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State of Denial

“State of Denial is a dogged piece of reporting. . . . Sensational revelations.”

—TIM RUTTEN, LOS ANGELES TIMES

“Woodward has written the Bush administration’s version of The Final Days. . . . Every chapter of the book presents a heretofore uncovered anecdote of incompetence.”

—FRANKLIN FOER, THE NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW

“I would commend Bob Woodward’s book, State of Denial. . . . It’s wonderful.”

—MAJOR GENERAL JOHN BATISTE (RET.), FORMER COMMANDER OF THE ARMY’S FIRST INFANTRY DIVISION IN IRAQ (ON NPR’S TALK OF THE NATION)

“Bob Woodward is an extremely good reporter. He’s an excellent journalist. . . . I was probably too candid . . . spent more time with Bob Woodward than I probably should have, but I respect him and I think his book does tell an important story.”

—ANDY CARD, WHITE HOUSE CHIEF OF STAFF TO PRESIDENT BUSH, 2001–2006, ON FOX NEWS, OCTOBER 1, 2006

“It’s an important book. And people should look at it and read it.”

—BILL O’REILLY, THE O’REILLY FACTOR, FOX NEWS

“So much reporting here. I mean digging up all the evidence of memos and documents and conversations where the president really was informed or could have been informed about how bad things were going.”

—CHRIS MATTHEWS, TODAY SHOW

“Call State of Denial Bob Woodward’s October Surprise.”

—HARRY LEVINS, ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

“This is a story of total government malfunction. . . . It is terrifying.”

—SIMON JENKINS, SUNDAY TIMES (LONDON)

“Essential reading to anyone interested in the skeins of fact and fiction weaved by both the American and British administrations over their botched adventures in Iraq and Afghanistan.”

—ROBERT FOX, EVENING STANDARD (LONDON)

“Cogent and gracefully written. . . . State of Denial is a sharper critique than his earlier Bush books.”

—MICHAEL D. LANGAN, THE BUFFALO NEWS

“Reading the latest book is vital . . . in a class by itself.”

—KAREN R. LONG, THE PLAIN DEALER (CLEVELAND)

“Woodward’s access to information and people is incredible. When, some years from now, historians turn to this period in U.S. history, in all likelihood they’ll be starting with Woodward’s ‘Bush at War’ chronicles.”

—BILL NORTON, THE KANSAS CITY STAR

“Anyone serious about modern American history should spend some time with this work. . . . State of Denial presents a crystalline picture of how the Bush administration misled the nation, Congress and often itself in its attempts to sell the impending war with Iraq.”

—LOUIS SOHN, CHATTANOOGA TIMES FREE PRESS

“The most crucial election-season event this year [2006] was the publication of Bob Woodward’s State of Denial. . . . He ultimately laid bare both the administration’s dissembling and its incompetence in executing this awful war.”

—JOAN WALSH, SALON.COM

“Woodward’s books are always strengthened because of the depth of his reporting. He talks to everyone. He interviews key players over and over. By the time you finish reading the book, you have the feeling that you know the key players personally. His books are also helped by his writing ability. State of Denial reads almost like a novel.”

—WILLIAM R. WINEKE, WISCONSIN STATE JOURNAL

“When Sen. Dianne Feinstein met with The Bee’s editorial board, she said every American should read Bob Woodward’s new book, State of Denial. I did. She’s right.”

—PIA LOPEZ, THE SACRAMENTO BEE

“This book is guaranteed to shock and awe. . . . Woodward has written a sweeping narrative that is, perhaps, the fullest account to date of why Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Condoleezza Rice and the other members of the White House staff made the decisions they did. Grade: A.”

—LARRY COX, TUCSON CITIZEN

“State of Denial is a compulsive read . . . its political influence will be felt for many years to come.”

—RUSSELL ROBINSON, HERALD SUN (AUSTRALIA)

“Woodward marshals overwhelming evidence that President George W. Bush and his dysfunctional national security team ignored critical advice and dire warnings about the state of postwar Iraq and have misled the American public about the success of their strategy. . . . State of Denial is . . . alarming in terms of the level of dysfunctionality it reveals about the national decision-making in the United States.”

—JOHN HART, THE CANBERRA TIMES (AUSTRALIA)

“Studded with documents and memos from Bush insiders.”

—NEWSWEEK

“Give Woodward credit for his work ethic and determination, his keen interviewing skill, his exhaustive knowledge of the nation’s capital and how it works and for not harboring a political agenda.”

—LIZ HALLORAN, U.S. NEWS & WORLD REPORT

“The fact that separates Woodward from the pack, including memoirs from departed insiders, is his remarkable access. What makes the new book so damning is that the unfolding sorry story springs largely from the words of the very principals who created it, right up to the U.S. president, George W. Bush. . . . Woodward is a careful, cautious reporter.”

—ALAN KELLOGG, EDMONTON JOURNAL (ALBERTA)

“Bush-bashing books are a dime a dozen in the U.S. these days, but State of Denial stands apart. Its credibility is strengthened because Woodward hasn’t been an enemy of George W. Bush. . . . An understanding of recent mistakes is crucial to moving forward in Iraq. And State of Denial supplies just that.”

—RICHARD JAMES HAVIS, SOUTH CHINA MORNING POST

“Everything he says about the war rings sadly true . . . compelling.”

—JACK LESSENBERRY, THE TOLEDO BLADE

“The man’s a reporting machine. . . . He’s got great stuff to illustrate his points. . . . It’s hard not to be affected by this book.”

—PETER GRIER, THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR
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To Mary Walsh





AUTHOR’S NOTE




TWO PEOPLE HAVE HELPED me at every stage of this book, working out of third-floor offices in my home in Washington, D.C.

Bill Murphy Jr., a former reporter and an attorney who practiced in the Army Judge Advocate General’s Corps and the Department of Justice, saw that I needed to do a third book on President Bush with the focus on the Iraq War. Honest, straightforward and insistent on fairness and the truth, he is a natural reporter, winning the trust of a number of key sources. Focused and incredibly resourceful, Bill became my partner. Authors only rarely get such maturity, skill and wise counsel from one person. Without him, I never would have finished this book, which is as much his as mine.

Christine Parthemore, a 2003 Phi Beta Kappa political science graduate of The Ohio State University, is a kind of Wonder Woman of the Information Age, capable of finding any information or any person. She has never let me down. Meticulous and diligent in every task from transcribing hundreds of hours of interview tapes to editing the manuscript, she is learned, frank, and smart. A natural editor, she knows how to get to the heart of matters. As she demonstrated every day, Christine has the energy of half a dozen and an endless capacity for work.



PROLOGUE




IN LATE DECEMBER 2000, less than a month before his inauguration, President-elect George W. Bush was still debating who should be his secretary of defense. Former Senator Dan Coats, an Indiana Republican who had served on the Armed Services Committee, had been at the top of Bush’s list and had the backing of his conservative base. But Coats had not been impressive in his interview with Bush and Vice President–elect Dick Cheney, who was heading the transition team for the new government. Coats knew the top generals mostly from a distance and was lukewarm on the national missile defense system Bush had promised in the campaign. He had never run a large organization and he acknowledged he would need a strong, experienced number two at the Pentagon.

It wouldn’t work. Bush needed someone who could not only battle things out with the generals but who also had as much gravitas as the rest of his new national security team. Cheney had been secretary of defense under Bush’s father; Colin Powell, Bush’s pick for secretary of state, had been chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and Reagan’s national security adviser. He needed a secretary of defense with more stature, grit and experience.

What about Donald Rumsfeld? Cheney suggested. Rumsfeld, 68, Cheney’s old boss and mentor, had the dream résumé. He had been secretary of defense once before, under President Ford from 1975 to 1977. He had been a Navy pilot in the 1950s, elected to four terms in Congress, served as Ford’s White House chief of staff, and been the CEO of two Fortune 500 companies. They’d been talking about making Rumsfeld CIA director, but maybe that wasn’t right. Maybe they needed him back at Defense.

Three days before Christmas, Bush, Cheney and Rumsfeld had a long meeting and lunch. Wiry, cocky, confident with a boyish intensity, Rumsfeld seemed only half his age. He blew into the meeting like a tornado, full of excitement and vision. He knew the Pentagon; he had recently headed commissions on the use of space and the ballistic missile threat. He seemed to know everything.

Bush was surprised to be so impressed. Afterward, he spoke with his incoming White House chief of staff, Andrew H. Card Jr.

Bush had selected Card, 53, because his father said there was no more loyal person. Back in 1988, Card had been instrumental in his father’s win in the critical New Hampshire primary. Later, Card had been Bush senior’s deputy White House chief of staff and transportation secretary.

After the 2000 election, Card thought he would be asked to run the transition team. “No, I’m not talking about that job,” Bush told him. “I’m talking about the big one.” They would have to have a completely candid, unique relationship, Card insisted, setting out his conditions for becoming chief of staff. Access to all people, meetings and information. “I also can’t be a friend,” Card said.

“Of course,” Bush said.

In November, weeks before the Supreme Court settled the election in his favor, Bush announced Card’s appointment, intentionally sending the strongest signal: Besides the vice president, Andy Card would be first among equals in the Bush White House, on all matters, at all times.

•  •  •

COATS SEEMED LIKE a good man, Bush told Card, but the contrast with Rumsfeld was stunning. Rumsfeld understood what military transformation meant—making the weapons and troops more mobile, swifter, higher-tech and more lethal. He was so impressive, Bush said. This is what has to be done. This is how to do it. These are the kinds of people it takes. It was as if he already had a plan. Rumsfeld was 43 when he had the job a quarter century ago. It was as if he were now saying, “I think I’ve got some things I’d like to finish.”

There was another dynamic that Bush and Card discussed. Rumsfeld and Bush’s father, the former president, couldn’t stand each other. The two had been the young GOP stars in the 1970s, and there was a lingering animosity between them. Bush senior thought Rumsfeld was arrogant, self-important, too sure of himself and Machiavellian. He believed that in 1975 Rumsfeld had maneuvered President Ford into selecting him to head the CIA. The CIA was at perhaps its lowest point in the mid-1970s. Serving as its director was thought to be a dead end. Though things had turned out differently, Bush senior didn’t trust Rumsfeld. Rumsfeld had also made nasty private remarks that Bush was a lightweight, a weak Cold War CIA director who did not appreciate the Soviet threat and was manipulated by Secretary of State Henry Kissinger.

Card could see that overcoming his skepticism about Rumsfeld added to the president-elect’s excitement. It was a chance to prove his father wrong. And Rumsfeld fit Cheney’s model.

Cheney had been in charge of the search for Bush’s running mate. He’d said he was looking for someone with a broad range of experience. An ideal candidate would know the White House and Congress, have held elected office, have run a large federal executive department. He also had to be someone who wasn’t just a creature of Washington. He had to have experience in the real world, the corporate world perhaps. A CEO, for example. Perhaps it was not surprising that Cheney, who had been a congressman, White House chief of staff, secretary of defense and Fortune 500 CEO, would value his own experience and model the ideal candidate after himself. Bush got the message and picked Cheney as his running mate. Now, Cheney seemed to have done it again. He had set up a model for secretary of defense that mirrored his own résumé. Cheney thought Bush needed a Cheney at the Pentagon. Nobody resembled Cheney more than Rumsfeld. On paper, at least, they looked almost perfect.

Bush would nominate Rumsfeld, he told Card. Cheney had been selected for his national security credentials. He was the expert, and this was the sort of decision that required expertise. Still, Bush wondered privately to Card about pitfalls, if there was something he didn’t see here. After all, his father had strong feelings.

Is this a trapdoor? he asked.

•  •  •

A MOVIE OF THE George W. Bush presidency might open in the Oval Office a month later, on January 26, 2001, six days after the inauguration, when Rumsfeld was sworn in as defense secretary. A White House photographer captured the scene. Rumsfeld wears a pinstripe suit, and rests his left hand on a Bible held by Joyce, his wife of 46 years. His right hand is raised. Bush stands almost at attention, his head forward, his eyes cocked sharply leftward, looking intently at Rumsfeld. Cheney stands slightly off to the side, his trademark half smile on his face. The man in the black robe administering the oath is Judge Laurence H. Silberman, a close friend of both Rumsfeld and Cheney dating back to the Ford days, when he was deputy and then acting attorney general. It is a cold, dry day, and the barren branches of the trees outside can be seen through the Oval Office windows.

The White House photograph captures a moment tying the past with the future. Back in the days of the Ford presidency, in the wake of Watergate—the pardon of Nixon, the fall of Saigon—Cheney and Rumsfeld had worked almost daily in the same Oval Office where they once again stood. The new man in the photo, Bush, five years younger than Cheney and nearly 14 years younger than Rumsfeld, had been a student at Harvard Business School. He came to the presidency with less experience and time in government than any incoming president since Woodrow Wilson in 1913.

Well into his seventh decade, many of Rumsfeld’s peers and friends had retired, but he now stood eagerly on the cusp, ready to run the race again. He resembled John le Carré’s fictional Cold War British intelligence chief, George Smiley, a man who “had been given, in late age, a chance to return to the rained-out contests of his life and play them after all.”

“Get it right this time,” Cheney told Rumsfeld.
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IN THE FALL OF 1997, former President George H. W. Bush, then age 74 and five years out of the White House, phoned one of his closest friends, Prince Bandar bin Sultan, the longtime Saudi Arabian ambassador to the United States.

“Bandar,” Bush said, “W. would like to talk to you if you have time. Can you come by and talk to him?” His eldest son and namesake, George W. Bush, who had been governor of Texas for nearly three years, was consulting a handful of people about an important decision and wanted to have a private talk.

Bandar’s life was built around such private talks. He didn’t ask why, though there had been ample media speculation that W. was thinking of running for president. Bandar, 49, had been the Saudi ambassador for 15 years, and had an extraordinary position in Washington. His intensity and networking were probably matched only by former President Bush.

They had built a bond in the 1980s. Bush, the vice president living in the shadow of President Ronald Reagan, was widely dismissed as weak and a wimp, but Bandar treated him with the respect, attention and seriousness due a future president. He gave a big party for Bush at his palatial estate overlooking the Potomac River with singer Roberta Flack providing the entertainment, and went fishing with him at Bush’s vacation home in Kennebunkport, Maine—Bandar’s least favorite pastime but something Bush loved. The essence of their relationship was constant contact, by phone and in person.

Like good intelligence officers—Bush had been CIA director and Bandar had close ties to the world’s important spy services—they had recruited each other. The friendship was both useful and genuine, and the utility and authenticity reinforced each other. During Bush’s 1991 Gulf War to oust Saddam Hussein from Kuwait and prevent him from invading neighboring Saudi Arabia, Bandar had been virtually a member of the Bush war cabinet.

At about 4 A.M. on election day 1992, when it looked as if Bush was going to fail in his bid for a second term, Bandar had dispatched a private letter to him saying, You’re my friend for life. You saved our country. I feel like one of your family, you are like one of our own. And you know what, Mr. President? You win either way. You should win. You deserve to. But if you lose, you are in good company with Winston Churchill, who won the war and lost the election.

Bush called Bandar later that day, about 1 P.M., and said, “Buddy, all day the only good news I’ve had was your letter.” About 12 hours later, in the early hours of the day after the election, Bush called again and said, “It’s over.”

Bandar became Bush’s case officer, rescuing him from his cocoon of near depression. He was the first to visit Bush at Kennebunkport as a guest after he left the White House, and later visited him there twice more. He flew friends in from England to see Bush in Houston. In January 1993 he took Bush to his 32-room mansion in Aspen, Colorado. When the ex-president walked in he found a “Desert Storm Corner,” named after the U.S.-led military operation in the Gulf War. Bush’s picture was in the middle. Bandar played tennis and other sports with Bush, anything to keep the former president engaged.

Profane, ruthless, smooth, Bandar was almost a fifth estate in Washington, working the political and media circles attentively and obsessively. But as ambassador his chief focus was the presidency, whoever held it, ensuring the door was open for Saudi Arabia, which had the world’s largest oil reserves but did not have a powerful military in the volatile Middle East. When Michael Deaver, one of President Reagan’s top White House aides, left the White House to become a lobbyist, First Lady Nancy Reagan, another close Bandar friend, called and asked him to help Deaver. Bandar gave Deaver a $500,000 consulting contract and never saw him again.

Bandar was on hand election night in 1994 when two of Bush’s sons, George W. and Jeb, ran for the governorships of Texas and Florida. Bush and former First Lady Barbara Bush thought that Jeb would win in Florida and George W. would lose in Texas. Bandar was astonished as the election results poured in that night to watch Bush sitting there with four pages of names and telephone numbers—two pages for Texas and two for Florida. Like an experienced Vegas bookie, Bush worked the phones the whole evening, calling, making inquiries and thanking everybody—collecting and paying. He gave equal time and attention to those who supported the new Texas governor and the failed effort in Florida.

Bandar realized that Bush knew he could collect on all his relationships. It was done with such a light, human touch that it never seemed predatory or grasping. Fred Dutton, an old Kennedy hand in the 1960s and Bandar’s Washington lawyer and lobbyist, said that it was the way Old Man Kennedy, the ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy, had operated, though Kennedy’s style had been anything but light.

•  •  •

BANDAR PLANNED HIS 1997 VISIT with the Texas governor around a trip to a home football game of his beloved Dallas Cowboys. That would give him “cover,” as he called it. He wanted the meeting to be very discreet, and ordered his private jet to stop in Austin.

When they landed, Bandar’s chief of staff came running up to say the governor was already there outside the plane. Bandar walked down the aisle to go outside.

“Hi, how are you?” greeted George W. Bush, standing at the door before Bandar could even get off the plane. He was eager to talk.

“Here?” inquired Bandar, expecting they would go to the governor’s mansion or office.

“Yes, I prefer it here.”

Bandar had been a Saudi fighter pilot for 17 years and was a favorite of King Fahd; his father was the Saudi defense minister, Prince Sultan. Bush had been a jet pilot in the Texas Air National Guard. They had met, but to Bandar, George W. was just another of the former president’s four sons, and not the most distinguished one.

“I’m thinking of running for president,” said Bush, then 52. He had hardly begun his campaign for reelection as governor of Texas. He had been walking gingerly for months, trying not to dampen his appeal as a potential presidential candidate while not peaking too early, or giving Texas voters the impression he was looking past them.

Bush told Bandar he had clear ideas of what needed to be done with national domestic policy. But, he added, “I don’t have the foggiest idea about what I think about international, foreign policy.

“My dad told me before I make up my mind, go and talk to Bandar. One, he’s our friend. Our means America, not just the Bush family. Number two, he knows everyone around the world who counts. And number three, he will give you his view on what he sees happening in the world. Maybe he can set up meetings for you with people around the world.”

“Governor,” Bandar said, “number one, I am humbled you ask me this question.” It was a tall order. “Number two,” Bandar continued, “are you sure you want to do this?” His father’s victory, running as the sitting vice president to succeed the popular Reagan in the 1988 presidential election was one thing, but taking over the White House from President Bill Clinton and the Democrats, who likely would nominate Vice President Al Gore, would be another. Of Clinton, Bandar added, “This president is the real Teflon, not Reagan.”

Bush’s eyes lit up! It was almost as if the younger George Bush wanted to avenge his father’s loss to Clinton. It was an electric moment. Bandar thought it was as if the son was saying, “I want to go after this guy and show who is better.”

“All right,” Bandar said, getting the message. Bush junior wanted a fight. “What do you want to know?”

Bush said Bandar should pick what was important, so Bandar provided a tour of the world. As the oil-rich Saudi kingdom’s ambassador to the United States, he had access to world leaders and was regularly dispatched by King Fahd on secret missions, an international Mr. Fix-It, often on Mission Impossible tasks. He had personal relationships with the leaders of Russia, China, Syria, Great Britain, even Israel. Bandar spoke candidly about leaders in the Middle East, the Far East, Russia, China and Europe. He recounted some of his personal meetings, such as his contacts with Mikhail Gorbachev working on the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan. He spoke of Maggie Thatcher and the current British prime minister, Tony Blair. Bandar described the Saudi role working with the Pope and Reagan to keep the Communists in check. Diplomacy often made strange bedfellows.

“There are people who are your enemies in this country,” Bush said, “who also think my dad is your friend.”

“So?” asked Bandar, not asking who, though the reference was obviously to supporters of Israel, among others.

Bush said in so many words that the people who didn’t want his dad to win in 1992 would also be against him if he ran. They were the same people who didn’t like Bandar.

“Can I give you one advice?” Bandar asked.

“What?”

“Mr. Governor, tell me you really want to be president of the United States.”

Bush said yes.

“And if you tell me that, I want to tell you one thing: To hell with Saudi Arabia or who likes Saudi Arabia or who doesn’t, who likes Bandar or doesn’t. Anyone who you think hates your dad or your friend who can be important to make a difference in winning, swallow your pride and make friends of them. And I can help you. I can help you out and complain about you, make sure they understood that, and that will make sure they help you.”

Bush recognized the Godfather’s advice: Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer. But he seemed uncomfortable and remarked that that wasn’t particularly honest.

“Never mind if you really want to be honest,” Bandar said. “This is not a confession booth. If you really want to stick to that, just enjoy this term and go do something fun. In the big boys’ game, it’s cutthroat, it’s bloody and it’s not pleasant.”

Bandar changed the subject. “I was going to tell you something that has nothing to do with international. When I was flying F-102s in Sherman, Texas, Perrin Air Force Base, you were flying F-102s down the road at another Texas base. Our destiny linked us a long time ago by flying, without knowing each other.” He said he wanted to suggest another idea.

“What?”

“If you still remember what they taught you in the Air Force. I remember it because I spent 17 years. You only spent a few years. Keep your eye on the ball. When I am flying that jet and my life is on the line, and I pick up that enemy aircraft, I don’t care if everything around me dies. I will keep my eye on that aircraft, and I will do whatever it takes. I’ll never take my eye off.”

•  •  •

FORMER PRESIDENT BUSH continued in his efforts to expand his son’s horizons and perhaps recruit future staff.

“George W., as you know, is thinking about what he might want to do,” he told Condoleezza Rice, the 43-year-old provost of Stanford and one of his favorite junior National Security Council staffers from his White House years. “He’s going to be out at Kennebunkport. You want to come to Kennebunkport for the weekend?”

It was August 1998. The former president was proposing a policy seminar for his son.

Rice had been the senior Russia expert on the NSC, and she had met George W. in a White House receiving line. She had seen him next in 1995, when she had been in Houston for a board meeting of Chevron, on which she served, and Bush senior invited her to Austin, where W. had just been sworn in as governor. She talked with the new governor about family and sports for an hour and then felt like a potted plant as she and the former president sat through a lunch Bush junior had with the Texas House speaker and lieutenant governor.

The Kennebunkport weekend was only one of many Thursday-to-Sunday August getaways at Camp Bush with breakfast, lunch, dinner, fishing, horseshoes and other competitions.

“I don’t have any idea about foreign affairs,” Governor Bush told Rice. “This isn’t what I do.”

Rice felt that he was wondering, Should I do this? Or probably, Can I do this? Out on the boat as father and son fished, the younger Bush asked her to talk about China, then Russia. His questions flowed all weekend—what about this country, this leader, this issue, what might it mean, and what was the angle for U.S. policy.

Early the next year, after he was reelected Texas governor and before he formally announced his presidential candidacy, Rice was summoned to Austin again. She was about to step down as Stanford provost and was thinking of taking a year off or going into investment banking for a couple of years.

“I want you to run my foreign policy for me,” Bush said. She should recruit a team of experts.

“Well, that would be interesting,” Rice said, and accepted. It was a sure shot at a top foreign policy post if he were to win.

•  •  •

BUSH RAISED AN IMPORTANT ISSUE with his close adviser Karen Hughes, then 43, a former television reporter who had worked for five years as his communications czar in Texas.

He said he needed to articulate why he wanted to be president. “You know, there has to be a reason,” he said. “There has to be a compelling reason to run.”

Hughes set out to come up with a central campaign theme. She knew Bush had three policy passions. First, there were the so-called faith-based initiatives—plans to push more government money to social programs affiliated with religious groups. That enthusiasm was real, but it couldn’t be the backbone of a presidential campaign.

Second, Bush cared about education. But America’s schools are run at the state and local level. It would be tough to run for president on a national education platform.

Bush’s third belief, in tax cuts, held promise. It could provide the rationale. The campaign autobiography Hughes wrote with Bush—A Charge to Keep, released in November 1999—included 19 provisions about “education” and 17 entries under “taxes.” “Faith-based organizations” are mentioned three times. The phrase “foreign policy” occurs twice, both in the context of free trade. There was a single reference to Iraq, no mention of Saddam Hussein, terrorists or terrorism.

During one of the 2000 primaries, Bush called Al Hubbard, a former deputy chief of staff to his father’s vice president, J. Danforth Quayle, and one of a group of advisers the elder Bush had recruited to tutor his son on economic issues.

“Hubbard,” Bush exclaimed. “Can you believe this is what I’m running on! This tax cut!”

•  •  •

BUSH INVITED RICHARD L. ARMITAGE, a former assistant secretary of defense in the Reagan administration, to join his team of foreign policy advisers. Armitage, 54, was Colin Powell’s best friend. Barrel-chested with a shaved head, a weight-lifting addict who could bench-press 330 pounds, Armitage was a 1967 graduate of the Naval Academy. He signed on because he believed that the Clinton administration had no theory or underlying principle for its foreign and defense policies. It was ad hoc. The Republicans had a chance of getting it right. Armitage was an admirer of Bush senior, who he felt understood the necessity of a strong foreign policy tempered by restraint.

The U.S. military was preeminent in the world and could dominate or stabilize any situation, in Armitage’s view. Clinton and his team had failed to develop adequate exit strategies for getting out of foreign entanglements such as Bosnia or Kosovo in the Balkans.

A big job for the next president, he thought, was no less than figuring out the purpose of American foreign policy. Rice’s team called themselves the Vulcans. The name started out in jest because Rice’s hometown, Birmingham, Alabama, known for its steel mills, had a giant statue of Vulcan, the Roman god of fire and metal. But the group, which included Paul Wolfowitz, the undersecretary for policy in Cheney’s Pentagon, liked the image of toughness, and Vulcans soon became their self-description.

In 1999, Armitage attended five meetings with Bush and various Vulcans. He found good news and bad news. The best news was that Bush wanted Powell to be his secretary of state.

At the first Vulcan meeting in February 1999, Bush had asked, “Is defense going to be an issue in the 2000 campaign?” The advisers said they didn’t think it would. Bush said he wanted to make defense an issue. He said he wanted to transform the military, to put it in a position to deal with new and emerging threats.

To do that, the advisers said, the military would need new equipment to make it more mobile and modern, and more advanced training and intelligence gathering. This might take 15 to 20 years before the real advantages would be realized. It would certainly be beyond a Bush presidency, maybe not in their lifetimes.

Bush indicated he was willing to make that investment. Armitage and the others worked on a speech that Bush gave at The Citadel, the South Carolina public military university, on September 23, 1999.

“I will defend the American people against missiles and terror,” Bush said, “And I will begin creating the military of the next century . . .. Homeland defense has become an urgent duty.” He cited the potential “threat of biological, chemical and nuclear terrorism. . . . Every group or nation must know, if they sponsor such attacks, our response will be devastating.

“Even if I am elected, I will not command the new military we create. That will be left to a president who comes after me. The results of our effort will not be seen for many years.”

Armitage was pleased to see realism in a presidential campaign. He thought that terrorism, and potential actions by rogue states such as Iraq, Iran and North Korea, could be trouble, but not lethal. The big issues in defense policy were the great power relationships with Russia, China and India.

But there was also bad news about Bush. “For some reason, he thinks he’s going to be president,” Armitage told Powell. It was like there was some feeling of destiny. Bush talked as if it was a certainty, saying, “When I’m president . . .” Though not unusual for candidates to talk this way in speeches, Bush spoke that way privately with his advisers. It was as if Bush were trying to talk himself into it.

And there was Bush’s smirk, Armitage said.

The big problem, Armitage thought, was that he was not sure Bush filled the suit required of a president. He had a dreadful lack of experience. Armitage told his wife and Powell that he was not sure Governor Bush understood the implications of the United States as a world power.
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AMONG THE VULCANS was another veteran of the Cheney Pentagon, Stephen J. Hadley, who had been assistant secretary of defense for international security policy. It was the post Armitage had held in the Reagan administration—a kind of State Department within the Pentagon focusing on foreign relations. Hadley, 52, was as quiet and soft as Armitage could be vocal and hard. Raised in Ohio, Phi Beta Kappa from Cornell and with a Yale Law degree, Hadley was a student of national security with early service on the National Security Council staff in the Ford administration.

Hadley had helped in the preparation of Bush’s Citadel speech. When Bush said he wanted a reform or transformation agenda for the Pentagon, several Vulcans demonstrated their knowledge of Army hardware by reeling off the names of some of the lighter vehicles that could be used to replace the heavy tanks. Bush began asking questions about the kinds of lighter vehicles and their various merits.

“You really don’t want to go there,” Hadley told Bush, “because if you start proposing an alternative to the tank, there are 200 specialists in Washington all ready to jump on what you’re saying and say, ‘This guy doesn’t know what he’s talking about.’ So stay away.”

“Let me tell you how I think about elections,” Bush replied. “I want to reform the Defense Department. Now, I run and don’t mention it, when I’m elected and go to the Joint Chiefs and say, ‘By the way, I want to reform the Defense Department,’ they’ll say, ‘Who are you? You’ve been elected. You’ll be gone in four years. We’ll be here. Thank you very much.’

“If I go to the American people and say, ‘I’m going to reform the Defense Department. Here’s why. Here’s what I’m going to do.’ And when I get elected and I go to the Joint Chiefs and I say, ‘The American people have just elected me to reform the Defense Department. Where do we start?’ That makes a big difference.” He apparently didn’t know that the Joint Chiefs, the heads of the services, serve only four-year terms. He clearly thought of them as a monolith.

At another meeting during Bush’s early candidacy, the Vulcans were discussing arms control. Bush had lots of questions and he was getting lots of answers. Hadley told Bush, “They’re very good on this stuff. You don’t need all the technical stuff. You’ve got great instincts. If I could urge you to do one thing, it would be ‘Trust your instincts.’ ”

Bush had no problem trusting his instincts. It was almost his second religion. In an interview with me several years later, on August 20, 2002, he referred a dozen times to his “instincts” or his “instinctive” reactions as the guide for his decisions. At one point he said, “I’m not a textbook player, I’m a gut player.”

•  •  •

IN ADDITION TO SEEKING foreign policy tutors for his son, the former president spent his post-presidential years defending his decisions in the 1991 Persian Gulf War. The United Nations had authorized the use of force to oust Saddam Hussein’s army from neighboring Kuwait, which Saddam had invaded the previous summer. It was a specific mission, endorsed by most of the world’s nations. Saddam’s army had been driven out of Kuwait, but because he survived the war and stayed in power, a number of critics, many Republican conservatives, said Bush had screwed up and should have pushed on to overthrow the Iraqi dictator.

On February 28, 1999, the former president was the honored guest at a gathering of some 200 Gulf War veterans at the Fort Myer Army base, just across the Potomac River from Washington.

It burned him up when people said they hadn’t finished the job, he said. “Had we gone into Baghdad—We could have done it. You guys could have done it. You could have been there in 48 hours. And then what? Which sergeant, which private, whose life would be at stake in perhaps a fruitless hunt in an urban guerrilla war to find the most-secure dictator in the world? Whose life would be on my hands as the commander-in-chief because I, unilaterally, went beyond the international law, went beyond the stated mission, and said we’re going to show our macho? We’re going into Baghdad. We’re going to be an occupying power—America in an Arab land—with no allies at our side. It would have been disastrous.”

•  •  •

AS GEORGE W. BUSH locked up the Republican presidential nomination, Prince Bandar kept in touch. Over the weekend of June 10, 2000, Bandar attended a surprise party for Barbara Bush’s 75th birthday at the family retreat in Kennebunkport. Bandar thought it was quaint and old-fashioned, complete with the Bush family members putting on a 45-minute variety show with comic skits. The effort put into these family spoofs astounded him but he found the show hilarious.

George W. pulled Bandar aside.

“Bandar, I guess you’re the best asshole who knows about the world. Explain to me one thing.”

“Governor, what is it?”

“Why should I care about North Korea?”

Bandar said he didn’t really know. It was one of the few countries that he did not work on for King Fahd.

“I get these briefings on all parts of the world,” Bush said, “and everybody is talking to me about North Korea.”

“I’ll tell you what, Governor,” Bandar said. “One reason should make you care about North Korea.”

“All right, smart aleck,” Bush said, “tell me.”

“The 38,000 American troops right on the border.” Most of the U.S. 2nd Infantry Division was deployed there, along with thousands of other Army, Navy and Air Force personnel. “If nothing else counts, this counts. One shot across the border and you lose half these people immediately. You lose 15,000 Americans in a chemical or biological or even regular attack. The United States of America is at war instantly.”

“Hmmm,” Bush said. “I wish those assholes would put things just point-blank to me. I get half a book telling me about the history of North Korea.”

“Now I tell you another answer to that. You don’t want to care about North Korea anymore?” Bandar asked. The Saudis wanted America to focus on the Middle East and not get drawn into a conflict in East Asia.

“I didn’t say that,” Bush replied.

“But if you don’t, you withdraw those troops back. Then it becomes a local conflict. Then you have the whole time to decide, ‘Should I get involved? Not involved?’ Etc.”

At that moment, Colin Powell approached.

“Colin,” Bush said, “come here. Bandar and I were shooting the bull, just two fighter pilots shooting the bull.” He didn’t mention the topic.

“Mr. Governor,” Bandar said, “General Powell is almost a fighter pilot. He can shoot the bull almost as good as us.”

•  •  •

BANDAR FOLLOWED W.’S 2000 campaign like a full-time political reporter and news junkie. He appreciated the focus and the method. The candidate’s father promised to come to Bandar’s estate outside London for pheasant shooting after the election. Bush senior told Bandar, “By the time I come to shoot with you, either we will be celebrating my boy is in the White House, or we’ll be commiserating together because my boy lost.”

A man with his own addictions and obsessions, Bandar spent immense amounts of time studying the psychology of individual human beings and he developed a theory about what drove George W. Bush’s ambition. First, W. had rejected the key figure in his father’s rise in politics to the presidency, James A. Baker III, his father’s chief political operative and secretary of state. In W.’s opinion, Baker had not done enough in the 1992 reelection campaign, had left his father alone. Barbara Bush thought Baker was out for himself.

But when W. was faced with the Florida recount battle in 2000, he swallowed his pride and named Baker to head the recount effort. Who played the big boys’ bloody and cutthroat game better than Baker?

“I think Bush came into office with a mission,” Bandar said. “Many people are confusing it with his faith—religious faith. I think he had a mission that is agnostic. That he was convinced that the mission had to be achieved and that he is the only one who is going to achieve it. And it started with: Injustice has been done to a good man, George Herbert Walker Bush, a man who was a hero, who served his country, who did everything right.” His father had been a decorated World War II pilot, congressman, United Nations ambassador, Republican National Committee chairman, envoy to China, CIA director, vice president. All the things that W. did not do. Then as president, his father went to war in 1991 to oust Saddam Hussein from Kuwait. “And he wins,” Bandar continued, “and a charlatan—in his mind—draft dodger, etc., beats him. There is no justice.”

Clinton’s victory in 1992 was the catalyst. “So from 1992, this young man who was a wild young man in his youth, matured, but with a focus on one mission. There’s injustice. There’s something not right. I am going to correct it.”

After the 2000 election, Bandar visited President Bush in the White House regularly, and kept in touch with Bush senior all the time. On occasion, he saw the father and son together. There was a bonding, an apparent emotional connection, and yet there was a standoffishness, a distance that was not explainable. Many times Bush senior commented to him about policies being pursued by his son.

“Why don’t you call him about it?” Bandar asked.

“I had my turn,” Bush senior replied. “It is his turn now. I just have to stay off the stage. For eight years I did not make one comment about Clinton. I will not make any comment vis-à-vis this president, not only out of principle but to let him be himself.”

•  •  •

IN A SMALL FIFTH-FLOOR corner office of his international consulting firm three blocks north of the White House, Brent Scowcroft, one of the few men as close to former President Bush as Bandar, viewed the fledgling presidency of Bush’s son with mixed emotions. A small-framed Mormon with a doctorate in international relations and 29 years of military service, a three-star general in the Air Force, Scowcroft had served as national security adviser to both Presidents Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush.

He and the elder President Bush were contemporaries, born just nine months apart. And they were policy soul mates, so close that instead of writing a presidential memoir, Bush had teamed up with Scowcroft to co-author a 566-page book in 1998 called A World Transformed. It was a sort of semimemoir, one of the most unusual books to emerge from a 20th-century presidency. Bush and Scowcroft wrote alternating, dueling sections with occasional snippets of narrative sandwiched between. It demonstrated both men’s immersion in the events of the Bush presidency from 1989 to 1992, including revealing though carefully manicured inside accounts of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Gulf War.

Scowcroft communicated with Bush senior as much as Bandar did. He knew the father did not want to leave the impression that he was looking over his son’s shoulder. If it were even suggested that Bush senior had any hidden-hand presence in his son’s administration, in Scowcroft’s view it would demean the son and reduce the respect and support for his presidency, even undermine it.

But Scowcroft also knew that it was very personal—a textbook case encompassing more than half a century of subtle and not-so-subtle father-son tensions, love, joy, rivalries and disappointments. After all, Scowcroft knew that here was the father who had done everything—and done everything quite well in his view.

As best Scowcroft could calculate, George W. Bush didn’t know who he was until he was about 45. And now he was president? It was astonishing. Now, Scowcroft knew, the father did not want to injure the son’s self-confidence. He and Barbara had given the world not only a son but a president of the United States. The father desperately, passionately, wanted him to succeed. The best way to help was to stay out of his way.

•  •  •

“AS SOON AS I take my hand off the Bible, I want a plan of action,” George W. Bush told Karl Rove, his chief political strategist, immediately after the Supreme Court declared him the winner on December 12,2000. “I saw what happened to my old man, whom I love more than life itself, and he got into office and had no plan.” He said he’d watched Clinton quickly plunge into controversies of the moment over gays in the military and cabinet appointments. Bush said he wanted to focus on big-agenda items.

“Time is our ally at the beginning of the administration,” Bush told Rove. “It will at some point turn against me.” He wanted momentum, and he wanted the focus and political debate in the Congress and the country to be on his agenda. “So I want a plan.”

Bush had known Rove for 28 years. As one of their most senior Texas political associates explained, “Karl has got a somewhat split personality in that he can be your loyal, dear friend—and cut your throat the next day without thinking about it if he perceives that you’re a threat to him.” Rove could get paranoid, the Texas associate said, and he never really got the paranoia out of his system. But Bush knew that paranoia—especially Rove’s version of it—was useful in politics.

When Bush had decided to run for president, he had asked Rove to divest himself of Karl Rove & Company, his direct mail and political consulting firm. “If you’re going to be my guy, you’ve got to sell your business and be full-time for me. If you’re going to be my guy, you’re going to be my guy.” Rove had strong views and wanted to control many things, and Bush had to cut him off at the knees, at times nicely, at other times quite forcefully.

Now, Bush wanted to make sure “my guy” was right there by his side in the White House. Rove was given no line responsibility but instead a broad and open-ended license to look after two matters: first, Bush’s immediate political well-being that day, that week, that month; and second, Bush’s long-term political health, positioning him for reelection in 2004.

Rove, 50, set himself up in a second-floor West Wing White House office that had last been used by Hillary Clinton. He believed Bush’s reelection prospects would hinge on a successful first term, and in the first months of the Bush presidency that meant one issue: tax cuts, the centerpiece of Bush’s domestic agenda. In a debate during the Republican primaries, Bush had said, “This is not only ‘no new taxes,’ ” quoting the campaign pledge his father had made and later broken. “This is ‘Tax cuts, so help me God.’ ”

So Rove threw himself into tax cuts, which he thought would define the Bush presidency. In contrast, and despite all the tutoring, Bush had no plan for foreign affairs. He held no “so-help-me-God” convictions.
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IN HIS FIRST PENTAGON TOUR, Donald Rumsfeld had acquired a disdain for large parts of the system he was to oversee once again. He had found the Pentagon and the vast U.S. military complex unmanageable. One night at a dinner at my house a dozen years after he had left the Pentagon the first time, he said that being secretary was “like having an electric appliance in one hand and the plug in the other and you are running around trying to find a place to put it in.” It was an image that stuck with me—Rumsfeld charging around the Pentagon E-ring, the Man with the Appliance, seeking an elusive electrical socket, trying to make things work and feeling unplugged by the generals and admirals.

This time he was going to get control. He would not be distracted by outside events. The military services—Army, Navy, Marines and Air Force—were special pleaders, narrow-minded. Though a former congressman, he thought Congress also was narrow, unhelpful, wedded to habit and protocol. Foreign visitors and officials chewed up too much time, and the routine of ceremonies and meetings was a pain in the ass. No, he had big things to do. That meant focus. He was going to change the entire U.S. military, transform it into a leaner, more efficient, more agile, more lethal fighting machine. It was not just important to the military, he felt; it was important to the credibility of the United States.

Shortly after Rumsfeld settled into his office, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Army General Henry H. “Hugh” Shelton, who had been appointed the nation’s senior military officer by President Clinton, asked for a private meeting.

“When President Bush took the oath of office, my loyalties immediately shifted to him as commander in chief,” Shelton said. “I want to be considered a member of your team.”

Shelton, 59, was a paratrooper with 37 years in the military, including two tours in Vietnam. Tall, amiable, never considered one of the Army’s intellectuals, Shelton had a direct manner. He knew the value of political loyalty, and how contentious the 2000 presidential election had been. He was making a peace offering to the new regime.

Under recent defense secretaries for the last 15 years, the chairman acted as the link and communications channel between the secretary and the combatant commanders. The model was the 1991 Gulf War, when JCS Chairman Colin Powell had been the main conduit of information and orders between then Secretary of Defense Cheney and General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, the commander of Operation Desert Storm.

The JCS chairman had potential power and influence, as a go-between and adviser, but he was not in the chain of command.

“What precisely are your duties?” Rumsfeld asked Shelton. Since his first time as defense secretary in the Ford administration, the Goldwater-Nichols reform legislation of 1986 had enhanced the chairman’s role, at least on paper.

“I’m the principal military adviser to the president, you and the National Security Council,” General Shelton answered, citing his authority from the 15-year-old Goldwater-Nichols law in Title X of the U.S. Code.

“Oh, no,” Rumsfeld said, “not the NSC.”

Yes, sir, Shelton quietly repeated. The law was clear.

“Not the NSC staff,” Rumsfeld said. He had found NSC staffers in the Ford administration troublesome, puffing themselves up as if they spoke for the president.

Not the staff, Shelton agreed. But as the principal military adviser to the NSC, he dealt with the NSC principals—the president, vice president, secretary of state, secretary of defense, the president’s national security adviser and the CIA director. Though the law said that the chairman’s role was limited to advice, communications and oversight, he had a seat in the White House Situation Room when policy and war were discussed.

Rumsfeld was uncomfortable with a system that interfered with a strict chain of command from the president as commander in chief to him as secretary of defense and then to the military combatant commanders out around the world from the Pacific to the Middle East.

A week later, Rumsfeld told Shelton he had an idea to cut staff. Colin Powell had built the Joint Staff into a powerhouse of hundreds of ambitious middle-level and senior officers. Powell called it an “action staff,” organized and dedicated to getting things done. With two-and three-star generals and admirals heading the directorates, the Joint Staff was still often considered the most potent staff in Washington.

It’s too big, Rumsfeld said. He wanted Shelton to pare it down, get rid of the people who handled public relations, legislative liaison and legal matters for the chairman. Shelton could use Rumsfeld’s civilian staff for those matters.

“Sir, I’m supposed to give independent military advice,” Shelton replied. He pointed out that he had probably fewer than 30 people in those three sections while Rumsfeld had over 200. Maybe the civilian side would be the best place to cut? he suggested.

Rumsfeld dropped the matter for the moment.

•  •  •

SHELTON WAS WORRIED about trust between himself and the new secretary. Before Rumsfeld had been confirmed, he had received a chilling warning. A retired Navy captain who had worked for Air Force General George S. Brown, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs during Rumsfeld’s first tour as secretary of defense, had sent him a personal letter. It was damning. The captain claimed that Rumsfeld could not be trusted, that he despised the uniformed military.

“You are not going to enjoy this relationship,” he wrote. “He will be in control of everything.” Shelton shared the letter with several senior generals and admirals.

“God, I hope this isn’t true,” Shelton said, noting that he had only nine months left to serve as chairman. “I don’t want to spend my last year in this kind of environment.”

Other retired senior military officers had chilling stories of being dressed down by Rumsfeld. Admiral James L. Holloway, the chief of naval operations from 1974 to 1978, said Rumsfeld had chewed him out in front of 40 other senior military officers and civilians. Rumsfeld was concerned about some congressional testimony and Holloway had attempted to explain.

“Shut up,” Rumsfeld said, according to Holloway, “I don’t want any excuses. You are through and you’ll not have time to clean out your desk if this is not taken care of.”

Shelton was concerned as Rumsfeld built a kitchen cabinet of special assistants and consultants within the Office of the Secretary of Defense. It was growing into a fortress, old friends and retired military officers. First was Stephen Cambone, a 6-foot-3 defense intellectual who had worked closely on Rumsfeld’s space and missile defense commissions in the 1990s. Cambone was named Rumsfeld’s top civilian assistant. Second was Martin Hoffman, who had been Rumsfeld’s roommate and fellow member of the Princeton Class of 1954, and who had been secretary of the army during Rumsfeld’s first Pentagon tour. The two men had been close friends for nearly 50 years. Third was M. Staser Holcomb, a retired Navy vice admiral who had been Rumsfeld’s military assistant in the 1970s.

The fourth and perhaps most important member of the kitchen cabinet was Steve Herbits, 59, a lawyer and longtime Rumsfeld friend going back to 1967. Herbits had been one of Rumsfeld’s civilian special assistants during the first Pentagon tour, and ran the Defense transition and personnel search for Caspar Weinberger in 1981 and for Cheney in 1989 when each became secretary of defense. Herbits became a top executive at the Seagram Company, the giant liquor business. Probably no one had more longevity or credibility with Rumsfeld on basic military management and issues. Rumsfeld made Herbits a consultant with a license to analyze current problems, and he functioned as a management fix-it man somewhat as Karl Rove did for President Bush.

Herbits, who was also a gay rights activist and occasional contributor to Democratic candidates—and thus highly unusual among Republican defense experts—was known for his incisive, provocative, slashing dissections of personnel and institutions. Rumsfeld appreciated his style and skill at cutting through the normal fog of Pentagon paperwork and lowest-common-denominator analysis.

•  •  •

RUMSFELD AND CAMBONE were looking for a senior military assistant, a key post on Rumsfeld’s team. Previously, the position had been held by a three-star general or admiral. Nope, Rumsfeld said. He wanted to demonstrate what downsizing was about. The Pentagon bureaucracy was bloated, and the military kept putting officers of higher and higher rank in key positions, a kind of rank inflation. Rumsfeld wanted to go down two full ranks to not even a two-star but a one-star officer—a junior flag officer.

They thought of a Navy rear admiral named J. J. Quinn, who had headed the Naval Space Command and had given candid testimony the previous year to Rumsfeld’s space commission. Quinn, a 1974 Naval Academy graduate, had testified in secret that the small Navy space program should ideally be increased to assist the war-fighting commands. If it wasn’t expanded, maybe the Navy should get out of the space business altogether. It was almost unheard of to have a military commander suggest that his command be eliminated.

Rumsfeld and Hoffman called Quinn in for an interview. Quinn, 48, 6-foot-2, had been the captain of the baseball team at the Naval Academy. Rumsfeld, a former Navy pilot, delved into Quinn’s career.

Quinn was a naval aviator though not a pilot. He had flown in the back seat of F-14 fighter jets as the radar interceptor officer and later as a Top Gun instructor. He had served in the White House as a military aide to President Reagan for 19 months, and to President Bush senior for five months, carrying the so-called football, or codes for nuclear war.

Rumsfeld asked Quinn about his service as commanding officer of an F-14 squadron on the USS Ranger during the 1991 Gulf War. Quinn described flying 51 strike escort and photo reconnaissance missions in 43 days. After the war, he went to the grueling 20-month nuclear power school founded by the late Admiral Hyman Rickover in preparation for command of a nuclear-powered aircraft carrier.

Rumsfeld asked about his time as commanding officer of the USS Abraham Lincoln.

“The best time of my life,” Quinn said. He’d commanded a crew of 5,000 and some $12 billion worth of ship and equipment. Command at sea was the emotional pinnacle for a Navy officer, as Rumsfeld knew. “That’s what we live for,” Quinn said.

Marty Hoffman grabbed a piece of blank paper and asked Quinn to write something to see if Rumsfeld could read his handwriting.

Quinn wrote, “Mr. Secretary, I really want this job.”

“I can read that,” Rumsfeld said chuckling. Within two weeks, Quinn was sitting at the desk in a small office adjacent to Rumsfeld’s beneath a framed picture of several Civil War generals’ aides standing around holding the reins of their bosses’ horses. Called The Horse Holders, the picture had been signed by the previous senior military assistants to the secretaries of defense. Among the signatures was that of Colin Powell, who had held the post for Secretary of Defense Weinberger and was now Bush’s secretary of state.

•  •  •

ON FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 16, Rumsfeld’s 21st day in office, two dozen U.S. and British planes bombed 20 radar and command centers inside Iraq, enforcing the no-fly zones the United Nations had put in place after the 1991 Gulf War. These were the largest strikes in two years. A general from the Joint Staff informed the White House about the bombing, but Rumsfeld felt he had not been fully brought up to speed and he was livid. Information from the commanders in the field was being routed to him through Shelton. It could take six to ten hours before he learned what had happened.

“I’m the secretary of defense,” he said. “I’m in the chain of command.” He—not the generals, not the Joint Staff—would deal with the White House and the president on operational matters.

Rumsfeld demanded that Shelton do a detailed reconstruction of the process. Why had those targets been selected? Who had approved them? Who had briefed? Who knew? Who was thinking? The attacks had been against Iraqi long-range search radars outside Baghdad. The explosions were heard in the Iraqi capital. So there was CNN coverage, and it looked like an air strike on Baghdad, grabbing international attention. For a brief moment it had looked like the new Bush administration had launched a war against Saddam Hussein in its first month.

Rumsfeld felt he had been misled, not warned, not given the full story in advance.

Vice Admiral Scott A. Fry, the director of the Joint Staff and General Shelton’s right-hand man, thought Rumsfeld had a point. They should have made it clearer. They had failed to anticipate and they had violated the no surprise rule—don’t surprise the boss.

Fry, a 51-year-old, 1971 graduate of the Naval Academy, was one of the Navy’s most promising officers. As a junior officer he had read about the careers of some of the top admirals, and he had dreamed about being director of the Joint Staff. In his view it was the greatest job in the U.S. military for a three-star officer. He had previously served as executive assistant to the chief of naval operations, been the deputy in the Joint Staff plans and policy directorate (J-5), and gone on to command an aircraft carrier battle group—the USS Eisenhower, two cruisers, four destroyers and two submarines—the backbone of the Navy. He was then made director for operations (J-3), and finally given the most coveted position, director.

Rumsfeld’s attitude was one of fundamental distrust, Fry realized. So that meant they would have to prove themselves. One day he took two slides classified confidential on a minor operational issue up to Rumsfeld’s office. He was going over them with Steve Cambone when Rumsfeld came in.

Why are they classified confidential? Rumsfeld asked.

Fry wasn’t sure. It was the lowest level of classification. Most matters that came to the secretary had much higher classifications—SECRET, TOP SECRET, code word special access programs, special compartments to limit distribution of sensitive information. Soon Rumsfeld, Cambone and Fry were in a discussion about classification. It turned out, Fry conceded, that these particular slides didn’t really need to be classified at all. He wanted to review the substance.

No, Rumsfeld said. Please go down and get new slides and bring them back properly marked unclassified.

Fry talked to Shelton, who unloaded about the nonstop questions from Rumsfeld: Why did the chairman have a special assistant who traveled with Secretary of State Powell on trips abroad? What was that all about? Rumsfeld wanted to know. Who did he report to? What was the information flow? When would he, Rumsfeld, learn about what Powell was doing? Tell me again why you have a lawyer.

Rumsfeld sent short notes all around the building, called “snowflakes,” asking questions, seeking detail and asking for reconstructions when it was unclear to him what had happened. He’d developed the snowflake system early in the Nixon administration, when he led the Office of Economic Opportunity. Though unsigned, everyone knew they represented orders or questions from the boss. But if a snowflake leaked, it provided deniability—no signature, no clear fingerprints. He was quite proud of his new management tool. When Rumsfeld had been ambassador to NATO from 1973 to 1974, his memos were on yellow paper, called “yellow perils.” Now they were once again on white paper, and “snowflake” was resurrected.

Rumsfeld either scribbled out his notes or dictated them, and Delonnie Henry, his confidential assistant, then typed them out. Rear Admiral J. J. Quinn, the new military assistant, became the keeper of the snowflakes. There were roughly three kinds—administrative (“call and arrange a lunch with Fed Chairman Alan Greenspan”—an old Rumsfeld friend from the Ford days), simple thoughts or personal reflections, and calls for information or action. Some were quite broad and asked for a lot. Quinn delivered them, often by hand if they were urgent and important. Rumsfeld kept copies of the snowflakes in files on his desk. He had a file for Shelton, another for Quinn, one for Cambone and others for his top aides.

In an interview later, Quinn said, “It was a simple, efficient way for him to keep track of what he had asked for and what he wanted to get done. It was a way for him to get his arms around this big behemoth called the United States military.”

Rumsfeld was into everyone’s business. No one was immune. Many in the Pentagon looked at the snowflakes as an annoyance. Others found them intrusive and at times petty. For some, there was no way to keep up.

Vice Admiral Fry told the Joint Staff this was an opportunity to examine what they were doing and why. Soul-searching and introspection were good, it would be good for the Joint Staff. “We need to do this,” he said. “We’ll get through this. We’ll gain his confidence. He’ll get comfortable with us.”

•  •  •

UNDER THE OLD SYSTEM, as practiced by Secretary of Defense William S. Cohen and General Shelton, when there was a significant incident—a ship collision, violation of the no-fly zones in Iraq, or in the extreme an outbreak of war—the duty general or admiral in the National Military Command Center (NMCC), which was part of the Joint Staff and manned around the clock, would call Shelton. Rumsfeld wondered to Shelton why he didn’t get called first. He was in the chain of command, not Shelton. He, Rumsfeld, reported to the president. Shelton replied that he often had to get answers from the duty general or admiral. He had to anticipate the secretary’s questions so that when he called Rumsfeld, he’d have answers.

Oh, no, Rumsfeld said. He wanted to know first. Suppose it was serious and he had to call the president? Since the command center monitored the world, the duty officer called Shelton regularly. Whenever this happened, Rumsfeld demanded a full reconstruction of the timeline—when Shelton got called, when Rumsfeld got called, what information each received, and explanations for the delays and discrepancies in the reports. It was almost a daily occurrence. Rumsfeld brought in another retired admiral to do a study of the NMCC. As the overseer of the NMCC and the duty officers, Fry was in the middle.

•  •  •

ON THURSDAY, MARCH 15, 2001, the 53rd day of the Bush presidency, Prince Bandar went to the Oval Office with his loyal aide-de-camp, Rihab Massoud. Condoleezza Rice, who was now Bush’s national security adviser, attended. It was highly unusual for an ambassador to have Bandar’s kind of direct access to the president.

Bandar complained about a remark Secretary of State Powell had made in congressional testimony a week earlier. The United States planned to move its embassy from Tel Aviv to “the capital of Israel, which is Jerusalem,” Powell had said. Since Arabs claimed that part of Jerusalem is Palestinian, it was outrageous.

Bush said he knew how sensitive Jerusalem was to the Saudis. Powell had probably misspoken.

In a message from the Crown Prince, the de facto leader of Saudi Arabia, Bandar said that moving forward on the peace process between the Palestinians and Israel, which had just elected Ariel Sharon its new leader, was critical to building a coalition of moderate Arabs to pressure Saddam Hussein. He asked how much longer the enforcement of the United Nations no-fly zones over Iraq would continue. Two years? Five years? Ten years? “This is costing us militarily, financially, but much more importantly politically,” he said. “And it is not hurting Saddam Hussein.”

Bush seemed to agree. “If there is any military action, then it has to be decisive. That can finalize the issue,” the president said. “The Iraqi opposition is useless and not effective.” They discussed the difficulty of using covert action to overthrow Saddam. The president expressed concern about increases in worldwide oil prices, something the Saudis influenced heavily. He said he would like to see Bandar at least once a month. He wanted honest talk.

Bandar was elated. He sent a secret message to the Crown Prince: “Many positive signs as far as relations and issues that are of concern to both countries. Loyalty and honesty are sensitive issues for this president. It is important that we invest in this man, in a very positive way.”

•  •  •

RUMSFELD WAS TRYING to define the task before him and get everything down on paper. His dictations, memos, drafts, redrafts and snowflakes reveal his conviction that he faced huge obstacles. On March 20, he dictated a four-page memo, “Subject: The Challenge—the Importance of Succeeding.”

“After two months on the job, it is clear that the Defense establishment is tangled in its anchor chain,” he dictated. Congress required hundreds of reports. The Pentagon couldn’t construct a $500,000 building without congressional approval. There were so many auditors, investigators, testing groups and monitors looking over their shoulders at the Pentagon, more perhaps, “at 24,000 on any given day, than the U.S. Army has deployable front-line troops with weapons.” The military’s personnel policies “were designed to manage a conscript force of single men” and had not been changed for “a volunteer force with families.” Military officers were transferred “from assignment to assignment every 20 to 25 months or so, to the point that successful officers skip across the tops of the waves so fast that even they can’t learn from their own mistakes.” The military fringe benefits “mindlessly use the failed Soviet model centralized government systems for housing, commissaries, healthcare and education, rather than using the private sector competitive models that are the envy of the world.”

Distrust between Congress and the Defense Department was so great, he said, that “from a practical standpoint, the DOD no longer has the authority to conduct the business of the Department.

“The maze of constraints on the Department force it to operate in a manner that is so slow, so ponderous and so inefficient that whatever it ultimately does will inevitably be a decade or so late.”

Without changing and fixing the relationship with Congress, Rumsfeld concluded, “transformation of our armed forces is not possible.”

Six days later, he snowflaked Wolfowitz, Cambone and two others asking for their edits and ideas. This “Anchor Chain” memo became notorious among Rumsfeld’s staff as they watched and tried to help him define the universe of his problems. By April 10 he had dictated a 10-page version, and by May 1 it had grown to 12 pages. By then he had found that Congress required 905 reports a year. The 1962 Defense Authorization Act had been a single page; in 1975 when he’d been secretary it was 75 pages. “Today the Act has ballooned to 988 pages.”

It sounded like he had almost given up fixing the Pentagon during the George W. Bush presidency. The task was so hard and would take so long, he dictated, that “our job, therefore, is to work together to sharpen the sword that the next president will wield.”

•  •  •

“I’VE GOT FOUR DRAFTS OF it,” I told Rumsfeld in a 2006 interview.

“Do you really?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, handing him copies. “I wanted to give you copies.”

“It got better,” he said.

“It did,” I agreed. “It almost looks like you’re struggling, if I may be frank with you.”

“This is a difficult job here,” he said. “This is not easy, this department. And I can remember having been here a month or two and standing at my desk at night, reflecting over this whole thing and saying, Okay, I was asked to do this job. I’ve accepted. And what is it? How do you define the job and what are the problems you’re facing and what are the obstacles to getting it done? And what’s doable and what isn’t doable?”

I quoted from the last draft of the memo: “We’ll have to do it for the next president.”

“You know,” he said, “in a place this big that’s almost true of everything.” He noted that back in 1975 as secretary of defense the first time he had approved the M1 tank that was used in the first Gulf War and the recent invasion of Iraq. He also had approved the F-16, which was still being used in air operations over Iraq. He spoke almost wistfully. “These decisions you make play out over a long period time, either to the benefit of the country, or conversely to the detriment of the country if you fail to do something.”
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ON APRIL 1, CHINA FORCED DOWN a U.S. Navy EP-3E spy plane and took its 24 crew members hostage, the first major foreign policy crisis of the new Bush administration. The White House was determined to keep President Bush away from the delicate hostage situation. Presidents Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan had given hostage-takers leverage by becoming emotionally involved in trying to get back Americans held in Iran and Lebanon. In Carter’s case, it had led to a general sense of impotency and fear in the country, with ABC News running a nightly show called America Held Hostage and prominently reminding viewers each day how long the Americans had been held. Under Reagan, the hostage crisis had led to secret arms sales to Iran and the biggest scandal of his presidency, Iran-contra. The image of powerlessness his predecessors had endured would not be allowed to develop in the George W. Bush administration.

Secretary of State Powell was given the assignment of negotiating a settlement with the Chinese. Powell enlisted Prince Bandar, who had special relations with the Chinese through various deals to purchase arms and missiles. China was also beginning to rely on Saudi oil.

Bandar eventually got the Chinese to release the 24 hostages. Never modest about his influence, Bandar considered it almost a personal favor to him. The Chinese wanted a letter from the United States expressing regret. It was the kind of diplomatic gobbledygook that was Bandar’s specialty. As the Chinese wanted, the United States would say it was “very sorry” the spy plane had entered Chinese airspace to make an emergency landing, while the United States would not apologize for what it considered a legitimate intelligence-gathering mission. The National Security Agency was monitoring Bandar’s calls with the Chinese, and sending reports to Powell about the various negotiations, including the final deal Bandar arranged. Powell called Bandar with congratulations.

“Hey, it’s great!” he said.

“How the hell do you know?” Bandar asked.

Having jumped the gun, Powell sheepishly tried to get out of explaining. Bandar knew his calls were monitored, but he and Powell couldn’t really talk about one of the most sensitive and classified intelligence-gathering operations of the U.S. government involving communications among foreign governments. So for a year Powell and Bandar laughed and half joked about it without ever really defining it.

Rumsfeld demanded a full reconstruction of the timeline of the EP-3 flight from the first moment. He didn’t like any aspect of it. The EP-3 was being followed closely and harassed by a Chinese fighter, and there had been a collision. One question was whether the U.S. pilot had made the right decision to land in China. As Rumsfeld dug deeper, he was asking what these intelligence missions accomplished. Who authorized them? Who assessed the value of the intelligence that was gathered? What about the risks versus the rewards? That led to more questions and a top-to-bottom evaluation of intelligence-gathering missions from all U.S. military airborne platforms.

“Painful, but important,” Fry told the Joint Staff and the intelligence experts. Such potentially high-risk missions had been going on for years and were on a kind of automatic pilot. They needed to be reexamined, Fry thought, but as Rumsfeld turned over rocks, he was finding too many worms.

The question was when to resume the EP-3 missions off the Chinese coast. A few days later Rumsfeld convened a secure conference with Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Richard B. Myers and Admiral Dennis Blair, the commander in chief of Pacific Command, the combatant commander in the region. General Shelton was traveling so Myers represented the JCS. The gentlemanly, 6-foot-31/2-inch Air Force general had been Shelton’s deputy for just over a year. A Vietnam combat pilot who flew F-4 Phantom fighter jets, the soft-spoken Myers had served as the commander in chief of the U.S. Space Command before becoming the vice chairman in March 2000.

Rear Admiral Quinn took notes as Rumsfeld, Admiral Blair and General Myers conferred.

Blair recommended that they restart the spy missions soon. The Chinese alleged the flights violated their airspace, but the U.S. recognized a 12-nautical-mile limit and did not want to concede anything or cave in to Chinese intimidation. Blair outlined a rough schedule for resumption of flights.

“Denny,” Rumsfeld said, “that sounds like a good plan. Send me a one-page message that outlines the exact details so I can show it to Condi Rice and Colin Powell tomorrow morning.” He had a secure conference call with Rice and Powell at 7:15 A.M. each weekday.

Aye aye, sir, Blair said.

The next morning Quinn was in by 6 A.M. looking for Blair’s message when Rumsfeld called.

“I don’t see the message from Denny Blair,” he said.

“Mr. Secretary, I’m searching for it too and can’t find it.”

Quinn popped into Fry’s office before 7 A.M. Fry was in a meeting. His executive assistant, a Navy captain and stickler for the chain of command, looked kind of funny at Quinn when he asked about the message from Admiral Blair. Apparently Blair had addressed the message the old way—only to Shelton and the JCS, not to Rumsfeld.

Fry’s executive assistant said that since it was addressed only to the JCS, his hands were tied. “I can’t give it to you.”

When Fry returned, his executive assistant held up a copy of Blair’s message. “Oh, by the way,” the captain said, “I’m telling J. J. Quinn that the secretary can’t see this until the chairman has seen it.”

Quinn remembers also asking Fry for the message and maintains that Fry also refused to hand over a copy of the message. Fry places the responsibility on his executive assistant.

Whatever the case, Quinn returned to Rumsfeld’s office to report. “Mr. Secretary, the message is in the Joint Staff director’s office and they refuse to give it to me.”

Rumsfeld picked up the phone. Shelton was still traveling, so he summoned Vice Chairman Myers.

Myers came rushing up to Rumsfeld’s office. “What’s the problem, Mr. Secretary?”

“What the hell are you guys thinking down there?” Rumsfeld exploded. “I can’t believe this.”

Quinn was standing on the other side of the room. Rumsfeld was about as furious as he had ever seen a human being.

“Where is the loyalty here?” Rumsfeld shouted, and proceeded to give Myers a royal ass chewing. It had been months of being tangled in the anchor chain. Frustration came pouring out. In his own quarter of a century in the Navy, Quinn had never seen anything quite like it as he froze in place.

Myers insisted they were not trying to keep anything from the secretary. That would be absurd. They had both been on the conference call with Blair. Obviously, there had been some routing mistake. Yes, clearly Rumsfeld was the boss. He tried to defend the Joint Staff.

Rumsfeld would not hear of it, as he continued to rip Myers up one side and down the other. Quinn looked at the clock and recalls it registered 7:02 A.M. The Powell-Rumsfeld-Rice conference call was coming up in 13 minutes.

When it was over, Myers walked out and turned to Quinn. “What the hell is going on?”

Quinn filled him in, and Myers flew down to get a copy of the message, which he brought back to Rumsfeld’s office in time for the conference call.

After the call, Rumsfeld came on the squawk box in Quinn’s office. “Can you come in?”

Quinn went in and Rumsfeld asked his opinion about what had happened.

“Mr. Secretary, next time you have to dress down a four-star officer like that, I think I’ll make myself disappear.”

“No, you won’t. I want you there as a witness.” He asked Quinn to get the Pentagon general counsel. He wanted to inquire about his legal authority over the Joint Staff and his power to fire people.

Rumsfeld was beside himself. Most of his key civilian appointees had not yet been confirmed. He complained that he felt like he was running the Pentagon alone. He didn’t have his team. “I’m here and I don’t have anybody working for me,” he said. Edgy and fed up after weeks of feeling that the chain of command was not being enforced, he leaned on his consultant Steve Herbits.

“I want to talk to the combatant commanders,” Rumsfeld told Herbits. “They report to me. That’s what the law says.” He told Herbits he was learning things too late from the Joint Staff time and time again. He was furious with Shelton and Fry.

“You’ve got to fire somebody,” Herbits proposed. “You’ve got to let people know who’s boss here. Here’s a perfect example.” Fry seemed incompetent. “Fire Fry.”

Word soon reached Shelton, who was back, that Rumsfeld was planning to do precisely that. Shelton and Myers thought they had explained the screwup about the message from Admiral Blair, and had promised it would not happen again. Shelton wasn’t sure if it was that or if it was a new problem, so he stopped by Fry’s office to see what snowflake answers might be due Rumsfeld.

Steve Cambone had issued an edict that all snowflakes would get a response within 24 hours, and Fry explained that he was trying to keep up. At times he felt that he had most of the Joint Staff working on Rumsfeld’s queries. “There aren’t enough people in the Pentagon to respond to all the snowflakes that are coming down from the third deck”—the third floor, where Rumsfeld had his office.

Shelton could see that Fry, a tireless worker with a real leadership future ahead of him, was exhausted, working weekends and staying up half the night trying to answer snowflakes.

Shelton bolted up to Rumsfeld’s office and barged in, forcing a confrontation.

“If you’re not happy with Scott Fry,” the chairman said, “he works for me, and if you’re not happy with him, it means you’re unhappy with me. You can have two for the price of one,” Shelton said.

Rumsfeld seemed to jump back and heatedly denied that he had any plan to fire Fry.

Shelton went back down to Fry’s office.

“You’ve never had any leave,” Shelton said. “You’ve never had a day off. You’ve been here every day that I’ve been here. Why don’t you take a couple of days off?”

“Ah, bullshit,” Fry responded. “We’re doing fine.”

“Take a couple of days off,” Shelton ordered. “I’ll see you Thursday.”

•  •  •

FRY’S DAY BEGAN about 6 A.M. when he would go to the National Military Command Center to get briefed on overnight developments, review messages, and make phone calls around the world to get updated. At 7 A.M. he briefed Shelton for the chairman’s own 8:30 A.M. meeting with Rumsfeld. Fry then represented the Joint Staff at a larger meeting Rumsfeld had later in the morning. At that meeting, Rumsfeld went around the table and asked if anyone had something to offer. “Nothing this morning, Mr. Secretary” was Fry’s usual refrain because everything he knew of significance that morning he had passed to Shelton, who had already informed Rumsfeld.

“Fry comes to my meeting,” Rumsfeld told his staff. “He never has a goddamn thing to say.”

•  •  •

ON APRIL 25, 2001, ABC television ran an interview with Bush about his first 100 days. The interviewer, Charles Gibson, asked Bush whether the U.S. had an obligation to defend Taiwan.

“Yes, we do. And the Chinese must understand that,” Bush replied.

“And you would . . .”

“Yes, I would.”

“With the full force of the American military?”

“Whatever it took to help Taiwan defend herself.”

It was one of the strongest statements the U.S. had made about the delicate issue of Taiwan. The Chinese were very upset.

Condoleezza Rice called Brent Scowcroft, who had had her job under Bush’s father, and asked him to come see the president. Scowcroft met privately with Bush and Rice.

How do I get out of this? Bush essentially asked.

After listening to Scowcroft, Bush asked him to go on a secret mission to China to meet with President Jiang Zemin and explain U.S. policy. Scowcroft, who was going to China on private business, agreed to talk with Jiang on the president’s behalf. He told the Chinese leader that Bush’s policy was to defend Taiwan if the island was attacked unprovoked, but if the Taiwanese took action to change the status quo on their own, the United States would not defend them. Jiang and Bush seemed satisfied, and Scowcroft’s secret mission never became public.

Scowcroft was delighted to see the administration recover from its misstep. Getting off on a balanced, moderate footing was the key ingredient, in Scowcroft’s and Bush senior’s view, of a strong and sensible foreign policy. It was good news.

•  •  •

RUMSFELD’S DAILY 7:15 A.M. secure phone call with Powell and Rice was causing trouble. With all his contacts from his 35 years of previous military service, as Reagan’s national security adviser, and now as Bush’s chief diplomat, Powell gathered more intelligence than perhaps any single other individual in the U.S. government. His best friend, Richard Armitage, now the deputy secretary of state, conducted an aggressive daily sweep during his meetings and phone calls—“Feed the Beast,” he would say. He wanted something good to pass to Powell. “Give,” he often said emphatically.

In the morning Rice-Powell-Rumsfeld phone calls, Powell often had something new from abroad or the Washington information chain. He relished these moments when he could drop a little item involving the military that Rumsfeld had not heard about. At the later morning meeting with Shelton, a frequent Rumsfeld question was “Why is it that Powell knew this and I didn’t?” This often led to reconstructions of the information flow. How was it that someone out there in the vast U.S. military enterprise knew something potentially or obviously important and it didn’t make its way to the secretary of defense? One of Rumsfeld’s favorite questions for Shelton was: How come the combatant commanders talk to you, when they work for me?

The snowflakes came fast and furious. At one point Fry realized he couldn’t create a tracking system that could adequately monitor all that impacted the Joint Chiefs and the Joint Staff. This was because Rumsfeld sent snowflakes to almost everyone, whatever their rank or position in the Pentagon. Snowflakes sent to others often got rerouted to Fry in whole or in part, and suddenly there would be a massive request and only hours to answer. Rumsfeld, however, had his own tracking system, which led to more queries and follow-on snowflakes about what had happened to the unanswered snowflakes.

•  •  •

ONE DAY CAMBONE got chewed out by Rumsfeld and came whimpering into Quinn’s office. “Am I doing that badly?” he asked.

Another day, Quinn approached Vice President Cheney at a Pentagon reception and asked for any advice. “Here’s what I can tell you about Don Rumsfeld,” Cheney said. “You’re never going to get any credit. And you’ll only know how well you’re doing if he gives you more work. If that happens, you’re doing fine.”

As Quinn saw it, Rumsfeld was on a necessary and noble mission. For eight years under Clinton the chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the Joint Staff had taken control of the Pentagon. Rumsfeld was trying to wrest the power back from them and put it under proper civilian control. Quinn’s relations with Fry and the other senior flag officers on the Joint Staff were awful. They wore their superior rank, and Quinn found he was not able to transmit Rumsfeld’s requests and orders with the authority and urgency with which they had been issued. One day Fry complained to Quinn that Rumsfeld and his civilians were not cooperating with them—the Joint Staff—as if they were in charge.

Quinn’s wife and two young daughters were living about an hour and a half away in Maryland where the Naval Space Command was located, so Quinn got home for only part of each weekend. He tried to arrange for housing at one of the local bases closer to the Pentagon, and got in a horrendous fight with the Army. Cambone intervened, but it seemed to be a little harassment campaign, and Quinn never got local base housing. Fry thought it was consuming an inordinate amount of Quinn’s time and emotional energy, and began complaining that Quinn was underperforming.

For Quinn, the housing issue was incidental. He felt he couldn’t do his job, so he took matters into his own hands and went to Rumsfeld.

“You’ve got to make a change here in your military assistant,” he said. “I am a one-star. The three-and four-stars won’t listen to me. They go around me. They go through me. The culture doesn’t allow me to pass on orders.”

“No,” Rumsfeld said. “Our chemistry is good. We’ll work through this.”

But Rumsfeld complained to Herbits about the disorder in his own office. Everything moved too slowly and he didn’t like the way the uniformed military was responding to him. So Herbits packed up his things from the transition offices downstairs in the Pentagon and moved up to Rumsfeld’s suite, so he could keep an eye on the traffic of people and paper. He took over a desk between Admiral Quinn and Rumsfeld’s civilian special assistant, Steve Cambone.

After several weeks of watching Quinn’s performance, Herbits walked into Rumsfeld’s office.

“This isn’t going to work,” he said, echoing Quinn’s self-evaluation.

“Why?” Rumsfeld inquired.

Quinn was a competent, decent officer, but in the rank-conscious military, his single star gave him insufficient clout. He was just one step above a Navy captain or Army colonel, and he couldn’t really pass on orders or talk as a peer with the three-stars on the Joint Staff and elsewhere. Quinn was being ignored by Fry and the others. The link between the secretary’s military assistant and the director of the Joint Staff was critical to the functioning of the Pentagon, Herbits said. It was one of the most important relationships in the building. In some respects it was the most important, and it wasn’t working.

•  •  •

THAT SPRING THE NAVY announced that it was going to resume bombing exercises on a small island off Puerto Rico called Vieques. There was a long history of controversy. Two years earlier a civilian security guard had been killed during one bombing run; protesters occupied the range and in 2000 the successful candidate for governor of Puerto Rico made expelling the Navy from Vieques the centerpiece of her campaign.

“I need to get smart about Vieques,” Rumsfeld told Quinn. “Call down to the Navy. Tell them I want a briefing. No more than five to 10 charts.” He hated the 60-slide, show-and-tell, death-by-PowerPoint briefings renowned in the Pentagon. “A 10-minute briefing and then 20 minutes of discussion,” he ordered.

Quinn passed the instructions to the senior Navy operations admirals in the Pentagon and to the four-star admiral in charge of the Atlantic Fleet. He was explicit—no more than five or 10 slides, 10 minutes of briefing followed by a serious 20-minute discussion of the issues. The discussion was always the part Rumsfeld’s active mind liked.

The Atlantic Fleet four-star soon showed up in Rumsfeld’s office with eight people and 60 slides. The admiral got through 15 slides in the allotted half hour with Rumsfeld rolling his eyes and jumping in his seat.

“I’m going to have to stop this briefing,” Rumsfeld said, made some excuse and shooed everyone out.

“Didn’t you tell them what I wanted done?” he later complained to Quinn.

It had all been repeated and repeated—everything but an engraved invitation, Quinn said.

“They don’t listen, do they?” Rumsfeld said.

“The culture doesn’t allow a one-star to do this,” Quinn repeated.

On the Vieques problem, Rumsfeld told Quinn, “We’ll give them the island back and buy another one. It’s a political and media nightmare.” But Rumsfeld was deeply concerned about the Navy, his old service. During his first days back at the Pentagon, a Navy submarine, the USS Greeneville, was practicing an emergency surfacing off the coast of Hawaii and struck a Japanese fishing boat, killing nine, including some Japanese students. Then there was the EP-3 spy plane incident, and now Vieques.

At 7:51 A.M. on April 27, Rumsfeld dictated a snowflake summarizing his own thoughts and feelings.

“Subject: Navy

“The problems in the Navy may be systemic. It is one thing if you make mistakes when you are pushing the envelope. It’s another thing if you make mistakes walking to work.”
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SHELTON WAS GROWING DESPONDENT. Rumsfeld was suggesting that Shelton should give his military advice to the president through Rumsfeld. Shelton reiterated that since Title X made him the “principal military adviser” to the president, he didn’t see how that could work. He had to give his advice directly.

“You are not providing added value,” Rumsfeld said once during a visit to the Tank, the Joint Chiefs’ conference room.

Admiral Vern Clark, the chief of naval operations, 56, bespectacled and studious, pushed back. We can’t even get copies of all the studies your consultants are doing, Clark said. There was one document in particular he hadn’t been allowed to see. “How can you ask us to comment on this when we have never even seen the document?”

Rumsfeld hotly disputed this. “Well, that’s not true. That document’s wide open for all of you.”

“Mr. Secretary,” Clark said, “I called your office myself 30 minutes ago to get a copy of that document and I was told by your office that I was not authorized to see it.”

Rumsfeld said he had the studies done because the Joint Staff was essentially useless. They specialized in thick studies that took months or more, didn’t cut to the essential issues, and were basically unreadable. “I can’t get a product out of these guys,” he said.

Clark disagreed. He had been director of the Joint Staff earlier in his career, and he said they did some great work. Rumsfeld ought to appreciate it, Clark said; if he didn’t yet, he’d learn to.

Rumsfeld scoffed. Afterward, he went back to his office with Quinn.

“Did you see your CNO down there?” Rumsfeld asked.

“Yes sir,” Quinn replied. “First time I ever saw a four-star throw some mud back at you.”

•  •  •

QUINN MADE ANOTHER RUN at getting himself relieved. “Mr. Secretary, you need to find the biggest, baddest three-star in the building and make him your senior military assistant. And somehow you need to signal that this is your guy, that this is the next chairman of the Joint Chiefs. Then the other admirals and generals will take him seriously.”

All Rumsfeld did was smile.

In interviews later, Quinn said that the uniformed military believed that Rumsfeld was engaged in a hostile takeover. “I was considered a traitor,” Quinn said.

Herbits discovered that probably the best candidate to replace Quinn was the deputy chief of naval operations for resources, warfare requirements and assessments, Vice Admiral Edmund P. Giambastiani, a nuclear power submariner. Often called “Admiral G” because many people had trouble pronouncing his name, Giambastiani was a 1970 Naval Academy graduate. He had skippered the Navy’s only nuclear-powered, deep-sea research submarine, NR-1, and later commanded a fast-attack nuclear-powered submarine, the USS Russell, that conducted some of the most sensitive and high-risk covert Cold War missions, spying on the Soviet Union. He’d been a special assistant to the deputy CIA director in the 1980s, and had most recently commanded the Navy’s entire Atlantic submarine fleet.

Vern Clark, the Navy CNO, was on the third hole of a golf course at Nags Head, North Carolina, soon afterward, when he received a call telling him to phone Secretary Rumsfeld at a specific time that would be right about when he would finish the first nine holes. Clark was one of the most improbable men to head the Navy. Unlike 25 of his 26 predecessors, he was not a “ring-knocker,” a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. A person of deep Christian faith, Clark had graduated from Evangel College, a small church-affiliated school in Missouri. He had gone to officer candidate school in 1968 at the height of the Vietnam War. He had quit in 1972 after his first tour of duty because he did not respect most of the officers who were making the Navy a career, but rejoined the following year, believing the Navy was something he should do for a while.

An at-sea commander, Clark had served General Shelton in the premier Joint Staff billets: director of operations, or J-3, overseeing all actual military operations, then later as his director of the Joint Staff. Some 25 years earlier Clark, as a Navy lieutenant, had been the commanding officer of a patrol gunboat, the USS Grand Rapids (PG-98). His executive officer had been a lieutenant junior grade named Scott Fry, now the Joint Staff director.

Though Rumsfeld had profound doubts about the Navy and Fry, he believed that CNO Admiral Clark was on the road to fixing the Navy.

“I’ve got an issue here that’s developed with my military assistant,” Rumsfeld said when he reached Admiral Clark. “You know, it’s just not working out.”

“Well, I can understand,” Clark said. He knew about Rear Admiral Quinn’s struggles. “Anything we need to do. You need to have the best support up there that we can get you.”

“Well, I don’t want him to get hurt,” Rumsfeld said.

“Mr. Secretary, I can do something about that,” Clark said. “I can assure you that I will order him to command of a carrier battle group, which is the premier thing that could be done in his grade. It will be no harm, no foul. And it will be up to him to make the rest of his future. I can do this in a matter of minutes. So this is done. We’ve got to protect you and the office, and obviously the people leaving there must do well. So this is a done deal.”

“Okay, Vern. Great. Well, thanks.”

Clark was about to hang up.

“Whoa, Vern. Wait a minute. I’ve got to have a replacement.”

“Yes.”

“They are telling me about an Admiral G that works for you.”

“You’ve got to be kidding, Mr. Secretary.”

“Is he any good?”

“Of course, he’s good. He ran my transition team. He’s fabulous.”

Clark said that Rumsfeld didn’t have a three-star billet for his military assistant but it could be worked out. “Same rules apply,” he said, “You’ve got to be taken care of.”

Admiral G was in his office when he received the call.

“The secretary of what?” Giambastiani asked.

“The secretary of defense.”

“I don’t know the secretary of defense.”

“Well, he wants to see you.”

•  •  •

“I’VE WRITTEN THESE TWO THINGS,” Rumsfeld said to Giambastiani. “Would you read them and critique?”

The first document was just a page but the other was about five pages reflecting on the differences in the Pentagon between Rumsfeld’s first tour in 1975–77 and 2001, the latest version of the “Anchor Chain” memo. Critiquing the papers was just the kind of little test Giambastiani loved, the meticulous nuclear-power-trained mind forced to pry apart the exact meaning and discover what had been left out and what questions were unasked. He spent about 45 minutes reading and critiquing. Rumsfeld asked him to stay for lunch and the next day called and asked him to become his military assistant.

In early May, Rear Admiral Quinn left to command the USS Truman carrier battle group, and three-star Admiral G moved to Rumsfeld’s office as senior military assistant. One distinct advantage he immediately had was that as a 1970 Naval Academy graduate he outranked the 1971 Naval Academy graduate Scott Fry.

•  •  •

THE PREVIOUS MONTH, Rumsfeld had sent a two-sentence snowflake to the deputy defense secretary, Paul Wolfowitz. “A person in Illinois sent me this interview from 22 years ago, where I talk about government. You might want to read it.” A photocopy of an article from a 1979 Fortune magazine was attached. Rumsfeld was opining on what it was like to be a former top government official in the world of business. He talked about setting up task forces, getting rid of underperforming businesses, and management style.

“I was a flight instructor in the Navy,” Rumsfeld had said. “The first thing a fledgling pilot usually does, when he climbs into a plane, is to grab hold of the stick and squeeze it so hard that he gets a sore arm. With a grip that tight, every movement is jerky. When government officials get into a tight situation, they have a tendency to do the same thing. They get jerky, over-control, micromanage.”

Some of the senior civilians Rumsfeld appointed were astonished and alarmed at how hard he was now squeezing the Pentagon controls. He micromanaged daily Pentagon life and rode roughshod over people. Rumsfeld had picked Powell A. Moore, 63, a Georgia native with more than four decades in Washington, to be his assistant secretary of defense for legislative affairs, the key link between the Pentagon and the Congress. Moore had a long and colorful history in Washington, including serving as one of the spokesmen for the Nixon reelection committee who had had the unenviable task of issuing categorical denials to Watergate stories. He knew how to work for difficult people. Moore had accepted the job as congressional liaison with an agreement that he would have direct access to Rumsfeld. They had many discussions about the care and feeding of the elected representatives.

Few better understood the Congress or how to oil the machine to make it work than Moore. But former Congressman Rumsfeld was not interested. Moore was surprised at Rumsfeld’s contempt for Congress. He did not attempt to disguise his feelings.

In one public confrontation at a hearing with Senator Susan Collins, the earnest Maine Republican, Rumsfeld had put her down in a manner that was stunning even for him. Collins’s voice had quivered at one point. Later, Moore suggested to Rumsfeld that he call her, try to smooth things over.

“Hell,” Rumsfeld said, “she needs to apologize to me.”

Another time Moore saw a draft of a harsh letter Rumsfeld had dictated to Representative Ike Skelton of Missouri, the senior Democrat on the House Armed Services Committee. Tone it down, Moore recommended.

“If you let people kick you around,” Rumsfeld told him, “they’ll do it again and again and again.”

Rumsfeld’s micromanaging was almost comic. On one occasion, he led a delegation from Congress to the funeral in Columbia, South Carolina, for Representative Floyd Spence, a Republican who had been a pro-Pentagon hawk for three decades. Moore had arranged the seating on Rumsfeld’s plane the way everything was done in Congress, by seniority.

“I don’t want this,” Rumsfeld declared and personally rearranged the seating, putting Representative Duncan Hunter, the California Republican who would soon become the House Armed Services Committee chairman, in the back.

In May, Mississippi Senator Trent Lott, the majority leader, wanted one of his former aides named assistant secretary of the Navy for acquisitions. There was a big shipbuilding installation at Pascagoula, Mississippi, so for Lott it was home-state politics.

Steve Herbits had another candidate in mind, someone he thought had more experience, and he was trying to get the appointment through. Herbits had planned to leave the Pentagon to go home to Florida by mid-May. According to some of the arcane rules for government contractors, it wasn’t even clear he could legally stay at the Pentagon beyond May 15.

Lott apparently didn’t know about Herbits’s impending departure, and put a hold on many confirmations from Defense.

“If you want your people confirmed, send Herbits back to Florida,” Lott told Rumsfeld.

The secretary was in a bind. “If I cave in to that blackmail, I’ll be blackmailed all the time,” he told Moore. He called Herbits in.

“You can’t leave,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because I can’t be looking like I’m bowing to Lott.”

Eventually Herbits’s time was up, though, and he went back to Florida for a while. Senior Pentagon civilians were soon being confirmed by the Senate.

Rumsfeld had been a champion wrestler at Princeton in the 154-pound class, and Moore found that nearly every conversation with him was a wrestling match. Who’s going to get on top? Who’s going to take the other person down? Once Moore asked Rumsfeld about his golf game. “I play it like I wrestle.” Moore took that to mean that Rumsfeld gripped too tight and swung too hard at the ball, classic mistakes in golf.

•  •  •

THE SECRETARY WAS NEVER satisfied with what came out of the building, so he sent over a draft of upcoming congressional testimony on a new defense strategy to one of his best friends, Kenneth Adelman.

Adelman had first worked for Rumsfeld in 1970 when Rumsfeld headed the Office of Economic Opportunity, a federal anti-poverty agency, under President Richard Nixon. Another of Rumsfeld’s assistants at OEO had been Dick Cheney. Adelman had also been Rumsfeld’s civilian special assistant during his first tour as secretary of defense, and later served as head of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency during the Reagan administration. Adelman had a doctorate in political theory and was an outspoken, pro-military hawk.

Before every “good” inauguration—meaning inaugurations of Republican presidents—Adelman and his wife hosted a black-tie dinner at their home. Rumsfeld and Cheney regularly attended, but in 1981, Rumsfeld wanted to have a brunch at the Jockey Club before the inauguration of Ronald Reagan, and instructed Adelman, “Invite someone new, and just make sure that he’s interesting.” Adelman brought a 38-year-old professor at Johns Hopkins University named Paul Wolfowitz, who had been a deputy assistant secretary of defense during the Carter administration. After the brunch, both Cheney and Rumsfeld reported that they had been very impressed. They wondered where Wolfowitz had come from and how he knew so much.

Afterward, the Rumsfeld and Adelman families often vacationed together, staying at Rumsfeld’s homes in Taos and Santa Fe, and his apartment in Chicago. In 1986, Rumsfeld took the Adelmans to his vacation home in the Dominican Republic.

“I’m running for president,” Rumsfeld told Adelman. “I want you to run it.”

“It’s a specialized field,” Adelman protested. He wouldn’t know the first thing about managing a presidential campaign.

“You’ll learn it,” Rumsfeld said.

No way. Rumsfeld didn’t need an amateur.

“You can do the issues.”

Adelman laughed. “No, you know you’ll do that yourself.”

“You can write speeches then.”

“No, I’ve already done that.” He would of course support his old friend’s candidacy and help out, but he wouldn’t run the campaign.

Rumsfeld’s presidential ambitions sputtered early the next year when he couldn’t raise the money, but the friendship flourished.

Now, Adelman, 54, read the planned testimony for the big rollout of Rumsfeld’s new national defense strategy. “The testimony is getting there nicely,” he wrote in a three-page snowflake of his own to Rumsfeld, “but still needs labels for the Secretary’s new approach.” He proposed “A MARGIN OF SAFETY FOR AMERICA.”

He also offered two warnings. “After our democracies defeated the twin totalitarian monsters of Nazism and Communism,” Americans expected an era of peace. Not so fast, Adelman said, noting that in 1914 the same expectation had prevailed. He quoted the “young but ever-wise Winston Churchill,” who sarcastically summed up such optimism: “War is too foolish, too fantastic, to be thought of in the twentieth century. . . . Civilization has climbed above such perils. . . . The interdependence of nations . . . the sense of public law. . . . have rendered such nightmares impossible.” Adelman noted that “Churchill delivered the punch line in his most ironic voice: ‘Are you quite sure? It would be a pity to be wrong.’ ”

Adelman added, “It was a pity, with the First World War breaking out that very year, only to be followed by an even more disastrous Second. Unimagined wars become unimaginable tragedies. Some sixty million deaths showed what a huge pity it was to be so wrong.”

Rumsfeld wrote “use” in the margin by the Churchill quote.

The last paragraph of the Adelman memo said: “ADD IN SOMEWHERE: On not knowing where the threat will come—surprise element. My successor and then predecessor, Dick Cheney, when taking office, could not have imagined that his main military confrontation would be the then-friendly country of Iraq. The country was never mentioned in Cheney’s confirmation testimony and no senator thought to ask him any question about Iraq.”

Rumsfeld’s May 16 snowflake on Adelman’s comments remarked that they were “first-rate” and should be incorporated. “I think this Churchill quote definitely should be used.”

Twelve days later, in a Memorial Day speech at Arlington National Cemetery, Rumsfeld used the Churchill quote in full and then added that to expect the end of wars in the 21st century, “would be much more than a pity.”

Ten days later Rumsfeld used the Churchill quote at a NATO meeting in Brussels. At his Senate testimony on Defense strategy, he noted that Cheney had not mentioned Iraq in confirmation testimony in 1989, and used Adelman’s “margin of safety” language to define the strategy.

•  •  •

IN MAY, CROWN PRINCE ABDULLAH of Saudi Arabia publicly refused an invitation to the White House, saying the United States was blind to the plight of the Palestinians. “Don’t they see what is happening to Palestinian children, women, the elderly—the humiliation, the hunger?” the Crown Prince said.

On June 1, a suicide bomber attacked a Tel Aviv nightclub, killing 21, the largest attack in nine months. “I condemn in the strongest terms the heinous terrorist attack in Tel Aviv this Sabbath evening,” Bush said in response. “There is no justification for senseless attacks against innocent civilians.” Two days later, Prince Bandar and Rihab Massoud had dinner in the White House residence with Bush, Powell and Rice.

Bandar brought a lengthy outline of a paper on how the Arab world viewed the United States. It was all part of Bush’s education on the ways of the world—as seen through Saudi eyes—a remarkable, five-hour session that started at 7 P.M. and kept Bush up well past his bedtime.

The situation in the Middle East was getting worse, Bandar said. “This continuous deterioration will give an opportunity for extremists on both sides to grow and they will be the only winners. The United States and the Arab mutethila”—friendly moderates—“will pay a very high price.” He continued, “There is no doubt that moderate Arab countries, as well as the United States, have lost the media war and the Arab public opinion. What the average Arab person sees every day is painful and very disturbing. Women, children, elderly are being killed, tortured by the Israelis.”

Israeli military units, often armed with U.S.-made weapons, were making raids into Palestinian territory as reprisals for attacks. The previous year a Palestinian boy had been killed by Israeli troops while his father tried to shield him—an image played over and over on Arab television.

Bandar said it added up to an image that the U.S. stood behind the Israelis, with the goal of destroying the Palestinian Authority and the Palestinian economy. “The continuous use of American-made weapons against civilians, against Palestinian institutions and entities confirms to public opinion that resisting Israeli occupation by all possible means is then considered legitimate in the mind of the Arab Street.”

Bush, Powell and Rice tried to rebut, but Bandar went on. He was not necessarily talking about facts but impressions. “Such impressions become fact in the Arab minds,” Bandar said, and that “will have a total devastating and extremely dangerous impact on U.S. interests in the region. And unfortunately, the impression the Arab world has now of the United States, the only superpower in this world, isn’t of a just and fair country but as one totally on the side of the Israelis.”

Bandar cited examples of the United States condemning violence when Israelis were killed—as Bush had done two days before—“and at the same time, total silence when something similar happens that caused the killing of Palestinians.” This jeopardizes the “work of the countries that are too close to the United States, such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Jordan.”

Bandar said these countries realized the special relationship between the U.S. and Israel, but it looked one-sided. “The United States has to find a way to separate the actions of the Israeli government and its own interests in the region.”

Overall regional deterioration had, he said, “even threatened the internal situation in Jordan and therefore King Abdullah’s position internally is shaken. President Mubarak is also having a very difficult situation.” In a highly unusual but careful admission, he said that even in Saudi Arabia, “for the first time in 30 years we are facing a very questionable internal situation.”

Bandar knew which buttons to push. “The continuous deterioration is creating a golden opportunity for Saddam Hussein: one, to create an artificial petroleum crisis and disturb the market.” Second, he said, “Saddam’s continuous calling for jihad against the Zionist enemy and the imperialist America will create a very fertile ground.” The Arab Street will act, he said, particularly “in the absence of real, genuine American involvement and balanced policies.”

The collapse of the Palestinian Authority, he said, “as well as the loss of hope among the Palestinians will create a very dangerous situation and not only difficulty for the United States and the moderate Arab states but even for Israel.”

Bandar launched into a searing critique of Israel’s policy of destroying the homes of anyone involved in terrorism against Israel. “How would you, Mr. President, think the American people would react if McVeigh who did the Oklahoma City bombing, you go and destroy all the McVeigh family’s homes?”

Bandar was imploring. “Mr. President, you’ve got to do something. You’ve got to do something. I mean, you’re killing us basically. We are being slaughtered right and left, and you’re not doing anything.”

Bush had vehemently criticized Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and his decision at the last minute to walk away from a settlement with Israel at the end of the Clinton administration. “Arafat is a liar,” Bush said. He was impossible to work with, to trust. He would not negotiate with him.

“Fine,” Bandar said, “he’s a liar. We know that. You know that. He’s a schmuck. But he is the only schmuck we have to deal with.” The problem was larger than one man.

Bandar’s final message was: “The region is boiling and it’s building and it’s building.”

•  •  •

ON JUNE 16, Bush was in Slovenia for a meeting with Russian President Vladimir Putin, part of his first major overseas presidential trip. The president stood waiting for Putin’s arrival with Donald B. Ensenat, an old fraternity buddy who had been sworn in just 10 days before as the chief of protocol at the State Department. Both men were members of the Yale Class of 1968, and had been members of Delta Kappa Epsilon, known as “Deke.” Bush’s first mention in The New York Times, in November 1967, had been as a former Deke president defending the practice of branding new fraternity pledges with a hot coat hanger.

In an interview in 2002, Bush gave me the following account of his conversation with Ensenat as they waited in the 16th-century Slovenian castle for a foreign head of state.

“It’s amazing, isn’t it, Enzo?” Bush said, calling Ensenat by his fraternity nickname.

“Yes, Mr. President.”

“It’s a long way from Deke House at Yale.”

“Yes, Mr. President.”
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ON JULY 10, 2001, CIA Director George Tenet met with his counterterrorism chief, Cofer Black, at CIA headquarters to review the latest on Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda terror organization. Black laid out the case, comprised of communications intercepts and other TOP SECRET intelligence, showing the increasing likelihood that al Qaeda would soon attack the U.S. It was a mass of fragments and dots that nonetheless made a compelling case, so compelling to Tenet that he decided that he and Black should go to the White House immediately. Tenet called Condoleezza Rice from the car, and said he needed to see her now. There was no practical way she could refuse such a request from the CIA director.

For months Tenet had been pressing Rice to set a clear counterterrorism policy, including specific presidential orders called findings that would give the CIA stronger authority to conduct covert action against bin Laden. Perhaps a dramatic appearance—Black called it an “out of cycle” session, beyond Tenet’s regular weekly meeting with Rice—would get her attention.

Tenet had been losing sleep over the recent intelligence he’d seen. There was no conclusive, smoking-gun intelligence, but there was such a huge volume of data that an intelligence officer’s instinct strongly suggested that something was coming. He and Black hoped to convey the depth of their anxiety and get Rice to kick-start the government into immediate action.

Tenet, 48, the husky, gregarious son of Greek immigrants, had been head of the CIA for four years. He was the only Clinton administration holdover to serve on George W. Bush’s National Security Council, and thus the only NSC member who had been serving in November and December 1999, just before the Millennium, when a series of worldwide al Qaeda plots had been disrupted. The current situation seemed reminiscent to Tenet.

Back in 1999, the National Security Agency had intercepted a phone call by a bin Laden ally saying, “The time for training is over.” The intercept had led to the breakup of attacks in Jordan and Israel. A 32-year-old Algerian jihadist, Ahmed Ressam, had been caught trying to enter the United States from Canada before Christmas 1999 with explosives for an attack on Los Angeles International Airport. Tenet had called the CIA to battle stations. “The American people are counting on you and me to take every appropriate step to protect them during this period,” he said in a cable before the turn of the Millennium. There could be 15 or 20 attacks, he warned President Clinton. He spoke with the chiefs of 20 key friendly foreign intelligence services, triggering anti-terrorist operations and arrests in eight countries.

Now, Tenet thought he was seeing something similar, possibly much worse. The NSA was intercepting ominous conversations among bin Laden’s people—more than 34 in all—in which they made foreboding declarations about an approaching “Zero Hour,” and a pronouncement that “Something spectacular is coming.” Ten days earlier, on June 30, Tenet had ordered all his station chiefs to share al Qaeda intelligence with friendly local governments abroad and argue that their intelligence services should disrupt suspected terrorist cells in their countries. As he’d done in 1999, Tenet followed up on July 3 with personal calls or contacts with the chiefs of the same 20 friendly foreign intelligence services, asking them to detain named al Qaeda suspects in their countries and harass members of other terrorist cells affiliated with al Qaeda.

They did not know when, where or how, but Tenet felt there was too much noise in the intelligence systems. Two weeks earlier, he had told Richard A. Clarke, the NSC counterterrorism director, “It’s my sixth sense, but I feel it coming. This is going to be the big one.”

But Tenet had been having difficulty getting traction on an immediate bin Laden action plan, in part because Rumsfeld had questioned all the NSA intercepts and other intelligence. Could all this be a grand deception? Rumsfeld had asked. Perhaps it was a plan to measure U.S. reactions and defenses. Tenet had the NSA review all the intercepts. They concluded they were genuine al Qaeda communications. On June 30, a TOP SECRET senior executive intelligence brief contained an article headlined, “Bin Laden Threats Are Real.”

Tenet hoped his abrupt request for an immediate meeting would shake Rice. He and Black, 52, a veteran covert operator with thinning hair and an improbably soft voice and manner who resembled a taller version of Karl Rove, had two main points when they met with her. First, al Qaeda was going to attack American interests, possibly within the United States itself. Black emphasized that this amounted to a strategic warning, meaning the problem was so serious that it required an overall plan and strategy. Second, this was a major foreign policy problem that needed to be addressed immediately. They needed to act right now, that very moment, to undertake some action—covert, military, whatever—to thwart bin Laden.

The U.S. has human and technical sources, and all our intelligence is consistent, the two men told Rice. Black acknowledged that some of it was uncertain “voodoo,” but said it was often this “voodoo” that was the best indicator.

They both felt they were not getting through to Rice. She was polite, but they felt the brush-off. Bush had said he didn’t want to swat at flies. As they all knew, a coherent plan for covert action against bin Laden was in the pipeline, but it would take some time. In recent closed-door meetings the entire National Security Council apparatus had been considering action against bin Laden, including the use of a new secret weapon: the Predator unmanned aerial vehicle, or drone, that could fire Hellfire missiles to kill him or his lieutenants. It looked like a possible solution, but there was a raging debate between the CIA and the Pentagon about who would pay for it and who would have authority to shoot. Besides, Rice had seemed focused on other administration priorities, especially the ballistic missile defense system that Bush had campaigned on. She was in a different place.

Tenet left the meeting feeling frustrated. Though Rice had given them a fair hearing, no immediate action meant great risk. Black felt the decision to just keep planning was a sustained policy failure. Rice and the Bush team had been in hibernation too long. “Adults should not have a system like this,” he said later.

Black calculated that if they had given him $500 million of covert action funds right then and reasonable authorizations from the president to go kill bin Laden, he would have been able to make great strides if not do away with him. Bin Laden operated from an unusual sanctuary in Afghanistan, which was ruled by the extremist Taliban. Possible covert action was no mere abstraction. Over the last two years—and as recently as March 2001—the CIA had deployed paramilitary teams five times into Afghanistan to work with the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance, a loose federation of militias and tribes in the north. The CIA had about 100 sources and subsources operating throughout Afghanistan. Just give him the money and the authority and he might be able to bring bin Laden’s head back in a box.

•  •  •

THE JULY 10, 2001, meeting with Tenet, Black and Rice went unmentioned in the various reports of investigations into the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States, but it stood out in the minds of both Tenet and Black as the starkest warning they had given the White House on bin Laden and al Qaeda. Though the investigators had access to all the paperwork about the meeting, Black felt there were things the commissions wanted to know about and things they didn’t want to know about. It was what happened in investigations. There were questions they wanted to ask, and questions they didn’t want to ask.
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