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			Prologue

			The Velvet Hammer

			A little more than a week before the 2016 presidential election, Jim Baker was obsessing over what to do about Donald Trump. Baker’s wife, daughters, and closest advisers were urging Baker to vote against him. Baker’s best friend, former president George H. W. Bush, his partner for nearly a half century on the tennis courts, on the campaign trail, and on the world stage, had made it clear that he would vote against Trump. So had Bush’s son, former president George W. Bush, and other members of the Bush family.

			Throughout the long, nasty campaign, Trump had been attacking the Bushes and pretty much everything they—and Baker—stood for. Trump had asked for an endorsement and Baker had refused, but he still was not sure what to do in the privacy of the voting booth. He saw the modern Republican Party as a global bulwark of open markets, free enterprise, and the American way of life. He had helped to build it and he was used to winning. Now Trump, vain and bombastic, a flashy New York real estate mogul who boasted of grabbing women’s private parts and seemed like a sure loser, threatened to upend all that. But Trump was the party’s nominee, and Baker, late in life, remained a party man.

			We sat down with Baker in his favorite suite at the Willard Hotel, the ornate Victorian landmark barely a block away from the White House. Baker was eighty-six years old at the time, although you would not have known it. He wore his customary dark suit with money-green tie, a habit he picked up when he became secretary of the treasury in Ronald Reagan’s second term and had continued ever since. A courtly lawyer with a Texas twang, a perpetual twinkle in his eye, and an ear for gossip, Baker dominated both American politics and policymaking through much of the 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s with a mastery rarely seen before or since. But for the last several years, over the course of dozens of hours of interviews, it had become clear that Baker thought the country had gone seriously off course. “The point of holding power is to get things done and accomplish things,” he told us once in the summer of 2014, his voice rising almost an octave in exasperation. He pressed that point whenever the current generation called for advice, which they still did fairly often, but he seemed mystified that the message was not getting through. “The argument I’ve been making,” he said, “is that we’re not leading.”

			
			Now, on that Halloween morning in 2016, Trump seemed like a catastrophic herald of the system’s breakdown. “The guy is nuts,” Baker sighed as we talked in the sunny oval sitting room of his suite. “He’s crazy. I will not endorse him. I’ve said that publicly. I’ve told him that.” Trump was promising a destructive end to the Washington-led world order that Baker and others had spent a generation designing. He disparaged long-standing alliances, vowed to rip up free trade pacts, decried American leadership outside its borders, casually embraced a new nuclear arms race, and sought to reverse the globalization that had defined international politics and economics since the end of World War II. He opposed just about everything that Baker and the modern Republican Party supported and Baker ticked them off for us again that morning: “He’s against free trade. He’s talking about NATO being a failed alliance. He’s dumping all over NAFTA,” the trade pact with Mexico and Canada that Baker had helped set in motion. Baker still backed it, as did the vast bulk of his party. “That was a hell of a deal,” he said, shaking his head. Yet in Trump’s view, the leaders of the past—Baker and his contemporaries—had bungled their chance and squandered American greatness. Trump’s campaign, as quixotic as it originally seemed, had tapped into a powerful strain of resentment with his pledge to blow up Washington and remake it in his own image. He promised to drain the very swamp on which the Willard stood.

			Voting against Trump should have been an easy call for Baker. Trump, after all, was “a guy who’s his own worst enemy,” as Baker reminded us. “He can’t keep his mouth shut.” But Baker also was not quite ready to walk away from the party to which he had devoted so many years. He knew what it felt like when political power shifted and he knew that it was much better to be on the winning side. He had fought against the Reagan Revolution inside the Republican Party on behalf of Gerald Ford and George Bush, then became the revolution’s most capable executor as Reagan’s White House chief of staff. As Bush’s secretary of state, he had watched the unraveling of the Soviet Union and its empire in Eastern Europe, another revolution that Baker did not start but figured out how to channel. The lesson he had taken from these events was simple and it was clear: When the tectonic plates of history move, move with them.

			
			When it came to Trump and the nationalist-populist backlash that he represented, however, Baker just could not decide. It was only days before the election, and he went back and forth. At the end of our long conversation, after touching on Middle East peacemaking and the inner machinations of the Bush White House and the bipartisan prayer group he used to attend on Capitol Hill, we circled back to the subject at hand.

			Could Jim Baker, the very definition of the establishment, really vote for Donald Trump?

			Baker looked stricken. “Well,” he said, “I haven’t voted for him yet.”

			

			—

			Delegate hunter, campaign manager, White House chief of staff, treasury secretary, and secretary of state, James Addison Baker III played a leading role in some of the most critical junctures in modern American history. For a quarter century, every Republican president relied on Baker to manage his campaign, his White House, his world. Baker brought them to power or helped them stay there, then steered them through the momentous events that followed. He was Washington’s indispensable man.

			Any chronicle of the modern presidency would find Baker at the heart of virtually every chapter, for his was an unmatched case study in the acquisition, exercise, and preservation of power in late-twentieth-century America and into the first decade of the twenty-first. He was the campaign operative who secured the Republican nomination for Gerald Ford against a relentless challenge from the right by Ronald Reagan in 1976, then four years later managed George Bush’s first presidential campaign, which proved successful enough to earn Bush the vice presidency and Baker a spot by the new president’s side. He set up and ran Reagan’s White House as chief of staff for four years, securing many of the achievements that shaped the legacy of the fortieth president. In Reagan’s second term, with nothing more than an undergraduate course in economics, he took over as secretary of the treasury and rewrote the American tax code from top to bottom in collaboration with leading Democrats. He returned to the campaign trail in 1988 to win the presidency for Bush in a harshly negative election that foreshadowed some of the political nastiness of races to come, then switched back into statesman mode as America’s top diplomat, from which perch he effectively managed the most tumultuous period in international politics since World War II.

			Over the following few years, as Washington presided over the end of the Cold War, Baker shaped a new American approach to a reordered world. Through it all, he was the archetype of a style of American politics and governance that today seems lost, an approach focused on compromise over confrontation, deal-making over disagreement and pragmatism over purity. He negotiated with Democrats at home and Soviets abroad, assembled the coalition that won the Gulf War and brokered the reunification of Germany in the heart of Europe. He was the “gold standard” among White House chiefs of staff, as virtually everyone put it, and went on to become the most consequential secretary of state since Henry Kissinger. In short, he was the un-Trump.

			
			We had set out to write a biography about Baker during Barack Obama’s presidency, when the nation was already starkly divided but Trump’s ascendance was still unthinkable. As we interviewed Baker and his contemporaries for the book, the increasingly real prospect of a President Trump suggested an even more urgent reason for the project than we had originally envisioned: the unraveling of the political system that Baker had learned to operate so skillfully, at just the moment when the post–Cold War international order that he and his generation had established was fraying. At least to start, a book about Baker had seemed like escapism, offering an opportunity to time-travel back to Washington at the tail end of the Cold War, as the fractious 1980s evolved into a 1990s when America, suddenly, reigned supreme. That was Baker’s moment. Freedom, and McDonald’s, had come to Red Square; apartheid had ended peacefully in South Africa. History was not over, but it was definitely happening, right there for everyone to see on twenty-four-hour cable news. Although that did not erase the partisan conflicts and bitter discord roiling American politics through the Reagan years, and the city had its usual supply of hypocrites and charlatans, demagogues and dilettantes, it was a far more optimistic Washington than today’s angry, anxious capital, a Washington where getting things done was not just possible but required.

			Baker seemed to us the representative of that time; certainly, he was the uniquely successful exemplar of it, a hard-edged partisan who nonetheless believed in bipartisanship and thought elections required a record to run on, not merely a provocative position to tweet. But if Baker’s Washington was a more functional, fundamentally more civil place, it was still a capital whose currency was power, populated by political animals for whom access, influence, and image were paramount. Baker was one of them. He was calculating and canny and opportunistic in all the ways that reflected the city whose top jobs he had conquered, one by one. He did not question its injustices, or the insularity of a world populated by white men who looked and sounded like him. Then again, neither did he come to Washington to fight the culture war that animated so many of his fellow Republicans. As our conversation on the eve of Trump’s election suggested, Baker had not become the ultimate Washington player because of his ideological fervor, but because, better than anyone of his generation, he figured out how to wield the levers of power. His doctrine was deal-making. Real deals, ones that stuck, deals that changed the world. And you cannot make deals and get things done while criticizing from the outside. Baker knew that. You have to be on the inside. You have to be allowed to play the game before you can win it.

			

			—

			
			“Washington loves the ones who grease its gears. But history only remembers the ones who shift them,” the late Washington Post writer Marjorie Williams wrote of Baker. The man she profiled in the Post’s Style section upon his ascension to secretary of state in January 1989 was confident in his stature in the imperial capital at its twilight-of-the-Cold-War apogee, yet insecure enough to wake up each morning ready for battle to prove it. He represented the city’s ideal of itself, a relentless but nonetheless patrician competitor willing to drink a Scotch with his rivals after hours, an Ivy League country-clubber equally at home in tennis whites or toting a shotgun to a duck blind in predawn Texas. This Baker was a master of Washington at the end of almost a decade at its heights; he was smooth and smart and disciplined, “a man in whom drive is more important than destination,” as Williams wrote, but also a gentleman for whom recklessness was as inconceivable as incivility. Baker was a “player,” the capital’s ultimate accolade, and no matter what the game, he figured out a way to come out on top. As Haley Barbour, who worked in the Reagan White House with Baker and went on to become chairman of the Republican National Committee and governor of Mississippi, observed to us, “In the two-party system, purity is the enemy of victory, and Jim Baker was a winner.”

			Williams, though, had not been entirely right about Baker. Her impeccable eye caught the man who yearned to be more than just the staffer in the gray pinstriped suit behind Ronald Reagan in all those Oval Office pictures. But she missed how much the moment mattered too. Baker was no mere fixer. He was a doer as well, at a time when that was still possible in American politics. The end of the Cold War was a period of unparalleled American power. It was also, and we tend to forget this because of how it turned out, a moment of great risk. The gears were shifting. Politicians did not have the present-day luxury of permanent feuding as a substitute for action. Baker’s skill set turned out to be suited for the era. He excelled not just in the Washington arts of self-promotion, palace intrigue, and blame-shifting (although he was world-class at all of them), but also in putting them into service for the real art of the deal, whether it was saving Social Security with congressional Democrats or persuading Soviet leaders to allow two Germanys to become one again or jaw-boning Arab sheikhs into contributing so much money for the liberation of Kuwait that the Gulf War against Iraq became the first American conflict to nearly turn a profit.

			
			He divided problems into three categories, according to David Gergen, a former adviser from his White House days: easy; hard but doable; and impossible. The first category he left to others, the last he wrote off, and the middle is where he focused his energies. As inconceivable as it seems amid our state of endless partisan warfare, getting things done was in fact the currency of the realm in the Washington of Baker’s era and this is what drove him with a ruthless focus and confidence that infuriated others who were ideologically purer and far less effective. Washington has and always will be a town that struggles between outcomes and principles; it is a place where compromise is both necessary and invariably suspect. Did Baker actually stand for anything other than his own advancement? Was it just power for power’s sake? What would he be willing to give up to cut a deal? His critics were not the only ones to wonder. But what was remarkable about Baker was the extent to which his deals stuck.

			At the end of his run, when the Berlin Wall had fallen and the Soviet Union was no more, when colleagues from the Reagan White House were out of the power game entirely or writing bitter memoirs about the Iran-contra scandal, Baker had somehow escaped the humbling comedown that is usually a part of the Washington narrative. Instead, Baker’s reputation only grew in the years of gridlock and dysfunction that followed, and he has more recently become a figure of surprisingly bipartisan nostalgia for a different time and a different sort of leadership. “He was the most important unelected official since World War II,” the former national security adviser Tom Donilon, a Democrat, told us.

			Many have compared Baker at his height to the Wise Men of earlier Washington eras, pillars of the postwar establishment such as Dean Acheson. But Baker flourished in a succession of jobs that not even an Acheson could have imagined. Clark Clifford, the legendary Democratic fixer for decades in the capital, built his reputation off a four-year tour as counsel in Harry S. Truman’s White House before returning to office for a short stint as Lyndon B. Johnson’s defense secretary. In more recent times, political strategists such as James Carville, Karl Rove, and David Axelrod became household names after running one or two White House campaigns. Baker ran five. He also ran three cabinet departments, the achievement he preferred to highlight.

			
			Baker always longed to be a statesman, not a hack. When Time magazine put him on the cover along with a Democratic operative under the word “Handlers,” Baker hated it. But by the time he was called out of political retirement in Texas to help his best friend’s son in the Florida recount that followed the too-close-to-call 2000 presidential election, Baker’s reputation was so formidable that Democrats knew they would lose the moment they heard of his selection. And lose they did. “Baker somehow understood the billiards of politics, understood the ricochets,” said Hedrick Smith, who followed him in the 1980s for The New York Times. “He understood how balls careened off each other.” Baker knew when not to exercise power, too, whether it was letting his outmaneuvered White House rival Ed Meese save face with a symbolic but meaningless title or avoiding the temptation to gloat to the Soviets about their geopolitical humiliation.

			For an operative who lived in fear that Marjorie Williams had been right, that he was just a glorified gear greaser after all, it was a record that few would match. In a city where powerful staffers are celebrated but also understood to be basking merely in the reflected glory of their presidential patrons, Baker transcended his many titles. He was not defined by his era; he helped to define it.

			

			—

			In the course of writing this book over the last seven years, we conducted more than two hundred interviews with Baker, his family and friends, his admirers and detractors, and many of today’s Washington players in both parties who expressed awe at Baker’s accomplishments—and wanted to know how he had done it. What was Baker’s secret, the clue to how an obscure corporate lawyer could come to the capital, their capital, and succeed at a series of the hardest, most consequential jobs in the world?

			The answer that Baker himself would give to this inevitable question was both practiced and unsatisfying. He would grin and summon a Texas accent and talk about his father’s maxim, the one that was beaten into him when he was a privileged mama’s boy in Depression-era Houston. “Prior preparation prevents poor performance” became such a familiar mantra to those who worked with, and for, Baker over the years that they were not surprised when the Five Ps became the centerpiece of his post-Washington political memoir, “Work Hard, Study…and Keep Out of Politics!”—itself titled after one of his grandfather’s most memorable sayings.

			
			Washington is filled with careful lawyers who do their homework and stay up late cramming for meetings. No doubt Baker excelled at this. He was legendary for not going home from the office when he was Reagan’s chief of staff until he had returned every last phone call from irate members of Congress and importuning journalists alike (and also for the neat pre-email trick of making many of the calls so late at night that he knew the recipients would no longer be at their desks to pick up the phone). But he was far from the only workaholic in a city where identity and status derive from one’s position and not the other way around.

			Still, Baker’s work ethic and preparation were formidable. He was fanatically competitive and fanatically well organized. In his eighties, preparing to take us on a tour of the Houston neighborhoods where he grew up, lived, and worked for the entirety of his life outside Washington, Baker greeted us in the back of his black sport-utility vehicle with a yellow legal pad scratched full of notes. It turned out to be a carefully constructed itinerary of every place he wanted to show us. Baker was not satisfied, however. He had already driven the route in advance of our visit and decided to make a few last modifications. The man was and is a perfectionist.

			But that too hardly explained his ability to navigate the upper reaches of Washington as it recovered from the anger and malaise of Vietnam, Watergate, and the Iran hostage crisis to regroup for the last gasps of the Cold War. And besides, you could study his early history forever and come away concluding that Baker was not actually very well prepared for the challenges of leading the greatest superpower the world has yet known through the volatile late twentieth century, when both its domestic politics and its international position would be fundamentally transformed. Baker came to Washington and won its highest prizes not because of what he studied or what he knew. He was not a war hero or a sage expert on balance-of-power politics. Nor did he get there on the basis of his family name or wealth, although his early years were marked by the benefits of both.

			In many ways, in fact, it is hard to distinguish Baker’s life from those of many other late-twentieth-century American worthies. As the unilateral rule of the predominantly white male American gentry was coming to an end, Baker could have been the emblem of a Cold War fraternity on its way out. A Texan by birth and breeding later pedigreed in the halls of Princeton, Baker crossed easily between the worlds of Western frontier and East Coast clubs. He favored tailored shirts with “JAB III” monograms and would rarely be seen at work with so much as his tie loosened. He also wore cowboy boots and chewed Red Man tobacco and thought nothing of spitting into a Styrofoam cup in the middle of meetings on tax policy. He was rich, but not as rich as people thought. When on vacation, he could usually be found shooting quail in South Texas or fishing the Silver Creek near his ranch in Wyoming. He kept a bottle of Chivas Regal in a desk drawer for an afternoon drink when needed. He swore profusely and told dirty jokes. “Did you get laid last night?” he would ask his young advance man, Ed Rogers, each morning when they were on the road together during the Reagan years. It was not a throwaway line. “He’d look me in the eye and want an answer,” Rogers recalled.

			
			A lawyer from a storied clan of lawyers who spent the first few decades of his professional life tending to the business disputes of the oilmen and bankers who ruled Houston, Baker did not come to American politics animated by a desire to save the world or even much of a worldview at all, and most of what the law had taught him before he entered public life was about the perils of risk-taking. He was profoundly careful—“Mr. Caution,” his close adviser, Margaret Tutwiler, dubbed him. “A shrink would have a field day with Jim Baker,” Tutwiler observed. “The man is so realistic, without emotion, that even though he’s an emotional, sensitive guy, sometimes it’s so clinical. But he lives in the real, real world. He does not delude himself over fairy tales.” Dispassionate and ever to the point, Baker brought discipline and endless handwritten lists to the challenge of running the world. He was “somebody who likes making order out of chaos,” as his son Will Winston put it. He defined himself as the opposite of an ideologue. “I didn’t have any overarching paradigm for politics,” Baker told us as he reflected on his career years later. “My view was you try to get things done.”

			It was in the doing, then, that Baker excelled, in his genius ability to read what others required in a situation and find a way to give some version of that to them while still walking away from the table with whatever prize he sought. Baker was a compulsive winner, but he also had a way of making rivals feel like they had not entirely been defeated. “The Velvet Hammer,” his cousin Preston Moore called him, and Baker was much more pleased when Time used that phrase to headline another cover story about him, this time referring to him not as The Handler but as “a gentleman who hates to lose.” Anyone who had ever tangled with him knew that was true. Baker was that way because of who he was and where he came from, and it was his strange luck, and the country’s, that he happened to be ready to leave his hometown and legal career behind at just the moment when the entire Republican elite had been decimated by Richard Nixon’s Watergate disaster.

			
			And here the story was rich, complex, and surprising in ways we did not expect. The man who would dominate Washington turned out to be an accidental political savant. He did not spend his childhood obsessing over electoral votes or memorizing congressional district boundaries. His Texas clan had viewed politics as a dirty business ever since the Civil War, when the family patriarch, a slave-holding Alabama émigré, had been booted out of a Texas judgeship after the Confederacy’s defeat. “This is not a man who sat back and read Machiavelli or read the great books about influence and power,” noted David Gergen. “It just came naturally to him.”

			A nominal Democrat until the 1970s, Baker never would have come to Washington if not for tennis, the preppy old boys’ network, and a family tragedy. And even then it might not have happened if his domineering micromanager of a father had still been alive, for his dad, a stickler who billed his son if he had more than one soda at the country club as a child, who dictated which law school he should attend, and who even decreed what kind of car he should drive long after his son was already a married man with children of his own, had strictly enforced the ban on all things political.

			That Baker’s success was the kind that books would be written about was hardly foreseeable. He never even began working in Washington until he was already in his forties, starting his climb to the top from the obscurity of a political appointment in the Commerce Department. Yet his just might be the most consequential middle-age career switch in modern American politics. His timing, if accidental, was also impeccable: The gears were changing in history, and Baker would get his chance to move them. He was truly the Man Who Ran Washington back when Washington still ran the world.

			But that is getting ahead of the story, which, as any good tale of America’s capital should, begins far away, in this case a Houston mansion in the early days of a decade marked by crisis.

		

	
		
		
			
			Part One

			 

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			In the Magnolia City

			Just six months after the stock market crash that would bring America into the Great Depression, James Addison Baker III arrived at Baptist Hospital in Houston at 7:31 a.m. on April 28, 1930, the long-awaited son of James Addison Baker Jr. and his wife, the elegant society hostess Bonner Means Baker. In the spidery handwriting on his birth certificate, his father’s occupation was listed simply as “Lawher,” although in actuality he was not only a prominent attorney but a banker, a builder, a war hero, and a demanding taskmaster who would expect much from the son for whom he had waited through thirteen childless years of marriage.

			Already the Depression raged, in Houston and across America. But when baby Jimmy—a big child, weighing in at more than eight pounds, three ounces—came home to the imposing Spanish-style house at 1216 Bissonnet Road that his father had commissioned for the family a few years earlier, he would encounter none of it. The street had recently been renamed for one of his father’s fellow World War I heroes, but was still known as Old Poor Farm Road and, in fact, the poorhouse was still there, a few miles away, besieged now with families seeking shelter. But the Bakers were insulated by wealth and color from the economic ravages of the time and the baby was welcomed home to a newly decorated nursery with a cook, a nanny, and a chauffeur to tend to him.

			The world that Jimmy was born into had been shaped, to a remarkable degree, by his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather before him. He lived in a neighborhood of their design, in the shadow of a great new institution of higher learning that they had built and whose affairs they oversaw. He would grow up to play tennis and swim and hunt at clubs they had helped to found. The city of Houston that boomed around him was named for his great-grandfather’s friend, its buildings financed by the bank his family helped to run. The art museum and the city’s leading social-service charity were both started by his grandparents. When he got old enough to go to school, Jimmy would attend Houston’s most prestigious private academy; his father, naturally, was chairman of the board.

			
			Jimmy would soon grow into a tall boy with a lean, athletic build, a shock of dark, curly hair, an easy disposition, and eyes that gleamed over a good joke. He was smart, crazy about sports, and an indifferent student at best. He saw no injustice he yearned to correct or wrongs to right. As a boy, he wanted nothing more than a rifle and a chance to hunt something; as a young man, he thought mainly of creating a home for his own growing brood. The diplomat who would come to see himself as a guardian of the free world grew up in a very small universe.

			He had inherited a lot more than a name from his distinguished, demanding forebears. Eventually, it would be his turn to take a place in the law firm that they had built and that had built the family fortune and reputation along with it. He had known this was his course in life since he had known pretty much anything at all. Privilege was his birthright, but it came with formidable demands of duty and discipline. His mother made clear to her son the expectations that awaited him, the fourth James Addison Baker. “Jimmy,” she would say, “you have quite a legacy to live up to.” He would be raised to follow the family tradition more than any of the hordes of cousins he grew up with or the younger sister, named Bonner after their mother, who came along just eighteen months after he was born. “He was the hero son,” said his cousin Stewart Addison Baker. “He was the person who was expected to succeed in a grand way and I think even when he was a young man, it was assumed that he would fulfill those expectations.”

			

			—

			there is no understanding Baker without understanding his family. The Bakers of Texas had always been lawyers and they passed the profession down to their sons along with the name—and the burden of living up to it. The first James Addison Baker, Jimmy’s great-grandfather, born in 1821, had read law after serving as a schoolteacher near Huntsville, Alabama, hitting the books at night until he was admitted to practice at the age of twenty-two. By his early thirties, James Baker was young and ambitious and alone—his first wife, Caroline Hightower, died three years after they married. Just a few months after her death, he and his four brothers abandoned Alabama for Huntsville, Texas, the frontier namesake of their hometown. His late wife’s parents had already moved there, part of a wave of slave-holding settlers who embarked on “patriarchal migrations” from north Alabama, “with hundreds of Negroes and their flocks and chattel in heavy wagon trains,” as an early historian of the town wrote, coming to Texas “in search of cheap land now that the slave economy was exhausting the old states.”

			
			By 1853, Baker had met and fallen in love with another Alabama transplant, Rowena Beverly Crawford. Crawford was seven years younger, the headmistress of the new town’s school, known as the Brick Academy, and in June of that year, Baker wrote to her father “to attain approbation of my suit” to marry her, acknowledging that while he was a “gentleman,” he brought neither wealth nor high connection to the match. “I am not one of fortune’s favorites, otherwise than in receiving the rewards of my own exertions,” he wrote. The Crawfords came from more distinguished stock, a plantation family that traced its arrival in the colonies to an ancestor who landed in Virginia in 1654 from Presbyterian Scotland. Nonetheless, Baker was granted permission and the two married in 1854. Their first son died a year after birth, as did two later daughters, but their second son, James Addison Baker Jr., came along in 1857, one of five children who would live to maturity.

			By the time Baker settled there, Huntsville, Texas, was barely removed from its origins a few years earlier as a Native American trading post, fortuitously sited near a spring in the midst of a grove of oak trees surrounded by red-clay hills. It had been founded by two brothers from his hometown, Pleasant and Ephraim Gray, in 1835, when Baker was already a teenager. The Brick Academy where Rowena had taught was the town’s first chartered school and, soon after arriving, Baker sat on the committee that set up the first law school in the state of Texas. Huntsville was a “town of growing importance,” wrote one of its notable early residents, the New England missionary Melinda Rankin, in a memoir of Texas in the 1850s. Rankin, Rowena’s successor as headmistress of the Brick Academy, would have known the Bakers well and she saw the small settlement of émigrés from the Deep South among whom she had chosen to live as “rivalling in growth and prosperity other towns in the State of older standing,” a boom she attributed to its becoming “the seat of justice” for newly incorporated Walker County. Lawyers like Baker were much in demand down at the brand-new brick courthouse on the town square.

			Still, when his son James Jr. was born, the town was barely more than a crossroads, and its official population stood at just 939 in 1860 on the eve of the Civil War. The town’s most famous citizen was General Sam Houston, the legendary hero of the Texas Revolution, who became president of the briefly independent Republic of Texas and later the state’s governor and senator. He was also, according to family lore, Baker’s friend and fellow Mason.

			
			In 1860, Baker was elected to the Texas state legislature meeting in Austin, but he resigned a year later. The Civil War had erupted by then and Baker, although already forty years old, signed up for a six-month enlistment with Huntsville volunteers fighting for the Confederacy. His family owned a number of slaves, according to county records, and he brought one of them to the war, a man named Bill, who cooked for Baker and his tent mates. They saw little action and Baker, while serving in the unit, ran for and was elected a judge for the district that included Houston, the booming new town seventy miles due south from Huntsville that bore his friend’s name.

			Baker resigned from the army and went to Houston to take up his judgeship; he would keep the title and the connection to the city for the rest of his life. But with the Northern victory in 1865, Union troops occupied the courthouse and the Reconstruction governor of Texas removed Baker and other Confederate officials from their posts. Baker never forgot it. His short, bruising experience in elective office as a judge and in the legislature during the year when Texas voted to secede from the Union left him bitter about politics, an aversion that would grow through the years of postwar Republican rule in Texas and eventually be passed down to generations to come.

			Judge Baker, as he was now known, soon began practicing law again in Huntsville, where he took on a sensational case, representing four white defendants arrested for murdering a freed black man in a dispute over a crop-sharing agreement. After three of the four were convicted, two of the defendants brandished hidden guns, opened fire at police officers, and escaped. When sympathetic white men in the area refused to form a posse to hunt them down, the Reconstruction governor declared martial law and sent in the state militia. Eventually the defendants were caught but they were later pardoned.

			Beyond his representation of such men, little is known about Baker’s personal views on the subject of the bitter racial politics of the day, although he named his son born after the war Robert Lee Baker in honor of the South’s most famous general. Yet in one of Baker’s most notable cases as a lawyer, just three years after the Civil War, he represented Eliza Stoneum, a freed African American woman who was being deprived of her white common-law husband’s estate by his family and sued to be recognized as his lawful spouse and heir. In a moving decision, a white district judge reversed the original verdict against Stoneum, writing that a court is “a place where justice is administered” and concluding that “this old and faithful woman, the mother of the children of the deceased, after her forty-six years of toil” should not be deprived because she was believed to have “African blood in her veins.”

			
			Just a few years later, in 1887, Judge Baker’s nephew Andy Baker, born in Huntsville at the tail end of the Civil War, had a son, Jesse, with an African American woman. Jesse, a farmer who took the Baker name, ended up having eleven sons and daughters of his own, making him patriarch of a vast African American branch of the Baker family whose existence may or may not have been known to Judge Baker.

			Huntsville after the Civil War was no longer the center of business and opportunity it had seemed when Judge Baker first moved there as a young man. Bypassed by the railroad after the town leaders failed to offer a generous enough financial inducement, Huntsville was becoming a sleepy cul-de-sac after the war and, in 1867, was decimated by a yellow fever epidemic that killed more than 150 of its residents. By 1872, Judge Baker had decided to leave, and he moved to Houston to join a law firm formed just after the Civil War by Peter Gray and Walter Browne Botts, both Confederate veterans like himself; their two-man shop specialized in work for banks and railroads. With his move, Gray & Botts became Gray, Botts & Baker, then a couple years later, after Gray left, Baker & Botts.

			

			—

			Founded in 1836, Houston had grown far more rapidly into a commercial center than Judge Baker’s adopted hometown to the north. But it was still a small place with an uncertain future, home to just nine thousand residents when Judge Baker moved there. An island of wooden buildings surrounded by cotton farms, the city was known for its “oceans of mud, and submerged suburbs, the home of the frog and the cradle of the musquito, the birthplace of fever,” as a newspaper put it at the time. Called the Magnolia City for its fragrant groves, it was smaller than the port town of Galveston, but the arrival of railroads was already transforming Houston into a vital transit point for timber, cotton, and other agricultural products. By the turn of the twentieth century, its population had nearly quintupled, overtaking Galveston to make Houston the largest city in Texas. The opening of a ship channel to the Gulf of Mexico in 1914, presided over by Judge Baker’s son, sealed the city’s rise as a major center of commerce and its emergence as a swaggering metropolis.

			The out-of-state railroad companies that dominated Houston in its early days needed help navigating the populist laws of Texas, which is where Judge Baker and his firm came in. In the first decades of the firm’s existence, as much as half of its income came from railroads. “The law firm and the city literally grew up together,” according to a history of the firm. Jay Gould, the capitalist titan of the era, seized control of many smaller railroads and Baker & Botts became the Texas representation for his Missouri Pacific. After Gould was beaten out and several Texas lines were consolidated under Southern Pacific, the firm became the new combined company’s general counsel in 1893. The firm also represented many of the city’s other industries. “There is scarcely a great enterprise in Houston or the surrounding country in which we have not figured in some way,” wrote Clarence Wharton, the firm’s unofficial historian.

			
			Judge Baker was determined to have his oldest son and namesake follow him into this thriving legal business. Jimmie, “a dashing handsome person with a twinkle in his eye,” attended Texas Military Institute, then joined Baker & Botts alongside his father. Genial and confident, sporting a thin mustache, often wearing a white summer suit and smoking a cigar, Jimmie read law at the firm, but found time outside of studying to join the Houston Light Guards, a uniformed company of the state’s National Guard formed by Confederate veterans after Reconstruction that became a favorite sideline of the city’s emerging business elite. Jimmie rose to captain in the militia, and for the rest of his life he would go by Captain Baker, never mind that it was purely an honorific and he never served in a genuine military outfit.

			Captain Baker, grandfather of the future secretary of state, was a lively presence in Houston and a savvy manager of people. He charmed ladies and was said to be a riveting storyteller and a nimble dancer. He loved hunting, fishing, hiking, and playing cards. In 1882, he met Alice Graham of Waco, Texas, one of four daughters in a family with its own Scottish roots. They married the following January, on his twenty-sixth birthday, and nine months later came their first son, Frank Graham Baker, born on Alice’s nineteenth birthday. They were later joined by a daughter, Alice Graham Baker, and a second son, James Addison Baker Jr. By this point, Captain Baker had dropped his own Junior and gave the title to his son, even though the boy was the third James A. Baker. Later in life that James Baker would name his son James III, even though he really was the fourth to hold that name. In years to come, the family would explain the confusing numerology by joking that they never could count.

			By 1887, Captain Baker made partner at the family law firm, which marked the occasion by renaming itself Baker, Botts & Baker. But successful as he was, Captain Baker was still in his father’s shadow at work and at home, where he and his growing family lived with his parents in a Greek Revival–style house. Eventually they would move into their own home, a grand Victorian pile with a turret at 1416 Main Street, and have three more children, for a total of six. A decade after Captain Baker made partner and the firm became a family business in the true sense of the word, Judge Baker died, on February 23, 1897, at the age of seventy-five. The old frontier lawyer was buried back in Huntsville in the Oakwood Cemetery not far from where Sam Houston was laid to rest.

			
			Turn-of-the-century Houston was Captain Baker’s time, and he would come to dominate the city and its fledgling institutions more than any Baker before or since. As he built what became known again as Baker & Botts and later just Baker Botts into a powerhouse, Captain Baker operated as far more than simply a lawyer. Over the years, he served as a partner, vice president, or president of everything from an electric utility to an oil company. The merger of two financial institutions in 1912 produced the South Texas Commercial National Bank, the second largest in Houston. Captain Baker served as its president or chairman from 1914 until his death twenty-seven years later.

			Burly and formidable as he grew older, Captain Baker was a founder by nature and inclination. He helped create many of the institutions that still shape Houston today. When the Houston Country Club opened, Baker was on the board—same for its rival, the River Oaks Country Club. He was president of the Houston Bar Association, a founder of the Houston Gas Company, and an organizer of the Galveston, Houston and Henderson Railway. Together with his wife, he helped establish the Houston Museum of Fine Arts.

			Alice Baker was a force of her own, a pillar of liberal causes inspired by the good works of Progressive-era activists such as Jane Addams in Chicago and her Settlement House movement. She raised money to build a new wing for the Houston Tubercular Hospital, personally pouring the first shovel of concrete in the foundation. Appalled by what she had heard about the poor living conditions for immigrants in the city’s booming, squalid Second Ward, she invited a dozen women to her house in February 1907. The Houston Settlement Association was born in the Bakers’ elegant living room that day and it soon opened a community center, organized English classes, established a clinic for babies, offered playground activities, and provided day care for working mothers. “Residents of every section of the city should have a fair chance at proper living conditions and moral surroundings,” she said.

			

			—

			
			At the firm, one of Captain Baker’s most important clients was William Marsh Rice, the richest man in Houston and a major patron of the city. Rice’s untimely death in September 1900 resulted in what newspapers at the time described as “America’s most remarkable murder case” and “one of the most remarkable trials in all history.” It would, in the end, redraw the map of Houston and reshape the history of the Baker family.

			Rice was a transplant from Massachusetts who arrived in Texas “a penniless youth without resources, friends or even acquaintances,” as a historian put it. But Rice made a fortune in almost every trade conceivable, from ranching and railroads to timber and cotton. Although he relocated to New York, he made plans to use his wealth to create a school in Houston in his name, the William M. Rice Institute for the Advancement of Literature, Science and Art. But when Rice’s wife died in 1896, she left a will that sought to give part of her husband’s property to her own family along with various churches and charities. Furious, Rice instructed Captain Baker to contest the will, arguing that as a New York resident, he was not subject to Texas law.

			The dispute remained unresolved four years later when Rice himself suddenly died in his Madison Avenue apartment in New York at age eighty-four. Captain Baker received a telegram notifying him of the death—and then a second telegram from Rice’s bankers warning that his client had died “under very suspicious circumstances.” Baker leaped into action, arranging for New York authorities to prevent the body from being cremated and rushing north. Arriving in New York, he was met, oddly enough, by Albert Patrick, a lawyer who had been working on the other side of the legal battle over the will of Rice’s wife but who now claimed to be acting on the dead man’s behalf. Tall and balding with a red beard, the thirty-four-year-old Patrick contended that Rice had died after eating nine bananas, five baked and four raw. He asserted that before his death, Rice had soured on Captain Baker and had a new will drawn up leaving Patrick in charge of the bulk of the $8 million estate, or roughly $245 million in today’s dollars. If that were not dubious enough, the morning after Rice’s death, Patrick sought to cash four checks made out to him, signed “W.M. Rice” and dated the day before the mogul perished, totaling $250,000.

			Captain Baker and New York authorities investigated and determined that the checks and the new will were forgeries. Baker along with a prosecutor interrogated Charlie Jones, Rice’s valet, who confessed that he had helped Albert poison the magnate—in other words, the butler did it. Authorities later concluded that a towel bathed in chloroform had been held over Rice’s face, leading to his death. Patrick’s trial in 1902 was a sensation, the longest on record in New York City to that date, covered breathlessly by local newspapers and followed across the country. Captain Baker sat in the courtroom, serving as the foil for Patrick’s defense attorney, who described the Texan as a “wily, astute and crafty lawyer” who manipulated “the weak individual Jones” against his client. The jury was unmoved and convicted Patrick of first-degree murder, leading to a death sentence.

			
			But the verdict was not universally accepted. Nearly 3,500 doctors signed a petition questioning the medical evidence that Rice was poisoned. Other notables of the day, including former president Grover Cleveland and Mark Twain, signed a statement on Patrick’s behalf. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle called the case a “gross miscarriage of justice.” With two former senators taking on his appeal, Patrick won a commutation from one New York governor, reducing his death sentence to life in prison, and a full pardon from a subsequent governor, who freed him outright. A law professor who examined the case nearly a century later concluded that Patrick was guilty of forging the checks and the will, but probably not the murder; the idea of chloroform may have been the power of Captain Baker’s suggestion to the butler.

			However Rice had actually died, Baker had secured the estate from being stolen and he soon put it to work developing the Rice Institute. He doubled the endowment to nearly $10 million by the time the school formally opened in 1912 on the anniversary of Rice’s death, serving seventy-seven male and female students in a single building in western Houston. Baker served as chairman of the board of trustees, a post he would hold for more than fifty years. The institute was later renamed Rice University and it eventually grew into one of the premier institutions in Texas. Baker tended to it so assiduously that he sent his own gardener to campus to plant oak trees and then, when walking by the saplings, would urge them on: “Damn it, grow.” Rice may have given the school his name, but The Houston Post called Captain Baker “the foster father of Rice Institute.”

			The Rice trust that Baker controlled was also perhaps the largest source of capital available to developers putting up office buildings in downtown Houston, financing the construction of a modern metropolis as well as whole neighborhoods of comfortable Arts and Crafts bungalows around the institute Baker was nurturing from the “barren wasteland,” as Rice’s first president, lured south from Princeton, put it. He was now a banker, a lawyer, and an urban visionary. “Baker and his friends literally helped build the city,” according to a book chronicling the history of Baker Botts.

			
			By 1922, Captain Baker was ready for a grand home of his own too, one that would announce his place in the emerging city. He paid about $125,000, or just under $2 million in today’s dollars, to buy The Oaks, a seven-acre property blocks from downtown Houston where skyscrapers would eventually rise. The imposing estate on the corner of Baldwin and Hadley Streets was filled with tall oak trees and a rose garden that Alice Graham Baker tended with the help of a half dozen gardeners. The three-story, dark-red-brick home, designed by the Houston architectural firm of Sanguinet and Staats, had an impressive foyer, marble fireplaces, a billiards room, an extensive household staff, and a set of stables for the horses. It would be the family seat for years to come.

			Baker loved surrounding himself with his large clan and everyone was expected for Sunday dinner at The Oaks in the dark wood-paneled dining room. In later years, the grandchildren were convinced ghosts lived there, a fear the old Captain would do little to allay when he promised them a nickel if they ran around the room in the dark. At home as well as work, he was a forbidding figure; when riled, Captain Baker “could turn quickly from the affable uncle to the stern patriarch,” as the firm’s history put it. Preston Moore, one of his grandchildren, recalled him as a strict, intimidating man. “He was a tough taskmaster,” he remembered. Another grandson, Addison Baker Duncan, said the Captain would “scare you to death.”

			Captain Baker certainly had very definitive ideas about what was expected of a Baker and he was not hesitant to make his expectations for the family clear. One of his rules was to avoid politics, an antipathy he inherited from his father, Judge Baker. When The Houston Post profiled Captain Baker a few years before his death, he was asked his secret for success. “Work hard, study and apply yourself closely, stay on the job and keep out of politics,” he had said.

			

			—

			Captain Baker knew exactly what he wanted for his sons—all the benefits of the first-rate Eastern education he had never received, then a return to Texas to take up the law in Houston as he and his father had done. In the fall of 1899, he sent his oldest son, Graham Baker, to the Hill School, a strict Presbyterian boarding academy outside Philadelphia that was beginning to attract the sons of the South’s newly wealthy postwar magnates. Baker chose it, according to family lore, because it was the best he could find without looking at New England, where Texans were wary of sending their children for fear that they would “lose their Southern connection,” as Duncan put it.

			
			But in February 1902, in the midst of his senior year, Graham was struck by pneumonia. A telegram summoning the Captain and his wife found him in New York City, in the midst of the sensational trial over William Marsh Rice’s death, and the Bakers rushed to the train to make it to their son in time. They were at his bedside when he died three days later, a tragedy of the pre-antibiotics era that made front-page news back in Houston, where he was mourned as “the idolized treasure of a happy household.” When he died, Graham Baker was eighteen years old and set to go to Princeton University that fall.

			Instead, his younger brother James Jr. would go east a few years later in his place, taking up all the burden of his father’s expectations. The fact that Captain Baker and his wife would send James Jr. to the Hill School despite the memories of loss spoke to how much they still venerated it. Years later, Captain Baker would extol the place as a model for “the efficiency of its teaching,” the strict “discipline,” and “particularly, the wonderful moral influence thrown about the student body.”

			After graduating, James Jr. headed to Princeton University, another favorite of the Southern elite where many of the Hill School graduates went. Known to friends as “Bake,” the transplant from Houston assembled the sort of résumé that the family back home expected of him—vice president of his freshman class, president of his sophomore class, manager of the musical clubs, a member of the Cap and Gown Club, circulation manager of The Daily Princetonian. In sports, he was a star at both pole-vaulting and wrestling. His was to be the last real class of the prewar era, a group that would soon find its future in the trenches of the Western Front but spent its four years in Princeton in genteel partying of the sort that F. Scott Fitzgerald, just a couple of years behind Baker, would portray in This Side of Paradise, his novel about a social-climbing Princeton man from the hinterlands who wooed and lost a beautiful debutante.

			During a visit home to Houston, Baker attended a high school dance where he met a debutante of his own named Bonner Means. The daughter of John Coalter Means, a “not particularly successful” businessman trading in timber, oil, and cotton, and his wife, Stella Bonner Means, Bonner was just fifteen when she came upon Baker, but she would always describe their chance encounter as love at first sight.

			History, and the demands of Baker’s position as the family scion, would make it a long courtship. First, Baker put off the wedding to graduate from Princeton in 1915, after which he went, per the Captain’s orders, to the University of Texas at Austin law school. A long career at the family firm beckoned, but Baker graduated in 1917, soon after the United States entered World War I. The law would wait. In August 1917, James Jr. finally married his sweetheart at Houston’s Christ Church, then honeymooned not very romantically at The Oaks, the family estate, ten months before he shipped off to Europe as an Army lieutenant to fight the Germans. His father, domineering but proud, advised him in a letter sending him off to the bloodiest war yet known to mankind to pay attention to the “bearing and deportment of a young officer,” urging him to “wear a neat white collar and cuffs and see that your trousers and coat are well pressed, your shoes neat and tidy.”

			
			A member of the Ninetieth Infantry Division, known as the “Pride of Every Texan,” James Jr. would see for himself the full horrors of the war, serving in the trenches of Verdun, where more than 700,000 were killed or wounded in an epochal battle earlier in the war. At one point, he later told his son, when troops under his command were reluctant to clear out an enemy bunker, he went in himself and captured three German soldiers with only a .45 caliber revolver. His cousin Alice Gray’s husband Albert wrote after returning home to describe running into Baker, “bedraggled with mud” and wearing a trench helmet, a dirty private’s uniform, and a pistol. A captain in the battalion told him that Baker had “covered himself in glory.”

			His unit fought under the command of General John “Black Jack” Pershing in the Battle of Saint-Mihiel, an open hellscape of bombed fields and deafening artillery rounds, then, after a short break, returned for forty-five days straight in the trenches, from which Baker was the only officer in his unit to survive uninjured. By the time the war was over, he had been promoted to captain and earned a post as an aide to a general, an assignment he considered “a snap,” as he put it in a letter to his sister, after the ordeal at the front. “There’s nothing to do except stick around with him, drink Moselle wine, and ride in his six-cylinder car,” he wrote. It was lost on no one in the family that his father was called Captain Baker even though he never served in the actual military, while James Jr. was a real captain cited for his valor in combat.

			Returning to Houston after the war, James Jr. bowed to the inevitable and joined his father’s law firm in 1919, becoming a partner in 1927. Although he wanted nothing more than to be a trial attorney, his father did not want him to focus on the courtroom. He pressed his son to devote time to business as he did; James Jr. was soon on bank boards and making the city grow, supervising the building of subdivisions and managing Baker Botts as it expanded from a collection of solo practitioners into more of a collective enterprise.

			
			As Houston grew, so did the firm. The late-nineteenth-century arrival of the railroads had made the city, and the lawyers at Baker Botts who served them (“Houston: Where Seventeen Railroads Meet the Sea,” as the city’s boosterish slogan of the era had it). But in the early twentieth century, it was the discovery of oil transforming Texas, starting with the 1901 eruption of a great gusher in a well at Spindletop in the southeast corner of the state that sent oil a hundred feet into the air and would not be capped for nine days. Wildcatters flocked to the region and with them came a wave of new service, supply, and manufacturing businesses, not to mention the accompanying speculators, gamblers, and prostitutes. In effect, it was the Texas equivalent of California’s gold rush a half century earlier, “with rotary drill bits and derricks instead of pick axes and gold pans,” as the Texas State Historical Association put it. Within a few years, the first offshore drilling began and by the 1920s Texas was the largest oil-producing state in the nation. The discovery of a giant field in East Texas in 1930 followed by additional finds in West Texas later in the decade accelerated the state’s emergence as an energy powerhouse.

			By that point, Houston had surged to a population of nearly 300,000 and become a national destination, the “Chicago of the South,” as the city’s promoters dubbed it. Now
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