
[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication
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Epigraph

The country is far more important than any of us.

—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER
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Prologue

“I’m a Different Kind of President”

He probably wouldn’t invite me. Why should he?

—President Donald Trump, when asked if he would attend the opening of Barack Obama’s presidential library

It was a brilliantly sunny day in the spring of 2019 when I sat across from President Donald Trump in the Oval Office. I was there to find out what he truly thought of the men who came before him. How did he think he would be received in the so-called Presidents Club when the time came for him to leave the White House? Had the years he spent in that awe-inspiring office, both literally and figuratively, given him empathy for what his predecessors went through?

When we spoke Trump sat behind the Resolute desk, which presidents have used in the Oval Office since John F. Kennedy had it installed, including Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama. (George H. W. Bush decided to use the desk in the Treaty Room, a private study in the residence.) The ornate and iconic desk weighs a thousand pounds and was carved from the oak timbers of a British Arctic exploration ship named the H.M.S. Resolute. It was given as a gift to President Rutherford B. Hayes by Queen Victoria in 1880, and it has come to represent the presidency almost as much as the presidential seal or the White House itself. It became world-famous because of a playful photo of Kennedy’s son John F. Kennedy Jr. peeking his head out from the desk’s built-in panel as his father worked. There is a sense of awe that comes over you when you step into that room, so steeped in history. I could not help but think of the important decisions presidents agonized over there, from the Cuban Missile Crisis to America’s response to the terrorist attacks of 9/11. Now a man who has been called a “carnival barker” and a “blowhard” by his predecessors was sitting behind it looking at me intently. I was surprised that the interview had come together at all, especially since he occasionally seemed unsure of what I was writing about. “I guess you’re writing about first ladies,” he said at one point, referring to a book I had written on the subject. “No,” I told him, “this is about the former presidents.” He asked me what I was working on more than once.

Trump’s then–press secretary, Sarah Huckabee Sanders, scheduled the interview after it had been canceled twice at the last minute. She sat next to me, and his controversial, omnipresent aide Kellyanne Conway perched on one of the sofas behind us. Conway occasionally chimed in during our conversation to back up her boss. Trump was subdued and thoughtful; a glass of Diet Coke on ice was one of the only things on his desk. The room was so bright that it felt like there were television lights shooting down from the ceiling, which would have been appropriate for the first president to have been a reality TV star. There were also three U.S. flags and three presidential ones on display—three times as many as in each of his predecessors’ offices.

We spoke shortly after the release of the Mueller Report, and Trump was in a buoyant, almost exuberant mood about its results. “You’re here. And it was so calm. It’s fake news, it’s all fake,” he said, gesturing around the room, which was indeed calm, because there were only four of us present. “We had a great exoneration, no collusion—if they would have found one little thing, I’m sure they would have loved to have said it.” Barack Obama was behind the investigation, he said, referring to emails sent between two FBI officials looking into Russia’s interference in the 2016 election. In one exchange, one of the officials wrote, “POTUS wants to know everything we are doing.” Trump was indignant. “They weren’t talking about me, ’cause I wasn’t president yet. There was only one POTUS, and he wanted to know everything.” A voice from behind me spoke up and said, “Had you not won the election . . .” It was Kellyanne. Trump peered over my head, flashed her a self-satisfied smile, and said, “If I had not fired Comey, this stuff wouldn’t have been found out.”

One overlooked casualty of Trump’s upturning of presidential norms is the way he has also upended the norms among living former presidents, who have traditionally enthusiastically welcomed one another, regardless of party, into the world’s most exclusive club. Surely Trump will not receive a warm welcome. He accused his predecessor of wiretapping his office ahead of the 2016 election and called his most recent Republican predecessor’s foreign policy the worst in history. When I asked whether he would go to Obama’s presidential library opening, the question sounded preposterous once it was spoken. Presidents have always attended one another’s library openings as a sign of respect. “I don’t know. He probably wouldn’t invite me.” Trump mulled it over for a moment and said, as though he had never thought of the far-reaching ramifications of his ostracism from the club, “Why should he?” It was an astonishing reminder of just how much had changed.

Unlike the former presidents, Trump has few people in his inner circle, and he is surprisingly accessible to the press. All I had done to get my interview was send Sarah Sanders an email—getting an interview with a president normally requires months of waiting and maneuvering around a slew of gatekeepers. Our interview was in keeping with his freewheeling, no-holds-barred style, which stands in such stark contrast to those of his most recent predecessors (with the notable exception of Bill Clinton). At one point Trump called out from behind the Resolute desk and asked his then-assistant, Madeleine Westerhout, who sat in what is called the outer Oval, to bring in a three-page, single-spaced document titled “Trump Administration Accomplishments” for me to read. “I would say this: Nobody in the first two years in office has done anything close to what we’ve done.” No other president would feel the need to present a journalist with such a list. It included some specifics, like wage growth, and some vague generalities like “We have begun building the wall and support strong borders and no crime.”

In addition to the list, Westerhout accidentally brought in top secret letters from North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. (At least Trump said it was a mistake, even though it was feeding into his narrative that he was handling the relationship with Kim Jong Un better than any president who came before him.) “So . . . this is off the record,” Trump told me as he slid the folder across the desk, not the least bit fazed. I was not meant to see this, he said, but I could have a look at the classified messages. “They’re very friendly letters, and think of where we were. When I came in, he was testing rockets every week.” (The content of the letters was off the record, and when I asked if I could take a photo with my iPhone, Sanders quickly objected.) It was surreal, and it made clear that he wanted to talk about how much better he was at the job than the men who came before him, even if that meant showing a journalist sensitive material.

Trump is proud of his ostracism from the Presidents Club, and his contempt for his predecessors is obvious. The scorched-earth path he’s chosen has made it impossible to maintain any friendships, or even civility, with the men who once occupied the Oval Office. “I’m a different kind of president,” he declared. And fractured relationships were to be expected. He said he and Bill Clinton had once been good friends, “until I decided to go into politics.” Before he announced his campaign, in 2015, he said, he and Clinton got together “relatively a lot.” “We’d play golf together at Westchester—the course I have in Westchester—we’d play in Florida. I got along with him fantastically until I ran for office and then, lo and behold, it was his wife that was running against me, so, you know, that can change your relationship rather quickly.”

The two men have more in common than a shared love of golf: Clinton is the only other living president to have been impeached. This is the first time in history when two impeached presidents are alive at the same time (Clinton and Trump join just one other president, Andrew Johnson, who was impeached in 1868). Clinton told Trump, who called his own impeachment proceedings a “witch hunt” again and again, that using impeachment as a reason not to work with Democrats was just an “excuse.”

“I would say, ‘I’ve got lawyers and staff people handling this impeachment inquiry and they should just have at it. Meanwhile, I’m going to work for the American people.’ That’s what I would do.” The other former presidents kept low profiles rather than risk doing or saying anything that might tip the scales of history.

Trump has not “asked anybody for advice” and does not care about having subverted the long-standing club. “We all love our country, but we all have different visions and we have different ways of doing things, and in a way we’re competing with each other. We shouldn’t be—we should be able to do this without competition, because there should be only one goal—but we have different ways and very different philosophies and different end results and different ways of getting there, too, very,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders. Unlike most of the men who came before him, who aged prematurely and struggled with insomnia while in office, often pacing the halls of the White House in the dead of night, Trump said he had no trouble sleeping. But there is no escaping these men; their portraits fill the walls of the White House, from Gilbert Stuart’s famous full-length portrait of George Washington to Aaron Shikler’s depiction of John F. Kennedy deep in thought. Outside the Oval Office, Trump has even added a bizarre fantasy print of himself having a Diet Coke with other Republican presidents, including Abraham Lincoln, Richard Nixon, and George W. Bush. But he refuses to acknowledge the weight of their presence.

I asked Trump if being faced with difficult decisions that cross that famous desk—because only the most difficult decisions reach the president—had given him a new understanding and empathy for the men who came before him. “No,” he replied flatly. When our interview was over and I was walking out of the Oval Office, he shouted, “Say hi to President Bush for me!” in a voice laden with sarcasm.




I

The Peaceful Transfer of Power

I feel the same sense of wonder and majesty about this office today as I did when I first walked in here.

—George H. W. Bush on his last day as president, January 20, 1993

Every president and first lady experience that final day and night in office and the often bewildering first days at home with little to do and few people to help. While in office, presidents cannot drive or go for a walk. They also cannot eat out without the Secret Service doing a so-called sweep of the restaurant to make sure there are no threats. So, in theory, leaving the White House should be liberating, because there are fewer Secret Service agents and fewer restrictions, but it is almost always fraught with regret and angst over what to do next. And what they could have done differently.

Most miss the power of the presidency and its many perks, one of which is flying on Air Force One. “I don’t miss being president,” George W. Bush said. “But I do miss Air Force One.” On board, commanders in chief trade in their suit jacket for a lightweight blue windbreaker with the presidential seal and AIR FORCE ONE on the right chest panel and their name on the left. They read, listen to music, and even exercise in their private compartment. “It was like you had your own little community there,” said Bill Clinton. “The experience took on a life of its own, because we worked there. We played there, we slept there. . . . It became like a floating family.” The souped-up plane offers an escape from the White House. Clinton logged the most miles of his term in 1998, at the height of the Monica Lewinsky scandal, when it was easier to be away from the White House than in it. He flew more than 1.4 million miles in all—more than twice the mileage of Ronald Reagan, who had been the most traveled president.

They learn to ignore the Secret Service agents sweeping the runway, looking for anything suspicious, and the armed officers and snipers with rifles scattered throughout the field at Andrews Air Force Base. The fire trucks and ambulances on standby in case of an emergency become so familiar that they barely notice them after a while. But they become used to the luxury and ease of travel, and most miss it dearly. On his last flight on Air Force One, Lyndon Johnson made sure to keep blankets, towels, and anything he could get his hands on bearing the presidential seal. Somehow he absconded with the president’s chair, which had been bolted to the floor. When his wife, Lady Bird, returned to Texas—her first time back as a private citizen—she found mountains of luggage piled up, with no one from the enormous White House staff in sight to help. “The chariot had turned into a pumpkin and all the mice have run away,” she said with a sigh.

Presidents are haunted by the legacies of their predecessors. Not a day went by when Richard Nixon did not speak of JFK, the man who beat him in 1960. On October 10, 1972, Nixon wrote a note to himself late at night. Unable to sleep (he was plagued with insomnia), Nixon found himself questioning his legacy before Watergate complicated it forever: “Presidents noted for—F.D.R.—Charm. Truman—Gutsy. Ike—Smile, prestige. Kennedy—Charm. LBJ—Vitality. RN—?”

Inside the White House, the staff is acutely aware of all these conflicting emotions—the desperate desire to cling to power and to cement a legacy that will hold up for generations, and the sheer exhaustion that comes with being the most powerful person in the world. The approximately one hundred maids, butlers, chefs, and others who make the White House run every day stay from one administration to the next, and they see it as their job to make the transition between presidents as seamless as possible. But they experience the upheaval when one president and his family leave and another comes in almost as acutely as the presidents do themselves. Their sadness is overwhelming and heartfelt. Alonzo Fields was a White House butler and maître d’ in the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, and he described how traumatic it is for the staff when the first family moves out. “The transformation in the household from one Administration to another is as sudden as death,” he wrote in his memoir. “By that I mean it leaves you with a mysterious emptiness. In the morning you serve breakfast to a family with whom you have spent years. At noon that family is gone out of your life and here are new faces, new dispositions, and new likes and dislikes.”

On that often freezing day in January, Americans’ eyes are focused on the public transfer of power from one president to the next as thousands gather on the National Mall to watch the president-elect take the oath of office on the steps of the Capitol. Lady Bird called the carefully choreographed moment “the great quadrennial American pageant.” Though it may look like a peaceful ceremony, it is complete havoc behind the scenes back at the White House. There are so many complex logistics involved in moving one family out and another in that residence staffers refer to what goes on inside the White House on Inauguration Day as “controlled chaos.” Laura Bush called the “transfer of families” a “choreographic masterpiece, done with exceptional speed.” The hum of White House activity starts even earlier than usual on Inauguration Day, with workers coming in before the break of dawn. By the time their day has ended, a new president is in office and a new era has begun.

The White House belongs to the outgoing family until noon, when the new president’s term begins. On the morning of the inauguration, the president and the first lady host a small coffee reception for the new first family. Just before the two families depart to ride to the Capitol together, the staff crams into the opulent State Dining Room, where they have served so many state dinners, to say goodbye. They are often overcome by a range of emotions—in the span of just six hours, they are trading in an old boss for someone they do not know at all. “When the Clintons came down and Chelsea came with them, they didn’t say a word,” Head Housekeeper Christine Limerick recalled about Inauguration Day 2001. “I’ll get emotional about this now—[President Clinton] looked at every person dead on in the face and said, ‘Thank you.’ The whole room just broke up.” The departing family is presented with a gift from the residence staff, whom they come to love. It is a tradition to give them the flag that flew over the White House on the day the president was inaugurated—placed in a beautiful hand-carved box designed by White House carpenters. In 2001, Limerick, Chief Florist Nancy Clarke, and Chief Curator Betty Monkman gave Hillary Clinton a large pillow made from swatches of fabrics that she had selected to decorate different rooms in the house.

There is almost no time for reflection. At around eleven o’clock in the morning, the two first families leave the White House for the Capitol. Between then and approximately five in the afternoon—when the new president and his family return to rest and prepare for the inaugural balls—the staff must complete the job of moving one family out and another family in. Professional movers are off-limits, for security reasons, so it is the residence staffers who are solely responsible. In just six hours, everyone pitches in, from maids and butlers to engineers and florists, who become professional movers for a day, lugging furniture and placing picture frames just so. They even place toothbrushes in toothbrush holders on bathroom counters. No detail is too small. It is an incredible sight as the trucks carrying the new family’s belongings are allowed in through one set of gates while the departing family’s truck sits at the other, ready to take their things to their new home. The departing first family pay for their personal things to be moved out of the White House. The incoming president also pays for bringing belongings into the mansion, either out of the new first family’s own coffers or from funds raised for the campaign or transition. It is the job of the incoming family to coordinate with the Secret Service to get their personal effects to the White House the morning of the inauguration.

Because the residence staff get to know the family so well, they are sensitive to the fact that they are being forced to leave. The transfer of the incoming first family’s furniture and larger belongings to the White House is done very delicately. After the election of 1960, the Kennedys’ social secretary, Letitia Baldrige, told Jackie Kennedy in a memo that she had asked the Eisenhowers’ social secretary, Mary Jane McCaffree, “if we couldn’t smuggle a lot of stuff over without the [Eisenhowers] knowing and she said yes, the head Usher could store cartons, suitcases, etc., out of sight and then whisk them into sight on the stroke of 12 noon. Isn’t that marvelous??? Right out of Alfred Hitchcock.” Baldrige recalled pulling up to the White House with Jackie’s maid, Providencia Paredes, and Jack Kennedy’s valet, George Thomas, in a car with Jackie’s inaugural gown and all of the Kennedys’ luggage. They arrived while everyone else was gathered at the Capitol for the inauguration ceremony. The snow-covered South Grounds were alight in brilliant sunshine. “We had timed the pilgrimage from Georgetown to the White House so that we would not arrive before twelve noon, because at noon, officially, the new president takes possession of the White House.” It is hard for every president to leave, no matter how difficult his presidency was. In October 1981, President Reagan sent Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter to Cairo to represent him at the funeral of Egyptian president Anwar Sadat. After a brief meeting with President Reagan, the thirty-seventh, thirty-eighth, and thirty-ninth presidents took off from the South Lawn to head to Andrews for their twelve-hour flight to Cairo. The men all peered down at the White House below. “I kind of like that house down there,” Nixon said. “Don’t you?”

A “PERFECT” FOUR YEARS

In the early-morning hours the day after the 1992 election, George H. W. Bush sat down to write in his diary. He confessed how much his loss “hurt, hurt, hurt.” He wrote, “I guess it’s the pride, too . . . I don’t like to see the pundits right; and I don’t like to see all of those who have written me off right.” But on November 7, 1992, four days after the election, Bush wrote to Richard Nixon, “The dust has begun to settle. It hurts still, but we Bushes will do fine.” On January 20, 1993, the president and his wife, Barbara, left Washington behind and returned to their adopted hometown of Houston, where Bush had begun his career decades before. The couple had spent twelve years in the most prestigious offices in Washington—eight living in the Naval Observatory, when Bush was Ronald Reagan’s vice president, and four in the White House—and now suddenly it was over.

After Bill Clinton’s swearing-in ceremony at the Capitol, the Bushes and some of their closest friends boarded the helicopter that would take them to Andrews Air Force Base and then home to Houston. After rising and circling the Capitol dome, the helicopter flew down Pennsylvania Avenue for one last, sentimental aerial view of the White House. Four years earlier, on Inauguration Day in 1989, the Bushes had walked down the steps of the East Front of the Capitol with the Reagans. They escorted the Reagans across the thirty yards of red carpet leading to the helicopter that would whisk them out of Washington. “I was trying to keep the tears from flooding down my cheeks,” Bush recalled. “After eight years of friendship, it’s pretty tough.”

The pilot had also surprised the Reagans by circling the Capitol, flying past the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial, and then getting lower to hover over the White House. Reagan was still astounded by the executive mansion, even after living there for eight years. “There it was, complete with its sweep of green lawn and sparkling fountains. I said: ‘Look, honey, there’s our little shack.’”

Bush shared Reagan’s sense of reverence for the White House and the presidency. He tried to inject some humor into the day by telling hundreds of people gathered at Ellington Field, in Houston, after their three-hour flight home, “There’s a time to stay, and a time to go, a time to fold ’em, and we only wish our new President all the best.” In customary fashion, Bush did not want a big crowd, and he was too emotional to thank the pilots and stewards on the plane. When he tried, he teared up. After greeting a few people standing in the receiving line, he said that he was marking “the first minute of our new life.”

That Bush was a one-term president made their departure even more gut-wrenching. He felt guilty after his defeat. “Barbara and I sat at our bedroom desk, across from each other, each of us lost in our own thoughts,” he said. “We looked at each other, but we didn’t speak much. Ours had been a wonderful chance to serve, a wonderful opportunity. I hope history will show I did some things right, but on that flight I kept thinking of where I had let good people down—of how I had lost the presidency three months before.” The White House was a mostly happy place during the years George H. W. and Barbara Bush lived there. Bush broke down that final morning when he saw the residence staff gathered before him. The butlers, housekeepers, chefs, and nearly one hundred permanent staff loved the Bushes best. “We were too choked up with emotion to say what we felt, but I think they knew the affection we had for them all,” recalled Barbara Bush. Before leaving for the Capitol, she raced through the Red and Blue Rooms to hug all the butlers privately. “From then on it was all downhill. The hard part for me was over.”

The Bushes truly appreciated life in the White House. “I’d like to go back and live there and not have the responsibility,” Barbara Bush told me in a 2013 interview. President Bush said, “Whenever I see the place, instead of thinking, ‘Well, I lived in that museum,’ I think, ‘I lived in that house for four years.’ That part was perfect.”

Decades after George and Barbara Bush moved out of the White House, the tradition of a stealth and astonishingly quick move was still in place. The Obama family’s advisers started meeting with residence staff soon after the 2008 election, and by the week before the inauguration, much of the Obamas’ furniture had already been shipped to the White House, where it was stored in the China Room, on the Ground Floor, so that it could be moved quickly upstairs. The Bushes had told Chief Usher Stephen Rochon that they wanted to make the move as easy as possible for everyone, but Rochon wanted to make sure the Bushes never felt as if they were being pushed out the door. “We want to keep it out of the sight of the existing family. Not that they didn’t know it was there, but we didn’t want them to feel that we were trying to move them out.” The former presidents share the experience of suddenly having their lives change forever, first moving into the world’s most famous private home and then being shown the door and told to leave. “You guys are going to be on the ride of a lifetime. Your whole life is changing today,” Head Butler George Hannie told the Obamas when they moved in. “You don’t have to wait for no more airplanes, you don’t have to do anything but just show up. Everything is right there ready for you.” But Michelle Obama wanted to cling to a sense of normalcy. When she met with Admiral Stephen Rochon, who, as the chief usher of the White House, was in charge of running the private side of the home, Michelle told him, “Please, call me Michelle.” He replied, “I can’t do that, Mrs. Obama.”

Gerald Rafshoon, who was a close friend and adviser to Jimmy Carter, told me the same thing happened when Carter, who was a longshot candidate, became president. When Rafshoon walked into the Oval Office and saw Carter sitting there for the first time, he said, “Congratulations, Mr. President.”

Carter replied, “Please, call me Jimmy.”

“I can’t do that, Mr. President. We both worked too hard to get you here,” Rafshoon told him apologetically.

After Barack Obama was sworn in on the steps of the Capitol, George W. Bush and Laura Bush walked down the Capitol steps to the waiting helicopter that would take them to Andrews Air Force Base and on to their home in West Texas. It was all tradition and part of the carefully choreographed event. George and Barbara Bush, or “Bar and Gampy,” as Laura Bush called them, were waiting for them on Marine One. They knew all too well the range of emotions the younger Bushes were feeling. A thousand members of their staff were gathered at Andrews to say goodbye. “As the helicopter rose over the Capitol, George took my hand,” Laura Bush recalled. “We looked at the city below and out into the vibrant blue January sky, toward home.” When they landed in Crawford, Texas, late that night, Bush carried his best friend Don Evans’s suitcases up to the room he stayed in at the ranch. They were happy to have houseguests that evening; they were a welcome distraction. The next morning the Bushes were up at dawn—finding it difficult to break the habit of getting up with the sun—and struggling with the new reality of going “from a hundred miles an hour to about ten.” Retirement would take some adjusting to. Bush said he had to learn to “force myself to relax.”

PRIVATE LETTERS

There are sacred traditions embedded in the presidency. One thing is the Secret Service code names that follow presidents and first ladies throughout their lives. They have to choose from a list of names beginning with a certain letter. During a Republican primary debate, Donald Trump said he would pick the name “Humble,” which was an unlikely choice for the billionaire businessman. But when he was actually given Secret Service protection, names beginning with H were not an option. When he was presented with a list of names beginning with M, Trump picked Mogul, a much more fitting moniker. Melania Trump chose Muse. Jimmy Carter’s code name is Deacon, and Rosalynn’s is Dancer. Bush 41’s was Timberwolf, and Barbara Bush’s was Tranquility. Bill and Hillary Clinton are Eagle and Evergreen, respectively. Bush 43’s is Trailblazer, and Laura Bush’s is Tempo. Barack Obama is Renegade, while Michelle Obama is Renaissance. (Our forty-first president became known as Bush 41 in 2001, to distinguish him from his son, Bush 43, once the younger George became the forty-third president.)

The tradition of the departing president leaving behind a note for his successor is relatively new, and keeping these correspondences private has helped forge important relationships. Ronald Reagan started the tradition, and, as one would expect, his note had an ebullient touch, in part because the man who followed him into the White House was his trusted vice president, George H. W. Bush, but also because anything less affable was not in Reagan’s nature. “Don’t let the turkeys get you down” was the note’s heading. Every page had a cartoon at the top showing a crowd of turkeys trying to pull down an elephant, the symbol of the Republican Party. “Dear George, You’ll have moments when you want to use this particular stationery. Well, go for it. George, I treasure the memories we share and wish you all the very best. You’ll be in my prayers. God bless you and Barbara. I’ll miss our Thursday lunches.—Ron.” Reagan wrote the note the morning he left office and stuck it in the top drawer of the Resolute desk. It was the beginning of a wonderful tradition. (Bush made the unusual decision to make the note public the next day.)

Bush’s 1993 letter to Clinton was similarly lighthearted and encouraging: “I wish you great happiness here. I never felt the loneliness some Presidents have described. There will be very tough times, made even more difficult by criticism you may not think is fair. I’m not a very good one to give advice; but just don’t let the critics discourage you or push you off course. . . . Your success is our country’s success. I am rooting hard for you.” Bush wrote in his diary as he sat alone in the Oval Office on his final day as president. “I feel the same sense of wonder and majesty about this office today as I did when I first walked in here. I’ve tried to serve here with no taint or dishonor; no conflict of interest; nothing to sully this beautiful place and this job I’ve been privileged to hold.”

These are heartfelt letters between one man exiting the most stressful and important job in the country and another about to enter into it. Bill Clinton’s letter to George W. Bush was made public only on January 19, 2017, years after both men had left office. In it Clinton wrote, “The burdens you now shoulder are great but often exaggerated. The sheer joy of doing what you believe is right is inexpressible.” Trump did something that most of these presidents chose not to do and, just eight months into his presidency, leaked the handwritten note Obama had left for him. Obama was particularly annoyed that his note had been made public so soon. Traditionally these presidential messages are meant to serve as private buoying words of support, to be reached for during difficult moments and kept private until the end of the new president’s term. Obama had not told even his closest aides what was in the letter. But Trump showed it to White House visitors in the Oval Office as a point of personal pride. A week after becoming president, he talked about the letter and called it “long” and “complex.” “It was thoughtful. And it took time to do it, and I appreciated it,” he said.

“Obama was not happy,” an aide who worked in Obama’s post-presidential Washington, D.C., office told me. “He thought it was just cheesy.”

Obama had left the note in the top drawer of the Resolute desk, and it was decidedly less cheerful than others had been. In it, he warned Trump to “sustain the international order.” And he asked Trump to be kind, a request found in no other letters between presidents. “We’ve both been blessed, in different ways, with great good fortune,” Obama wrote. “Not everyone is so lucky. It’s up to us to do everything we can [to] build more ladders of success for every child and family that’s willing to work hard.” He ended the letter by wishing Trump and his wife, Melania, good luck and offering “to help in any ways which we can.”

Trump called to thank Obama for the note right after reading it on the day of his inauguration, but Obama was traveling to Palm Springs for a vacation with his wife and missed the call. By the time Obama had one of his aides call Trump back, it was several days later and the new president had signed an executive order banning entry to citizens from seven mostly Muslim countries for ninety days. Obama wrestled with whether he should personally release a statement condemning the ban, which would destroy the norm that former presidents traditionally refrain from criticizing their successors, at least for a couple of months. After much intense discussion with his staff, Obama settled on a statement from his spokesman that said Obama “fundamentally disagrees” with the ban. The time for any hint of camaraderie between the two men had clearly passed. The Trump staffer told the Obama aide trying to arrange the call, “President Trump just wanted to thank President Obama for the letter, no need to disturb them now.”

The letter George W. Bush left for Obama was made public by Bush on the very last day of Obama’s presidency. “There will be trying moments,” Bush wrote. “The critics will rage. Your ‘friends’ will disappoint you. But, you will have an Almighty God to comfort you, a family who loves you, and a country that is pulling for you, including me.” Speaking at the dedication of the George W. Bush Library, in 2013, Obama recalled having first read Bush’s letter. “He knew that I would come to learn what he had learned—that being President, above all, is a humbling job. There are moments where you make mistakes. There are times where you wish you could turn back the clock.” He ended sounding hopeful that whoever would take over the presidency from him would feel the same: “What I know is true about President Bush, and I hope my successor will say about me, is that we love this country and we do our best.” That was not going to be the case.




II

The Unwritten Rules of the Club

There has never been a single man who filled that office who did not respect it when he left.

—Harry Truman

With great power comes great responsibility, and the former presidents, unlike leaders of most other countries, who disappear from the public eye, never lose their luster or fade into obscurity. When German chancellor Angela Merkel leaves office, she is unlikely to be a force in German politics. Former British prime minister Tony Blair and former French president François Hollande have largely faded into the background of political discourse. In Europe and the United Kingdom, there is generally a sense that when politicians are out of office, they should recede politely and quietly into their private lives. But American presidents are larger-than-life and often polarizing personalities who are unknowable in part because of the enormous power they wield. So when they leave office, the shine never wears off completely. And if they are being completely honest, none of them want it to.

In the club, which has its own set of rules and its own unique set of personalities, power is never completely relinquished—the four living former presidents will always be called “Mr. President,” and that is how they want it. The late George H. W. Bush, a role model to the four still living, was more than happy to be invited to the White House and serve as a kind of moral beacon for his successors. The former presidents may never disappear from the American psyche, but very few people understand how this group of men and women—including the former first ladies, who operate in an equally rarefied atmosphere filled with unspoken rules, personality clashes, and intrigue—actually live their lives once they are no longer in power. There may be no clubhouse for the men who were once the most powerful people in the world, but there is a very strict understanding among them.

It is easiest for the sitting president when his predecessors are no longer engaged in public life, because their voices can be so powerful. During a visit to Japan early in his administration, George W. Bush was shocked when Japanese prime minister Junichiro Koizumi told him that most former prime ministers go on to become legislators. A stunned Bush said, “No wonder you can’t get anything done because you have all these formers undermining you.”

There have been points in history when there were no living ex-presidents to weigh in, good or bad. When Lyndon Johnson died, in 1973, Richard Nixon became only the sixth living president to have no former presidents to ask for advice (including George Washington, who obviously had no predecessors). There have been only four periods when five former presidents were alive: from March 1862 to January 1862, when Abraham Lincoln was in office and Martin Van Buren, John Tyler, Franklin Pierce, Millard Fillmore, and James Buchanan still lived; from January 1993 to April 1994, when Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, and Bush were alive during Clinton’s first term; from January 2001 to June 2004, a three-and-a-half-year stretch in the Bush 43 administration when Ford, Carter, Reagan, Clinton, and the president’s own father were alive; and from January 2017 to November 2018, during the Trump era, when both Bushes, Carter, Clinton, and Obama were all members of the Presidents Club, until the elder Bush’s death.

The presidency is about much more than the person who has the job. Harry Truman once told a journalist, “When you get to be president, there are all those things, the honors, the twenty-one-gun salutes, all those things, you have to remember it isn’t for you.” There are shared, inescapable experiences that bind every president to the men who came before him, both in how they governed and in what they accomplished afterward. The moment a president leaves office, he faces the existential questions everyone confronts when they retire: What am I going to do with my life? What legacy will I leave behind when I’m gone? Sometimes, retirement can offer unexpected fulfillment.

The ways in which the former presidents have lived out their post-presidential lives reflect how they approached the presidency: Jimmy Carter could not help but think he was right all the time, both as president and after; George H. W. Bush never had to try too hard to be respected, because of his patrician pedigree, and he had a quiet confidence both in office and afterward; Bill Clinton approached the post-presidency with the same voracious need for acceptance and relevance as he had during his presidency; George W. Bush never hungered for the presidency in the same way his predecessors did, and he has been content to recede from the spotlight; and Barack Obama is a hybrid of the Bushes, Clinton, and Carter. He has sought privacy—the Obamas’ spokeswoman, Katie Hill, insists that they “are private citizens now”—all while banking on his stature as a former president to make enormous amounts of money.

Former presidents may find it liberating to escape the presidency, but, even years after leaving office, it proves impossible. As a so-called private citizen, Nixon would take daily walks through the streets of New York City at 5:30 a.m. to avoid being recognized. Former presidents all know what it is like to live with the constraints of the presidency, including the reality of being whisked in and out of buildings, often through the kitchen. “When I was president, I didn’t see a lobby for years,” George H. W. Bush recalled. After they leave the confines of the White House, they can breathe a sigh of relief when the phone does not ring in the middle of the night, for those calls almost always foreshadow bad news. They know what it is like to be disliked, even hated, by some voters. Once they leave office, the decisions they made are often seen in a new and flattering light. Another bonus that comes with retirement: they can go to a baseball game, as the elder Bush joked, and not worry about getting booed by their critics. “Hell,” he said after attending a Texas Rangers game, “if I had done this when I was president, no way.”

Despite their different political trajectories, all the members of the team of five have lived their post-presidential years fully understanding what is expected of them. Some are more engaged than others, but there are unspoken rules that they all adhere to—with the exception of Jimmy Carter, who has paid for his disobedience with occasional suspensions from the club. There have been times throughout history when other former presidents have shirked these rules, but doing so has come at a steep price—their all-important legacies are forever tarnished.

RULE NO. 1: HONOR A SHARED HISTORY

I always loved Jefferson, and still love him.

—John Adams

There are only five men alive today (including President Trump) who know the loneliness and isolation of the presidency. It is extraordinary that Trump has not talked to his predecessors at any length and that his predecessors have not reached out to him in a meaningful way. Even the worst, most strained relationships of the previous presidents were not quite like this. There have always been rivalries, but usually a sense of mutual respect and a grudging admiration have brought former adversaries together. Three presidents have even written books about their predecessors: Herbert Hoover wrote one about Woodrow Wilson; Wilson wrote one about George Washington; and George W. Bush wrote a book about his father.

John Adams, the second president, sought reelection in 1800 and lost to Thomas Jefferson. He was so bitter that he did not even attend his successor’s inauguration. The Massachusetts native Adams and the Virginian Jefferson fought for the same cause during the American Revolution, but they had grown apart because of conflicting views on the role of the federal government. The only message Adams left behind for Jefferson was a terse note alerting him to the fact that there were seven horses and two carriages he was leaving behind in the White House stables. Remarkably, after twelve years of silence, the two rivals developed a close friendship. Their mutual friend Benjamin Rush heard that Adams had declared, “I always loved Jefferson, and still love him.” When Rush told Jefferson what he had heard, Jefferson wrote, “This is enough for me.” Adams and Jefferson recognized how important their shared history was and reconciled. They developed a warm friendship preserved in fourteen years’ worth of letters sent between Jefferson’s Monticello estate, in Virginia, and Adams’s home, in Quincy, Massachusetts. “We too must go,” Jefferson wrote in one letter, “and that ere long. I believe we are under half a dozen at present; I mean the signers of the Declaration [of Independence].” They wrote each other regularly up until their deaths, just hours apart, on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration’s signing. Jefferson was the first to pass away, at eighty-three, and Adams died five hours later, at ninety. About a year before he died, Adams wrote Jefferson, “Every line from you exhilarates my spirits and gives me a glow of pleasure.”

In his final letter to Adams, Jefferson told him that his grandson, Thomas Jefferson Randolph, would be in Boston and wanted to visit with him. “Like other young people, he wishes to be able, in the winter nights of old age, to recount to those around him what he has heard and learnt of the Heroic Age preceding his birth, and which of the Argonauts particularly he was in time to have seen.” Both men also had direct influence on their successors: Jefferson was a mentor to fellow Virginians James Madison and James Monroe, and Adams lived to see his son John Quincy Adams become the sixth president.

When I asked Trump if he could see himself becoming friendly with a former president after leaving office or rekindling a friendship with Bill Clinton, as Adams and Jefferson had done, he said, “It’s possible. Anything’s possible.”

RULE NO. 2: RESPECT THE OFFICE AND ONE ANOTHER

There’s a reverence there for that office that is independent of you, and if you don’t feel that you shouldn’t be there.

—Barack Obama

Margaret Truman said that her father vowed never to voice his opinions about the men who followed him. He said that “more time must pass before anyone, even an ex-president, can evaluate the performance of a man in the White House.” But they are, of course, fascinated by one another. Richard Nixon roamed the halls of the White House late at night and into the early-morning hours, examining presidential portraits. “You cannot walk in those old rooms without feeling or hearing the footsteps of those who have gone before you,” he said. Bill Clinton’s study is full of books on former presidents, from Lincoln to Truman to Kennedy. The former presidents share a unique understanding of the incredible responsibility that comes with the highest office in the country and the weight each president bears when making decisions that affect people on a global scale. When Kennedy was flying home from a summit with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev in 1961, with the tension of the Cold War building, his secretary found a note he had written to himself. It was a quote from Abraham Lincoln that had fallen to the floor. It read, “I know there is a God—and I see a storm coming. If He has a place for me, I believe I am ready.” The awesome responsibility that comes with the presidency binds all these men together long after they leave the White House.

Alexander Hamilton worried that ex-presidents, after those all-consuming and exciting years in office, would spend their remaining days “wandering among the people like discontented ghosts.” Indeed, only two men had post–White House careers that rivaled their time as president: John Quincy Adams, the son of John and Abigail Adams, and William Howard Taft, the twenty-seventh president. John Quincy had not looked forward to those years after the White House, declaring shortly before leaving office, “There is nothing more pathetic in life than a former president.” When he left, he moved into a mansion in Washington, D.C., and wrote, “It was my intention to bury myself in complete retirement as much as any nun taking the veil.”

Nothing he could do, he thought, would come close to having been president. But, remarkably, Adams was recruited to run for Congress, even though his wife and son were unimpressed by the prospect. It was an odd idea—a former president becoming a congressman. Charles Francis Adams Sr., the Adamses’ youngest son, told his father that accepting the job “diminished the man.” But Adams was intrigued at the opportunity to step back into public life. On December 5, 1831, he attended the first session of the Twenty-second Congress and became the first—and last—former president to do so. Adams considered his new job a major demotion at first, and he predicted that it would lead to “slights, mortifications—insults—loss of reputation—and perhaps, exposure of myself by infirmities of temper unsuited to the trials.” But by the end of his nine terms in Congress he had built a reputation as a leader in the fight against slavery and was known as “Old Man Eloquent.” He led a full life after the presidency. He died in 1848 in the Speaker’s chamber and murmured, “This is the last of Earth: I am content.” His post-presidency was inspirational to the presidents who followed him, including Bill Clinton, who has read voraciously about John Quincy Adams and his years after the White House.

In 1912, after he lost his bid for reelection, William Howard Taft joked about what the country should do with its ex-presidents. “A dose of chloroform,” he said, to protect the country “from the troublesome fear that the occupant could ever come back.” (The memory of Grover Cleveland’s two nonconsecutive terms in the late nineteenth century was still fresh.) But, like Adams, Taft had a satisfying life after the presidency. Unlike any other former president, he very much wanted to hold another high office, but his aspirations were toward another branch of the government. He fulfilled his lifelong ambition when he became Supreme Court chief justice in June 1921, a post he held until his retirement, in 1930, a month before his death. Taft and Adams are rare exceptions of former presidents who stepped into official roles that, although prestigious, were less august than the presidency.

Former presidents traditionally look out for one another. Herbert Hoover wrote to Harry Truman, a fellow member of the Presidents Club, and said, “I think we need an agreement that we will not allow promoters of causes to trap us into joint actions for their schemes without our having prior consultations.” Anyone in the role understands the weight of it. Whenever people gossiped about FDR while he was in office, Hoover always stopped them, even though there was no love lost between the two men. Hoover came to FDR’s defense because he believed that criticism was disrespectful of the presidency, not just the man himself.

Unlike John Quincy Adams and William Howard Taft, Herbert Hoover was a frustrated former president. Franklin Delano Roosevelt would not give Hoover, who was a critic of his New Deal, the chance to help during World War II. Hoover had played an important role as a humanitarian and helped feed starving civilians in Europe during World War I, and he wanted to be of service again. After Pearl Harbor, he conveyed that to FDR, but he was never called upon. “My activities in the Second World War were limited to frequent requests from Congressional committees,” he lamented. When Roosevelt’s advisers suggested he seek Hoover’s help aiding war-torn Europe, Roosevelt replied, “I’m not Jesus Christ. I’m not waking him from the dead.”

Roosevelt’s successor, Harry Truman, was sympathetic to Hoover, who he thought had been mistreated and whom he admired for his work during World War I. When Truman invited Hoover to the White House thirteen years after he’d left office, Hoover’s eyes flooded with tears and he had to excuse himself for a moment. Truman understood. “I knew what was the matter with him,” Truman said. “It was the first time in thirteen years that anybody had paid attention to him.” Franklin Roosevelt had gone so far as to have the Hoover Dam
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