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For Russell and Mimi Baker



CHAPTER ONE

For a brief, glorious, almost Olympian moment it appeared that the presidency itself could serve as the campaign. Rarely had an American president seemed so sure of reelection. In the summer and fall of 1991, George Bush appeared to be politically invincible. His personal approval ratings in the aftermath of the Persian Gulf War had reached 90 percent, unheard of for any sitting president, and even more remarkable for someone like Bush, a competent political insider whose charisma and capacity to inspire had in the past escaped most of his fellow citizens. Of his essential decency and competence there had been little doubt, and the skill with which he had presided over the end of the Cold War had impressed not merely the inner club that monitored foreign policy decision-making, but much of the country as well. With exceptional sensitivity, he had juggled and balanced his own political needs with the greater political needs of his newest partner in this joint endeavor, Mikhail Gorbachev. For Bush was quite aware that Gorbachev’s political equation was much more fragile than his own, and he had been careful to be the more generous member of this unlikely two-man team that was negotiating the end of almost forty-five years of terrifying bipolar tensions.

One moment had seemed to symbolize the supreme confidence of the Bush people during this remarkable chain of events. It came in mid-August of 1991, when some Russian right-wingers mounted a coup against Gorbachev and Bush held firm, trying at first to support Gorbachev and, unable to reach him, then using his influence to help the embattled Boris Yeltsin. The coup had failed. A few days later, Gorbachev, restored to power in part because of the leverage of Washington, had resigned from the Communist Party. To the Bush people that attempted coup had been a reminder that with the Cold War officially ended or not, the Berlin Wall up or down, the world was still a dangerous place, which meant that the country would surely need and want an experienced leader, preferably a Republican, at the helm. Aboard Air Force One at that time, flying with his father from Washington back to the Bush family’s vacation home in Maine, was George W. Bush, the president’s son. He was just coming of age as a political operative in his own right, and he was euphoric about the meaning of these latest events. “Do you think the American people are going to turn to a Democrat now?” he asked.1

Bush himself believed he was invulnerable. He had presided over the end of the Cold War with considerable distinction. He had handled the delicate job of dealing with the complicated international events that had led to the end of European communism, thereby freeing the satellite nations of Eastern Europe, and perhaps most remarkably of all, gaining, with Russian approval, a unified Germany that was a member of NATO. But typically he had held back on participating in any kind of celebration to mark those stunning events.

When the Berlin Wall had come down, many in the right wing, and a number of people around Bush himself, wanted some kind of ceremony, for this was a historic moment and they believed it deserved a commemoration not unlike those that had attended V-E and V-J Days in World War II, the victories in Europe over Germany, and in the Pacific over Japan. The destruction of the wall represented not merely the West’s triumph in a long, difficult struggle against a formidable adversary, but equally important, a triumph in their minds of good over evil, proof that we had been right and they had been wrong, and that our system was politically, economically, ethically, and spiritually superior to theirs. At the very least there should be, they believed, one momentous speech to recount the history of the Cold War and celebrate the victory of the forces of light over darkness.

But Bush was uncomfortable with the idea of a celebration, aware that he had little flare for the dramatic. “I’m not going to dance on the wall,” he told his aides. Even as the wall was coming down, Marlin Fitzwater, his press officer, had invited a small group of reporters into the Oval Office to talk with the president, but they found his answers cautious, curiously without emotion, almost joyless. Bush was sparring with them. Why wasn’t he more excited? a reporter asked. I’m not an emotional kind of guy, he answered. “Maybe,” he said later by way of explaining his self-restraint, “I should have given them one of these,” and he leapt in the air in a parody of a then popular Toyota commercial portraying a happy car owner jumping and clicking his heels together.2 On Saturday Night Live, comic Dana Carvey, who often parodied Bush, showed him watching scenes of Berliners celebrating the destruction of the wall but refusing to join in. “Wouldn’t be prudent,” he said. Then Carvey-as-Bush pointed at himself: “Place in history? Se-cure!”

So, much to the disappointment of many on the right, Bush was anxious to minimize the event as a symbolic occasion. It was against his nature. Taking personal credit for any kind of larger success, not all of which was his, conflicted with the way he had been brought up. He believed—an attitude that was surely old-fashioned and quite optimistic in an age of ever more carefully orchestrated political spin, when the sizzle was more important than the steak—that if you did the right things in the right way, people would know about it. You should never call attention to yourself or, worse, advertise your accomplishments. Besides, Bush put a primacy on personal relationships, and by then he had begun to forge one with Mikhail Gorbachev and was obviously unwilling to do anything that would make things more difficult for his new ally. The more Bush celebrated, the more vulnerable Gorbachev and the other more democratically inclined figures in the Soviet Union were likely to be. Celebrating was like gloating and Bush would not gloat. (A few months later, getting close to an election campaign, Bush was more emboldened, and when he delivered his January 1992 State of the Union speech, with an election year just beginning, he did give the United States credit for winning the Cold War. Gorbachev, by then ousted from power, was not amused and said that the end of the Cold War was “our common victory. We should give credit to all politicians who participated in that victory.”)

It was probably just as well that Bush did not try to grab too much credit for the collapse of communism, for what had transpired was a triumphal victory for an idea rather than for any one man or political faction. The Soviet Union had turned out to be, however involuntarily, the perfect advertisement for the free society, suggesting in the end that harsh, authoritarian controls and systems did not merely limit political, intellectual, and spiritual freedom, but economic freedom and military development as well. They limited not just the freedom of the individual, something that many rulers in many parts of the world would gladly accommodate, but in the end limited the sum strength and might of the state, which was a very different thing. Therefore, what the proponents of an open society had long argued, that freedom was indivisible, and that the freedom to speak openly and candidly about political matters was in the long run inseparable from the freedom to invent some new high-technology device, or to run a brilliant new company, was true. The rights of man included not merely the right to compose and send an angry letter to a newspaper complaining about the government, they included as well as the right to choose where he went to work, and his right to garner, if he so chose and worked hard enough and with enough originality, far greater material rewards than his neighbors. The Soviet system was a devastating argument for what the lack of choice did, and what happened when a society was run top to bottom, instead of bottom to top. When George Bush had taken office, the Soviet system had begun to collapse of its own weight. Clearly by the eighties, communist rule, as critics had long suggested, had undermined the nation itself, weakening it, particularly in a hightech age when there was such an immediate and direct connection between the vitality of the domestic economy and a nation’s military capacity, and when the gap between American weaponry and that of the Soviets had begun to widen at an ever greater rate.

Symbols had never been Bush’s strength, and those who were dissatisfied with his innate caution liked to imagine what Ronald Reagan—who was always so brilliant with symbols and had a God-given sense of when and how to use them—might have done had he still been president when the wall fell. Possibly he would have ventured to Berlin for some wonderful kind of ceremony that the entire nation, perhaps the entire free world, could have shared. But Reagan was then and Bush was now, and unlike his predecessor (and his successor), Bush tended to downplay ceremonial moments. Many in the right wing who had often found him to be of too little ideological faith were again let down. Once more he had proven himself unworthy, placing success in a delicate and as yet unfinished geopolitical process above the temptation to savor what might have been a glorious historic moment.

Bush’s belief that process always took precedence over image confirmed his reputation, essentially well-deserved, as a cautious insider rather than a public figure who knew how to rise to historic occasions and use symbols to bring the nation together. In a way it was Bush at both his best and worst. At his worst, he failed to take a memorable event and outline what it meant in larger terms of the long, hard struggle of a free society against a totalitarian state, and perhaps at the very least to showcase those remarkable people in Eastern Europe whose faith in a better, more democratic way during the long, dark hours of communist suppression was finally being rewarded. But it was also Bush at his best, because he was unwilling to exploit a vulnerable colleague—Gorbachev—and his distress and humiliation for political profit. Bush, after all, was first and foremost a team player, and unlikely though it might have seemed just a few years earlier, Gorbachev was now his teammate.

Whether or not he celebrated the end of the Cold War, it appeared to be just one more significant boost to his presidency. And it came at virtually the same time that American military forces, as the dominating part of the United Nations coalition, had defeated the Iraqi army in a devastating four-day land war, a rout preceded by five weeks of lethal, high-precision, high-technology air dominance. The stunning success of the American units in the Persian Gulf War, the cool efficiency of their weapons and the almost immediate collapse of the Iraqi forces, had been savored by most Americans as more than a victory over an Arab nation about which they knew little and which had invaded a small, autocratic, oil-producing duchy about which they knew even less. Rather, it had ended a period of frustration and self-doubt that had tormented many Americans for some twenty years as a result of any number of factors: the deep embarrassment of the Vietnam War, the humiliation suffered during the Iranian hostage crisis, and the uneasiness about a core economy that was in disrepair and was falling behind the new muscle of a confident, powerful Japan, known now in American business circles as Japan Inc.

The Gulf War showed that the American military had recovered from the malaise of the Vietnam debacle and was once again the envy of the rest of the world, with the morale and skill level of the fighting men themselves matching the wonders of the weapons they now had at their disposal. The lessons of the Gulf War were obvious, transcending simple military capacity and extending in some larger psychological sense to a broader national view of our abilities. We were back, and American forces could not be pushed around again. Perhaps we had slipped a bit in the production of cars, but American goods, in this case its modern weapons, were still the best in the world. The nation became, once again, strong, resilient, and optimistic.

The troops who fought in the Gulf War were honored as the troops who had fought in Vietnam were not. Colin Powell and Norman Schwarzkopf, the presiding generals of the war, were celebrated as William Westmoreland had never been. Shades of World War II: Powell was the new Eisenhower, the thoughtful, careful, tough but benign overall planner; and Schwarzkopf was the new Patton, the crusty, cigar-chomping, hell-for-leather combat commander. There was a joyous victory parade in Washington, and then they were honored again at a tumultuous ticker-tape parade in New York. Powell’s security people had suggested that he wear a flak vest, but he felt he was heavy enough without one, and he was driven along the parade route in an open 1959 Buick convertible without protection. Both Schwarzkopf and Powell were from the New York area, Schwarzkopf the son of the head of the New Jersey State Police, and Powell the son of parents who had both worked in the garment district. Powell’s memory of occasions like this was of newsreel clips of parades for Lindbergh, Eisenhower, and MacArthur. Now riding through a blizzard of ticker tape raining down on himself and Schwarzkopf, he was delighted; all this fuss, he thought, for two local boys who had made good.3

Nineteen ninety-one had been an excellent year for George Bush. It had ended with the ultimate Christmas present for an American president when Gorbachev had called to wish him well personally, and to inform him that the Soviet Union had ceased to exist. Gorbachev, the last leader of the USSR, was resigning and turning over power to Boris Yeltsin, the new leader of Russia. Earlier in the day, Gorbachev had told Ted Koppel of Nightline that he was something of a modern-day Russian pioneer because he was participating in the peaceful transfer of power, acting in accordance with a formula that was democratic, something relatively new in Moscow. Then, in a warm, rather affectionate conversation with Bush, he said he was turning over what he called the little suitcase, the bag that contained the authorization codes to activate the Soviet nuclear arsenal, to the president of the Russian Republic. Even so, he could not bear to mention Yeltsin, his sworn enemy, by name.4 The deed was done and Gorbachev was gone. (As Raisa Gorbachev had shrewdly observed after returning from an immensely successful trip to the United States in June 1990, “The thing about innovations is that sooner or later they turn around and destroy the innovators.”5)

Some of that special call announcing the end of the Soviet Union was even watched on television. Gorbachev, the product of the most secretive society in the world, was now a media-savvy man who had learned to play to international as well as domestic opinion. Bush would later discover that Gorbachev had allowed Koppel and Nightline to televise his end of their two-person phone call. It was the climax of a year that most American presidents only dream of. It seemed like the rarest of times, when almost all the news was good and Bush was the primary beneficiary. His presidency was an immense success and his reelection appeared to be a sure thing.

But there were already signs that a powerful new undertow was at work in American politics, and Bush and the people around him were, for a variety of reasons, most of them generational, slow to recognize it. But the signs of significant political and social change were there nonetheless. They reflected a certain lack of gratitude on the part of all kinds of ordinary people for the successes of the last three years, and a growing anger—indeed perhaps rage—about the state of the American economy. There was also a concurrent belief that George Bush was certainly capable of being an effective world leader, but domestic problems and issues, in this case, principally, the economy, did not matter as much to him as foreign affairs. A number of different pollsters were picking up on this undertow of discontent, among them Stan Greenberg, a former Yale professor who was polling for the young would-be Democratic presidential candidate Bill Clinton, and Fred Steeper, who had impeccable Republican connections and was polling for the Republican National Committee. Steeper was working out of the office of Bob Teeter, a leading Republican public opinion expert, who was one of George Bush’s closest friends and political allies and would be among the men directing his campaign for reelection. Normally Steeper would have been polling for Bush directly, but due to a temporary breakdown in polling in 1991 because of factional differences in the White House, he had ended up working for the RNC.

By the early nineties, polling had become an ever more exact and important instrument of American politics, though some old-timers from an earlier political era were made uneasy by it. They especially distrusted those politicians who used it on all occasions for all purposes and appeared to have no inner value system or beliefs that could withstand the alleged truths produced by polling. But used properly, polls could reveal some things. Used properly, they could serve as a good DEW-line alert system for forces that might soon represent important shifts of public opinion. At the very least they could reveal the primacy of issues, and this would turn out to be one of those occasions. Fred Steeper thought he had been detecting signs of a growing economic malaise for quite a while and a resulting public disenchantment with Bush’s attempts to deal with the economy. The huge budget deficits produced by Reagan’s tax policies had led to a bitterly debated decision in 1990 on the part of George Bush to go for a tax increase. Campaigning for election in 1988, he had vowed not to raise taxes—“Read my lips. No new taxes,” he had said during the campaign. By breaking that promise he had angered many in his own party. The bright and angry young Republican conservatives in the House, led by Newt Gingrich, had broken with him on that issue, and he had got the tax increase through Congress largely with support from the Democrats. But it would become a not-insignificant wound.

By the summer and fall of 1991, the polls had begun to show a potential vulnerability for Bush. His personal ratings still remained high, but there was a growing public restlessness about the direction of the economy and therefore of the country. The economy was turning into a slow-burning but eventually inflammatory issue for the incumbent. Several regions in the nation were suffering from a recession, and by the end of 1991, the entire country would be declared in a recession. One type of economy, a blue-collar industrial one, was coming to an end, and the new high-tech, digital one that would soon replace much of it had not yet arrived with sufficient impact to compensate for its predecessor’s decline. The Japanese were producing heavy-industrial goods of a higher quality than we were, and America’s industrial heartland was being called the Rust Belt. The budget deficit was growing larger every year, as was the trade imbalance with Japan. Ordinary people who did not usually monitor such economic trends felt squeezed and believed they were working harder and harder just to stand still. It was one of those moments in American life, despite the continuing growth of the postwar economy, when economics and politics converged because normally abstract economic numbers were becoming deeply personal.

Steeper had discovered in late 1990 and early 1991 that there were increasingly serious political problems stemming from what was a stagnant economy. The irony of the Gulf War was that it had momentarily changed the lead topic on the national agenda from a growing concern about the economy to pride in our newly manifested military might. That, of course, was of immediate political benefit for Bush, resulting in the quantum increase in his personal popularity. Yet his vulnerability on economic issues was there. Right before the Gulf War, despite the success of the administration in ending the Cold War, the responses to the most elemental question a pollster can ask—“Is the administration on the right track or the wrong track?”—had been disturbing. Steeper’s polls showed that roughly two out of three Americans thought the country was headed down the wrong track. Clearly there had not been much domestic political bounce to the amazing events that marked the end of the Cold War. But then came the triumph of the Gulf War. A mere two days into the fighting, a poll had shown a complete reversal of that most important index: two out of three Americans now thought we were headed in the right direction.

The Gulf War, however, had only temporarily obscured deep dissatisfaction in the country, particularly about the economy. That was new problem number one. Problem number two was that despite the warm and enthusiastic welcome accorded the returning troops, the Gulf War itself had surprisingly little traction. Yes, the country had sat transfixed for those few days, watching the television coverage released by the Department of Defense—video clips of high-technology bombs landing precisely on their intended targets. And yes, everything had gone not only as well as it was supposed to, but unlike most events in warfare, even better than expected. The entire country had fallen in love with the troops and their amazingly swift victory. If not everyone loves a sword, then almost everyone on the winning side loves a swift sword. But in truth, it was a war without real resonance. The actual land combat had lasted just four days, and it had been conducted by an elite professional army, thereby touching relatively few American homes. For much of the country it was a kind of virtual war, something few people were engaged in or had sacrificed for. Thus, like many things celebrated in the modern media, it was distant and oddly nonparticipatory; when it was over, it was over, leaving remarkably little trace. People had tied yellow ribbons to their mailboxes or gateposts as a sign of their support for those fighting, but it was very different, indeed, from the time during World War II when small flags with stars were displayed in windows to signify that a member of the family was in service, probably overseas and in harm’s way.

The different pollsters tracking George Bush in the period after the Gulf War, from March until well into the fall of 1991, found a steady decline in the president’s approval ratings, a decline, depending on the pollster, of some twenty or twenty-five percentage points. That was bad enough, but it was relatively easy to justify—after all, his ratings at the moment of victory in the desert had been almost unconscionably high. What went up that high certainly had to come down. Much more alarming was that people were again becoming mutinous over the economy, even as the aura of good feeling about the Gulf War was beginning to vanish.

The White House, for a variety of reasons, tended to cut itself off from that ominous trend. Steeper’s polls and those of other pollsters showed that much of the country, perhaps as many as 80 percent of those polled, thought the country was in a recession. But the president’s economic advisers—Michael Boskin, who was the head of the Council of Economic Advisers, effectively Bush’s own personal economist; Dick Darman, his budget director; and Nick Brady, his secretary of the treasury—all told him that the recession was over. Some of his political people were furious with that stance; they thought the economists were dead wrong and were underestimating a potentially destructive political issue in order to justify their past advice. Nonetheless, Bush, in the fall of 1991, went public and declared that the recession was over. That was a critical mistake; it put him in direct conflict with the way a vast majority of Americans felt on an issue that was growing ever more serious in the public mind.

This was the predicament of the Bush White House at the end of 1991. It had been Bush’s best year in office, yet a powerful political current was beginning to work against him. Furthermore, he was being given little credit for his considerable skill in negotiating the end of the Cold War. In fact, the end of the Cold War was now possibly also working against him, as the release from Cold War tensions accelerated the change in the primacy of issues, from foreign affairs, where the Republicans in general and Bush in particular had been the beneficiaries, to domestic affairs, at a time when the economy was soft and the chief beneficiaries on economic issues were the Democrats.

Among the first to spot this change was Fred Steeper. In December 1991, at exactly the time when the Soviet Union was breaking up and a once-feared adversary was losing its strength, he was holding a series of focus groups with ordinary citizens, trying to figure out how they felt about the issues that would face the Republican Party in the upcoming election year. The results were deadly. Not only was the primary issue the economy, not only did most ordinary people feel the country was mired deep in a recession, in contrast to what the president and his economic advisers were saying, but they were furious with Bush, who, they believed, was not that interested in them and their problems. Even more devastating, there were signs that it was already too late for him to right himself on this issue.

Because of these findings Steeper wrote a memo for his boss, Bob Teeter, suggesting the possibility of what he termed the Churchill Factor or the Churchill Parallel. At the end of July 1945, just after Germany had surrendered, a tired England had not even waited for the war to end in the Pacific before voting out Winston Churchill, its gallant and beloved wartime leader, whose bulldog determination had symbolized England’s strength and faith during Europe’s darkest hour, and replacing him with the obviously less charismatic Labor Party leader, Clement Attlee. (He is a modest man and has much to be modest about, Churchill once said of Attlee.) The British had believed that Churchill’s primary passion was defense and foreign policy, not domestic affairs, and they wanted someone who they thought would pay more attention to their postwar needs.

The same thing might now happen to George Bush, Steeper warned, and it was imperative that the president not bank too heavily on his foreign policy successes in the campaign ahead. The economy was hurting a wide range of people and becoming preeminent in their minds. Bob Teeter warned Bush of much the same thing. But the president was more confident, loath to move against his top people—his economists—and still content to believe their rosier economic forecasts. Thus, a critical election year would begin with Americans bothered by the state of the economy and yearning for benefits from the end of the Cold War, and with George Bush under assault from a Democratic challenger for paying too much attention to foreign policy and too little to domestic policy. All of this would take place as the Balkan state of Yugoslavia began to unravel with horrendous human consequences.



CHAPTER TWO

The campaign for the young Democratic presidential hopeful began in the fall of 1991 because, as much as anything else, he had nothing to lose. In the late summer and fall of 1991, the glow from the Persian Gulf War still existed, manifesting itself in George Bush’s unprecedented popularity. But it also had a formidable effect on the better-known potential candidates on the opposition Democratic side—for it helped suppress their desire to run against Bush. Thus for William Jefferson Clinton, the governor of Arkansas, if a presidential race was not exactly a lark, then there was little reason not to try. Clinton was aware that if he entered the race, he would be going against a relatively thin field. He was young enough so that if he did not win, he could chalk it up as a wonderful apprenticeship during which he had learned the landscape while surely at the same time impressing the national media and influential politicians with his abilities. At the very least, a good showing, and the chance to exhibit his political skills on a national platform could catapult him into leading mention as a vice-presidential nominee.

Others might have had doubts about Clinton’s talents and whether they measured up to a presidential campaign, but Clinton himself, at age forty-five, had none. He was bright and gifted, a natural politician, and he was absolutely sure of his abilities. Each increment of his career had taught him that he was as talented, or perhaps even more talented, than his peers, even though many of them might be better known because they came from bigger states with larger, more powerful constituencies, were far better financed, and, of course, had greater access to the media. He had been measuring his potential adversaries carefully over the years, and again and again had decided that his political skills and talent were superior to theirs, and he was aware as well that when he had met with the media giants who judged political horseflesh, he had always made a dazzling impression. Perhaps because he was the governor of a poor, small Southern state, their expectations were relatively low, and they came away with a favorable opinion of a young man who was so well-read, so knowledgeable and articulate about such a vast variety of issues, and whose attractive young wife seemed equally bright and knowledgeable. Clinton’s ability to charm big-time power brokers, whether in the media or in the party apparatus, might not yet be known nationally but it was hardly a secret to one person—Bill Clinton.

In general, Clinton himself and the men and women around him were rather optimistic about the possibility of a race—or at the very least a testing of the waters. That idea had been on the table with the governor, his wife, and their closest allies for more than four years. In the months preceding the 1988 campaign, he had seriously thought about it but had pulled back because of whispers about relationships with women other than his wife. But the idea had never been put aside. In 1990, Clinton had faced a difficult reelection campaign, but he and his advisers had in time fashioned a successful strategy and he had again won handily. The governorship safely secured, he; his wife, Hillary; his campaign adviser Frank Greer; Stan Greenberg, the pollster; and a few close friends had immediately started thinking about a 1992 presidential run, all of them quietly believing that Clinton was the most talented centrist Democrat around. Their meetings had started as early as December 1990, and they had grown more serious in the early months of 1991. But then came the Gulf War, Bush’s popularity shot through the roof, and even Clinton, with so little to lose, entertained doubts about taking on the race.

“Have you ever heard of the American people throwing out a president who conducted a successful war?” he asked Greer. No, Greer answered, he had not, but this was a very different, much more volatile age. Because of the force of modern media, the old rules no longer applied. Political tides changed more quickly and less predictably, Greer suggested. “But I didn’t even serve in the army and I was against the Vietnam War,” Clinton said. “I didn’t serve either and I was against it, too,” said Greer, who had helped run one of the antiwar moratoriums. Then Greer added, “And most of the country didn’t serve either.” Eventually, Clinton decided to enter the race.

Clinton’s chief political rival appeared to be Mario Cuomo, the governor of New York, he of the eloquent phrases and a big bloc of votes, a darling of those traditional Eastern liberals still longing for the cadences of the New Deal. Clinton appreciated the New York governor’s verbal skills, but he never thought of Cuomo as more talented than he was, nor in any way better at governance—who really knew how good Cuomo was at governance? he would say to friends. Cuomo might look like a marvelous candidate, but Clinton had a shrewd, intuitive sense of the self-doubts and limitations that might keep Cuomo from ever making a presidential run. Was it, Clinton had wondered, a great hidden fear of rejection, a man so proud that he could not bear risking this, the ultimate rejection? Besides, if the Cuomo candidacy did pan out and he got the nomination, what better fit for a New York Catholic of Italian origins than a bright, attractive, young Protestant governor from the South? But when Cuomo took himself out of the race, Clinton did not see anyone on the horizon whom he thought invincible, and that included George Bush. He might be the sitting president, but he did not, Clinton confided to close friends, strike him as having exceptional political gifts.

As he entered the primaries, Clinton was aware that he had little knowledge about foreign policy, and if he was going to get up to speed on it, he needed a foreign policy connection. So he hooked up in the fall of 1991 with a talented young man who was one of the few surviving Democratic gurus in the world of foreign policy, Tony Lake. The original link to Lake had come through a man named Samuel (Sandy) Berger, who had been an antiwar activist while in college, had worked in the 1968 campaigns of both Gene McCarthy and Bobby Kennedy, and had first met Clinton in the failed George McGovern campaign in 1972. Berger had thereafter worked for Lake in the Carter administration when Lake was the director of Policy Planning in the State Department under Cyrus Vance.

In 1991, Berger had a full-time job as a Washington trade lawyer, while Lake was at something of an impasse in his life. He was still relatively young by the standards of the foreign policy establishment, barely in his fifties, talented, extremely well-credentialed, and still a favorite of Vance’s. By the fall of 1991, he was teaching courses about contemporary foreign policy at several colleges in western Massachusetts, while at the same time working on a book, which did not seem to be going well. It was a book, as Lake described it, about the Democrats and foreign policy and “why we always screw up.” Berger made the connection between Clinton and Lake—suggesting to Lake that at the very least any time spent with this talented young Democratic politician might help him with his book.

Lake and Clinton first got together in Boston in the fall of 1991. Clinton, just beginning to test the political waters, was there to give a speech. Lake drove over from his farm in western Massachusetts for the meeting, and he was vetted first by George Stephanopoulos, Clinton’s bright, young, all-purpose aide, and Hillary Clinton. Only then, after passing muster, did he meet the candidate himself. Like almost everyone else who met Clinton for the first time, Lake was immensely impressed by his remarkable intelligence and the exceptional level of concentration he seemed to bring even to peripheral meetings. One of Clinton’s great strengths, it was to help him greatly during the forthcoming campaign. Though as governor of Arkansas he was technically still a small-timer, the politicians and media people usually sensed upon meeting him that he was a big-time player, as good as anyone they had ever seen.

The first time Clinton and Lake met, they spoke primarily about domestic matters, and Clinton was intrigued by Lake’s stories of how badly his neighbors in rural Massachusetts were faring economically. What struck Lake first about the governor was his intellect, and then his empathy, a word that would often be used to describe Clinton. The two men seemed to get on well, and Lake’s curriculum vitae—his dissent from American policies in Vietnam after serving as a young and eager foreign service officer there early in the war, culminating in his resignation from Henry Kissinger’s staff during the Cambodian incursion—was something that would pass the litmus test of both Clintons, who had been active in the antiwar movement. Lake was soon invited to come to Little Rock to consult with the candidate. En route on the plane, he sat next to an Arkansas woman who was deeply disenchanted with her governor and was quick to let Lake know why. When he later mentioned it to Clinton, he was impressed by Clinton’s immediate reaction—“Did you get her name?” It was retail politics at its most elemental, Lake decided.

Lake was not unhappy about being pulled back into politics. He was having trouble with his book, there was something of a vacuum in his life, and he was uneasy with the general drift of the country as voiced by some of his students who, in this new post–Cold War era, were arguing with him that foreign policy had lost not merely its primacy, but virtually all of its importance. This argument, which was bad enough coming from students, would be even worse when Lake heard it either from members of the Congress and the executive branch of the government. Besides, Lake liked the sheer talent of the candidate. You never had to repeat yourself with him. Foreign policy might not be his natural field, but he was nothing if not a quick study. Clinton, Lake decided early on, had an extraordinary intellect—one that was not always linear, though it certainly had a linear baseline. Clinton was well-read, but much of his intelligence, or certainly the most interesting part, was intuitive. His instincts on issues and people, Lake thought, were simply uncommon, and he had clearly learned long ago to trust them.

Somewhat against his will, for he had a rather Hamlet-like ambivalence, Lake discovered that he was being drawn into a Democratic presidential campaign. One of the pluses was that in the beginning it did not really seem like a full-time commitment. Clinton appeared to be a long shot, a talented young candidate, surrounded by bright young people, up against great odds. Besides, Lake was underemployed at the moment and he quite liked Clinton. Why not join him?

Helping to prepare a foreign policy speech, Lake was impressed by one additional aspect of working with Clinton. When he had prepared speeches for other candidates, it had always been about the bottom line—what was the sum position of the speech? With Clinton it was somewhat different; he went through the speech far more carefully than other pols, and Lake was intrigued by what he would say at the end of each paragraph: yes, I believe that, or, yes, I agree with that, instead of saying something to the effect that the audience would agree with it.

The first foreign policy speech, given at Georgetown, went well, and Lake was asked to stay on, which he did, working with Sandy Berger. The early days in New Hampshire were not, of course, easy, and foreign policy was hardly of the essence. “Those of us doing foreign policy were always aware that we were a wholly owned subsidiary of the campaign,” Lake later noted, “that is, we were very much apart from the center. The center was the economy, and we were aware that the campaign would be driven by one phrase: ‘It’s the economy, stupid.’ ” But Lake also knew that if foreign policy was no longer the defining issue in American politics, that if Clinton’s domestic political advisers were right about the importance of the economy and of domestic issues, they might be underestimating another critical element in any presidential campaign; the American people were, when they voted for a president, measuring him as a man who would become commander in chief.

That was a critical test, Lake believed, and one that Michael Dukakis had failed miserably four years earlier. The photo taken of him in a tank during the 1988 campaign wearing both a tanker’s helmet and a big grin had been a candidate killer; the Republicans had seized on it, running and rerunning it endlessly as a television commercial. New world order or no, candidate Clinton would do well to be aware that some old-fashioned tests were still out there. No one knew what crises lay ahead, and somehow in the mysterious process that took place inside the voting booth, there would be a moment when voters considered how the candidate might behave during an international crisis. Clinton had to pass that test. If he failed it, then no matter how well the other issues worked for him, he would lose.

Foreign policy was not a strength, either of the candidate himself or of his party, and was hardly at the center of his campaign. But Clinton would, it was decided early on, handle foreign policy by protecting himself on it without making it a major issue. If he got the nomination, which began to appear ever more likely after the New Hampshire primary, he did not want to be associated with Jimmy Carter or Michael Dukakis, both of whom seemed—though the former had once been elected, and Clinton had once coveted a place on the ticket with the latter—ghosts from Democratic disasters past. The Clinton people were aware of their candidate’s—and their party’s—vulnerability in foreign policy, but even in the wake of the Gulf War they believed Bush had his own vulnerabilities.

Clinton and his advisers like Lake decided from the start to neutralize Bush on foreign policy if their man got the nomination. “We would try and clinch him the way a boxer tries to clinch another boxer in the ring when he thinks the other boxer is stronger,” said George Stephanopoulos, a veteran of the Dukakis campaign. Added Lake, “We were also going to keep jabbing him, on the theory that if we were jabbing him, he would have a harder time hitting back at us.” Or as James Carville, Clinton’s top political strategist, so delicately explained the zeitgeist of the Clinton campaign, “It’s hard for somebody to hit you when you’ve got your fist in his face.”

The Clinton people studied the Bush record and saw—and this was particularly important to Lake—that he was most vulnerable on Bosnia, part of the old Yugoslavia, where the world was watching the beginning of what would become a human catastrophe. They would hit Bush hard on Bosnia and on China, where there were also human rights violations. That would be tailor-made, they believed, to put Bush on the defensive and show that they were tougher than the Democrats who had run in recent years. Their words on Bosnia would also show that Democrats need not be wimps. It might help win back Reagan Democrats who took issues like these seriously. They would also make the case for the importance of the domestic economy in terms of foreign policy: for America to be a leader and the most powerful voice in world affairs, its economy had to be made stronger.



CHAPTER THREE

Yugoslavia had started as the smallest of crises, a blip on the radar at a historic time when so much else that was taking place was so positive. The end of the Cold War inaugurated a period of almost unparalleled optimism, particularly in central Europe and most especially among the countries that had involuntarily been part of the Soviet Union’s empire for so long: Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. Finally, in countries where democracy had been suppressed for almost forty-five years, ordinary people were passionate about long-awaited democratic reforms and a chance at embryonic capitalism, which might provide a better material life, not only for their children in the future, but perhaps even for themselves in the present.

The one exception to the generally hopeful picture in the old communist world was Yugoslavia, where it was not so much democracy that had been suppressed—the Yugoslavs had enjoyed considerably more personal and economic freedom than the people of any other Eastern European country—but nationalism. The price of surface unity in Yugoslavia had been the forceful restraint of the great ethnic differences among the various components of this unlikely country, one that had been stapled together after the end of World War I, and where Serb Orthodox Catholic, Croatian and Slovenian Roman Catholic, and Bosnian and Kosovar Muslim lived in uneasy accord, an accord ensured by the authoritarian regime. In Yugoslavia as the Cold War ended, many non-Serb Yugoslavs were growing particularly nervous about Serb nationalism emanating from Belgrade. On a map of Europe that was otherwise full of bright promise, of people gaining greater freedom, Yugoslavia was the one country that cast a dark shadow.

By early 1990, it was increasingly clear that Yugoslavia would probably not hold together as a unified country. The forces of freedom that had come with the collapse of the communist empire and the destruction of the Berlin Wall had an additional and somewhat different meaning in many parts of Yugoslavia. In both Slovenia and Croatia, for example, it meant not merely freedom from Moscow and from communism, but freedom from rule by Belgrade. Both the Slovenians and the Croatians were anxious to leave the Yugoslav federation and become independent nations. At the same time, a virulent Serb nationalism seemed on the rise, and any move toward independence by any of the country’s former components might be used as an excuse for the Serbs to move against them. The most likely targets were Bosnia, perhaps parts of Croatia, and a part of the country that had almost unique historical significance for the Serbs—Kosovo.

In late February 1990 with Yugoslavia moving steadily toward what appeared to be a breaking point, Larry Eagleburger, then deputy secretary of state in the Bush administration and one of the most experienced American foreign service officers of the last twenty-five years, visited his old stomping grounds in Belgrade. He had spent eight years in Yugoslavia as a foreign service officer. He had been only thirty-two years old when he began his first tour of duty in 1962; and shortly after he had arrived, there had been a catastrophic earthquake in Skopje, the capital of Macedonia, which was a part of the federation. Eagleburger had taken over and directed the immensely successful relief activities, including the construction of an army field hospital in the city, thereby earning from the Yugoslavs the nickname Lawrence of Macedonia. His second tour had come in the late seventies, when Jimmy Carter was president and Eagleburger was named ambassador to Belgrade. He had been welcomed back as something of a national hero.

Now in 1990 he was returning again, this time as a senior administration official to deal with the internal tensions that had been escalating in Yugoslavia since the collapse of the Berlin Wall, and to try to reconcile, as one friend said, the irreconcilable. In part because he knew the terrain well, Eagleburger was, his close friends thought, quite reluctant to make this trip. He was unhappy about coming back to a place he knew and had once loved, and averse to dealing with explosive forces he wanted no part of as the nation seemed to be careening toward some kind of violent end. For he sensed that the kind of military commitment it might take to stop the violence on the part of the Western world, most notably the United States of America, was almost surely lacking.

But the pressure on him to give it one last try had been mounting for weeks, most of it from people in the American embassy in Belgrade. There it was believed that if any outsider had the authority and the leverage to make these people see what Westerners believed was a rational solution to their problems, it was their old friend Larry Eagleburger. He had been visiting some of the emerging democracies in Eastern Europe at the time, and arrangements were made for him to visit Belgrade as well. Privately he was quite ambivalent about the trip. There were several reasons, one of which was a commitment he had made to the Senate during his confirmation hearings several months earlier not to get involved in Yugoslav affairs. He had, during a relatively brief period out of government, served with Kissinger Associates, a high-powered, supremely well-connected lobbying and consulting firm, where he had made some minor representations for Yugoslav companies, including the maker of the ill-fated Yugo. The net value of his services was small, but there had been the possibility of a conflict of interest. Some of the attacks upon him were viewed by his friends as driven not so much by a genuine belief in that possibility, but by the fact that Jesse Helms, a powerful force on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, though like Eagleburger a Republican, was far to the right of Eagleburger and regarded him as Henry Kissinger’s man, a representative of the old moderate bipartisan foreign policy establishment, which, of course, he was. But a more important reason for his reluctance, some of his colleagues believed, was a prescient sense that things were not going to end well in Yugoslavia. He had just enough knowledge of the forces at work in both countries, Yugoslavia and the United States, to know that there was no conceivable happy ending to this story. Yugoslavia was heading into a downward spiral where the leverage of the United States was likely to be minimal. Besides, he already knew something that all the bright, idealistic, younger officers underneath him who were pushing for greater activism did not know, that the deal was done. The Bush administration had already made its decisions. So it did not matter which options appeared to be open, for in reality they were already closed.

Because James Baker, the secretary of state, was preoccupied with higher-priority issues, such as the evolution of the new Russia, the creation of a single, unified Germany, and events in the Middle East, once Eagleburger was drawn back into Yugoslavia, the issue was likely to remain in his permanent custody. That was not something he sought—an endlessly draining loser that offered few positive options. Some friends felt he had a sixth sense of the future. Yugoslavia would continue to unravel.

As he had suspected, it did not turn out to be a pleasant visit. Eagleburger met with almost every player in this mounting psychodrama. All the more powerful forces suddenly at play, unlike those in Poland, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, were heading in what the United States and others in the West would deem a negative direction. He had warned the Slovenes and Croats not to break away from the federation, but he sensed that his words had little weight. They were going to do what suited them and seek long-awaited independence. Then he had engaged in a long, hard session with Slobodan Milosevic, the shrewd, aggressive, jingoistic leader of the Serbs. Eagleburger was well aware that Milosevic had been deliberately fanning the rising ethnic tensions and exploiting them for more than three years as a means of enhancing his own power. Once the two men had been close, or relatively close for an American ambassador and a young, rising apparatchik in a communist country, and some in the embassy had thought of Milosevic, if not exactly as a protégé of Eagleburger’s, as one of his favorites. Milosevic was, it seemed, a bright young man on the rise who in Eagleburger’s eyes represented the new breed of Yugoslav leader, someone who could and would help navigate his country toward the more blessed shores of capitalism. As the head of one of Belgrade’s banks, Milosevic, in comparison with those who had gone before him, appeared to Eagleburger to be remarkably free of dogma. That would certainly turn out to be true—opportunism rather than dogma was at the heart of his every move.

There were, however, a number of Slobodan Milosevics. There was Milosevic One, the original, dutiful Communist Party believer. The man Eagle-burger had liked and had tried to take under his wing was Milosevic Two, the young banker flirting with capitalism. To the Americans stationed in Belgrade, tired of the old communist leaders with their closed minds and ideological mantras, Milosevic Two had seemed like the kind of man who was the hope for the future, a new kind of leader, a modern technocrat, more pragmatic, better educated, less bound by all the old communist orthodoxies. Or as one American said, “Our kind of guy, not one of the old brain-dead Tito hacks, but instead a guy you could go to a nightclub drinking with and he would order Scotch instead of slivovitz.” In the view of Eagleburger, the new generation of ascending leaders like Milosevic was simply smarter, quicker, and more open than the generation preceding them, which, Americans believed, had learned nothing since its leadership had come down from the mountains with Tito in 1945. The new technocrats had less to unlearn than their seniors, and Milosevic, quick, surprisingly facile, able to understand what Westerners wanted and the benefits of dealing with them, was clearly a rising star.

Then in more recent years as the communist world around him had begun to implode, Milosevic had changed again and started his ruthless exploitation of the latent and ever-potent Serb nationalism, playing in particular on Serbian fears of the Kosovo Albanians. That was Milosevic Three, the supernationalist Milosevic, a new and truly dangerous figure. No wonder that Eagleburger had not been eager to meet with his latest incarnation. The real Milosevic, it now appeared, represented a breed as old as time itself, a complete cynic who believed in nothing save his own rise to power, used situational ethics in all critical moments, and therefore was the principal author of the tragic chapter about to unfold in the history of Yugoslavia. While many other bright, new democratic leaders were coming to the fore in much of the former communist world, men and women who had paid a high price for their beliefs in the past and were now looking to the future, Milosevic intended to sustain the past by exploiting the ethnic hatreds that had existed in his country just under the surface for centuries.

The Milosevic and the Eagleburger who were about to meet in 1990 were very different from the two men who had met just two years earlier in the summer of 1988, when Milosevic Two was just beginning to morph into Milosevic Three. Few Westerners had yet detected the change. Eagleburger had come back to Belgrade for a brief visit, and Jack Scanlan, then the American ambassador and something of an Eagleburger protégé—he had been deputy chief of mission under Eagleburger when the latter was ambassador—took his former boss to see the Serb leader. Their meeting was one of genuine warmth and affection, two old friends exceptionally glad to see each other and discovering that they wanted the same things and were still in tune. But just a year later, it became clear that Milosevic Three had replaced Milosevic Two and was playing the most important role in tearing the fabric of Yugoslavia apart. By then, his tour of duty in Belgrade over, Scanlan was back in Washington, and he dropped by Eagleburger’s office to see his sponsor, who was deputy secretary of state. “Your friend Milosevic is beginning to cause a lot of trouble over there,” Eagleburger said. “But, Larry,” Scanlan answered, “I met him at your dinner table.”1

Now, in February 1990, summoned back to Belgrade, Eagleburger was not thrilled about meeting his former protégé. “I thought he was a liberal; he talked so convincingly about westernizing Yugoslavia’s economy,” Eagle-burger told another of his protégés, Warren Zimmermann, the American ambassador who had replaced Scanlan. “I just must have been wrong.” Zimmermann did not think Eagleburger had been wrong, just that Milosevic was a more flexible apparatchik than most, with a chameleon-like ability to adjust to different circumstances, and a remarkable lack of commitment to ideology, which had served him well in the rapidly changing political arena in which he had come to power.2 Eagleburger’s meeting with Milosevic was particularly heated. Milosevic insisted that he was being accused unfairly for everything that was going wrong in Yugoslavia. Why did the West always blame the Serbs? he asked. Look what has been done to us by our enemies over the years. It was a typical Milosevic performance, one that all too many Westerners would come to recognize in the following months and years. Of the things being done to the Serbs by others in the country, Milosevic was infinitely well-informed; of the many things being done to others by the Serbs, he always knew absolutely nothing but would be glad, if given the right information, to check them out.

There was no common ground. Eagleburger and Milosevic, once relatively good friends, could, like their respective countries, find no acceptable accord. The United States had sent its best player to play its best card, and it had not worked. There was no reward for stored-up goodwill or favors done in the past, nor was there any reward for appeals to Milosevic about the economic and political benefits of a more humane Yugoslavia, one that avoided human rights violations. The only thing that would catch Milosevic’s attention, Eagleburger suspected, was a cold-blooded threat backed by genuine military force.

On the second night of Eagleburger’s visit, Warren Zimmermann did something that, for an American in Belgrade, was groundbreaking. He invited about fifteen members of opposition groups representing the different ethnic factions throughout the country to a meeting at his residence. Invisible men became, for the first time, visible, people who had never been to the American ambassador’s residence came, and many who had never spoken before spoke freely that night. Some voices were for the dismemberment of the country, some for making it more of a true confederation, some for holding on if possible to the best of what existed. Eagleburger went around the room asking people what they thought was going to happen next. If years later the evening could be remembered for the warning signals of what was soon to come, it was also, in its pluralism, a reminder of what might have been. Louis Sell, the embassy’s political counselor, was intrigued by the diversity of it, but later the thing he recalled most clearly was the voice of the Slovenians.

When Eagleburger asked if anyone in the room favored the end of Yugoslavia as a unified country, Peter Jambrek from Slovenia was the only one to answer in the affirmative. He also said that his party, the noncommunist DEMOS, was likely to win the upcoming election in Slovenia, and that it would quickly move toward independence, both of which predictions would prove true. Then at the very end of the evening, Jambrek turned the tables and quietly asked Eagleburger a question: If we leave Yugoslavia, what will the United States do? At first Eagleburger was a bit taken aback; it was hardly a question he was eager to respond to. Finally, he answered that the United States hoped Slovenia would not leave the federation, but in the end we would not do anything to force the Slovenian government’s policies. Jambrek thanked Eagleburger for his answer.

It had not at first seemed like the highlight of the meeting, but almost ten years later, what Louis Sell, by then retired from the foreign service, recalled most vividly were Jambrek’s question and Eagleburger’s answer. The Slovenians, Sell remembered, unlike some of the others, had been polite and had not made a lot of noise, but they had got what they wanted, effectively a green light. The deed was done. Word of what Eagleburger had said spread like a brush fire throughout Slovenia, where it was viewed as the final step in the move to independence, for the Slovenians were already aware that the Germans, culturally, socially, religiously, and historically their allies, favored their independence. Nor was it likely to be a solitary act. Slovenian independence would trigger Croatian independence, which would, it was believed by many, inevitably trigger Serbian military moves against Croatia as well as against an extremely naked and vulnerable part of the federation, Bosnia. Thus the stage was being set for tragedy.

To Eagleburger the trip to Yugoslavia was immensely disheartening. When he returned to Washington, he was much chastened. “You guys told me it was bad and getting worse,” he told his aides. “Well, I want you to know that it’s much worse than anyone thought. It’s going to be much bloodier than we thought.” But it had been a small dark moment, a rare exception to the general mood in that region, where, because of the end of communism, almost all the news was good. The events in the Soviet Union and in Germany, not to mention Warsaw, Prague, and Budapest, were much more positive and were all viewed as far more important. Strikingly, in a book written by Michael Beschloss, the diplomatic historian, and Strobe Talbott, then the Time magazine Washington bureau chief, an excellent, almost minute-by-minute chronicle of critical events from 1989 to 1991 in Washington, Moscow, and Germany, there is only the most fleeting mention of Yugoslavia, and not a single mention of Slobodan Milosevic.

The Eagleburger trip to Yugoslavia marked, without anyone realizing it, the end of one era and the beginning of another. We had sent as able a man as the State Department had produced in the postwar era, and one relatively predictable question had revealed a complete lack of a policy for the future in that area. Perhaps there was a generational divide. Men like Eagleburger and many others in the administration he served had done extremely well in confronting previous crises and tensions, where for more than forty years those who wore the black hats were always clearly labeled—they were communists. But now these experts seemed to have trouble adjusting to a new kind of crisis, where the men wearing black hats in Europe were no longer controlled or driven by Moscow. They were just men in black hats capable of doing a great deal of harm. In this new era, evil was simply evil, albeit localized. It no longer bore a recognizable brand name that would cause Washington to spring to readiness, and where there would be large domestic American political constituencies pledged to counteraction. The talents and the experiences of the last forty years had left many senior national security people somewhat slow to spot a very different kind of crisis and ill-prepared to respond.



CHAPTER FOUR

The official unraveling of what had once been Yugoslavia began in late 1990, and every single participant in the drama, from all the different sides, seemed to be playing an assigned role. In Slovenia, Peter Jambrek’s DEMOS party, as he had predicted to Larry Eagleburger, won the election and a referendum in favor of independence in December 1990, and he announced plans to secede from Yugoslavia in late June 1991. The Croats immediately declared that they would follow the Slovenians.

So it began. The willingness of Slovenia and Croatia to leave the federation became, of course, the rationale for Milosevic to move against them—a brief little ten-day military flurry at the border against the Slovenians soon followed. The Serbs got a bloody nose, but that was of little consequence to Milosevic. Slovenia did not interest him greatly; there were not many Serbs there. Most assuredly it was not sacred ground. But the Serbs did covet a vast part of eastern and central Croatia called the Krajina, an area that resembled a snake about to coil and strike. Like much of the land in Yugoslavia, it was disputed terrain with a considerable number of longtime Serb residents, and Milosevic wanted it to be part of his Greater Serbia, which would also give him a chance to wrap his arms and his land around a region of the old Yugoslavia called Bosnia.

Skirmishes between Serb forces and local Croatian military units began to break out in the summer of 1991, and Serbs who had long lived in Croatia began to flee as the tensions rose and news of fighting in other towns spread. That became an even more powerful excuse for the Serbs to use the Yugoslav National Army (JNA) to attack that part of Croatia. The Serbs had from the very beginning been the dominant military force in the country. In the last few years, Milosevic had virtually turned the JNA, the third or fourth largest in Europe, depending on how you counted reservists, into a de facto Serbian army, moving out officers of other nationalities and promoting not just Serbs, but Serb officers who were in accord with his political ambitions.

The Croatians were poorly prepared for this opening phase of what would be a prolonged civil war (it would last episodically for four years), and the early Serb victories came quite easily. By the fall of 1991 the Serbs had two Croatian cities under siege, Vukovar in eastern Croatia, and Dubrovnik, the beautiful city on the Adriatic, much admired not only by the Yugoslav people, but by the many Europeans who had gone there on vacation because Yugoslavia, an attractive land with attractive people and an attractive soft currency, was a much cheaper package tour than, say, Italy. It was the brutal siege of Dubrovnik, the destruction of a city of historic reknown, that first brought the growing violence in Yugoslavia to the attention of the West.

As these early events unfolded, and as two parts of what had been a once-favored nation fought with each other, Washington essentially stood on the sidelines. The Bush administration was slow to act in Yugoslavia for two prime reasons. The first and more obvious was the ghosts of Vietnam, the immense resistance of the Pentagon to direct military involvement, the great fear of being sucked into a Balkan quagmire. As Larry Eagleburger, who was as important as any other high-level official in the decision-making—or the non-decision-making—of that time, later said, “When I thought of what might happen if we intervened, what I always feared was Vietnam—the tar baby. Something that started out small but kept growing.”1 But that was hardly the only reason, especially among the top civilian officials. George Bush, James Baker, the secretary of state, and to some degree Brent Scowcroft, the national security adviser, among others, had their own reasons for not wanting to get militarily involved on behalf of a breakaway part of a once sovereign nation. Not only were they exhausted from the complicated job of putting together the Gulf War alliance and overseeing the end of the communist empire in Eastern Europe, but the importance of dealing with Russia was constantly on their minds.

Thus a fascinating critical issue, which overshadowed the violence in Yugoslavia, came from a third country—not what was good for the people of Yugoslavia, but what was good for Mikhail Gorbachev and American-Soviet relations. Gorbachev was attempting to navigate his way through the difficult—indeed treacherous—period that came with the collapse of a once great empire. The stakes in his success as far as American policy makers were concerned were immense. That he wanted to keep Russia communist did not bother Washington at first, because the Russia that was evolving was essentially a defanged one. If Gorbachev was successful, it would mean nothing less than the end of a rival superpower and an entire forty-year era of terrifying nuclear tensions.

That consideration, therefore, dwarfed all other foreign policy issues. Washington would watch, with its fingers crossed, as Gorbachev tried to morph the Soviet Union into a new and somewhat more democratic incarnation, and above all a smaller, less adversarial one. It was the trickiest job imaginable, attempting to modernize and, indeed, even democratize an awesome, bulky, incompetent communist state that had never really worked—other than in its military and secret police operations. But the question for the Bush administration from the start had been, how far could Gorbachev go? What, in the opinion of his potentially powerful domestic enemies in Moscow, constituted Russian soil, and what parts of the old Soviet empire could be let go without paying too high a political price? What would Moscow do, for example, about Ukraine, a part of the Soviet Union and perhaps even of Russia that nonetheless thought of itself as historically independent? It was, Gorbachev was learning, a lot easier to build an empire than to hold one together. In addition, the pace of change tended inevitably to accelerate toward warp speed as different parts of the empire, their own independence long suppressed, looked around, saw changes elsewhere, and began to sense weakness in Moscow and demand their own freedom.

At a time when the first sure signs of the Yugoslav breakup became clear, and when American influence there might have been at its greatest, we were wedded to Gorbachev. The Soviet Union, and then eventually Russia, as far as Bush and the men around him were concerned, was like a baby in an oxygen tent, entering its new life tentatively and awkwardly. As that process took place, Yugoslavia was very much a peripheral issue in Washington. Already there were signs of the immense benefits to be derived from the change in Russian-American relations. Russia had been an invaluable ally in the Gulf War, with Gorbachev greatly angering his own military people, who were closely wedded to Saddam Hussein (Milosevic and much of the JNA were also pro-Saddam, and indeed the JNA flagrantly violated the United Nations arms embargo on Iraq). Moreover, with Gorbachev and Eduard Shevardnadze’s uneasy acceptance, Germany was on its way not merely to unification, but unification within NATO, a geopolitical coup unimaginable a few years earlier.

Thus, in the eyes of the top Bush people, Gorbachev’s political problems greatly outranked whatever signals were coming from Yugoslavia. Gorbachev feared the accelerating potential for breakaway provinces in his empire and the rage it would stir up among his more jingoistic enemies on the domestic right and in the military. That, too, had repercussions in our dealings with Yugoslavia. For America could not appear to back a breakaway province in Yugoslavia without setting a dangerous precedent for a Soviet Union and Russia that might also splinter apart. If the United States tolerated the birth of Croatia and Slovenia and recognized them, then we might have to recognize Ukraine as a newly incarnated nation and God only knew how many other parts of what had been the Soviet Union now yearning for their independence. They would surely point to our acquiescence—or sponsorship—of new nations in the Balkans. That might trigger uprisings against our new and suddenly most important friend. Therefore, at a time when our leverage was at a maximum in the Balkans, we tended to disregard reports that not only suggested the inevitability of a Balkan breakup, but perhaps its desirability if it was done under mandated international supervision. Our policy was not just, as some critics later decided, Serbo-centric, driven by a traditional diplomatic preference for Serbs rather than Croatians, Slovenians, or Muslims, and a belief that the real Yugoslavia was Serbian. It was, at that moment, Gorba-centric.

Then there were the military complexities that worked against any kind of involvement. By the fall of 1991, Croatia and Serbia were at war, with the Serbs the primary aggressors. That had been obvious during the prolonged shelling of Dubrovnik and Vukovar. The Serbs had attacked Dubrovnik with land-based artillery and with the guns aboard some of their naval vessels. They were, given the nature of the conflict, far better armed than the Croats but extremely naked to any enemy with first-rate technology, such as American or NATO forces. American retaliation, either by jet fighters and bombers or by ships from the Sixth Fleet, would have been a piece of cake. They could have taken out the Serb batteries in a few minutes and sunk any number of Yugoslav ships. The air and sea belonged, if we so wanted it, to NATO and the Americans.

To some civilians in State, ahead of the existing curve in sensing how murderous the intentions in Belgrade were and how much more murderous they might become unless we checked them soon, the equation was immensely tempting. They thought that Serb forces were historically overrated. After all, relatively weak Slovenian forces, made up primarily of a few well-armed policemen, had bashed the Serbs when Milosevic had made his early move on Slovenia. In Croatia the Serb victories had come only when they used vastly superior firepower against underarmed local militia; when contested by real opposition, they had performed with only the most marginal success.

Yet there was little in the way of a constituency, either in or outside the government, for taking military action against the Serbs. The State Department tended to be split, along hierarchical lines. At the lower and middle levels, younger people, less steeped in Cold War orthodoxies and reacting to the events on the ground, were pushing for some kind of action. At the upper levels, people were reacting to policy, to the political signals coming down from the administration and men like Eagleburger. Those signals were simple enough to read: minimize what was happening in Yugoslavia. More important things were on the menu, a presidential election was coming up, and the administration was in no way anxious to be drawn into military action in the Balkans. The Balkans, the administration line went, constituted a problem that the European nations were going to handle.

The American military was also wary of any commitment to Yugoslavia. General Colin Powell, the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and other senior people in the military saw Yugoslavia as a potential nightmare. They were confident of the initial success of any early American military moves. But since war tends to be a disorderly business that rarely follows a predictable schedule, they worried what would happen next. A quick American sea and air strike might prove effective against the guns shelling Dubrovnik, Powell and others in the Pentagon believed, but it would not leave the Serbs without the capacity to strike elsewhere, particularly at remote targets deep in the interior that would be a logistical horror for the West. A direct confrontation with the Serb-dominated Yugoslav National Army would be no problem. The American army, fresh from its stunning triumph in the Gulf War against the Iraqi army, was at a high point in its morale and confidence. The new high-technology weaponry had been an exceptional success in that war, and the military leadership—from the top right down to the NCO level—had demonstrated that the army had recovered from the troubled days of the Vietnam era. The people who were most enthusiastic about military intervention in Yugoslavia wanted to use American airpower against the Serbs to dissuade them from their aggressive path. But what bothered the American military planners was the what-if factor, a factor much neglected by the Vietnam planners.

What-if in this case meant what would happen if the Serbs suffered heavy initial casualties from our high-tech weaponry, but instead of folding their hand and bowing to pressure, acted like the proud warrior nation they were long reputed to be, broke their forces down into smaller guerrilla-like units, and used the harsh terrain to their advantage and continued to attack their neighbors? What if we then sent in ground troops and the Serbs assaulted the long, extremely vulnerable American lines of supply and communication? What if there were American casualties, perhaps not many, but enough to get the war on television: first the images of American soldiers where they had just been killed (or captured), and then images from some American small town of their funerals, accompanied by an interview with a grieving and angry parent who said he did not know why his son had been sent to die in so foreign a place?

What sometimes seemed easy on paper, the use of awesome American technology against smaller, poorly armed forces, was not so easy in reality when the smaller, poorer forces had the option of appearing and disappearing as they saw fit. Colin Powell had learned that in two painful tours of Vietnam, which was the defining experience of his life and where he had dealt on the ground with the ferocious military forces the civilians and his military superiors had so casually underestimated. That was a war that had taken place before the coming of CNN, the all-day news network that would immediately highlight—to be followed by the other networks—any American deaths and create ever greater doubt about American purpose. What some people in State saw as pieces of cake were never pieces of cake to Powell and the men around him, all of whom had gone through the same haunting experience in Vietnam. They had a visceral sense that the technology of modern communications had more than kept up with the technology of modern armaments and had made the sustaining of war and the taking of casualties in distant places far harder for civilian politicians in ways that they discovered only too late. A number of ratios had changed in modern warfare, especially in wars in distant lands. Not the least of these changes was the coming of instantaneous communications, which gave politicians something they did not always comprehend at first, a ticking clock, transforming a military equation into a more political one in which a critical factor would be our innate national impatience that might, eventually, undercut the military. Powell and others in the Pentagon believed that if we got entangled with the Serbs in some way, it might become like Vietnam, a distant, peripheral war for our people and politicians, but an all-encompassing blood war of survival for the Serb people and politicians. Powell did not see us being either more passionate or more patient about any conflict in Serbia than the Serbs were.

Years later some of the young men who had served at the median level in State during the Bush years, as well as some of the civilians who were part of the top level in the Clinton administration, would judge Powell and the military quite critically in this period, claiming that he had been wrong and had overestimated the potential for Serb resistance. But in truth, in 1991 and 1992 and even 1993, when these decisions were being made, no one knew if he was wrong or not. An equally large truth was that the civilian teams under Bush and Clinton never gave Powell the most important requisite of all for a green light: the belief that acting militarily in Yugoslavia was a high priority for American national security and that it was worth the price of implementation if the consequences, as often happened in cases of military intervention, turned out to be more severe than imagined. Under Bush, and again under Clinton, when the top civilians asked what it might cost to intervene militarily, Powell would show his lack of enthusiasm by giving them a high estimate, and they would quickly back off. The figure never went under two hundred thousand troops.

Nothing reflected the difficulty of a potential American military move more than did dealing with two of the cities that had first begun to penetrate Western consciousness, Dubrovnik and Vukovar. Dubrovnik, where the Serb assault had started in October 1991, was a tempting target and would have been easy for the West to defend. A beautiful city, the jewel of the Adriatic, it was under siege from Serb gun positions that would not have been hard to nail. But well beyond Dubrovnik, far removed from Western journalistic eyes, a much uglier assault was taking place upon Vukovar, a mining city in eastern Croatia some 180 tortuous miles inland, a place that was about as logistically difficult to reach as any officer back in the Pentagon could imagine. The siege of Vukovar, which was significantly harsher and crueler than that of Dubrovnik, had begun in mid-September. In terms of Serb atrocities, Vukovar was to be far worse than Dubrovnik and would stand as one of the early examples of what became known as ethnic cleansing.

Outwardly it was a small, quiet city on the Danube whose classic baroque architecture might, in a more peaceful time, have fascinated the few Western tourists who were hardy enough to make their way that deep into Yugoslavia. It appeared to be of little strategic importance to anyone in the world, and yet it was a good deal closer to Belgrade than Zagreb, the capital of Croatia, a geographical fact that placed it in jeopardy. Milosevic had a large army at his disposal, and Franjo Tudjman of Croatia did not, and so the Serbs pounded the city with artillery. Why they brutalized it so badly no one was ever quite sure, though some, knowledgeable about Milosevic, thought it was because the different ethnic groups had lived there together in rather easy accord, not unlike Sarajevo in Bosnia, a place where the old Yugoslavia had worked surprisingly well, and where the local Serbs had not rallied with adequate enthusiasm to his nationalistic ambitions. Punish Vukovar, Milosevic did. The siege of the city was one of the ugliest battles of the early days of the Balkan war, a battle that was not really a battle, since only one side had weapons. The Serbs surrounded it with heavy artillery pieces and simply hammered away for several months. By the time the siege was over in mid-November, Vukovar looked like one of those cities in eastern Germany that had had the misfortune to be in the way of the advancing Red Army during the final days of World War II. Its fine old buildings had been reduced to rubble. Like a growing number of towns in Croatia and many, many more to come in Bosnia, Vukovar had been the site of a massacre. When the Serb soldiers entered the city, they swept into the local hospital and executed all the people they found there, civilian as well as military patients. When Vukovar surrendered, the Serbs invited all the foreign journalists, long barred from the area, to lunch, roasted some pigs for them, then handed out—the ultimate insult—postcards of the old Vukovar.2

If one thing had changed at the highest levels of the Washington power structure, Larry Eagleburger noted years later, it was how both the State Department and the Pentagon differed some two decades after Vietnam. In the old days, Eagleburger believed, the Pentagon had tended to be gung ho about military involvement and brought a can-do attitude to all its endeavors, while State tended to be cautious. Vietnam had changed that—the army had gone in there and paid a high price both in blood and in its psyche. Now the roles were reversed. State had a number of activists among its younger officials, many of whom had come along after the Vietnam experience, and at the Pentagon most of the senior people were extremely cautious. There the memory of Vietnam was a little longer, because almost all of the top army people, unlike those at State, had served directly in that war and the experience had been a bitter one in almost all instances. The Pentagon had an all too personal understanding of what happens, first, when the architects of an interventionist policy underestimate the other side, and second, when so many of those in the political process who were its architects soon orphan their own handiwork and go on to other jobs, leaving the military to deal with a war that no one could get right.

The American military, therefore, remained dubious about military intervention in the Balkans, and that, in turn, meant that the Serbs became increasingly audacious. It was the start of what would become a well-known Milosevic (and Milosevic-proxy) dynamic: a quick military probe to see if there was any Western resistance, and if none, then an even more brazen assault.

Colin Powell and most of the top people in the Pentagon were not only unalterably opposed to any seemingly quick and easy flexing of American military might, a flash of airpower or sea power in places where it was convenient, they were also nervous about assuming any simple humanitarian role that might be poorly thought out, too open-ended, and might somehow draw the country into an unwanted combat commitment: Serbs attacking a small group of American troops ferrying refugees or supplies to and from a city under siege, the Americans suffering casualties, some Americans firing back, the Serbs reinforcing, the conflict escalating on its own, with what the Pentagon assumed would be unsympathetic coverage generated by television journalists both on location and back home. An interventionist policy might look easy, but the best-case scenario, as often happened in military matters, might turn into a worst-case scenario. If that happened, Powell and others like him believed, the army would be left holding the bag, while many of the other people in the bureaucracy would deftly distance themselves from the policy, something that had happened when Vietnam turned into a disaster.

To the military, therefore, the two cities that had come to the fore early on were always entwined: Dubrovnik would be easy to handle, the logistics made to order for the West, but Vukovar would be a military nightmare. As the Serb assault on the two Croatian positions began, the American commander in Europe, General Jack Galvin, an army four-star, was on the phone with Powell every day. Could you protect Dubrovnik? was Powell’s first question. Easily, Galvin would say. Silencing the Serb batteries would be a relatively simple task. Could you protect Vukovar easily? Not very easily—the price would go up. Then there was the question: Could you protect Dubrovnik, the easy one, and walk the hard one, Vukovar? That was a very different question. Galvin, stationed in Brussels and distant from the Washington-insider rumor machinery, sensed that some civilians were pushing hard for an attack on the Serbs at Dubrovnik—just set up seaborne counterbatteries to hit the Serbs, or use air force muscle or run ships in from the Sixth Fleet to clear out the Yugoslav navy.

But the proponents of action, Galvin felt, never took into account the steps left open to the Serbs in the more distant reaches of the country. Like Powell, he believed, as he would later say, that you could not just put your toe in. Galvin was a highly decorated veteran of Vietnam, thoughtful, judicious, much admired by almost everyone who dealt with him, a man both tempered and strengthened by Vietnam, and he agreed that if you put in your toe at Dubrovnik, the foot would inevitably follow, and if the foot was in, the rest of the body might also be pulled in. If we went in, who was with us? How far would our allies go? Where was the Congress and where would the media be?

In Galvin’s mind, doing Dubrovnik demanded doing Vukovar as well. But if that happened, the Serbs might readily take the initiative in other distant places. They would have at least as many options as we did. Galvin had a clear understanding of the ambivalence in Washington about intervention in Yugoslavia because Powell, who read Washington better than any other senior military figure in years, would pass the word on to Brussels. It was, thought Galvin, absolutely fascinating to get a sense of the byplay. What made Powell so good, in Galvin’s opinion, was that he had a feel for what was real in Washington and what existed only on the surface. There was a pseudopolicy driven by today’s headlines and film clips, and the spin that an extremely agile spokesman could put on the administration’s view of these events, as opposed to long-term policy goals that emanated from deep within the administration and the bureaucracy—Washington’s own unspoken but important truths. Powell knew when the rhetoric was all posture and when it represented something real. He knew when a proposed policy was a kind of trial balloon, even an unconscious use of a trial balloon, something inflated in the uncomfortable vacuum of an absent policy, and when, in contrast, it reflected well-considered policy agreed upon by most of the decision-making apparatus. Powell seemed to symbolize a Pentagon that was adamant against any interventions. Only one member of the Joint Chiefs dissented from him, General Merrill (Tony) McPeak, the air force chief of staff, but his dissent was marginalized because Powell was so dominating a figure at the JCS resulting from his unique post-Vietnam personal stature, enhanced as it was by the Gulf War victory, his remarkable skill in dealing with all facets of the Washington political world as well as the media, and because his bitter feelings about the careless civilian decision-making in Vietnam were shared by almost all the other members of the JCS. McPeak alone thought we could use air power effectively, if not decisively, to limit what the Serbs were doing in Bosnia.

McPeak had been a last-minute addition to the JCS on the eve of the Gulf War, when the then incumbent, General Mike Dugan, had held what was considered to be an intemperate press conference in Riyadh that offended both the civilians and the brass back in the Pentagon in multiple ways, most notably his statement that the American people would support this war until the body bags began to come home. Dick Cheney had fired Dugan, and Powell had chosen McPeak as his successor. In comparison with his peers on the JCS, McPeak was very much a Bosnian activist. America was a great power, standing well above all the other military powers in the world, he believed, and if you were a great power, then on occasion you had to use your power. Certain crises—and to his mind the brutality in Bosnia had turned that crisis into a small-scale Holocaust—demanded action. If America did not act with its unique military dominance in a place like that, then what other country would, and on what occasion? he wondered. McPeak did not necessarily believe that airpower alone could do it, but he thought the skilled use of contemporary airpower might play an important role and put the price of Balkan imperialism up much higher for the Serbs. We could easily take out their artillery positions and headquarters in Bosnia, disrupt their lines of communication, take out a number of bridges and thereby limit their ease of entry into the country, and hit their weapons and ammunition storage sites. At the very least, we could even out the battlefield for the opposing indigenous forces and quite likely compel peace negotiations.

McPeak also believed that the air force had come into its own during the Gulf War, and that for the first time in its history, it was a force unto itself with its own munitions capability, no longer dependent upon munitions designed by other services. In World War I, he liked to muse, it had been so bad that the early bombing runs were made by pilots dropping previously unexploded, dud artillery shells over the side of their planes in order not to waste any good ammunition. That pretty well summed up the service’s past, he thought. McPeak realized that all his peers on the JCS—as well as members of the Joint Staff who were going over to the Hill to testify—were saying that airpower used alone was a bad idea, that traditional pre–Desert Storm doctrine still held. But he disagreed. He thought that confining the use of military force only to those situations where America’s strategic interests were directly threatened was far too limiting for a great power, almost handcuffing the top civilians and the military if carried to its logical extreme. It also excused us from taking any responsibility in what seemed to him to be the most likely kind of crisis now facing America—the implosion of countries in the post–Cold War era. A great power, he believed, had to be prepared to act in more ambiguous circumstances.

McPeak was very admiring of Powell, who was a neighbor and personal friend and had appointed him to his chair. He thought Powell was, in his own words, the most effective public servant he had ever dealt with in or out of uniform. But there was one difference between McPeak and many of the senior army officers he knew. McPeak believed that he and others in the air force had been less damaged by Vietnam than the army. Certainly, he and his peers who had flown there (he had flown more than one hundred sorties over Laos and North Vietnam) had been frustrated by what they felt were appalling rules of engagement, and they had often taken fire from places along the Ho Chi Minh Trail that were outside the zone of returnable fire. But the burden of combat for the air force had been carried by an elite officer corps. There had been no widespread smoking of dope or fragging of officers as he believed there had been in the army. Morale had never deteriorated within his service. They had lost men and overcome bitter frustrations, but somehow it had not gone as deep or as corrosively into the bloodstream of the air force as it had into the army, he thought. Many of the army people, he felt, had returned from the war deeply hurt, almost emotionally wounded, as if there were an element of personal humiliation in what had happened that greatly affected the army’s view of succeeding crises. If the president wanted to do something in a place like Bosnia where war crimes were taking place, McPeak had come to believe, then he had a right to try. But among the army people, particularly those involved in Vietnam, he sensed a need to talk him out of it.

McPeak made his dissent within the Pentagon starting in 1992. Both his bosses in the Bush years, Cheney and Powell, were against using airpower, and in the early Clinton years, Powell remained McPeak’s boss. He did not go public with his doubts. It was not in his mind an issue where you threw yourself down on your sword. No one criticized him for his opinions. The general view of his dissent was that of senior army people, who thought he was speaking for the air force, and the air force had always overestimated its military muscle, in World War II, Korea, and Vietnam; and because McPeak was an air force man, he had an institutional justification for pushing airpower. He, in turn, thought privately that the other Joint Chiefs had an institutional bias against using airpower as the sole or at least the primary weapon. When McPeak made the arguments on behalf of what airpower had done in the Gulf War, discussing the amazing accuracy of the bombing runs—an accuracy that two years later was even more precise—they had all argued back that because Iraq was a desert, the targets had been easy; they virtually stuck out, asking to be hit. He could not persuade them that the weaponry would in most circumstances be just as accurate in the Balkans.

When the issue came up of whether we could do anything in Bosnia, McPeak said simply, yes, we could do something. We could use airpower and make things difficult for the Serbs, make them pay a high price for their incursions into Croatia and Bosnia. But his colleagues argued that airpower would not be decisive because the terrain was so difficult and the weather would be so much worse. They also argued that some risk would be attached. Planes might be lost, and CNN or some other network would seize on any fatalities. To that there was no counterargument. McPeak’s dissent was never angry or especially heated, but he made no progress and picked up no other votes. Though he never went public, it became known that he was making the air-power-alone argument, and he was on occasion described in the media as the mad bomber. He understood the equation was stacked against him. “I was on the short end of a lot of five-to-one votes,” he said later. Powell, he decided, simply had no intention of intervening in Bosnia. Powell did not like the lay of the land in either Yugoslavia or Washington. McPeak thought Powell’s own description of himself as a reluctant warrior was a healthy one; warriors at that level should be reluctant. But McPeak also felt that the world had changed and that sooner or later the military would have to figure out how to use the forces they were being paid so much for—a ticket of $275 billion a year in the budget—in smaller wars, and that the current doctrine was simply too rigid.

Powell apparently believed that an air campaign in the Balkans might turn out to be unending and we would get bogged down. Again McPeak did not agree. He thought we could be effective with airpower at a relatively low cost and in a relatively short time. In this continuing debate, the weapons were new but the arguments were old. The other services distrusted the confidence of the air force men about what they could do. Powell, like many army men who had fought in Vietnam, was particularly distrustful. Or as he said after one meeting in which a civilian had extolled airpower as a dominating instrument for stopping Slobodan Milosevic, “When I hear someone tell me what airpower can do, I head for the bunker.” At this time no one was giving Powell a sense of anything approaching a consensus in Washington for serious military action against Yugoslavia. One reason he had always put the number of troops needed to do the job so high—over two hundred thousand—was not necessarily that he felt it would take many. It was a test for the civilians: How much do you really want this, how high a price are you willing to pay? Are you willing to cover worst-case-scenario possibilities? It was as if he were asking how much do you love me, and the troop figure were a symbol of how much love the civilians really had to provide.

No one in the Bush administration at a high level was eager for any kind of commitment like that. Yet one of the many ironies of what was taking place in the Balkans was that the Bush administration, unlike the Clinton administration, which succeeded it, was in no way short of people seemingly knowledgeable about Yugoslavia. Both Brent Scowcroft, the national security adviser, and Larry Eagleburger had served there, Eagleburger for eight years, Scowcroft as a military attaché for one tour. They were to some degree well-informed and knew a good deal about the nation that had once existed, if not of the polyglot society that was now erupting into armed conflict. In fact, Eagleburger noted years later, one of the principal criticisms leveled at both of them by those younger and more proactive was that they knew too much about Yugoslavia and were therefore too fearful of what the Serbs might do if we responded militarily. Perhaps, Eagleburger added, there was some truth in that criticism.3

Both Eagleburger and Scowcroft had some limited sense of the violence that might take place, one ethnic faction against another. They were aware of the dangers inherent in any military commitment there, and of the harsh quality of the terrain. They knew the hatreds that would drive the violence, Serb against Muslim, Croat against Serb, Muslim against both, were historic and had existed for hundreds and hundreds of years. “A very tough, nasty neighborhood,” Scowcroft would say in private. Eagleburger, in particular, found himself deeply ambivalent about events in Yugoslavia. He hated not just the dissolution of a country he had loved, but also the ferocity on the part of those who had once been his friends. He had assumed that there would be some level of violence, as Serb struck against Croat and vice versa, and as one or the other moved against the Bosnians. But he had expected a more traditional kind of violence, the kind that took place on the battlefield, and where eventually some sort of settlement could be reached because the respective parties had exhausted themselves militarily. He was aware that the two people above him, George Bush and James Baker, for a variety of reasons, wanted to make no additional military commitment, not immediately after the Gulf War, and that the Pentagon might be the most skittish and conservative of all. It was his job, however, to defend the administration’s inaction, and he was fond of quoting Bismarck on the Balkans, that they were not worth the life of a single Pomeranian grenadier; and Eagleburger would sometimes add that nothing could be done until the various parties to this historical hatred had killed each other off in sufficient numbers.

Scowcroft, who met with Bush every day and often several times a day—there had probably never been a national security adviser so close to a president and so tuned in to him—thought the breakup of Yugoslavia posed a dreadful dilemma for the president. Scowcroft was at once wary of the terrain and wary of being pulled into the middle of so ancient a struggle, but he also had a sense that something terrible was happening. Torn in two directions, he found himself pondering the use of force more seriously in the summer of 1992 as the worst atrocities in Bosnia became known. Though he was originally an air force man, he was quite dubious that airpower alone could end the violence. If we intervened with airpower and it didn’t work, what then? What would the next step be? Without answers to those questions Scowcroft found his own voice muted.

In the last year of the Bush presidency, a time of ever crueler events in Yugoslavia, of ever more barbarous Serbian acts inflicted upon its former partners in Croatia and particularly upon Bosnian Muslims, Scowcroft had to bring the latest news from the Balkans to the president and discuss it with him. It was important, Scowcroft believed, to remember the context of that moment. The Americans had just finished up the largely successful Gulf War, but it had been an exhausting, complicated political process, putting together and then holding together the alliance and the immense force necessary, steering the package through the Senate, getting and keeping the Pentagon on board, and making sure that the Israelis, in their anger over Scud missiles, did not go off on their own and break up the fragility of the new alliance. Scowcroft knew it had been an immensely draining experience for Bush. He also knew that no president wanted to go to war—on any sizable scale—twice in one term.

When Scowcroft briefed the president, he always felt Bush’s sense of distance on this issue. The president would seem puzzled about the complexity of the Balkans, asking again and again which side was which, who were the Bosnians, who were the Bosnian Serbs, who were the Bosnian Muslims, who were the Kosovars, and who were the Croats and the Slovenians. To Bush it was obviously an odd country, one where the forces that divided people were so much more powerful than the ones that united them. It clearly confused him, all these disparate places, strange names, and different ethnic groups who were supposed to be one country but clearly were not—Bosnian Serbs, Bosnian Muslims, Albanians, Macedonians, Montenegrans.

There was a ritual to their briefings. Bush would be reading the foreign intelligence reports on Yugoslavia, look up, and ask Scowcroft, “Now, tell me again what this is all about.” Then Scowcroft would go through the details of the conflict, describing the different parties involved, why they hated each other, how deep these hatreds were, who was a threat to whom, and who had inflicted the latest outrage on which group. The more Scowcroft talked, the more the shadow of perplexity seemed to come over Bush’s face. It was clear, Scowcroft thought, watching the president struggle with the complicated ethnic rivalries that were driving the conflict, that if Bush himself could barely understand the differences and the issues, how could ordinary Americans understand them? How then could Bush justify sending their sons and daughters to a place so far away, with towns whose names were so difficult to pronounce, for a cause that was so perplexing even to him? By contrast, the challenge in the Gulf War had seemed infinitely simpler. One country had invaded another. A border had been crossed. The balance of power in the Middle East might change if the Iraqis had access to Kuwaiti oil and could thereby continue to arm themselves at ever more excessive levels, thereby intimidating their neighbors. America’s technological weaponry was likely to be effective in the desert. All of that had been easy for Bush to understand, and thus, he believed, for the American people to understand as well. Not so Yugoslavia.

So at the very top, the most important person of all did not want to buy in. In the case of Kuwait, the intervention had been driven from the start by the president. The Pentagon had not been eager for a military operation there, nor had Jim Baker. Both in Panama and in the Gulf, tough and flinty as he might seem to outsiders dealing with him in different high-level meetings, Baker did not like to choose force. It was Bush who was outraged by what the Iraqis had done and brought the bureaucracy along with him. But Yugoslavia did not fit into his existing geopolitical mind-set of where America could and should use its power. It sounded like the most complicated kind of civil war imaginable, much of it within the recognized boundaries of an existing nation-state, with no easy mission or exit strategy, and with unusually high possibilities of things going wrong according to the people he respected the most, his military men. Bush’s resistance to intervention was immediate and constant.

That attitude—how difficult a call it might be—permeated even those who tilted slightly toward intervention. To respond and limit Serb aggression, Scowcroft once told Zimmermann (who would eventually make an appeal for the use of force), you had to be ready to send in ground troops. No one was anxious to do that, certainly not in an election year, and certainly not in the numbers the Pentagon was talking about.4 That figure varied—sometimes it was two hundred thousand and sometimes it was even more—but the numbers were always big. There was, in addition, much talk about the difficulty of the terrain, and how the Yugoslav partisans had tied down so many German troops during World War II. At one point David Owen, the former British foreign secretary, appointed to be one of the peace seekers in the region in 1992, and hearing how many German divisions had been tied down by the partisans—was it only twenty-five divisions or as many as thirty-six?—did a check and found out that it was only six, still not insignificant, a figure of around one hundred thousand men.5

Every time they looked at Yugoslavia, experience had taught the military planners that they could not think in terms of airpower alone. Only illusionists (and top air force generals), they believed, thought that could solve the dilemma. Most of these men, going back to Korea where airpower was more valuable tactically than strategically, and particularly in Vietnam, where its shortcomings had been all too apparent, had come of age aware of its limitations. That was especially true of the Pentagon’s leading generals, like Powell, all of whom had served one or two terms in Vietnam and were skeptics about airpower as a cure-all. If it proved ineffective, then we might need to deploy ground forces, and then we would begin to be gradually sucked into a full-scale war. Just like Vietnam.

The most telling line on what American policy would be in Yugoslavia had been delivered by Jim Baker after an unsuccessful trip to Yugoslavia in late June 1991, in a desperate attempt to keep the country from breaking up. It was hardly his kind of mission, for those who had studied Baker carefully over the years had learned that he did not lightly seize on issues that had the almost sure look of losers. He was not fond of difficult, dangerous places, filled with bitterly aggrieved people who presented political and human questions that, if not exactly insoluble, were as close to that as you could get. Questions like that tended to be handed off to deputies, in this case Eagleburger, whose terrain it ought to have been anyway by dint of his two tours of duty there and the alleged affection the people had for him.

Baker’s trip to the Balkans was one of the most unrewarding of his professional career, worse, he later said, than dealing with the leaders of the competing forces in the Middle East, who, he had decided long ago, left a great deal to be desired as listeners. He had patiently pointed out all the many reasons why the varying Yugoslav leaders should follow the advice of the United States and the Europeans and not inflict a suicidal war on each other, and he noted the obvious economic consequences if they went ahead. It would be a disaster for a region already desperately poor. Baker also noted that he held the proxies of all the European nations. That mattered not at all. It was as if he were speaking to the deaf. No one, least of all Milosevic, paid any attention to him. Baker left Yugoslavia angry and frustrated, feeling, his close aides believed, that these Balkan leaders had no earthly sense of what was good for them. Why waste rational words on irrational people? Why waste your breath? What happened there, he seemed to think, was what they deserved, and we should wash our hands of the whole thing.

After that, the administration’s policy in the Balkans, as articulated by Baker in terms that ordinary Americans would readily understand, was “We don’t have a dog in that fight.” It was a good phrase, but there was a danger, critics of the administration believed, that it summed up the Bush-Baker view of the entire new turbulent post–Cold War world, a place that was so messy, with so few choices that were positive rather than negative, that it was better, all in all, simply to ignore them.



CHAPTER FIVE

The irony of the Gulf War victory was that quite possibly the wrong branch of service and the wrong military leaders had been celebrated at its conclusion. American ground troops led by their armored units had humiliated an allegedly mighty but now bedraggled Iraqi army, and the final and most permanent images of that war were of pitiful Iraqi prisoners stretched out as far as the eye could see. The sight was so pathetic to much of the world that the war’s architects decided to terminate it more quickly than they might normally have, fearing the negative consequences such scenes might have when they were shown in the Arab world. The final impression of the war was that it had been a singular victory for ground troops, and the two heroes who emerged had both been army men, Norman Schwarzkopf and Colin Powell. Some analysts, however, believed that the victory belonged more to the air force and the advent of its new precision-guidance munitions and highly sophisticated delivery systems.

If one man was responsible for this most original aspect of the Gulf War, these analysts believed, it was a brilliant but little-known air force strategist, Colonel John Warden, called affectionately by some of his junior officers (but not to his face) Mad John. If one of the newsmagazines had wanted to run on its cover the photograph of the man who had played the most critical role in achieving victory, it might well have chosen Warden instead of Powell or Schwarzkopf. Moreover, they believed that although what had taken place in the Gulf War was merely a beginning, it marked a decisive change in the nature of America’s air strategy that now allowed the nation to maximize its use of these supremely sophisticated new weapons. Precision-guided weapons, in their embryonic stage in Vietnam, had come of age in this war, and America was obviously far and away the leader in their production and use. Thus America had been catapulted into a potential position of unmatched military power—short of nuclear weapons—that had never before existed in the post–World War II era, and the consequences of this unprecedented power might be far-reaching in both political and military terms.

A large coterie of senior military officers had watched the unique progress of the high-technology air campaign in the first five weeks and were convinced that the war was effectively over before ground forces joined the battle, the Iraqi army already battered to the point of disintegration by the unprecedented use of airpower. But the forty-three-day air campaign had lacked faces and humanity, while the ground war had given the American people what they wanted: faces and a final visual—and very palpable—victory. As a result, a truly revolutionary moment in modern warfare might have been significantly underestimated, not just by the public at large, but by many civilians who were in charge of national security, and quite possibly by some senior military men.

At the time of the Gulf War, Warden was the head of a top-secret air force group working inside the Pentagon known as Checkmate. He was considered by some military experts to be an important figure, emblematic not just in the air force but across the board among a younger generation of officers eager to adjust military thinking, planning, and structure to the uses of the new weaponry. The principal opponents of Warden’s radical ideas turned out to be not, as one might expect, army men or even civilians, but senior officers in his own branch of service, especially the three- and four-star officers who dominated much of air force strategy and theology and came from the Tactical Air Command (TAC). They had a much more conventional view of the order of battle and believed that airpower was there to support the army on the ground and to interdict enemy forces. They despised Warden and his ideas, a hostility that never lessened.

In preparation for Desert Storm, Schwarzkopf had immediately requested an air plan, and from the moment Warden took on the assignment, he had a number of powerful enemies in the Washington area and particularly in TAC, where he was known as a maverick who was assaulting the orthodoxy of his own profession. The TAC people were influential within the air force, constituting, one officer said, a powerful mafia all its own. Normally the request from Schwarzkopf would have gone to Lieutenant General Jimmie Adams, air force deputy chief of staff for plans and operations, another old-fashioned TAC strategist. But Adams was away on leave and the request was funneled to Warden. The difference in their respective philosophies could not have been greater. Adams and the other senior TAC officers wanted to use the new weaponry in the traditional manner, supporting American ground forces and interdicting enemy armies in the field. They viewed Warden as both too radical and too theoretical. Warden, in turn, saw them as men from another century who did not understand the possibilities that the new generation of weapons offered strategists.

An iconoclastic officer who had graduated from the Air Force Academy in 1965, Warden had flown fighter planes and aerial reconnaissance missions in Vietnam and had left there immensely frustrated by what he believed was the misuse of airpower. When he thought of Vietnam, what he remembered were the castrating rules of engagement. Enemy trucks parked along borders of the Ho Chi Minh trail, their lights still on, were targets that he and his colleagues were not allowed to hit until they started down the trail, by then with lights off. He recalled with some bitterness his farewell dinner in Thailand, when he had gotten up and said he never wanted to be part of anything like that again. He thought it was immoral—not the war itself, fighting the North Vietnamese, but the way we had fought it, with so many restraints. His fellow airmen gathered at the party were all in agreement and cheered him enthusiastically, although an army special forces captain, misunderstanding what he had said about the immorality of the war, later challenged him to a fistfight outside the restaurant.

By the mideighties, when he was in midcareer, Warden was considered brilliant, truly innovative, and equally difficult, a man who did not know how to stay within the chain of command. He burned so brightly with his own ideas, was so sure that he was right on every issue, that he rarely listened to those who dissented from him. Another of his nicknames among his peers was “Right Turn” Warden because if he had a compelling idea and a superior rejected it, he simply took a right turn and went to the next higher level. Failing there, he would take yet another right turn and go to the next higher level, infuriating in the process a long line of his superiors. Predictably, the system hated him, although isolated, young iconoclastic officers working inside the system and often frustrated by it thought he was one of the most original thinkers in the service. But even an admirer once noted that Warden had no sense of proportion. Convinced of his rightness in all matters, he would argue as hard on some small, peripheral issue as on a matter of global strategy and refuse to back down. He had commanded a wing very briefly in the eighties in Germany, but it had not gone well. His subordinates had chafed over his edicts that women on the base had to wear dresses instead of pants at the PX and the various clubs, and over parking privileges. His tour as a wing commander was cut short.

To the TAC people the air force was for pilots, and pilots flew, and if you did not fly, if you wrote or planned, you were not really an air force man. You were somehow outside the culture, not really one of them. Their disdain for Warden was palpable, but somehow he managed to survive inside the system, always able to find one important sponsor who would harbor him on the lee side of the bureaucratic storms where the traditionalists could not get at him. At the start of the Gulf War, that role was played by General Mike Dugan, the air force chief of staff, himself soon to be fired by Dick Cheney for what were considered to be outrageous statements made on the eve of the war. Warden had been preparing for a war like this long before Iraqi soldiers crossed into Kuwait. In the seventies and especially the eighties, as the technology of modern munitions had become increasingly sophisticated, he had worked on a strategy that would give the United States (and the air force), both leaders in this new high-technology game, the maximum effect from such innovative weapons and technologies. The problem with most senior military strategists, air force or otherwise, Warden believed, was that when given what were virtually brand-new weapons with brand-new capabilities, they tended to use them with the old strategies, thus to no small degree neutralizing their full potential.

That was more true than ever with the coming of Stealth fighters and precision-guided bombs. Most senior TAC officers had been trained to think of airpower as a formidable weapon of attrition in case we fought the Soviets in a land war in Europe. In that eventuality, we would arm our Stealth fighters with these amazingly accurate weapons and use them to interdict Soviet troops and matériel on their way across Eastern Europe. Warden could barely contain his contempt for that strategy as a misuse of energies.

Instead he eventually came up with his own strategy, based on the modern state’s unusual vulnerability to these new weapons. The more modern the state, the greater its dependence upon electrical power, communications systems, sources of petroleum, and transportation systems, then the more it was endangered by this kind of warfare. With the accuracy of modern airpower it was possible to paralyze the modern state by taking out its central nervous system, as if quickly and swiftly injecting it with a temporary poison that stilled its capacity to function both militarily and otherwise as a state. Moreover, it could be done with limited risk on the part of American forces, it caused limited collateral damage given the amount of munitions dropped, and it even caused comparatively limited physical damage, or at the least, the physical damage could be fairly accurately controlled. With this strategy you could harm the people who had started the war, not the poor grunts whose misfortune it was to be soldiering out in the field.

Warden understood that because of the immense success and dynamism of the American domestic economy and the great strides in computer and satellite technology, the United States was far ahead of the rest of the world in its techno-military progress and that these advances accrued primarily to the air force, perhaps a little to the navy with the cruise missiles, and very little to the army. By the late eighties, these advances had been taking place for some twenty years, incrementally increasing the degree of accuracy until what existed was nothing less than a quantum change. We could now, he believed, use airpower as no nation had ever been able to do in even the recent past, and we even had a remarkable new delivery system for these precision-guided bombs, the F-117 Stealth fighter (actually more a small bomber than a fighter), which was largely immune to radar detection.

Warden saw the enemy as a bull’s-eye on a target, with five concentric rings around it, and inside each ring something of high value to the targeters: the power grid, the military communications system, the fuel supplies, the normal communications system, which was ancillary but almost as important as the military communications system, and the transportation systems, both military and civilian. You could, he believed, paralyze an enemy and bring him to the table without destroying his people. When he finally presented his plan first to General Schwarzkopf and then to General Powell, it was notable for the primacy of its assault upon the Iraqi political and military communications systems, and its almost complete indifference to the Iraqi army in the field, which he, unlike the two army generals, saw as being of little consequence once the Iraqi central nervous system was numbed. Adjustments were eventually made at Schwarzkopf’s and Powell’s requests to pay more attention to attacking Iraqi field forces.

In the past, most notably in the air assault upon Germany in World War II, bombing had been serial instead of parallel. Because the bombing techniques were so primitive and the accuracy so limited, it would take a week of sustained effort for the Eighth Air Force to inflict relatively severe damage on a target, often only partially crippling it. Then the bombers would go on to the next target, while the Germans would have a chance to repair the latest damage. That in Warden’s definition was a serial campaign. But the new technology allowed the planners to go after as many different targets as they wanted on the first day or two and take them out with remarkable precision. The new weaponry had reversed the traditional equation of airpower. In World War II, it had been a question of how many planes were needed to take out one target; now it was a question of how many targets one plane with precision-guided weapons could take out. Warden had studied the air campaign against Germany, and in all of 1943 when the Allies were going after German targets, they had hit only fifty of them. But now if you had fifty or sixty key targets, you could hit them all with devastating accuracy in the first few hours of the war. Thus you had a parallel rather than serial campaign.

When Schwarzkopf’s request for an air campaign came through to Warden in August 1990, it was the assignment he had always wanted. The pressure for immediate results was on, and in just two days he put together a master plan for using airpower based on his ideas and strategies. The TAC people were sure to be against it, but one of Warden’s superiors shrewdly delayed a briefing Warden was supposed to give them until after Warden had briefed Schwarzkopf, so that it would be a fait accompli. Not everyone was happy with it, and at one high-level briefing a senior air force officer said that it was all wrong. The way to do it was to drop one big bomb relatively near Baghdad to demonstrate to Saddam what we could do, and if that did not bring him to the table, then drop the bombs closer and closer to him.

To Warden that was bizarre, a kind of gradualism reminiscent of Vietnam. Still bitter over the misuse of airpower in Vietnam and the incremental use of airpower in Rolling Thunder, he had deliberately entitled his campaign Instant Thunder. “This is not your Rolling Thunder. This is real war,” he told the junior officers in his own shop, “and one of the things we want to emphasize right from the start is that this is not Vietnam! This is doing it right! This is using airpower!”1

Of all the top people in the chain of command who responded to Warden’s early briefings, the most enthusiastic was Schwarzkopf himself, who wanted desperately to limit American and allied casualties in the war and understood immediately the possibilities that Warden was offering him. At first Schwarzkopf had been suspicious of Warden, thinking he was, in Schwarzkopf’s words, a new-age Curtis LeMay clone who believed airpower was the answer to everything. But Schwarzkopf was delighted with the flexibility and originality of Warden’s plan, quite pleased that it had been put together so quickly.2 The American commander would eventually disagree on some points with Warden; he, like Colin Powell, wanted more emphasis on bombing the Iraqi army in the field. But he listened carefully to Warden’s presentation and his belief that we had the capability to knock out the Iraqi airpower and air-defense systems in just six days. “This is exactly what I needed,” Schwarzkopf said. Warden was, of course, thrilled to have so powerful a sponsor, and from of all places the army, and he was not shy about trying to hold on to him. As he was finishing his briefing, he went over to Schwarzkopf and told him, “General, if you do this, you’ll be the first person since Douglas MacArthur landed at Inchon to have so complete a victory.” One of the senior air force officers who had escorted Warden to the Schwarzkopf briefing, Major General Robert Alexander, was appalled by Warden’s blatant flattery—fearing that it might jeopardize the entire plan. Schwarzkopf did not say anything, but he seemed to beam and expanded a bit.3

Colin Powell was also impressed by the plan, as was Dick Cheney. By then Warden had learned that no small part of his problem was making people who had little knowledge of the specifics understand the dramatic change in weaponry that had taken place in the last ten years or so. So he and his people pointed out that during World War II, an average B-17 bomb during a bombing run missed its target by some 2,300 feet. Therefore, if you wanted a 90 percent probability of having hit a particular target, you had to drop some nine thousand bombs. That required a bombing run of one thousand bombers and placed ten thousand men at risk. By contrast, with the new weaponry one plane flown by one man with one bomb could have the same level of probability. That was an improvement in effectiveness of approximately ten-thousand-fold. At the end of the briefing, Cheney sat back and said, “Now for the first time I understand why you people are so confident about this whole thing.”

This was the moment when the new age in air force tactics was colliding with the old one. For Warden, dealing with men like Schwarzkopf, Powell, and Cheney turned out to be easier than dealing with his own superiors. The biggest roadblock was Lieutenant General Charles Horner, the man who would command all the American airpower in the theater. Horner was a TAC man through and through, a traditionalist closely linked to both General Robert Russ, the four-star TAC commander based at Langley, and Jimmie Adams. Schwarzkopf told Horner that Warden and his team were coming to brief Horner, and Schwarzkopf knew that his top air commander was furious at the idea of a campaign created by junior subordinates in Washington. “Sir, the last thing we want is a repeat of Vietnam where Washington picked the targets! This is the job of your air commander,” Horner angrily told Schwarzkopf over the phone.4 To Horner, a strategy that emanated from Washington brought back painful memories of Vietnam, as well as a sense of the possible diminution of his own role as commander.

The meeting in Riyadh was nothing less than brutal. Warden had expected that it would be a difficult session as he would finally have to deal with the formidable TAC opposition he had deftly bypassed back in Washington. But he was stunned nonetheless, as he later told friends, by the degree of personal venom he encountered. Knowing he might have a tough sell, he had brought some goodies he had been told were hard to get in Saudi Arabia—Chap Stick and sunscreen. He tried to give them to Horner as a peace offering at the beginning of their briefing, but Horner asked, “What is this shit?” and swept the goodies across the table. It was not an auspicious start for a colonel trying to brief a three-star on a brand-new strategy. The rest of their meeting did not go much better. One witness remembered that from time to time Horner turned his chair away from Warden so that he was talking to Horner’s back. Whatever Warden said, Horner challenged. Unlike Warden, he did not have much confidence in either the new strategy or the new F-117 Stealth fighters. He was also worried that Warden’s plan, aimed in the beginning at virtually everything in the Iraqi military component save its vast army already in the field, some of it sitting very close by on the Saudi borders, would leave Horner open to a major assault from Iraqi tanks. He was hardly eager to listen to some bright young theoretician dispatched from Washington—even one who already had Schwarzkopf’s approval.

It was, indeed, a collision between the old air force and the new air force. Horner was, some of Warden’s people thought, openly contemptuous of him, and at one point Horner asked one of his aides, as if had been talking to a madman, “I’m being very, very patient, aren’t I?” The aide said he was. “I’m being very, very tolerant, aren’t I?” The aide again agreed. “I’m being really nice not to make the kind of response that you would expect me to make, aren’t I?” he then asked. Again the aide agreed.5 Finally, near the end of the meeting, Horner turned to some of his people and said, “And you didn’t think I could hold my temper, did you?”6 He thought Warden’s plan much too theoretical.

That meeting marked the end of an era in the use of airpower: one strategy replaced by an entirely new one. Horner had pounded Warden mercilessly. Then, the meeting virtually over, he pointed at Warden’s top four aides and asked them, one by one, if they would join Horner’s staff, which they did. It was over, he had humiliated Warden, taken his staff and his strategy—Horner had no choice about that; it was what his boss, Schwarzkopf, wanted—and sent Warden back to Washington alone. In an odd way, Warden thought, even severing him from the plan and returning him to Washington, painful though it was, had an upside. He could now work the corridors of Washington, explaining the plan to influential doubters. The TAC resentment of Warden, despite the fact that the essence of his strategy had been adopted by the air force, remained intense. Even Lieutenant General Mike Short, who eventually commanded the air component in Kosovo and used some of Warden’s tactics, spoke disparagingly of him. (Warden never made general, but was assigned to teach at the air force’s elite war college in Montgomery, Alabama, where he dealt with the institution’s brightest young officers and, ironically, became more influential than ever.)

Part of Warden’s air campaign was based on the ability to use the Stealth fighter, the F-117 Nighthawk, as a lead instrument of battle. The Stealth fighter, which could elude enemy radar, was just coming into its own. Two squadrons would fly in the Gulf War and were instrumental in taking out the most heavily defended targets, thus opening corridors for more traditional fighters and bombers. But they were hardly at the core of Warden’s plan. The key was the accuracy of the weapons they carried, which allowed them to do parallel rather than serial bombing. It would have been essentially the same strategy without the Stealth fighters, Warden later noted, though the casualties would almost surely have been a good deal higher. The military success that Warden had promised Schwarzkopf was in fact close to the one he received. For six weeks, the American forces, using land-based aircraft, naval aircraft, and missiles, systematically pounded the Iraqi military and its parallel civilian instruments of power, paralyzing them and making them virtually useless. Iraqi airpower was suppressed, communications interrupted. Iraqi tanks, waiting in the field for the coming battle, provided marvelous target practice for the air force, and the phrase tank plinking was born.

Stationed in the desert, where the daytime heat was extraordinary, the tanks, like everything else, became very hot. In the evening, however, the sand cooled much faster than the tanks, and so American F-111s, each armed with six five-hundred-pound, laser-guided bombs and a thermal guidance system, could pick them out virtually at will because of the infrared signal they gave off. Some fifteen hundred tanks were readily destroyed that way. After the war an Iraqi tank commander told his American captors that war had become a kind of hell for the Iraqi tankers. During their war with Iran, he said, the tanks had been where they took refuge at night, but against the Americans they had been terrified to be in them at night for fear they would be killed.

What happened in Iraq was a precursor to the future. During the Gulf War, only about a third of the bombs were precision instruments, whereas two-thirds of the targets were hit by them. That meant precision munitions were giving the commanders a level of accuracy and efficiency never before known, and an advantage almost unprecedented in warfare. It was as if the airpower available during World War II had been enjoyed exclusively by one of the major combatants in World War I. In terms of what might soon be accomplished because of rapidly developing new technologies, it was just a beginning. The bombs were likely to become ever more precise and the ability to avoid enemy radar through Stealth flights even greater.

To show that we had only scratched the surface, when the Gulf War was over, Warden put a bright young man on his staff, Lieutenant Colonel Robert Owen, in charge of an unusual assignment. He was to take the level of accuracy now available to American fighters and project it onto the aerial needs of the World War II campaign against Germany, as if we had had the technological ability then that we had now. It had been a three-year campaign requiring as many as six thousand aircraft to shut down German military production. It was crude, not necessarily accurate, and caused innumerable casualties, both among the bomber crews and civilians. One thousand planes might be needed to hit a target. The circle of error—that is, the circle into which you could realistically expect to put 50 percent of your bombs—was comparatively large, some twenty miles for the night bombing in the beginning, closing to about one thousand meters near the end. Collateral damage was immense. By the Gulf War that figure had dramatically changed; the circle of error was closer to six feet or even smaller. Owen estimated that two squadrons of F-117s (a total of forty-eight Stealth fighters, not even the B-2 Stealth bombers soon to come) would have shut down the production of Germany in approximately six weeks.

Thus had the strategy been matched up with the weaponry. But the conversion would be both slow and difficult, in part because both civilians and military men (especially senior army men) felt that the air force had often boasted before about what airpower alone could do, without any real proof. Most people in the ruling elite in both civilian and military circles had attitudes shaped by previous wars and were slow to adjust to new possibilities.

What was exceptional and would be of importance if the United States ever went to war in the Balkans was that the air campaign in Iraq was just the start. The air force and navy were rapidly switching over most of their planes to precision-guided platforms, and the munitions themselves, laser-guided and photo-image-driven, were becoming more accurate all the time. The military was gaining the ability to pick out a building and not merely hit it, but also determine which floor and which side of the building to hit. It was a fascinating part of the technological revolution. As the technology of modern communications was making it more difficult for a democracy to go to war and risk casualties, the modern technology of armaments was offering for the first time the possibility of a new kind of war, waged at a distance with superior precision, demanding fewer risks and inflicting less permanent physical damage on the enemy—a campaign, said the foreign policy analyst Les Gelb, “of immaculate destruction.” Virtual war, it would soon be called.

The technology was at hand, but knowledge of it and confidence about using it had yet to permeate the military-civilian thinking. Also uncertain were attitudes about whether this kind of military success could create parallel political value. But its temptations were obvious in terms of American domestic politics. For future administrations, anxious to exert American force overseas, but wishing to minimize risk, unsure of public and congressional support, and distrusting of an intrusive media, it might seem like manna.



CHAPTER SIX

Some of the Bush foreign policy people would later acknowledge their impotence in face of the mounting tragedy in Yugoslavia. That they had stumbled was obvious in retrospect to all of them. Larry Eagleburger, the number two man in the State Department for much of that period, and the number one man in the final few months of the Bush administration and among the most influential men in that administration, knew that he had fallen short. It was, he said, the issue about which he had most come to doubt himself after he left government. Every day when I look at myself in the mirror when I shave, he added, I question myself on what happened there. Should we have done more, should I have expressed my doubts harder with the president? Yes, he had warned about what might happen, but he had never gone to Bush and said, “Mr. President, you’ve got to do something on this one.” Late in the game, he had suggested some kind of action, he remembered, but he had never really pushed for military intervention, always aware of the cost of that kind of commitment. The figure of two hundred thousand ground troops had frightened him off, as it had the others.

Some younger people at State, and some critics of the administration, thought it a rare moment lost to history. Not only was American power at its absolute maximum, but probably more could have been done for less in the Balkans. Ironically, the Bush people comprised, arguably, one of the most experienced foreign policy teams to come to power in the postwar era. Many of them, including the president himself, had spent a great deal of time in highlevel national security positions. Foreign policy, rather than domestic affairs, was the administration’s area of expertise, interest, and passion. Even more ironically, they tended to be men much more committed to America’s role in the world, more truly internationalist, than the congressional leadership of their own party, the leadership of the Democratic Party, the news executives of the three main television channels, and the country as a whole.

If a generational divide was taking place in the country toward foreign policy and the overall importance of internationalism, they were all on the traditionalist side, one that greatly valued foreign policy and thought it was at the very heart of governance. The young men and women coming of age in their own party and the Democratic Party, in the Congress and in the media, did not have the history of commitment, the experiences that made internationalism seem so necessary. They had never suffered the consequences of isolationism, and they were receiving very different signals from their even younger constituents. Different political polls were already beginning to show a mutinous feeling in the country because of the president’s preoccupation with foreign policy, and the young challenger emerging from the Democratic primary season was preparing to use Bush’s obsession with foreign policy as a weapon against him. We need, Bill Clinton was saying at every stop in his campaign as a kind of mantra, a president who cares about the Middle West as well as the Middle East. That meant, of course, that Bush was ignoring America’s domestic problems, particularly the economy.

So as the 1992 election year dawned, not only was the president himself reluctant to use force in a conflict that seemed so complicated and bewildering to him, but a de facto pincer movement was also working against intervention, formed by his national security people in one phalanx and his political people in the other. His three top national security advisers, all of whom were supposed to know a good deal about issues like this, and two of whom were experts on this country, men he trusted and admired—Larry Eagleburger, Brent Scowcroft, and Colin Powell—were apprehensive about military intervention in Yugoslavia. And his political advisers, men like Bob Teeter and Jim Baker (who, in the growing anxiety about how poorly the reelection campaign was going, would soon switch from being a national security man to a top political adviser), were warning him that he was too involved in foreign policy and needed to show, in as dramatic a way as possible, greater concern for domestic issues.

No one watching the way the Bush team had handled the end of the Cold War questioned the level of its talent. Some of the top people, like the president himself, had served in the Nixon, Ford, and Reagan administrations. They were by and large the most careful of men, internationalists, anticommunists, but not ideologues or moralists. Typically, they had watched the Gorbachev revolution skeptically at first—much of the U.S. government, most notably the CIA, had been slow to pick up on it—but when they had finally accepted that it was real, they had dealt with it deftly. Most of them had roots in the moderate, internationalist wing of the Republican Party, rather than in the competing Reagan wing, which often seemed more concerned about the morality of foreign policy. The Bush people tended to see the Cold War as an ongoing conflict between two superpowers; the Reagan people had seen it as a clash between good and evil.

Before the end of the Cold War, the pragmatic Bush people had generally been détenters, seeking small slices of mutual accord with the Soviets and a reduction in nuclear tensions. By contrast many of the Reagan people had cared not just about national security but rather which side was right and which side was wrong. Not by chance had Reagan himself called the Soviet empire “evil”; that was a word unlikely to come from Bush’s mouth. To the Reagan people, détente was a dirty word. They had never accepted the idea of coexistence with Moscow and looked on their Bush cousins as compromisers without true beliefs. Of the high-level Bush people, only Dick Cheney, the secretary of defense, was considered, by the standards then employed in calibrating ideology in Washington, a true conservative.

The top civilians in the Bush administration were cautious in general, befitting men who had grown up and come to power during a prolonged period of relentless Cold War tensions, tensions made ever more dangerous by the mutual availability of nuclear weapons. They had come of age when you inherited a difficult, divided world, and if all went well during your tour of office, you handed off to your successor a difficult, divided world. The principal military men were cautious, too, but in a different way, befitting men who had experienced the full bitterness of the Vietnam War. Thus for all of the men around Bush, the geopolitical tensions in their lifetimes had been constant, the victories essentially incremental. Keeping things from getting worse was, in itself, a victory. These men were all survivors; yet when their predecessors and in some cases their colleagues in office had some fifteen years earlier begun to advocate the policy aimed at reduction of conflicts with the Soviet Union known as détente, a vast wing of their own party had rejected that concept and had gradually, under Ronald Reagan, become the majority wing.

Some Bush people, like Scowcroft and Eagleburger, were associated in various ways with the most dominant figure of American foreign policy in the late sixties and seventies, Henry Kissinger, and on occasion they would even tease each other during high-level meetings about whether they had received their orders from Park Avenue yet. That was a mocking reference to the fact that not only did Kissinger, who had a consulting firm in New York on Park Avenue, like to feel he was still influential, but to emphasize that in the minds of their more conservative critics they were always going to be seen as pawns of Kissinger—the master of realpolitik—waiting for secret word about how to carry out his orders.

In their years under Reagan and even to some degree Bush, it had been important not to look as if they were too close to Kissinger, who had become something of a bête noire to many of the new Sun Belt conservatives. Kissinger’s policies of détente, to many centrist Americans among the most laudable of his achievements during his tenure, had openly and angrily been repudiated during the 1976 election year, principally at the GOP convention, which gave its nomination to Jerry Ford but its heart to Ronald Reagan. The convention had nearly been torn asunder by a debate over ideology and foreign policy. Oddly enough, though an internal fight, it was quite possibly the fiercest battle over foreign policy of the previous twenty-five years. The repudiation of détente at the 1976 convention—the rejection by a ruling party of its own foreign policy—remained something of a shadow over those actually charged with foreign policy under Bush. They always had to be aware that they were significantly more internationalist than the rest of the party, which took a much harder line on the Soviet Union. It was also a reminder that they were becoming, if not an anachronism, then something of a minority, their domestic hold on power ever more fragile, and the Republican Party as it existed in Congress, and in future primary runs and conventions, not necessarily behind them. On some issues—like the collapse of the Soviet Union—it would be relatively easy to keep everyone in line, but in other, more subtle international crises, particularly those that might demand the use of the American military in a multinational force, it would not be easy to gain support.

The Bush people were by and large an anomaly, practical men and women of an earlier era in what had been a stronger, more muscular centrist wing of the party. That wing had come on harder times in the sixties and seventies, even as these men rose higher and higher in the national security hierarchy. Bush himself had served Reagan, a more obviously ideological figure, with singular loyalty over eight years, never allowing even a glimmer of dissent to come out of his office about anything the Reagan people did with which he might disagree. Yet Bush, finally running on his own after those eight years, got the most tepid of endorsements imaginable from Reagan. The true Reagan enthusiasts did not really trust Bush in 1988, when he made his first presidential run on the Republican ticket, because they had never trusted him. He was not one of them, and no matter how hard he tried, he never would be. They might one day accept his son, who spoke like a real Texan, but the jury was always out on the father. It was hardly Bush’s fault. He had more than paid his dues. A kind of old-fashioned loyalty was at the center of his personal codes. He played the game by old-fashioned rules, never leaking anything that might cast him in a better light at the expense of those he served. Those were his values and they reflected the way Bush had been raised.

No one could have served Reagan more faithfully, but Bush was what he was and he could never pass certain tests, if not from his boss, then from the president’s considerably more judgmental wife, Nancy, and other people who loved and admired Reagan so much they were probably truer Reaganites than the ever supple Reagan himself. Indeed the very word that defined the centrists’ search for a less troubled, less divided world—détente—was a red flag to the more ideological people in the party. Détente meant you accepted the right of the communists to occupy a large part of the world, which was not to be tolerated.

Fortunately for the Bush people, once they took office in 1989, the leadership of the newly ascending political right seemed to be far more interested in domestic issues—abortion, crime, and gun control, for example—than the things Bush cared about, foreign policy issues, and they tended to allow the people in the executive branch considerable freedom to deal with foreign policy within certain proscribed limits. After all, the Cold War was winding down and becoming less of a concern. That evil had been defeated, and now other forms of evil had to be taken on, this time in domestic guise. But the limits of the party’s political support for an essentially centrist president were always there, right in the background, as was an implied lack of congressional support if the president went too far. This meant that by the time Bush took office there were two wings of the Republican Party, a somewhat more internationalist and centrist one in the executive branch, and a far more conservative and isolationist one in the Congress and in the party machinery that controlled future nominations.

This division within the party structure had begun in the midsixties when there had already been an immense shift of power and affluence from the Eastern and Middle Atlantic states to the Sun Belt, a shift that would dramatically change national politics. Moreover, the 1965 Voting Rights Act had been passed, after brutal beatings inflicted upon blacks trying to register to vote in Alabama and Mississippi. It would be hard to think of a precedent for a piece of liberal domestic legislation—designed to empower those most powerless in our society—that had so profound an effect on the nation’s political alignment. It caused the backlash of all backlashes. Lyndon Johnson had pushed it through, and it was quite possibly his single greatest legislative triumph. But even at the time it was a bittersweet victory for Johnson, something he was doing because it was so obviously right, even though it would have dire consequences for his own political party.

On the night the act was passed, Bill Moyers visited Johnson in his bedroom expecting to find the president exhilarated by his victory. Instead he found him quite depressed. What was wrong? Moyers asked. “I think we’ve just handed the South over to the Republican Party for the rest of our lives,” Johnson answered sadly and prophetically.1 That he was right was immediately evident within the boundaries of the old Confederacy when thousands and thousands of Democrats became Republicans virtually overnight. With that, the Democrats lost their last great bastion, the Solid South, to the Republicans, and liberal Southern Democrats were very much in jeopardy. If passage of the act devastated the Democrats, it had an even more profound effect on the Republican Party. It meant that Sun Belt Republicans were on the rise both in the nation and in the party, and they were a very different breed from the Eastern establishment Republicans, who had long held power within the party. This new breed was narrower of view, particularly on foreign policy, warier of foreign involvements, especially with international organizations like the United Nations, more connected to the agenda of and dependent on the support of the fundamentalist right, and significantly more conservative in general. They regarded America’s interaction with the rest of the world with greater suspicion. Nothing could be more reflective of the rise of Sun Belt Republicanism than one of the men the party sent to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. In the old days George Aiken of Vermont and Chuck Percy of Illinois had served on that committee. Now it was Jesse Helms of North Carolina, whose suspicions of all foreign nations seemed to be a constant, unless, of course, they showed themselves willing to import American cigarettes.

Bush and those around him were viewed with a guarded tolerance by the conservative Republicans who were coming to dominate the party. Still, even critics and opponents admired their foreign policy professionalism. They were well credentialed, worked harmoniously with each other, and perhaps most fortunate of all, operated in the area that the president cared most about. By contrast, from the very start, Bush’s domestic political team was considered highly inadequate, and it was operating in an area that barely interested the president and which he instinctively neglected—the kind of neglect that inevitably led to a series of costly miscalculations.
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