’.


I believe mine to be a comprehensive account of these events, and in my view, it is this information that makes sense of what is likely to unfold as the independent counsel’s investigation proceeds. I hope readers will find that it explains what is happening, and why. And I hope they will agree that this story isn’t nearly so arcane and confusing as some of its participants would like us to believe. Whatever the independent counsel concludes, and whether or not further criminal charges are filed, it is up to each of us to draw our own conclusions and make our own judgments about these events and the people who set them in motion.


JAMES B. STEWART


January 1997
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PROLOGUE
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“WE’VE GOT A DB IN FORT MARCY PARK.”


John C. Rolla, criminal investigator for the United States Park Police, suddenly looked up as the call came in over his shortwave radio. “DB” meant dead body. It was just after 6 P.M., July 20, 1993. After five years of undercover work in the war against drugs, posing as a busboy in Shenandoah National Park, a drug dealer in Glacier, the athletic thirty-one-year-old Rolla had graduated to the major crimes unit—robberies, rape, homicide—that month and had just returned from a stint at “death investigation” school. This might be his first homicide.


He hurried to his car and drove from his office in the District of Columbia to Virginia, where he turned north on the George Washington Memorial Parkway. Fort Marcy Park, the site of a Civil War fortification built to protect Washington from Confederate attack, was part of the federal park system. Despite its historic significance, the presence of two Civil War-era cannon, and several footpaths, it is now little more than a wooded roadside rest stop. Rolla had patrolled the park a few times before, and he knew it as a gay meeting place and cruising area convenient for commuters, the site of romantic trysts and an occasional assault.


As Rolla pulled into the parking area, emergency medical technicians were driving out. He noticed a blue Mercedes with its hazard lights flashing, a white Nissan, and a white or light gray Honda Accord. Several officers were already on the scene. Officer Franz Ferstle told Rolla that a body had been located up near the second cannon, and that he thought the Honda might belong to the deceased. A man and woman were in the Nissan, and the owner of the Mercedes had called for a tow truck. They looked in through the Honda’s window. A dark blue suit jacket was neatly folded over the back of the front seat. Ferstle thought it matched the fabric on the corpse’s slacks. A blue silk tie dotted with swans was draped over the jacket.


Using his car phone, Rolla phoned in the number on the Honda’s Arkansas license plate to check the car registration on the National Crime Information Center computers. The response: Vincent Foster, Little Rock, Arkansas. The name meant nothing to Rolla or the other investigators.


Rolla walked uphill a fair distance to reach the cannon. It had been a hot day, 90 degrees, and the dirt was dry and packed. The body lay about ten feet from the cannon, the head near the crest of the embankment with the legs extending downhill, the feet resting on some exposed roots. There was no sign of a struggle, nor any indication the body had been moved. Rolla walked over and stood directly above the head, looking down into Foster’s open, now lifeless eyes.


Blood, some of it still wet, ran from the right nostril and the right side of the mouth onto the dirt. Flies were crawling over the face. Rolla noticed how big the man was, probably six foot four. He was wearing a long-sleeved button-down white shirt, tucked in, but no tie. Rolla had to move the foliage of a small bush to see what looked like a .38 caliber revolver in the right hand, which was marked by powder burns. On his belt was a paging device, turned off, suggesting he didn’t want to be disturbed. Rolla lifted the body’s left hand. It was still warm.


When the medical examiner arrived, around 7 P.M., Rolla rolled the body over, struggling to keep it from slipping down the hillside. There was a small hole in the back of the head. Blood stained the back of the shirt. Wearing gloves, Rolla felt inside the wound. He noticed that the skull and brain were largely intact, though “mushy,” and mixed with blood and hair. After taking several Polaroid snapshots, he searched the pants pockets, which seemed empty. He removed a watch, a ring, and the beeper. The beeper was marked with the letters “WHCS.”


When Rolla got back to the parking lot, he opened the door of the unlocked Honda. The suit jacket did indeed match the trousers. Inside the jacket was a wallet, with $282 in cash and an Arkansas driver’s license identifying the owner as Vincent W. Foster, Jr. As Rolla searched the jacket, his colleague, Cheryl Braun, noticed a plasticized identification card attached to a chain that must have been lying under the jacket. She looked at it closely. “Uh oh, he has a White House ID here,” she said.


Rolla reached for the card. It had a photo of Foster, his name, and the phrase “White House Communications.” “This looks like the guy, it must be the guy, it looks like him,” Rolla said. He knew that plenty of people worked in the White House, many at relatively menial tasks. Still, this could be significant. Braun thought she recognized the name, and that Vincent Foster might be somebody important.


“We’d better notify the Secret Service,” Rolla said.


•


There was an air of excitement at the White House as the president’s staff checked final preparations for an interview with Larry King. The talk show impresario was interviewing the president that evening, broadcasting live from the ground-floor library of the White House. It was Clinton’s first appearance on Larry King since the inauguration, and the president and his staff saw it both as an opportunity to relive some of the talk show triumphs of the campaign and to put the recent snafus—gays in the military, the White House travel office—behind them. King himself seemed to be reveling in his access to the president and the unusual opportunity to broadcast his show right from the White House. He’d brought his wife along, and, assuming the interview went as expected, the couple was going to get a tour of the executive mansion after the broadcast.


Thomas F. “Mack” McLarty, the president’s chief of staff, stopped in to make sure everything was set for the interview, then joined senior advisor George Stephanopoulos, counselor to the president Bruce Lindsey, and communications director Mark Gearan in the residence to watch the interview on television. But once it seemed to get off to a good start, McLarty excused himself and walked out into the broad corridor on the ground floor of the White House, planning to join his wife at home. He noticed Bill Burton, his staff director, hurrying toward him.


“Mack, I have tragic news,” Burton began. “There’s a body at Fort Marcy Park that appears to be Vincent Foster. It appears to be suicide.”


McLarty was stunned. He’d known Foster practically all his life. They’d grown up together in Hope, Arkansas, Clinton’s birthplace. Tall and thin as a teenager, Foster was still known to McLarty by his high school nickname, “Pencil.” Though Foster wasn’t much of an athlete, he and McLarty had played football together in junior high. Foster was president of the student body in high school; McLarty was vice president. McLarty had gone on to be elected governor of Arkansas Boys State,1 and Foster had called McLarty “Governor” ever since. McLarty had gone on to head Arkla, the big Arkansas gas utility, and Foster had become a partner in Little Rock’s Rose Law Firm. As chairman of the Arkansas Democratic party, McLarty had become close to Bill Clinton, and Foster had forged a closer relationship with Hillary Clinton, his fellow litigation partner and soul mate at the Rose firm. They’d often bump into each other at Sunday buffets at the Country Club of Little Rock and at the Clintons’ birthday parties.


It seemed impossible that Vince was dead. McLarty had gone over to chat with Foster that morning in the Rose Garden, when Louis Freeh was sworn in as the new FBI director. Vince had chuckled at something McLarty had said, as he often did. Surely there was a mistake, or at least the possibility of a mistake?


Burton allowed that the body hadn’t yet been positively identified. Bill Kennedy, one of the White House lawyers and another former Rose partner, was on his way to the Fairfax County Hospital morgue to identify the body. Still, there was little likelihood that the identification by the Park Police had been mistaken. David Watkins, an Arkansas native who was head of White House management, was heading over to the Foster home.


Even as he continued to talk with Burton, McLarty found himself pushing his own thoughts and reactions out of his mind. Whatever had happened to Foster, his job now was to serve the interests of the president, who was being televised, live, down the hall. Was news of Foster’s death about to go out on the news wires? Surely it was only a matter of time. Should he interrupt the Larry King interview?


Just then Stephanopoulos and Gearan noticed McLarty in the hall and came out from the room where they were watching the interview on television. McLarty broke the news, and the two men gasped. McLarty asked for their views on whether the interview should be interrupted; they agreed that it was better to wait. But they asked that incoming calls to the show be screened, so the president didn’t learn the news on live television.


McLarty’s next priority was to reach the first lady. He stepped into an adjacent room and asked the White House operator to locate her, saying it was urgent. Moments later McLarty was connected to the Rodham home in Little Rock, where Hillary was visiting her mother and father, who was ill, after a trip to the Far East and the West Coast. The first lady’s press secretary, Lisa Caputo, answered the phone in the kitchen.


“I need to speak to Hillary right now,” McLarty said. He wanted to make sure she heard the news from him, and not from a news bulletin. He knew that Foster was probably Hillary’s best friend in the White House. Caputo was struck by the urgency in his voice.


“I have some tragic news,” McLarty began when Hillary took the phone. Then he told her that Foster was dead, an apparent suicide.


There was silence. Then, “I can’t believe it’s true,” Hillary said. “It just can’t be true.” She began to cry.


McLarty said there hadn’t yet been a positive identification of the body, but that it most likely was true. “All we can do is hope and pray that there’s been some mistake,” he said.


“What about Bill, does he know?” she asked. The first lady hadn’t been watching TV, and didn’t seem to know that the president was being broadcast live at that very moment. McLarty explained the situation, and said he’d be told at the earliest opportunity. He told her he’d keep her apprised of developments, and the two hung up. The conversation had lasted just a few minutes.


While McLarty spoke to Hillary, Stephanopoulos called Webster Hubbell, another former Rose partner, now associate attorney general. He knew the Hubbells and Fosters had been best friends. McLarty also spoke to Hubbell, urging him to join Watkins at the Foster home. Just then, Stephanopoulos came rushing up with the news that Clinton had spontaneously agreed with Larry King to continue the interview for a half hour beyond its scheduled conclusion. “You’ve got to stop him,” Stephanopoulos urged, anxious that the Foster news would break at any moment. “You’re the only one who can stop this.”


McLarty hurried into the library during the commercial break. Clinton looked ebullient, pleased with the interview.


“Mr. President, we need to quit while we’re ahead,” McLarty said, trying to appear grave without alarming King. “We’ve done the hour interview. It’s been a fine interview.”


“Oh, Mack,” King replied, “it’s going great.” Clinton, too, resisted the idea of interrupting.


“Larry, I agree with you,” McLarty continued, more firmly, “but the president has to conclude the interview at this point.”


Clinton sensed that something must be amiss. “Mack is right,” he said to King. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”


As the two men walked into the hall, Clinton could barely contain himself. “Mack, what’s wrong? What’s up?”


“It’s not a national emergency or crisis, but it’s a very serious matter,” he said. “Let’s go upstairs where we can sit down.” Clinton continued to press McLarty as they walked down the hall, but he held off until they were seated upstairs in the living quarters.


“Mr. President, Vince Foster has committed suicide.”


“Oh, no,” Clinton cried. Tears welled up in his eyes. “I want to call Hillary. Have you told Hillary? Does she know?”


After a few moments to collect himself, Clinton said he would call Hillary and then visit the Foster home himself. While Clinton got on the phone to the first lady, McLarty arranged with the Secret Service to get the president to the Foster residence safely while attracting minimal attention. No press were notified. They set out from the White House without the usual motorcade, traveling in a Chevy Suburban van, accompanied by two unmarked cars.


•


Leaving the other investigators at Fort Marcy Park, Rolla and Braun got into their car and phoned headquarters to get Foster’s address. This would be Rolla’s first death notice to the next-of-kin, and he was a bit apprehensive. As they drove to the Foster home, a three-story townhouse at 3027 Cambridge Place in Georgetown, Rolla got a call from his office asking him to phone someone named Bill Kennedy. Rolla reached him, and Kennedy said he was a personal friend of Foster’s and worked at the White House. He wanted to see the body, and Rolla said he could go to the morgue at Fairfax County Hospital and help with the identification. Rolla was barely off the phone with Kennedy when he was told to contact another White House official, David Watkins, who was described as an even closer friend of Foster’s. Watkins had grown up with Foster in Hope, and Watkins had dated Foster’s sister Sharon. Watkins’s wife had played tennis with Lisa Foster, Foster’s wife, that morning, and the Watkins house was close to the Fosters’ in Georgetown. Watkins asked if he could join Rolla in breaking the news to the Foster family. Rolla agreed to pick up Watkins first; Watkins’s wife would follow in their car.


Rolla was glad to have a close family friend on hand, but as word spread at the White House, things threatened to get out of control. First Watkins had wanted to wait until Foster’s sister could join them; Rolla had said no. Then, as they pulled up at the Foster home, several other people converged, introduced to Rolla as Sheila Anthony and Sharon Bowman, Foster’s sisters, and a tall heavyset man who seemed to be always talking into a cellular phone. He, too, was introduced as a close friend of Foster’s from Arkansas: Webb Hubbell. Rolla didn’t want a crowd standing on the porch when a family member came to the door; he asked them to stand back.


Rolla, accompanied by Watkins, knocked on the door. Twenty-one-year-old Laura Foster answered. “I’m John Rolla, with the United States Park Police . . .” Before he could finish he saw Laura looking behind him at her aunts, Hubbell and his wife, Watkins’s wife, Braun, all of them looking stricken.


“What’s the matter?” she cried. “What’s wrong? Mother,” she yelled. Then, screaming, “Mother! Something’s wrong.”


Lisa Foster, clad in a bathrobe, her dark blond hair carefully coiffed, looking tanned and slender from her frequent tennis outings, hurried down the stairs. She paused on the third step as she saw Watkins and Rolla. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Is it something about Vincent?” She meant her son, Vincent III.


“Sit down,” Rolla urged her, taking a deep breath. “I am very sorry to tell you that your husband, Vincent, is dead.”


Lisa Foster screamed and slumped to the stairs, clutching her arms around her and sobbing. Watkins’s wife rushed to comfort her. Laura, too, was crying uncontrollably.


“He shot himself,” Rolla added. Laura screamed and ran upstairs.


Lisa, between sobs, managed to ask: “Did he put it in his mouth?”


“Yes,” Rolla replied. He was startled by the question. Had Lisa had some indication, some premonition, that Foster planned to shoot himself? Lisa rose and rushed up the stairs after her daughter.


Everyone now pressed into the living room, and Rolla and his colleague, Braun, began trying to gather some information from the distraught members of the group, now talking quietly among themselves, many still fighting back tears. He knew this was the time when people were least likely to have their views of events colored or tainted by exchanges with others. This was still an open investigation. Though suicide seemed by far the most likely cause of death, murder remained a possibility that would have to be investigated. “Did you see this coming?” he asked. “Were there any signs of this?” Everyone insisted no. Hubbell declined to answer questions, spending his time on the cellular phone. Rolla called headquarters and said Foster’s White House office should be sealed. Braun told Watkins the same thing.


After about fifteen minutes, Lisa returned, dressed and looking more collected. Braun tried to ask a few questions, but Lisa wouldn’t answer. Rolla seemed to manage a better rapport with her. “Were there any indications of depression?” Rolla asked her.


“No, nothing,” she said, her eyes brimming with tears. “He was so happy.”


“Did he own a gun?”


“I don’t know,” she replied. “What kind was it? What did it look like?”


“It was a .38 caliber revolver . . .”


Suddenly she seemed agitated, even angry. “How would I know? I don’t know what guns look like.” She turned and stalked into the kitchen, terminating the interview. She and Hubbell began searching the house, looking in vain for a suicide note.


Neither Rolla nor Braun, who was also working the room, made much headway with any of the others. The phone began ringing off the hook. The investigators felt Hubbell, in particular, was discouraging people from saying anything; as Braun tried to question Sheila Anthony, the heavyset Hubbell pushed Braun out of the way and led Sheila out of the room. Some people seemed more concerned with publicity than with what had happened. Watkins asked Rolla and Braun not to issue any press release until Foster’s elderly mother in Hope could be notified in person. A devout Catholic, Lisa worried that if it were known her husband had committed suicide, he couldn’t be buried in a Catholic cemetery. The officer said they’d hold off as long as they could, but that they’d have no choice but to make a statement fairly soon.


The group’s collective denial that anything was upsetting Foster didn’t ring true to Rolla and, in any event, flew in the face of the apparent suicide. Lisa Foster’s insistence that her husband had been “so happy” seemed forced. Was she in some kind of denial, brushing any problems under the rug to put a more acceptable face on the tragedy? Was she withholding information? How did she know to ask whether Foster had shot himself in the mouth?


Any hopes for further progress were soon dashed. At 10:50 P.M., the front door suddenly opened and a Secret Service agent walked in, followed by the president and McLarty. “Oh my God,” Rolla thought, as the realization finally sank in that Foster was a member of the White House inner circle. Clinton looked haggard, his eyes red, visibly upset. He glared at Rolla, giving him the impression that Clinton thought it inappropriate for a law enforcement officer to be intruding on their privacy. The president hurried toward Lisa. Clinton put his arms around her, then sat between her and Laura on the sofa in the living room. He spoke quietly with Lisa and her daughter.


Rolla hovered in the background, trying fitfully to ask a few more questions, and was reduced to handing out his business card. “Please call me if you learn of anything . . .” More people poured into the Foster home: David Gergen, a White House advisor; Vernon Jordan, the Washington lawyer and close friend of Clinton’s; Arkansas senator David Pryor and his wife. Rolla felt shunted aside. He’d never sensed that President Clinton was much of a friend to law enforcement, and this experience didn’t change that impression. Finally Braun turned to him. “John, we might as well come back tomorrow, because we’re not going to get any more information tonight.”


Rolla stayed another ten minutes. No one seemed to pay him any attention. All eyes were on the president.


•


Vincent Foster, deputy White House counsel, lifelong friend, confidant, and counselor to the president and first lady, was the highest ranking White House official ever to die under suspicious circumstances while in office. The only comparable incident seems to have been James Forrestal, secretary of the navy under Truman, who leaped to his death from a military hospital. Foster had led a sheltered life in Little Rock, a partner in Arkansas’s leading law firm, a pillar of the state bar, chairman of the local repertory theater. He married his college sweetheart and raised three children. His world was pretty much bounded by the attractive white-columned home in Little Rock’s Heights neighborhood, the Country Club of Little Rock, a modest walk down the street, and his office downtown at the Rose firm. He rode to work each day with Rose partners who lived nearby, often remaining silent during the ten- to fifteen-minute drive. He lived quietly, with dignity, with a reputation for integrity that meant everything to him. With minor variations, it was the life he’d chosen years before, when he opted to attend Davidson College, a highly regarded Presbyterian liberal arts college in North Carolina, and then returned to Arkansas for law school.


It is impossible to know how Foster himself would have reacted to the events his death set in motion. Given the pain he suffered at the attention of the Wall Street Journal editorial page, given his idealism and naïveté about politics and government service, he would surely be horrified. His friends believe that had he had any idea at all of what was going to happen, he would still be alive. Or perhaps in the hours and days before his death he saw his destiny as a political liability only too clearly, a realization that, in deepening his despair, made his death all but inevitable.


What is clear is that Vincent Foster’s death has festered like an open wound on the body politic. To the extent the Clinton administration ever enjoyed a honeymoon, it ended on July 20, 1993. Among the confidential matters Foster was working on when he died was the Clintons’ ill-fated investment in Whitewater, an Arkansas land development. A minor footnote to the 1992 presidential campaign, Whitewater was suddenly resurrected in the national press, and soon was as familiar a synonym for White House scandal as Watergate or Iran-contra. To a degree that left them stunned and at times depressed, the president and his wife were buffeted by what seemed an unending succession of scandalous allegations, from the first lady’s profitable commodities trading to sexual harassment charges filed by Paula Jones.


These matters arose not in a vacuum, but in an environment of bitter partisan conflict primed by years of seething resentments lingering from past scandals. Republicans in Congress predictably fell with glee upon every allegation that could damage the Clinton presidency and legislative agenda, calling successfully for legislative hearings and the appointment of an independent counsel. Partisan members of the media, from conservative populist radio hosts to influential columnists, had a field day, keeping the scandals alive in the public mind and all but forcing the mainstream media to devote resources, print space, and airtime to exploring the most unsavory questions surrounding the Clinton presidency.


Yet, despite all these efforts and the attention, the mysteries surrounding Vincent Foster and the White House seemed only to deepen. In a climate of apparent obfuscation and half-truths, conspiracy theories abounded among a population jaded and skeptical from years of scandalous revelations at the highest levels of power. Was Foster murdered? If he did commit suicide, why? Do the answers lie in what Foster knew about the president and first lady? Were documents hidden or destroyed? Did top officials tell the truth? Was there a conspiracy to obstruct justice? If the Clintons had nothing to hide, why did they so often act as though they did?


As events unfolded, the mystery of Foster’s death became inextricable from the Clintons’ own lives, especially a past that, apart from the president’s tortured effort to avoid being drafted and his relationship with Gennifer Flowers, has proven surprisingly elusive. It was only after Clinton’s election and Foster’s death that Whitewater was explored in any detail or gained a foothold in the American consciousness, that the first lady’s handling of the couple’s personal finances caused any suspicion, or that Arkansas troopers surfaced with disclosures that corroborated allegations of marital infidelity by the president. Mystery begot mystery. Apart from hardened conspiracy theorists and partisan zealots both for and against the president, most Americans were left to wonder: Where does the truth lie?


•


This, in any event, was my state of mind in March 1994, shortly after the appointment of Robert Fiske as an independent counsel to investigate Whitewater, the death of Vincent Foster, and related matters, a time when media interest in these events was at a peak. On March 25, Susan Thomases, the Manhattan lawyer who played an important role in the Clinton campaign and transition, came to my office about a matter she had said she couldn’t discuss over the phone. I knew Thomases slightly. A friend of mine had been a partner and close friend of hers at her firm, Willkie, Farr & Gallagher. When he became ill and died some years ago, I knew that Susan had been extraordinarily supportive in caring for him and helping make arrangements after his death. On this occasion, I suspected that she hoped I might be interested in a story involving one of her clients.


Why else would Thomases be calling me? I was at work on another book, writing for The New Yorker and SmartMoney magazines. As someone who often wrote about financial matters, the intrigues at Madison Guaranty Savings and Loan, the failed thrift at the heart of the Whitewater affair, were especially interesting to me, but I had done no reporting or writing on the subject. Nor had I ever done any political reporting. Although in my former capacity as page one editor of the Wall Street Journal I had nominally overseen front-page stories written by reporters in the Washington bureau, including coverage of the 1992 election, it was the paper’s bureau chief, Al Hunt, who directed the paper’s political coverage. With what seemed like an army of journalists from other news organizations already deeply enmeshed in these matters, I was content to be a reader, albeit an increasingly mystified one.


But after some pleasantries, Thomases began discussing the Clintons. Somewhat to my surprise, I realized that she had remained a close friend and advisor to both the president and first lady even though she had no position in the administration. (Her phone records, later produced in congressional hearings, show nearly constant calls to the White House, even at odd hours of the night and early morning.) She described a White House besieged by allegations ranging from the murder of Vincent Foster to irregularities in Whitewater’s finances to obstruction of justice. Relations between the White House and the media had soured to the point that they seemed irreparable. The president and first lady had all but despaired of receiving fair coverage from the mainstream media. They had concluded that the best way—perhaps the only way—to clear their names was to open themselves to a reputable journalist. There would be no conditions and they would make available themselves and others they were in a position to influence.


For this project, Thomases continued, they wanted a journalist who was well known and would command national attention for his work; who had no ties to major media institutions; who was not a Washington insider beholden to other sources and organizations; who had financial and legal expertise; who had no known partisan leanings; who would be willing to investigate the Clintons’ enemies; and whom they liked and felt comfortable with. Thomases never said explicitly that I was to be this person, but when I asked if this were the case, she seemed delighted that I might consider undertaking such a project.


Of course I considered it. The prospect of unfettered access to the president and first lady, on subjects of national controversy, overwhelmed all my thoughts the following weekend. I felt that an extraordinary opportunity had been laid in my lap. The closest I’d ever been to a president was a distant table at a White House correspondents’ dinner. I’d never been to the White House, even as a tourist. I grew up in Quincy, Illinois, a town that still talks about the time Richard Nixon landed at the local airport during the 1960 campaign. I was awed at the prospect of meeting and getting to know the Clintons, fantasizing about long afternoons of interviews at Camp David.


I told a few people of this turn of events, and swore them to secrecy. I was a bit deflated by their reactions. For the most part, they were skeptical. I chalked that up to pervasive cynicism about our elected officials, though I recognized that there were plenty of potential pitfalls ahead.


I was told the next step would be to meet the Clintons. Several dates were proposed, then canceled. Finally I was told I would meet the first lady. On April 13, I flew to Washington and was escorted into the Map Room on the ground floor of the White House, where Hillary Clinton was wrapping up an interview with Bob Woodward of the Washington Post. She was wearing a brilliant turquoise suit and a colorful scarf pinned to her jacket. As many people had told me, she was much more attractive in person than on television or in pictures. She had a vitality, a liveliness that I hadn’t anticipated.


We talked about our respective backgrounds in Illinois, the perspectives a Midwestern upbringing had given us. Then she turned to the project at hand. There were a few flashes of anger as she described her and her husband’s treatment by the media. She seemed especially upset by recent coverage of Paula Jones’s sexual harassment lawsuit, mentioning that people had no idea how painful it was for her to endure public reports of her husband’s alleged infidelity. She railed against the tactics of the right-wing media and think tanks, wondering how they were being financed. A recurring theme was that she couldn’t understand why reporters would publish allegations by people of questionable integrity and motives in the face of denials by her and her husband. She seemed shocked that when the president and first lady made assertions of fact, they were not accepted at face value. On the contrary, they seemed to be greeted with scorn and skepticism.


I felt compassion for her obvious distress, but nonetheless found her views to be somewhat naive. The days when journalists accepted presidential pronouncements without question—or even covered up the truth—were long gone. And after the many ways past presidents have misled the American public, how could it be otherwise? Journalists routinely check the assertions of presidents and their wives, as they do anyone else.


The first lady freely conceded that mistakes had been made, and that she, in particular, had put too much emphasis on privacy, leading to perceptions that the White House had something to hide. This was not true, she insisted.


When she paused, I asked if she had any questions for me. She didn’t respond, as if she hadn’t given this aspect of our meeting much thought. So, in part at the urging of my skeptical friends, I volunteered that there were some things I thought she and the president should be considering. I stressed that there could be no conditions attached to their cooperation and that I would be fully independent. I said that while surely she and the president had far more expert public relations advice than I could provide, the openness she and her husband were thinking of offering me, especially in the midst of pending criminal investigations, was unprecedented in my experience as a reporter. While it was wholly admirable from my point of view—and might forcefully make the point that they had nothing to hide—it flew in the face of conventional public relations wisdom. If this were to go forward, I hoped they would consider the implications now rather than later.


The conversation lasted about an hour and a half. In the ensuing weeks I had extensive discussions with the first lady’s chief of staff, Maggie Williams, and her press secretary, Lisa Caputo. I met with George Stephanopoulos in New York on May 19, where we sat unnoticed in the lobby of the Algonquin Hotel. I was asked to write a memo for the president, and I did. I was told by various people connected to the White House that the president was having trouble making up his mind; that the first lady had written a memo outlining why they should cooperate in my project (point one was that someone was bound to do it, I was told); that Stephanopoulos had turned against the idea.


By late June, having received no definitive answer from the White House, I broached the possibility that I didn’t feel comfortable with the notion that I needed the Clintons’ permission to undertake this work, and might well begin it on my own. As I had told Mrs. Clinton, I was drawn to the story as much for what it would say about our culture, values, and political processes as for what it would reveal about the president and his wife. And I’ve learned from experience that too much cooperation can get in the way of thorough, objective reporting.


Maggie Williams called me on July 6. She said that after lengthy discussions, the first lady had concluded that she would cooperate with me, as would people in her entourage and people she was in a position to influence. She could not speak for the president, but she said she thought he would cooperate once the project was underway. Susan Thomases further assured me that I would have her cooperation, and said she, too, felt the president would want to participate. With that, I began my work.


It now seems ironic that it was the Clintons themselves who set this book in motion. For the promised cooperation never materialized. I believe that Susan Thomases and Maggie Williams, in particular, did their best. I believe that Hillary Clinton, when we met in the White House, genuinely wanted to speak openly to someone she deemed to be fair-minded. But in the final analysis, the Clintons themselves proved no different than their predecessors, deeply enmeshed in a Washington culture so inured to partisan distortion and spin that truth is the most frightening prospect of all.


Why that would be the case will become clear, I believe, in the story that unfolds in these pages. I am just one reporter and writer, and I don’t have the enormous resources of the FBI or congressional investigators at my disposal. I cannot claim to have solved every mystery surrounding the Clinton presidency. But most, I believe, have yielded their secrets.





PART ONE
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THE ROAD TO SCANDAL






CHAPTER


ONE
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SUSAN MCDOUGAL stretched her legs in the ample passenger space of her husband, Jim’s, light green Mercedes 280-S as it cruised north along the winding Route 65 to the resort town of Eureka Springs, Arkansas. It was a mild, brilliantly sunny winter day in early 1978. Susan was wearing bell-bottom pants and a tight white tank top. She knew her husband liked the impression she made along Arkansas’s rural highways. Susan gazed out on the rugged hills of north-central Arkansas and thought how pretty it was. They passed occasional signs advertising campgrounds and raft trips down the White River. With the mild winters and scenery, McDougal was convinced that real estate in the area would be attractive to growing numbers of retirees. Jim and Susan McDougal were always on the lookout for real estate deals.


The big Mercedes was one of her husband’s few indulgences. Given the money they were making, the McDougals didn’t live lavishly. They lived in a modest, $74,000 house on Shadow Lane in Little Rock. Jim seemed indifferent to most of the trappings of wealth, but he loved clothes and cars, especially Mercedes. He’d had one of the first diesel-powered Mercedes in Arkansas. He also had a Jeep, which he abandoned after backing hard into a gas pump, smashing both the car and the pump, spewing gasoline. The gas station attendant had been apoplectic when McDougal got out of the car and casually lit a cigarette. Then he’d gotten a yellow 450-SL convertible. While driving to work with one of his close friends, future Arkansas governor Jim Guy Tucker, he managed to beach the car on the dividing strip of North University Street in Little Rock, stopping traffic during rush hour. McDougal was unfazed, chatting with Tucker as though nothing had happened. “Don’t get out and look around, giving everyone the satisfaction of seeing what an idiot you’ve been,” he told his passenger. “Don’t worry. Somebody will come and take care of this.” (Someone did.)


It was one of the many ways in which McDougal seemed to live on a higher plane than ordinary mortals, and it was one of the qualities that had dazzled Susan when, as a sheltered nineteen-year-old student at Ouachita Baptist University in Arkadelphia, she first met McDougal, fifteen years her senior, who was teaching political science there, an interlude in a career that had included stints as an aide to Arkansas senators John McClellan and J. William Fulbright. McDougal had all but run the state of Arkansas with his closest friend, Bob Riley, a decorated Marine Corps veteran who was blinded during World War II. Riley was Arkansas’s lieutenant governor under Dale Bumpers, and when Bumpers defeated Fulbright in 1974 and went to the U.S. Senate, Riley served as governor for two weeks until Bumpers’s elected successor was inaugurated. McDougal was his only staff. Riley was now chairman of the Political Science Department at Ouachita, and persuaded McDougal to join him on the faculty. McDougal’s experience made him one of the most respected professors in the department, even though he was actually completing his own bachelor’s and master’s degrees while he taught.


Even people who wouldn’t call the balding, slender McDougal handsome had to admit his appearance was striking. With his Savile Row suits, straw hats, and aristocratic accent, McDougal cut quite a swath in remote Arkadelphia, a town of ten thousand people about an hour’s drive southwest of Little Rock that still had a few dirt streets and houses without indoor plumbing. McDougal sprang from equally humble origins. His grandfather had owned a pear orchard outside tiny Bradford, Arkansas, and operated a fruit stand. McDougal’s father ran a dime store and restaurant near Bradford, where McDougal was forced to work in high school (he hated it). By the standards of Bradford, the McDougals were well-off; they were the first family in town to have air-conditioning. The young McDougal was a precocious student who was obsessed with politics. When he was sixteen he heard Adlai Stevenson speak in Little Rock, and came home with reams of campaign literature, thrilled by the experience. He dazzled family and peers with his vocabulary and even as a child could recite from memory speeches by Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson. He was a fervent admirer of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and Winston Churchill.


At the age of eighteen, McDougal was named an assistant “reading clerk,” the person who reads the title, numbers, and contents of proposed legislation in the Arkansas House of Representatives. Though he left to return to the University of Arkansas, his attention was already focused on the State House. He dropped out and at age twenty, even before he could vote, he managed to get himself elected to the state’s Democratic party central committee, the youngest member ever. He worked on the Kennedy campaign and then landed a job on McClellan’s staff in Washington. He later joined Fulbright’s staff and ran the senator’s successful 1968 campaign. Fulbright liked McDougal, the senator once said, because he could write a good speech and “buy three watermelons at a good price.” In the process McDougal acquired a storehouse of Arkansas political lore. It seemed he knew everybody who was, had been, or wanted to be a figure in Arkansas politics.


McDougal didn’t hesitate to embroider his own legend. Despite his upbringing in rural Arkansas, he liked to boast that he had inherited royal blood: he was a direct descendant of an early Scottish lord, Somerled, who married a Norwegian princess. The McDougals, he claimed, once owned a third of all the land in Scotland, and it was to those roots that he ascribed his affinity for real estate.


No one questioned the literal accuracy of such claims. In Arkadelphia, such tales added welcome romance to a world that seemed far removed from the glamour and excitement people read about elsewhere and saw on TV. Susan Henley, in particular, who grew up in rural Camden, Arkansas, with her six brothers and sisters, was swept off her feet by McDougal. Susan’s father had been an army motorcycle policeman and career officer. During World War II he rescued an attractive Belgian medical student during an air raid. He later married her, and Susan was born in Germany, where the couple was stationed at the time. The family moved back to Camden, her father’s hometown, while Susan was a child. He owned and ran several service stations there with military efficiency. At Henley’s stations, before a customer even turned off the motor, an attendant would be standing stiffly at the window. By the time the gas had been pumped, the attendant was expected to have completed an inventory of the tires, the oil, the underside of the car, and to have washed the windscreen. Susan was a precocious, imaginative child, and loved acting in school plays. She dreamed of someday moving to New York and becoming an actress like Ethel Barrymore.


During the summer before her senior year, Susan got a job as a researcher for another political science professor, who decided that his attractive but naive young employee should be introduced to a more worldly man. His first candidate was Cliff Harris, who played football for the Dallas Cowboys. That was perhaps too worldly for Susan, who was tongue-tied on their date. Next he introduced her to his colleague in the department, Jim McDougal, who asked Susan for a date. She was busy. “I only ask a girl once,” McDougal warned, then walked away. So Susan asked him for their first date.


Later that summer, McDougal invited Susan to join him for an afternoon with Bob Riley and his wife, Claudia, on the Rileys’ pontoon houseboat at De Gray Lake. Susan looked gorgeous in her bathing suit. McDougal prided himself on his unblemished skin, which he took care to shield from the sun’s rays. He had a year-round pallor that somehow added to his genteel appearance. But this afternoon, he shed his clothes, donned a bathing suit, threw himself into the water, and even water-skied—all, Claudia Riley felt certain, to impress Susan.


McDougal was a Southern gentleman of the old school, and he treated Susan with elaborate courtesy, as if she were Scarlett in Gone With the Wind. One afternoon Susan had forgotten her keys, and was locked out of an office where she needed to finish some work. McDougal simply knocked the door down.


Susan was dating another student at the time, but she found McDougal hard to resist. Soon they were seeing each other regularly, even though Susan was still a senior in college. At conservative Ouachita, she was required to be in her room in the women-only dorm every evening by 10 P.M., which cramped McDougal’s courtship. It would have been a minor scandal for a prominent professor to be found dating a student. The university president once warned McDougal against corrupting the morality of a student. Still, it all lent a certain illicit excitement to the affair.


One afternoon that fall Jim called, sounding excited. “Bill Clinton is coming down with an advance guy, and he needs a crowd. See what you can do.” It was 1975, and the young politician was in the midst of his campaign for Arkansas attorney general.


McDougal and Clinton were already close, even though McDougal was six years older and considered himself vastly more experienced. He still tended to think of Clinton as the twenty-one-year-old “boy” he’d met in 1968 during Fulbright’s Senate campaign. It was the first time in three elections that Fulbright faced any opposition, from Jim Johnson, a segregationist supporter of Alabama governor George Wallace. McDougal was running the senator’s Arkansas campaign office, and had asked for some help. Lee Williams, then Fulbright’s administrative assistant, had called McDougal and said, “I’ll send this Clinton boy out to help you.”


Clinton, who’d just finished his senior year at Georgetown, had been working for two years on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee staff. He had met Fulbright while attending Boys Nation years before, and the powerful chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, a former Rhodes Scholar, had encouraged Clinton to apply for the coveted scholarship and had intervened to help assure that Clinton was named as one. Clinton would be heading for Oxford that fall. For the campaign, McDougal assigned Clinton to the post of Fulbright’s driver. Clinton took advantage of the long, hot trips out of Little Rock and Hot Springs into the small, impoverished towns of the Delta to talk at length with the senator. One afternoon Fulbright called McDougal and Williams at campaign headquarters from Nashville, Arkansas. It was about 100 degrees and humid. “Something is wrong with our car,” Fulbright reported. “We’ve got the goddamn air-conditioner on,” he drawled. McDougal turned to Williams. “Two goddamn Rhodes Scholars in one car out there and they can’t figure out why they’re making rain.” Clinton, it turned out, had been running the air-conditioner with the vents closed.


Shortly after, Fulbright and Clinton pulled into the Arlington Hotel in Hot Springs where Clinton parked the car blocking the main entrance, then left with the car keys. When Fulbright located Clinton he found him arguing about the Vietnam War with a constituent—the editor of the Hope Star. Fulbright was furious. “This is not going to happen again,” he told McDougal, adding that he was tired of listening to Clinton’s incessant chatter about politics and foreign affairs in the car. Clinton was dismissed as Fulbright’s driver, though he continued lending a hand in the campaign.


Despite the inauspicious beginning, McDougal liked Clinton. He saw him, as he later put it, “as an amiable fuck-up who needed help.” For starters, Clinton needed to learn how to dress. On campaign swings through Fayetteville, McDougal took Clinton to his favorite clothing store, which was holding a going-out-of-business sale, and insisted that he buy a suit and a decent shirt. The two would have long conversations about politics, with Clinton subtly flattering McDougal with his attentiveness and eagerness to please. And the two discussed their personal lives. McDougal confided in Clinton that he was enrolled in Alcoholics Anonymous, where he was now sponsoring another member. McDougal had long been a hard drinker, but few had realized how serious his problem had become. Now, in keeping with AA strictures, McDougal didn’t touch a drop of liquor. Clinton seemed fascinated; he told McDougal that his stepfather had been an alcoholic, and he seemed eager to know more about alcoholism as a way to better understand his own family background. They also talked about women. McDougal made it a point to hire attractive young women for the campaign staff. Clinton was constantly flirting with them.


That fall, as Clinton was en route to Oxford, he and McDougal were in Washington, and met Fulbright in the Senate dining room for lunch. Despite McDougal’s efforts, Clinton had long hair and was wearing a checkered shirt and sloppy clothes. Even McDougal, in a nod to the times, had let his sideburns grow out. Fulbright, deeply traditional despite his antiwar political views, was incensed. “God damn,” he said to Clinton. “If I’d known you were going to look like some god-damned hippie, I wouldn’t have gotten you this appointment.” Then he turned to McDougal. “And look at you. You always had a crease in your trousers. Now you look like a footman to Henry VIII.” The senator turned away and refused to eat with them or talk to them any further.


Since then Clinton had finished his stint at Oxford, graduated from Yale Law School, and returned to Arkansas to launch his political career. Susan had never met Clinton, and barely knew who he was. She knew from Jim that he’d recently run for Congress in another district, lost, and was now campaigning for attorney general. Susan could tell that Clinton had struck a chord with Jim. Since McDougal was something of a political kingmaker in Arkansas, most aspiring Democrats made the pilgrimage to Arkadelphia to seek his support. Few displayed the combination of brains, energy, and ambition that McDougal looked for. But Clinton, Jim told Susan, was a young man with dreams. McDougal, a man who still harbored many dreams of his own, had a weakness for young men with dreams. There were too few of them in Arkansas, he’d often say.


That afternoon, Susan happened to have a speech class at Ouachita’s neighboring school in Arkadelphia, Henderson State University. After class, she managed to drag virtually the whole class, about forty-five students, and their professor to the Henderson cafeteria. Clinton arrived looking younger than she expected and delivered a short talk. Jim seemed thrilled by Susan’s efforts: apart from the speech students, the “crowd” consisted of Jim and four other people. They all laughed with Clinton about it later that evening, when Susan met him for the first time. That evening McDougal wrote Clinton a check for $1,500, the legal maximum for individual political contributions. Shortly after, Clinton sent McDougal a thank-you note. “I really liked that pretty girl,” Clinton wrote, referring to Susan.


About a month later, McDougal told Susan he’d been invited to Hot Springs for a party to celebrate Clinton’s engagement to a fellow Yale Law School graduate, Hillary Rodham. Did Susan want to join him?


Hot Springs! Susan was thrilled. It could have been Monte Carlo and she wouldn’t have been any more excited. She’d never been farther away from home without her family than Arkadelphia, an hour’s drive from Camden. In her mind, Hot Springs, the most prominent resort in Arkansas, was synonymous with glamour, excitement, sophistication. Jim bought her a new dress for the occasion. She wanted to look good for him and his high-powered friends.


The party was held at the home of a friend of Clinton’s in Hot Springs, where Clinton’s mother, Virginia Dwire, lived and where Clinton had grown up. When Susan and Jim arrived, the party was in full swing, and Susan was hardly prepared for the experience. She’d grown up in a home where smoking and drinking and dancing were strictly prohibited. Here, rock music was throbbing, a pall of smoke hung over the room, there was an open bar, and as far as she could tell, most of the guests seemed drunk. When she went to the bathroom, one woman had passed out on the floor. “My God, where am I and what have I gotten myself into,” Susan thought. “This is hell.”


The evening took on a slightly surreal quality. Susan was introduced to Hillary Rodham, and it just didn’t add up. This was Clinton’s fiancée? The party was filled with people who were Bill’s old friends. The women all seemed to be tall, blond or brunette, wearing lots of makeup and jewelry. Susan thought they were nearly all beautiful and sophisticated. Hillary looked nothing like them. She seemed to pay little or no attention to her appearance. She wore almost no makeup, and it looked like she hadn’t even been to the hairdresser the day of her own engagement party. She wore big, unattractive glasses that made her look bookish, which was poison when it came to men as far as Susan was concerned. Susan thought she would rather die than stick out the way Hillary did, especially in a place like Hot Springs. In Hot Springs, Susan had always been told, women cared about their appearance. Hot Springs was a city where people put on airs.


Hillary and Susan spoke briefly; Susan took note of Hillary’s harsh Yankee accent. Bill Clinton seemed in high spirits, working the crowd, throwing his arm around friends, flattering the women. Susan thought Clinton was attentive to his future bride. But at one point he sidled up to Susan, and pointed out an attractive woman he’d just been talking with. He leaned in close to Susan’s ear. “See that older woman?” he said. “Older women are really sexy, hot.” Susan pulled back, startled. She was shocked by the remark. Yet she was also excited by it. Clinton looked amused by her obvious discomfort.


Unlike Susan, McDougal spent quite a bit of time talking to Hillary, discussing Arkansas politics and Clinton’s campaign. Hardly anyone else seemed to be talking to her. Afterward he couldn’t stop talking about Hillary: her great education, her intellect, her poise. McDougal was very friendly with Clinton’s mother, Virginia, who’d made no secret of her own disapproval of Hillary. As Virginia Kelley (she married Dick Kelley in 1982) wrote in her autobiography, “Hillary . . . was different. No makeup. Coke bottle glasses. Brown hair with no apparent style. . . . She was quiet, cool, unresponsive.” But McDougal told Susan that Virginia had it all wrong. Her son was attracted to intelligent women, and so was he. It all made Susan a little uncomfortable. She was just a Southern country girl. She’d never known anyone like Hillary. She’d certainly never heard that these were qualities that men looked for in a woman. Why was McDougal interested in her if he could be with women like Hillary? Was this what men looked for in places like New York and Washington?


Susan needn’t have worried. McDougal seemed to court her single-mindedly. He showered her with flowers and gifts. He proposed to her on a student trip to Washington, D.C. She told her parents about McDougal, and they were horrified. McDougal was not only fifteen years older, he was divorced. “You’ll ruin your life,” her mother warned her. Susan introduced Jim to her brother Bill Henley, who also had a negative reaction. Not only was McDougal too old, in his view, but he pontificated. Bill thought he might be the smartest person he’d ever met, but he was no conversationalist. He preferred to hold court. Susan didn’t care. She was in love.


On the morning of her graduation, McDougal pulled up in his yellow convertible. When Susan reached the car, he said, “I’m taking you away.”


“I’ll miss graduation,” she protested. But she got in. McDougal drove her to the small bungalow he still owned in Little Rock, which he’d freshly decorated with French wallpaper. “Either you marry me now or I’m taking you back and I’ll never want to see you again,” he said. They called Susan’s parents to break the news. “I have to do it,” Susan told them.


They were married in May 1976, in an afternoon ceremony on the lawn of the bungalow decorated with a flower-entwined arbor. It was a beautiful afternoon. Bob Riley, who also happened to be a licensed minister, officiated, and one of Susan’s sisters was a bridesmaid. Bill Clinton and Hillary Rodham were there, arriving late after Bill gave a campaign speech. Bill and Hillary had been married in Fayetteville the year before, and Hillary had kept her own name, another thing Susan had trouble understanding. She couldn’t wait to be Susan McDougal rather than Susan Henley. Also attending were Betty and Jim Guy Tucker. Among Arkansas Democrats, it was like an extended family gathering.


Susan’s parents overcame their disapproval and showed up. They’d never fully reconciled themselves to the idea of Susan marrying Jim, and they were especially upset that the wedding ceremony wasn’t held in a church. They felt out of place among Jim’s political cronies; none of their friends were there. A modest reception with punch and cookies followed. Many of the guests, including the Rileys, had dinner at McDonald’s afterward. Jim and Susan left immediately for New York City, prior to embarking on a honeymoon tour of Europe. Jim borrowed $3,000 for the trip. Susan could hardly believe she would be seeing places she’d always dreamed of. To Claudia Riley, it was like something out of Camelot: Jim and Susan were the perfect couple with the world at their feet.


Susan had assumed life with Jim McDougal would be interesting. But it had proven even more of an adventure than she anticipated, in ways large and small. One afternoon she was in the bungalow when she heard a chain saw. When she went outside, Jim was leaning out of a freshly cut diamond-shaped hole in the hayloft of the barn. “This is the window of the new guest cottage,” he called down to her. “I’m roughing it in.” McDougal had scant skills as a carpenter, and someone else had to finish the work. But eventually the barn was transformed into a guest cottage. It was typical of McDougal’s style. He’d have a big, imaginative idea, and somehow he’d get others to carry it out, or rescue him when he ran into trouble.


Despite his entrepreneurial energies and instincts, McDougal paid no attention to managing money, leaving the family finances to Susan, and he was generous to a fault. Susan had redecorated the bungalow, and the first piece of furniture she bought was a small glass-topped table. It held considerable sentimental value for her. When the McDougals decided to sell the house, a young couple agreed to buy it. McDougal liked them, and when they admired Susan’s table, he gave it to them on the spot. Susan was furious, but when they moved, McDougal insisted it stay behind. Susan never quite got over the loss of that table.


Now, as McDougal sped the Mercedes through some hairpin turns in the foothills of the Ozark Mountains, Susan wondered where this expedition to northwest Arkansas was likely to lead. Apart from politics and his growing real estate deals, McDougal had virtually no interests or hobbies. Specifically, in sports-crazy Arkansas, he liked to reinforce his iconoclastic reputation by boasting that he wasn’t interested in “anything that involves a ball.” That ran the gamut from football to golf. His idea of a good time was to drive along remote roads around Little Rock, looking for parcels of real estate that he could clean up, carve up, and resell at a profit.


Susan loved real estate, too—up to a point. This weekend was supposed to be a quiet getaway to Eureka Springs, a quaint Ozarks tourist town just south of the Missouri border. But after they arrived and checked into their hotel for the night, they awoke the next morning to discover that a freak snowstorm had blown in overnight, making driving difficult. Jim wanted to stay in, and in no time, Susan noticed, was scanning the real estate ads in the local paper. Suddenly he looked up with a gleam in his eye. “Look at this,” he told Susan. “Twelve hundred acres in Marion County for less than $100 an acre.” He paused thoughtfully. It struck him as an amazingly good deal. “Is there any land in America that could be worth less than $100 an acre?” Susan looked at the ad. Echoing what she knew her husband already thought, Susan said no.


They bought the land within a week, sight unseen.


•


Flippin, population one thousand, is located in the far northern part of Arkansas in the foothills of the Ozarks, about an hour east of Eureka Springs and a three-hour drive from Little Rock. Though the area is popular with anglers and white-water rafters, it has never developed into a major tourist area, and remains far overshadowed by the Missouri Ozarks, with attractions like country music capital Branson. Flippin doesn’t even have a motel. The town is little more than the intersection of two state highways, and the main street has vacant lots on it. Ozarks Realty is located just past the intersection, just down the street from the Citizens Bank and Trust Co. of Flippin.


Chris Wade, the owner of Ozarks Realty, didn’t expect much walk-in trade. Still, he’d showed up at the office the weekend after the McDougals bought the land in Marion County. There wasn’t much else to do anyway, and he liked to shoot the breeze with his agents, his heavyset frame settled in his chair, feet propped up on his desk, glancing out the picture window of the former barber shop that now served as Ozarks’s office. His wife, Rosalee, usually came along. She handled the bookkeeping and kept the office running. It was a nice, small-town operation.


Wade had every reason to look with satisfaction on his life and career there. He’d grown up poor; his father had been driving through the area en route from New Mexico to Florida, and liked the terrain and scenery. On impulse, he stopped to go fishing, then traded the family station wagon for a piece of land, and the family settled down.


From such modest beginnings, Wade had become one of the area’s leading citizens. He got his real estate license at age seventeen and began selling in the Flippin and Yellville area. In addition to his real estate operation, he was president of the local chamber of commerce, a post that brought him into contact with most of the state’s political figures. He’d helped found the Citizens Bank along with other local businessmen concerned that the area’s existing bank, located in the nearby town of Yellville, was favoring Yellville customers at the expense of Flippin. Wade was on the bank’s board. True, there was some grumbling about Wade at the bank, where some referred to him as “fifty-cents-down Wade.” Many of Wade’s real estate customers were poor, and bought property with little down and financing provided by Wade. Many defaulted, Wade would repossess, and sell the property again, all with a speed that some found unseemly.


About midafternoon, Wade looked out and saw a large Mercedes pull into his adjoining parking lot, parking next to his pickup. Hardly anyone in Flippin drove an import, let alone a Mercedes. Out walked Jim McDougal, impeccably dressed in a dark suit even though it was the weekend, and Susan in her tank top. The two came in and announced they had just bought 1,200 acres nearby. Wade pointed out that the acreage consisted of scattered parcels, some of them lacking road frontage or access. McDougal was impressed that Wade seemed to know what he was talking about; he knew land, he knew the area, and he knew the customer base. The two chatted a little, and Wade was impressed by the fact that McDougal was a professor with political connections. They drove out to a few of the parcels, but most of them McDougal never saw. He listed the land with Wade for immediate resale.


As McDougal saw it, there was little risk. He had a half-dozen real estate developments underway, and he needed an outlet for the growing cash flow they were generating. He and Susan had formed Great Southern Land Co. to invest in land, and had already developed three parcels around Little Rock. They needed inventory, and McDougal thought the Flippin area held promise as a retirement and vacation haven. In any event, McDougal didn’t expect to own the property for very long. Even as he reached an agreement to list the parcel, he told Wade to divide it up and sell the individual pieces. As events turned out, Wade was able to sell all of them by the time McDougal closed on his own purchase, netting McDougal a handsome profit without ever having put his capital at risk. For his part, Wade was delighted at the commissions.


McDougal had never expected to get into real estate until he was persuaded to invest by his own sponsor in AA, Doyle Rowe. Rowe was a big believer in land, and owned twenty-two parcels around Little Rock. McDougal had mentioned he wanted to make some money, and one day Rowe took him out to a parcel that was for sale. “Buy it,” he told McDougal. “If you don’t make money I’ll pay you back.” McDougal took a $500 cash advance from his credit card for the down payment and borrowed the rest of the $40,000 purchase price from the seller. The property was overgrown with weeds and bushes and looked like a mess. McDougal rented a brush hog and cleared and groomed the parcel. The broker sold it six months later for $80,000. McDougal was thrilled. It was the easiest money he’d ever made.


Soon after, another broker called him. “I’ve got eight hundred acres at $140 an acre,” he said, “but half of it doesn’t have road access.” McDougal went out to see the tract and calculated that the land with the frontage alone was worth the purchase price. He bought it, cleaned it up, obtained easements for the plots lacking frontage, and sold it again in six months. This time his profit was more than $180,000.


McDougal occasionally mentioned his ventures to Senator Fulbright, who had inherited considerable wealth and had a net worth of several million dollars. One day Fulbright asked, “How’d that land of yours do?” When McDougal told him, Fulbright exclaimed, “Jesus Christ! Inflation is eating away everything I inherited. I could use something like that.” McDougal said he’d see what he could do.


Soon after, in 1973, McDougal heard about a tract near Benton, a cash deal for $150,000. Fulbright had been a mentor, a father figure for him, and McDougal liked the idea of being able to some-how repay him. He asked Fulbright if he’d like to come in on the deal, and Fulbright agreed. The two formed a partnership, Rolling Manor, and they co-signed a note for the property. Fulbright was campaigning at the time, and was too busy to be involved. He never saw the property and showed little interest until it was subdivided and sold within a year, more than tripling Fulbright’s investment.


Fulbright was thrilled, and word soon spread among the senator’s circle of McDougal’s financial acumen. For McDougal, the name Fulbright was also magic in Arkansas banking circles. Borrowing was easy, often at below-market rates offered the senator.


Soon after Clinton’s visit to Arkadelphia, McDougal had his eye on another small plot near Little Rock, and, almost offhand, mentioned it one day in a conversation with Clinton. “You ought to buy this, Bill,” McDougal said. Clinton knew of McDougal’s success with Fulbright, and was interested. He was still paying off student loans he’d taken to finish Yale Law School and he was $24,000 in debt from his unsuccessful 1974 campaign for Congress. Still, Clinton knew next to nothing about real estate, mortgages, or finance. McDougal was amazed that a Rhodes Scholar and Yale law graduate seemed to know so little about business and money. After McDougal walked him through it, Clinton went in on the five-acre investment, paying $500 down and sending a monthly payment of $75, which he did conscientiously.


McDougal’s motives in this instance were the reverse of his ventures with Fulbright; here McDougal was the mentor, the father figure, and Clinton the neophyte. McDougal was a professor still harboring some political ambitions; Clinton was a young man with a future, but hadn’t yet been elected to office. McDougal included Clinton because he liked him and wanted to remain a player in the Arkansas political world. From Clinton he expected gratitude and respect, but little more. He took satisfaction in helping him, much as he did the people he helped in AA. And McDougal simply liked having a partner. An only child, it helped satisfy the longing he’d always felt for a brother or sister.


Soon after Clinton’s first investment with McDougal, in 1976, Clinton won the race for Arkansas attorney general, and he and Hillary moved to Little Rock into a house at 5419 L Street just west of the State Capitol. While small and unpretentious, the house was located in the older, comfortable Hillcrest neighborhood, and its purchase took all the financial resources the couple could muster. Hillary went to work for the Rose Law Firm, arguably the state’s most prestigious, at an associate’s salary of $24,500. As attorney general, Clinton earned a meager $26,500. Their combined salaries in 1978 were $51,000. The McDougals were among the new circle of friends the Clintons cultivated, and they often dropped by each other’s houses or bumped into each other at the Black-Eyed Pea, a blue-plate restaurant with country atmosphere featuring Southern food located just minutes from each of their homes.


Clinton liked to use nicknames for Susan that he’d coined: either “Child Bride” or “The Kid.” They all discussed their political ambitions, including Jim Guy Tucker’s interest in the Senate seat held by former governor David Pryor, and Clinton’s own decision to seek the governor’s mansion rather than run for Pryor’s seat himself. Susan was thrilled that Clinton, somebody she and her husband knew personally, was becoming so powerful and had moved to Little Rock with Hillary. Susan considered Hillary and Betty Tucker to be her best friends. Still, Hillary continued to both intrigue and mystify Susan. Not long after the Clintons’ marriage and after Bill’s election as attorney general, on one of her first visits to the Clintons’ home, Susan and Hillary were chatting, and Susan said, “Your parents must be really proud of you.”


“Not really,” Hillary answered. Susan was perplexed. If she’d married the attorney general, her parents would have been delighted.


“My parents didn’t even know where Arkansas was,” Hillary continued, a trace of bitterness in her voice. “I had to get out the map and show them. They thought I’d end up in Washington, D.C., doing something with my life.”


The comment made an impression on Susan. She herself still hadn’t thought of having an identity beyond that of her husband. Yet obviously Hillary longed for a career of her own.


During their frequent visits, McDougal and Susan would sometimes mention their successful real estate operations; Susan had even obtained a real estate license and was working as a broker. The Clintons, by contrast, complained that they could barely make ends meet. But at least Clinton’s small land investment worked out well. In 1978, just as Clinton was starting to mount his campaign for governor, McDougal was able to sell the tract for $5,000, a 75 percent return on their initial investment of $2,850.


That transaction had closed just two months before. So that summer, when Wade happened to mention that he had a new listing he thought might interest McDougal, the Clintons’ finances were on McDougal’s mind. He mentioned to Wade, “I’d like to do something to help Bill Clinton. He’s starving to death as attorney general. I’d really like to see him make a little money.” McDougal said he’d jump in the car with Susan and come up and take a look.


Wade was delighted at the mention of Clinton’s name. He’d first met Clinton when he was running for Congress from the Third District, which included Flippin. Clinton had not only visited Flippin personally; he’d walked down the streets, going door-to-door and visiting with voters. Not long before McDougal’s visit, Wade had been astounded by Clinton at a chamber of commerce lunch in Flippin. Clinton, as attorney general, was the featured guest, and sat with Wade at the head table. During lunch, Clinton asked Wade to tell him the name of every chamber of commerce member and that of their wives, about thirty people, which Wade did. After Clinton spoke, he greeted every member of the audience by their first name, without any notes or further prompting. Wade thought the feat not only demonstrated a prodigious memory, but showed that Clinton really cared about people in Flippin. That spring, Clinton had easily won the Democratic nomination for governor, which in Arkansas at the time was tantamount to election. Just about everybody in Flippin had voted for him. Wade was flattered that any future governor of the state might be interested in investing in his area, but especially flattered that it was Bill Clinton.


“Take a look at this,” Wade said when the McDougals arrived in Flippin after the three-hour drive from Little Rock. A group of local businesspeople, shareholders of the 101 Development Corp., had just listed a parcel of 230 acres along the White River, about a twenty-minute drive from Flippin. The group had bought the property, known locally as part of the Ranchettes development, after the prior owner, a company called Horseshoe Bend Development Corp., had fallen into bankruptcy. The group had named their company after Arkansas Route 101, which runs to the tract the group acquired. Route 101 is a remarkably broad, well-paved thoroughfare for such a rugged and sparsely populated area of the state, especially given the poor condition of many of the other, more heavily traveled state roads in Arkansas. Indeed, Route 101 is one of the many legacies of former Democratic governor Orval Faubus, whose administration built Route 101 after Faubus received generous contributions from local land owners. Asked by a reporter how he could afford a $200,000 home when he retired from his $10,000-a-year job as governor, Faubus replied, “I was frugal.”


McDougal was intrigued, especially because the acreage had a lot of frontage on the White River. The river descends through the rugged terrain of north-central Arkansas and has stretches of white water, making it popular for rafting expeditions and with fishermen. There was only so much river frontage available, McDougal figured, and given his vision for the area as a retirement and vacation haven, he thought a premium could be charged for access to and views of the river. Like his previous investments, the large tract seemed ideal for subdividing and reselling as individual lots. Jim and Susan joined Wade in his truck and they drove to the property.


The last mile or so was over a pretty rugged road, but as they reached sight of the river the McDougals were captivated. The land was hilly, lightly forested, descending fairly steeply to the rushing water of the river. No houses were visible on the other side, and the place felt remote and unspoiled. There was already a public boat landing on some adjoining property. Susan, in particular, accustomed to the flat, scrub properties McDougal had been buying near Little Rock, thought it was beautiful and had a certain romance. She could almost see the marketing brochure she could create.


The McDougals told Wade they were interested, and wanted to talk to the Clintons and maybe some other potential investors about it. They weren’t told that the price per acre of nearly $900, a total of $203,000, was more than double what the 101 group was paying for it in a deal that hadn’t even yet closed, or that they were the buyers in a deal where the seller was breaking up and reselling a large parcel. As Wade pointed out, they would be getting the most desirable acreage, with most of the river frontage. That was worth a large premium to the average price that 101 had paid for a lot of undistinguished land. Wade said he’d do a rough subdivision plan for the McDougals so they could get a sense of how the land could be resold. As with his earlier deal with Wade, McDougal wanted to move quickly, listing the individual lots for resale as soon as possible, even before closing. He didn’t see the investment as more than a two- or three-year venture.


The McDougals were excited by the prospects. Later Jim invited Nancy Pietrafesa and John Danner, a married couple who were among the Clintons’ closest friends at Yale, to see the property. Independently well-off and idealistic, originally from California, they’d come down that summer to help the Clintons plan a transition to the governor’s mansion and were thinking of moving to Arkansas after the general election to work in Clinton’s administration. They were living with the Clintons in the Hillcrest bungalow that summer and had met the McDougals. Jim saw them as practically the Clintons’ closest friends. He suggested they drive up for the weekend, look at the property, and arrange a rafting trip on the river. Danner and Pietrafesa had barely gotten out of sweltering Little Rock, and they liked Jim and Susan, so they accepted.


“Are these low-income housing projects?” Nancy asked as they drove north and passed rows of dilapidated wooden structures. “No,” McDougal replied. “They’re chicken coops.”


When they got to the Flippin area, Danner went into a local grocery and ordered sandwiches for the raft trip. “You all aren’t from around here, are you?” the man behind the counter said.


“No,” Danner replied.


“Well, let me tell you a little joke, boy. Do you know the difference between a Yankee and a damn Yankee?”


Danner had learned to answer “No, sir” in all such circumstances.


“The damn Yankee stayed.”


To Danner and Pietrafesa, the raft trip was a sweltering bore. The tract of land for sale, which Jim and Susan eagerly pointed out as they drifted by at an all too leisurely pace, was undistinguished, second-growth scrub forest in the middle of nowhere. But they didn’t have the heart to share their real feelings. Jim and Susan had the impression they loved it.


The couple’s reaction hadn’t had any effect on the Clintons. The Sunday after their trip to Flippin, Jim and Susan had bumped into Bill and Hillary having dinner at the Black-Eyed Pea. Jim started telling them about the great piece of property he’d just stumbled upon near Flippin. “You’ll want to go in with us on this,” McDougal confidently predicted.


“What do you have to do?” Bill asked.


“I’ll take care of it,” McDougal said. “You may have to sign a mortgage.” McDougal explained that the investment would involve little or no cash—they’d borrow the full amount and flip the land as quickly as possible. While they would have to borrow the purchase price, he could easily borrow the full amount on the strength of his own financial position and track record. McDougal didn’t want to emphasize the point, but the Clintons’ own personal finances were so precarious that they would add little or nothing to the borrowing power of the enterprise.


Both Bill and Hillary seemed excited at the prospect of making some money and agreed on the spot to join in the venture. McDougal was pleasantly surprised, given how uninterested the two had generally seemed on the subject of making money. Maybe the prospect of becoming governor had caused a change of heart. But McDougal didn’t dwell on the question very long. McDougal might never be a politician himself, but he had a knack for making money. Every politician he’d ever known had needed money, and that meant they’d need him.


•


Given that Wade was a founder and director of the Citizens Bank and Trust Co. of Flippin, it wasn’t surprising that McDougal turned there first to finance the purchase of the 101 tract, with Wade’s encouragement. The loan officer was a young senior vice president, Frank Burge, who was soon to be named president of the bank. The president then was James Patterson, who happened to be one of the investors in 101 Development Corp., which was selling the land.


Given the incestuous relationships (prohibited under current banking laws), it’s surprising the application didn’t breeze through the approval process. Despite its small asset base and remote location, the bank in Flippin was conservatively run. By its standards, a $200,000 loan was a big deal. Even Wade acknowledged that the price was a little rich (but he was, after all, the agent for the seller, with an obligation to get the highest price possible). The McDougals and the Clintons couldn’t borrow 100 percent of the purchase price, which violated the bank’s guideline requiring a 10 percent down payment. Burge was also concerned that the small bank had too many loans outstanding in this single area around the White River, since the bank had also financed some of the 101 Development Corp.’s purchase of the larger parcel from which the 230 acres were being carved. Along with several other neighboring land deals the bank had financed, it represented what Burge considered an unhealthy geographic concentration of credit.


Burge discussed his concerns with the bank’s board members. They were, of course, aware that Clinton was likely to be the state’s next governor. They were flattered that he was interested in investing in their part of the state, and even more flattered that, as McDougal informed them, Bill and Hillary were planning to use one of the lots for their own vacation home. Burge, in particular, thought the presence of Clinton in the deal made it all but a sure thing, assuming Clinton did become governor. He assumed that wealthy Clinton supporters would simply buy the lots at highly inflated prices as a clandestine means of funneling money into the governor’s pockets, thereby gaining influence. That, at least, was how he’d always assumed these deals worked in Arkansas. The bank’s board members were also aware that one of the sellers was the bank’s president, the agent was also a fellow board member, and both obviously wanted the profitable deal to go through.


Under the circumstances, it’s probably remarkable that the bank insisted on any conditions for granting the loan. It decided it could live with the credit concentration problem, but insisted that the McDougals and Clintons come up with a 10 percent down payment. It also insisted that all the owners, including both Bill and Hillary, be jointly and severally liable for the mortgage. The terms were easily enough satisfied. McDougal and Bill Clinton simply borrowed the down payment from another bank, Union National Bank of Little Rock, where McDougal had been borrowing since 1970.


McDougal and Harry Don Denton, Union Bank’s chief loan officer, were friends, Union having handled most of McDougal’s earlier ventures with Senator Fulbright, financed at below-market interest rates “as an accommodation” to the senator, according to the bank’s records. Referring to an earlier financial statement submitted by McDougal, the bank cited McDougal’s assets as $975,245, liabilities of $424,054, for a net worth of $551,191; for Clinton it listed only unsecured liabilities of $27,211. The bank sought no security for the loan.


The McDougals and Clintons didn’t tell Citizens Bank that they were borrowing the down payment. The Clintons agreed to co-sign the mortgage and appear at the closing. The risk seemed minimal given the speed with which McDougal expected to resell the property and pay off the mortgage. The loan would be short-term—principal and interest due in six months—and the interest rate would be 10 percent. As Union Bank noted when it agreed to take a half-participation in the Citizens Bank mortgage, “Due to the individuals and the collateral involved, the risk is minimal.”


The closing was set for August 2, 1978, at 10 A.M. Despite bank policy requiring the attendance of all borrowers, the Clintons didn’t attend. With a flurry of checks, documents, and signatures, the closing was soon over, with Jim and Susan, Bill and Hillary equal owners of the 230 acres, jointly and severally liable for the mortgage debt and interest. Susan christened the property White Water, and produced the marketing brochure she’d dreamed of: eight pages, with over a dozen full-color photographs.


“Now this is what most folks think of as White Water,” the brochure concludes over a photo of sun-dappled water and babbling falls:


“Clean rippling water and stepping stones—but it’s really so much more. More than a place to live, it’s a way to live . . . quiet, peaceful, serene, simple and honest. One weekend here and you’ll never want to live anywhere else.”





CHAPTER


TWO


[image: Images]


SUSAN MCDOUGAL’S sense of Hillary’s estrangement from Arkansas was, if anything, an understatement. Hillary, after all, had been at the center of national events as a member of the staff of the House Judiciary Committee exploring the possibility of the removal from office of Richard Nixon. She’d had her picture in Life magazine as the commencement speaker at her Wellesley College graduation. She was a Yale Law School graduate with friends in the most prestigious judicial clerkships and most powerful law firms in the country. Now she was in Arkansas, known primarily as Bill Clinton’s wife.


Susan was among a group of Arkansas women whom Hillary befriended largely because of proximity and expedience, but her confidants remained few, mostly friends from Yale and Washington. In Arkansas she had John Danner and Nancy Pietrafesa, who’d now moved to Arkansas to work in Clinton’s new administration, but they always remained more a part of the world from which Hillary came. Among local Arkansans, her best friends by far were Diane Kincaid and Jim Blair, a couple dating at the time who were perfectly at home in the rural South or in sophisticated East Coast dinner parties.


Kincaid had known Bill Clinton since 1972, when she was vice chairman of the Arkansas delegation to the Democratic National Convention and Clinton was working in the McGovern campaign. One day that year Clinton called her and asked if he could visit her at her office at the university in Fayetteville, where she taught political science. The two launched into a lively political conversation that spanned lunch at the student union and lasted for several hours. Clinton made no secret of his own political ambitions. Kincaid liked a lot of what Clinton had to say. Originally from Washington, D.C., Kincaid was attractive, bright, worldly, politically savvy, and had come to Arkansas to be with her first husband. “You remind me so much of the woman I’m in love with,” Clinton interrupted to say at one point. He then went on to extol the virtues of Hillary Rodham.


“Why don’t you go ahead and marry her and bring her back to Arkansas?” Kincaid asked.


“Nothing would please me more,” Clinton replied. But if she married him and came to Arkansas, he continued, he was concerned it would be his life, his state, his political future. He thought she had the potential for a brilliant political career of her own. The comment impressed Kincaid. Not many women had political careers then, and not many men would have encouraged them.


Kincaid met Hillary briefly when she came to Fayetteville to help Clinton in his failed bid for Congress. But they became close when Hillary moved to Arkansas and joined Bill on the law faculty at the university. Hillary and Diane liked to play tennis, sometimes joined by Jim Blair, a prominent lawyer who’d also been a delegate to the 1968 and 1972 Democratic conventions. (Hillary and Blair won a mixed doubles tournament at the Fayetteville Country Club.) Like Clinton, Blair had grown up in a troubled family and was raised by his grandparents. He’d been something of a prodigy, graduating from college at nineteen and receiving a law degree at twenty-one. Blair had been a student guide at the university, where he showed a young Jim McDougal and his parents around campus. He and McDougal belonged to the same fraternity—Acacia—and he tried, unsuccessfully, to persuade McDougal to attend law school. Blair was now, in 1978, general counsel to fast-growing Tyson Foods, headquartered in nearby Springdale, and had been a fund-raiser for Clinton’s campaign for attorney general. He also taught at the law school and was an ordained Baptist minister, though he’d fallen out with the church over its support for segregation. Handsome and debonair, ten years older than the Clintons, he was firmly ensconced in business and political circles of influence in Arkansas.


When Jim and Diane had divorced their respective spouses and began dating, they and the Clintons became even closer; each couple considered the other their best friends. The Clintons often spent weekends at Blair’s house on Beaver Lake. Jim and Diane had Thanksgiving dinner at the Clintons’. Jim had his own plane, and would fly Hillary and Bill from Little Rock to Fayetteville for Razorback games and other events. They shared books and spent hours in conversation, usually, in Bill’s case, about politics, but sometimes about deeper personal and philosophical matters. One of the most important of these for Hillary was children, and she and her close friends spent hours discussing the pros and cons of motherhood. In the Southern world where Hillary now lived, the idea that a married woman would choose not to have children was heresy. Yet in the Ivy League feminist circles that helped shape Hillary’s thinking, it was increasingly accepted, even lauded. Between these poles, Hillary’s thinking was always steadfast: she wanted children. Simone de Beauvoir, the feminist thinker and author of The Second Sex, was one of the women Hillary said she most admired. Yet she found inexplicable that Beauvoir opted not to marry or have children. “You can’t be a woman if you don’t have children,” she opined. “It’s the central mission of women. It’s too great, it’s too important not to experience it.” It was a conviction that led her to take a job and remain involved with the Children’s Defense Fund, a child advocacy group, and to help found Arkansas Advocates for Children and Families.


Since her marriage, Hillary’s desire to have a child had hardened into determination, and during that summer of 1978, with Clinton all but certain to be the state’s next governor, she and Bill were trying to conceive. It seemed to be a subject of considerable anxiety for Hillary, who worried out loud to a few close friends that she might find it impossible to become pregnant because of a medical condition. Especially for Hillary, having a child was inextricably entwined with paying for education and other expenses. It was one thing for her and Bill to live simply; it was another to provide the things she would want for a child.


Hillary’s views on money had been in an almost constant state of transformation since she graduated from high school. She grew up in a Republican family in a comfortable suburb of Chicago, Park Ridge, where they lived in a spacious Georgian home. Her father, Hugh Rodham, was a local manufacturer who drove a Cadillac. He taught her to read the newspaper stock tables, and she earned money baby-sitting. But membership in her Methodist church youth group exposed her to problems in the inner city and triggered the development of an active social conscience. By the time she graduated from Wellesley, she seems to have embraced the contempt for capitalism and its institutions, especially large corporations, that had swept America’s campuses during the late 1960s. One of her boyfriends at the time told Clinton biographer David Maraniss that Hillary had “grown up and out of the conservative materialistic mind-set which is typical of affluent suburbs. She was not interested in making money or being affluent.” This attitude was echoed in her Wellesley graduation speech: “There are some things we feel—feelings that our prevailing acquisitive and competitive corporate life, including, tragically, universities, is not the way of life for us. We’re searching for more immediate, ecstatic and penetrating modes of living.”


It’s not clear how deeply these newfound convictions took root. During the summer between her first and second years at Yale Law School she worked in Oakland, California, for Robert Treuhaft, who ran a public interest law firm that took on cases for the Black Panthers, Vietnam Veterans Against the War, conscientious objectors, and miscellaneous leftist causes. His wife is the writer Jessica Mitford. But many of Hillary’s Yale classmates who expressed similar rhetoric nonetheless easily made the transition to highly paid jobs at law firms, discovering that money not only provided a more comfortable existence, but could help realize their social and political ambitions. Even at Yale, Hillary would buttonhole John Danner for conversations about making money. While neither Bill nor Hillary had followed the route into high-paid law firm jobs, they had managed a reasonably comfortable living in low-cost Fayetteville while both taught on the law faculty at the University of Arkansas and they had only themselves to support. At the university, faculty discussions often turned to academic salaries, with pride that scholars worked for a nobler cause than money mixed with anger over the low salaries and resentment that so many people with lesser credentials made so much more. Hillary would sometimes speak with some passion about the hypocrisy of a society that paid lip service to education and public service but was so miserly with salaries in those fields.


At the same time, people in Fayetteville were keenly aware of the possibilities for making money because of the stunning success of two area companies: Wal-Mart Stores, headquartered in nearby Benton, and Tyson Foods. Many local people, even of modest means, had bought stock in those companies because they knew people who worked there. A small investment in either company had multiplied many times over; Wal-Mart was one of the top ten performing stocks of the decade, and Tyson became the largest chicken producer in the world. The Blairs and the Clintons would sometimes chat with a woman who worked as a cashier in the checkout line at the local Safeway supermarket, who had bought stock in Wal-Mart and Tyson and was thrilled by her growing wealth. Some faculty members, too, had invested successfully.


The strongest evidence that Hillary’s ideological reservations about capitalism were co-existing with an increasingly pragmatic need to make money was her decision to join the Rose Law Firm in Little Rock. She could have continued to pursue a career in public service or teaching, as she had in the past. She had considered working for the large firm of Williams & Connolly in Washington one summer, but opted instead to work in San Francisco for Treuhaft. But now Hillary spent considerable time talking to Jim Blair about the demands and rewards of private practice, seeming to consider the prospect in a fresh light. She could have pursued a position in Little Rock with a lawyer like Phil Kaplan, who, while in private practice, directed most of his energy to public interest cases.


By contrast, Rose, which boasted of being the oldest law firm west of the Mississippi, was the closest thing to a blue-chip corporate firm in Arkansas, numbering among its clients the brokerage firm Stephens, Inc., the Stephens family’s Worthen Bank, Tyson Foods, and Wal-Mart. While firms in Little Rock didn’t tend to attract graduates of the top national law schools, it numbered three Rhodes Scholars among its all-male partnership as well as civic and professional community leaders. Significantly, it prided itself on its professional skills rather than its political ties, in contrast to a firm like Wright, Lindsey & Jennings, which, in addition to its professional skills, often served as a way station for aspiring or retired state politicians. At the Rose firm, Hillary’s marriage to the state’s attorney general was, if anything, mildly unsettling to many of the partners, even though they liked her high profile in the community. The firm offered the highest-quality practice in town and its partners earned an average income of more than six figures, more than that at any other firm.
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