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PREFACE




I LOVED MY JOB at the White Housealmost every day.

Serving as the White House press secretary was the most rewarding, engaging, exciting, and enjoyable job I could ever imagine holding. It also was the toughest, hardest, most grinding and grueling job I could ever imagine holding. By definition, the job was paradoxical. To this day, I dont know how I could love so much something that often seemed so hard to do.

During my time in the White House, I traveled with President Bush almost everywhere he went. I met the Pope, twice. I met the Yankees manager, Joe Torre, once. I stood on the Great Wall of China with President Bush. I entered closed rooms at the Kremlin that are part of President Putins office. I observed Memorial Day on the beaches of Normandy, France, paying tribute to lost soldiers in a pristine cemetery where American lives were given so the world could be free. I was with President Bush all day on September 11, 2001, and I stood paces from him three days later, when he visited the rubble where the World Trade Center once stood. I also was with the President when he visited the mothers and fathers, and the sons and daughters, and the wives of those who gave their lives in Afghanistan and Iraq. I heard people tell him, time and again, how devastated they were by the loss, but how much their son or husband loved our military and loved our country.

In Washington, I regularly sat in on meetings in the Oval Office. I dropped in to see President Bush whenever I needed to ask him a question or get guidance on an issue. I was invited by the President to spend time in his home, the residence on the third floor of the Mansion, and at Camp David. I traveled on Marine One and Air Force One. I was also a regular in little Crawford, Texas, where I got my hair cut for five dollars.

I briefed the White House press corps three hundred times on camera. My job was to stay at that podium until the senior wire reporter said, Thank you. Only then could I retreat to the safety of my office. I got to know the people in the White House press corps well, very well.

I spent days and nights at the White House, doing my job during a recession, September 11, two wars, and an anthrax attack.

I learned to get by on little sleep and little free time.

In the little free time I had, I met Becki Davis, the woman who became my wife. She also worked at the White House.

This book is about my two and a half years in that grand mansion. Its about the President. Its about the White House press corps. Its about how news gets made, and how news gets covered.

This book attempts to capture much of what I saw behind the scenes about President Bush, his policies and his character, and I describe it so readers can have a deeper view of who he is and why he does what he does.

This book is also about the press, and thats a very complicated topic in itself. The White House press corps is one of the toughest, sharpest, most skeptical groups anyone will ever encounter. Theyre the best in the business, and thats why theyre stationed at the White House.

They have a tough job to do, and their lives arent easy. For all the glamour of the White House, its not an easy beat. Except for my West Wing office and the office of my deputies, the White House is off-limits to the press. Unlike reporters who cover the Congress, White House reporters cant walk the halls and bump into good sources for news. Instead, theyre chained to cramped work spaces, waiting for their phones to ring with the returned calls they are hoping for. Only with an appointment and an escort can they penetrate deeper into the corridors of White House power.

Theyre a hard-driving, competitive group. The TV reporters know a good White House beat can spring them to fame and fortuneif they can get on the air. The newspaper, wire, and magazine reporters are all looking for an edge or an angle that will make their work stand out from that of the rest of their colleagues.

When the White House press corps shows up for work each morning, there is no telling what story they will coverwhich is why many of them find the White House so exciting. One day its Social Security, the next day its a summit meeting between two heads of state, the next day its the Presidents own health, and one day its war. And in war, some of the nations finest reporters have lost their lives or been wounded covering the news. White House reporters are fast on their feet, and with few exceptions, theyre generaliststhey cant be experts in all the fields they cover because their editors ask them to cover too many fields. Thats one reason why much of their reporting emphasizes conflict and politics. Conflict and politics are themes that link much of what the press cover.

In person and one-on-one, White House reporters are also some of the most engaging and enjoyable people with whom to spend time. Some of the most pleasant reporters I ever met were at the White House. Ive tipped a glass and shared a meal with almost all of themand enjoyed it every time. But when they gather together for the daily, televised briefing, a funny thing happens. Gone are the usual pleasantries that marked most of my relationships with the press. Instead, an organized feeding frenzy broke out.

White House reporters sometimes like to grumble. When I was press secretary, they grumbled about the President, they grumbled about their own industry and its weaknesses, they grumbled about their editors, and they grumbled about Congress. Every now and then, they grumbled about me. White House reporters said I was tight-lipped and secretive.

This book explains why I did my job the way I did, particularly during a time of war.

Writing about the White House press corps isnt easy. Theyre a complicated group that carries out a very important mission for our country. As much as the American people, myself included, sometimes grumble about the press, their work is vital to our nations freedom.

Whatever their faults, theyre a watchdog on the government, and every governmentno matter what party and no matter what era we live inneeds a watchdog. They break fascinating stories that grab the attention of readers and viewers. In addition to their coverage of the White House and the government, the press provide useful, helpful news about wide-ranging topics like food safety, child care, and health care. In times of crisis, we tune in by the tens of millions. Whether its after a natural disaster, like a hurricane or earthquake, or after the attacks of September 11, the American people turn to the media to find out whats going on.

Changes are under way in the press corps. The networks have been losing viewers for years, and their remaining viewers are typically older. Cable TV news shows, especially those on Fox, are cutting deeply into territory that used to be the exclusive domain of the broadcast networks. As newspapers lose readers, younger Americans especially are turning to the Internet and to bloggers. The media is fracturing into more choices and more diversity. While the White House briefing room is home mostly to the largest news organizations in the world representing mainstream media (CBS, ABC, NBC, the Washington Post, the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, et cetera), the immediacy of the Internet and cable news has changed the way all White House reporters do their jobsfor better and for worse.

My reflections in this book are about the White House press corps. Wherever I use shorthand and refer to the press, it is the Washington press corps, particularly the White House press corps, that I describe. There are countless press organizations across the country that cant be accurately summed up because of their diversity.

Wherever possible, I have sought to identify by name the people I write about. If I left off the name of a foreign leader or a guest of the President, its because Im still sensitive to the nature of my old jobI dont seek to embarrass people or cause new feeding frenzies. I hope I found the balance between writing about important public matters while maintaining confidentiality where I deemed it necessary. As with all books written by White House staffers, I submitted the text to the National Security Council to make certain I didnt inadvertently reveal any classified information. The NSC told me I did not.

I did my best to identify reporters by name as well, relying on transcripts from my briefings and, wherever obtainable, video footage. If a quote is attributed to an unnamed reporter, its because, in almost all cases, I was unable to verify the reporters identity. There are a few quotes from reporters whose names I decided to leave out. I think their words carry meaning, and I dont want to distract from their message if naming them would put them in an awkward spot with either their news organizations or the public.

I had the help of many people writing and editing this book. Thank you to my editor at William Morrow, Claire Wachtel. A self-described knee-jerk liberal, Claire helped mesometimes forced meto carefully think through my arguments and to back them up. She challenged my assumptions and helped me to move from assertions to reasoned statements supported by evidence. What may seem self-evident to a Republican wasnt good enough for Claire. One of the most helpful and effective prods I ever met, I couldnt have written this without her. Thank you for your wisdom.

To Bob Barnett, my book agent, thanks for opening the doors of the publishing world to me and for ushering me through the process. Youre the undisputed king of the agent business for a good reason. Thanks for your knowledge, perspective, advice, and friendship.

I also could not have written this book without the keen insights and diligent efforts of my researcher, Liz Donnan. A former member of my White House staff and a fellow Middlebury College graduate, Liz was tireless running down and verifying thousands of facts and bits of information. She helped me to write about the big picture, and she made certain the small picture was in focus as well. Always cheerful and diligent, accurate and wise, I owe Liz a debt of gratitude for a job well done.

Vickie McQuade, my assistant at the White House, who left her job there to work for me, also helped with the early research on the book and she has kept me organized in all my efforts. An invaluable helper, thanks Vickie, and thanks to Art as well for his help.

Several people read the text of my book and spent many hours giving me their thoughts, reflections, and suggested changes. To Peter Campbell, my college friend and keen observer of all things political, thanks for your time and guidance. You gave a lot of both and the book is better because you did. To former CNN bureau chief and White House reporter Frank Sesno, thanks for your efforts. You helped me to think things through and to make sure I thought about matters from the presss perspective. Your critique was invaluable and Im grateful for your time.

Thanks also to Ken Kies and Kim Hildred for double-checking the accuracy of the portions of the book dealing with taxes and Social Security. Youre both experts and Im grateful. Thanks to Steve Scully at C-SPAN for making tapes available so I could verify the identity of reporters at the briefings. Thanks also to the public affairs office of the USS Abraham Lincoln for checking my facts.

A sincere thanks also to the White House press corps. As much as the job required us to clash from time to time, youre a dedicated group of professionals who provide an invaluable service to our nation. Weve been through a lot together and I hope you find this book insightful. My reminiscences of standing at that podium are good onesthank you for that.

I also want to thank the countless number of people I worked with at the White House with whom I share these memories. We worked closely together and Im proud to have been part of such a diligent, dedicated, and professional crew. I especially thank the staff of the White House press office. You lived many of these stories yourselves. You were there and you saw them. I hope you enjoy reading about them. Thanks again for being my staff for the two and a half years I worked there. Thanks for serving your country.

And of course, thanks to the President. Thank you for the phone call on Election Day 2000. Thanks for allowing me to hold a job I will always love and remember fondly. Thank you for what youve done for America, and for the world. It was my honor to represent you.

Thanks to my loving, blue-state-living family. To my parents, thanks for your love, your lessons, and your help. Its great to be home again. Thanks to my brothers, Michael and Peter. Weve talked politics together so long, you may not have realized it, but you helped prepare me for my briefings. Youre both good advisers, but more important, youre family and friends. To my in-laws, Republicans one and all, thanks for your love and warmth. Its great to be part of your family and thanks for living in a red state.

Above all, thanks to my wife, Becki, and our little daughter, Liz. The best thing about writing a book is the amount of time I got to spend at home with both of you. Becki, thanks for, well, everything. You are my world. And to Liz, thanks for your smile every morning. Theres no greater pleasure than holding and hugging you. You make my world complete.









    

ONE

THE WINDS OF WAR

September 14, 2001




THE PRESIDENTS ARMORED LIMOUSINE turned onto New York Citys Forty-second Street. Moments earlier, President Bush had hugged the last of some two hundred widows and widowers to be at the Jacob Javits Center in midtown Manhattan. On September 14, 2001, Forty-second Street could have been Main Street in any midwestern community or a small southern town. The street was lined ten deep on both sides with people holding signs reading God Bless America and God Save the U.S. But this was New York City, the place where I was born and where my father commuted almost every day of his working life. It was Ground Zero, the place where America had been attacked seventy-two hours earlier. The city is not known for its outward displays of faith, but on September 14, New York City was a quiet, pious place.

During my two and a half years as the press secretary in the White House, no day was tougher than September 14. The attack of September 11 fell like a blow. My day was consumed with reacting to it, wondering how it could have happened, and learning what we were going to do about it. The suffering was tremendous, but it was somehow distant. It was on TV, on the phone, outside the so-called bubble that shields the President and the entourage around him. September 14 brought it home.

The President was scheduled for a thirty-five-minute meeting with a group of family members whose loved ones were still missing at the World Trade Center site. Instead, the meeting lasted almost two hours, as he walked around the room, hugging and consoling every grieving person there.

A New York City police officer came up to him with his niece in his arms and a picture in his hand. The child, who looked like she was six years old, pointed to the picture of firefighters. The man she pointed to, the cop explained, was her father, his brother. He was missing at Ground Zero, and the little girl wanted to know if the President could help her find him.

Family after family presented the President with pictures of their missing loved ones. There wasnt a person in that room who thought his or her missing wife, husband, son, or daughter wouldnt get out alive. Despite their hopes, nearly everyone in the room, President Bush included, had tears in his or her eyes. The Secret Service, which usually form a protective phalanx around the President so no one can get very close for very long, stood back. They understood the solemnity of the scene before them. I wouldnt have been surprised if there were agents with tears in their eyes.

One woman approached the President with a picture of her husband, also missing at Ground Zero. He signed it, telling her that when her husband returned she should let him know that she had met the President and had the signature to prove it. He wanted to give the families a ray of hope that their missing loved ones would be found. She thanked him and tucked the picture into her Bible.

I stood a few feet away from the President and took it in. I had never witnessed such sadness. People waited for President Bush to make his way around the room. Some cried out loud. Many sobbed softly. Several had to link arms to have the strength to stay on their feet in this makeshift room, with blue curtains acting as walls inside a giant convention hall. As people waited for their turn to talk to the President, some struck up conversations with me. One woman told me her brother had served in the United States Marine Corps during Desert Storm and had been working at the World Trade Center. She hadnt seen him since the attack. If anyone knows how to get out, she told me, its him. Hes a Marine. He knows how to survive for days. I told her I was sure she was right.

Moments before it was time to go, the President approached an elderly woman seated in a chair. Her name was Arlene Howard. She sat serenely, waiting for him. In her hand she held the shield of a Port Authority Police officer. The shield belonged to her son, George Howard, a Port Authority cop with the Emergency Security Unit at JFK Airport and a volunteer fireman in Hicksville, on New Yorks Long Island. When the towers were attacked, he rushed to the scene.

Rescue workers found her sons body the day after the attack with his shield still on his shirt. It was given to her as a loving memory. When the President arrived at her side, she took the shield and gave it to him. This is so you remember what happened here, she said. This is so no one will forget.

Six days later, when the President addressed the nation in a speech to a joint session of Congress, he held up the shield and said, I will carry this: It is the police shield of a man named George Howard, who died at the World Trade Center trying to save others. It was given to me by his mom, Arlene, as a proud memorial to her son. This is my reminder of lives that ended, and a task that does not end.

As the motorcade sped down Forty-second Street, the President still clutched George Howards shield in his hand, and I stared at the silent crowds from my vehicle, several cars back. Manhattan never felt so still. We were on our way to the Wall Street Landing Zone to catch the Marine helicopters that would take us to New Jerseys McGuire Air Force Base, where Air Force One waited. As we passed Times Square, the billboard carrying that days news circled roundPresident Bush Calls Up 50,000 Reservists, it said.

The winds of war were blowing.







    

TWO

AUSTIN, TEXAS




GOVERNOR GEORGE W. BUSH called me in the middle of the afternoon on Election Day 2000, the slowest day of the year. Earlier that morning I had voted and then got a back massage. I arrived at the Congress Street campaign headquarters around noon. Unless youre at the phone banks or out on the streets, there really isnt much you can do to affect the outcome on Election Day, especially in Austin. I felt pretty good about winning Texas, so there was no point in hitting the streets to wave signs. Phone banks these days are professional operations, so I did my best to relax.

I think were in for a nice victory tonight, the governor told me, and then he added, Id like you to be my press secretary when I win. It was the one job I wanted, and now it was being offered to me. Im honored, I said. It would be my pleasure. He told me hed see me at the election night party and hung up.

After eighteen years as the press secretary to three congressmen and one United States senator, I thought I would soon begin the most exciting, challenging press secretary job imaginable. Little did I realize what would happen next.

Every campaign has an Election Day pool, in which staffers place bets on the outcome. Governor Bush had been beating Vice President Al Gore for more than a year in all the media polls, even though the Vice President briefly pulled ahead in September. The polls indicated Bush would win; I thought Bush would win; who didnt think hed win? My bet was 320 electoral votes for the governor. A solid victory I projected, given that a winning candidate needs only 270.

But the upbeat mood around the headquarters began to change as the early exit polls came in. News organizations had formed a syndicate to take supposedly secret surveys that predict state-by-state results before the polls have even closed. The polls are designed to help reporters explain the results, and they are never to be used on the air, at least not until the voting booths in the state have actually closed. Before the polls have closed, reporters also arent supposed to share these early projections with anyone outside their newsrooms, but many do anyway. For journalists, its one of those rare times when they have more information than the sources they depend on, and many reporters enjoy the role reversal. Events werent looking good for my 320-electoral-vote prediction. In fact, Election Day was beginning not to look good at all. Things werent going our way in the crucial, large state of Pennsylvania, where Al Gore was up by a big margin. Michigan looked bad, and Florida was uncomfortably close. The TV commentators accurately said that these were the likely key states to a presidential win.

At 6:50 P.M. Texas time, 7:50 Miami time, which also happens to be 6:50 Pensacola time, the networks projected Florida would go to Al Gore. No sooner had the lump formed in my throat than Karl Rove came flying to my office telling me to call the networks. The polls in Florida arent closed yet, Karl cried. How can they call the race before the voting is done? He was right. Floridas Republican-dominated panhandle was in a different time zone than the rest of the state. Voters there had more time to cast their ballots, but after they heard the state was already lost, turnout in our stronghold would likely diminish. In a close race, that could make a big difference.

None of the networks had declared Al Gore the national winner, but the mood in Austin was grim. How could this be happening? How could it be so close?

I decided to change the outcome of the election by changing my seat. Just like a superstitious baseball player who changes a part of his uniform if hes in a hitting slump, I moved offices. I moved to the office of the chief pollster, Matthew Dowd. It was already occupied by several other nervous staffers, but I found a spot on the front edge of his desk. Surprisingly enough, the longer I sat there, the better things got. Amazingly, the networks reversed their call of Florida for Gore and now reported the state was too close to call. Our internal tally, provided by staffers and Republican Party officials at Floridas polling places, showed us with a small but winning lead. I didnt budge. I wasnt going to move from my lucky spot no matter what happened.

Thats when Fox News called Florida for Governor Bush, at 1:16 A.M. central time. None of us could quite believe it. We sat there stunned and silent. But minutes later, once the other networks joined Fox in predicting Bushs win, I flew off the desk, yelling, hugging, and high-fiving the couple dozen staffers who were packed into the Karl-Matt area of headquarters.

Outside, the weather was rotten. It was cold for Texas, in the forties and rainy, but it didnt matter. The staff poured out of headquarters, down Congress Street, and through the area reserved for campaign staff to wait for Governor Bush to give his acceptance speech. It was around 2:00 A.M., and we waited. Then we waited some more. I noticed that Karl Rove, who had left the headquarters with me, was missing. I didnt see Matt Dowd any longer, and someone told me the networks had again reversed course and said the race in Florida was too close to call.

I slipped down a side street so no one in the press would see me and ask me what was happening, and arrived back at the headquarters. I didnt want to be seen because I didnt know what to say if anyone asked what was happening. If it had been grim earlier, it was twice as grim now. I learned that the Vice President had retracted his concessionary phone call to Governor Bush and that the race was frozen, too close to call.

It was the middle of the night, and I didnt know what to do. Someone told me that the Today show was calling and needed a spokesman from the campaign to go on at 6:00 A.M. Texas time to give our side of the story. I went back into my office, curled up on my chair, got one hour of sleep, and went on the air. Were going to go into extra innings, I told Matt Lauer, but I think were about to win this contest.

I had turned forty years old three weeks before Election Day, and I planned to spend the weekend after the election in Las Vegas, relaxing and catching up with friends I hadnt seen for a year. Except for the Jewish High Holy Days, I had worked seven days a week since June. I was exhausted, mentally and physically, but as of Wednesday morning, the day after the election, I thought I would still be able to meet my friends. This will take a day or two to settle, I told myself, and then Ill be in Las Vegas, anticipating my next job, as the White House press secretary.

I never made it to Vegas.

THE RECOUNT

Every time the spokesman for the Florida Supreme Court, Craig Waters, appeared on the steps of the courthouse, I shivered. During the thirty-five-day recount, I suffered through an unnerving series of ups and downs as the governors lead shrank. Poll watchers gazed at chads through magnifying glasses, armies of partisans from both sides spread out through Florida to influence the outcome, and I watched from Austin.

Because I had been designated the White House press secretary, I didnt become part of the Florida exodus. I prepared for life at the White House by studying the transcripts of press briefings by the former Clinton press secretary Mike McCurry, and I fielded calls from reporters.

In the middle of the recount, just before Thanksgiving, the vice presidential candidate Dick Cheney suffered what later turned out to be a mild heart attack. The first medical reports received by the campaign gave no indication a heart attack had occurred. Governor Bush told the press about Cheneys hospitalization without referencing a heart attack. When they later learned that the former defense secretary did have a heart attack, they had one too.

How could you deceive us? the press cried. Why didnt you tell us he had a heart attack? Why did you try to hide it? The accusations flew. As Dick Cheney recuperated from a mild heart attack here today, the misinformation provided by his doctors, and passed along by Gov. George W. Bush, raises anew serious questions regarding the publics right to know about the health of candidates and the credibility of information that their doctors and their campaigns disclose, wrote The New York Times.

From his hospital, Cheney phoned in to Larry King Live to discuss what had happened. I should be out of here in a day or two, he told King, who also had a history of heart disease. There should be no doubt about my serving, Cheney said. All we have to do now is get elected. He added, I can report that when they got in there today they didnt find any pregnant chads.

Though the so-called deception controversy faded as the medias attention went back to the recount, a lesson emerged about how to deal with the national press on big, breaking news stories. It was a lesson I would often keep in mind at the White House.

When news breaks, reporters are under tremendous pressure from their editors to get the facts first, fast, and on the air. In the modern media world, marked by the Internet and three all-news, all-the-time cable networks that compete furiously with one another, the ability to digest news slowly when facts emerge and sometimes change is seriously hindered. Gone forever are the days when news would break, reporters and sources would discuss ongoing developments throughout the day, and most Americans would first hear the news in a carefully digested story hours later on the evening news. For reporters now, its an immediate need to tell and a rush to air. The need for the public to know hasnt changed, but the urgency for reporters to tell has grown more intense.

The lesson I learned was that first reports of breaking events are often wrong because facts emerge over time, so government sources need to be guarded about what we say and how early we say it. Sometimes its best if we dont say anything at all until additional facts can be gathered.

No matter what, its dicey. We conceivably could have held back the news that Cheney had entered the hospital until we had more concrete medical information. But if reporters found out he was hospitalized from a hospital source or from anyone other than the campaign, they would have accused us of withholding the fact that the vice presidential candidate had entered the hospital. Why didnt you tell us? they would demand. Were you trying to hide the truth? Reporters dont want you to hold back, even if doing so is in the interest of accuracy. Tell us what it might be, theyll say. Discuss the possibilities so we can speculate on the air.

Should we have issued a statement listing multiple ailments that his illness could have become, including a heart attack? That doesnt seem responsible, particularly if none of the potential ailments became a reality. Should we have withheld any comment until we had more definitive word? Thats a surefire way for speculation to run rampant, and it also angers reporters, who have to get something, anything, on the air. But at least no one could have accused us of saying something that turned out to be wrong. I think telling the press that Cheney entered the hospital was the right thing for us to do; blaming the campaign for not knowing he had a heart attack was wrong for the press to do.

Welcome to life with the press, where sometimes, no matter what you do, you get in trouble for it. When the anthrax attacks occurred one year later, the perils of early disclosure would come back to haunt us.

On November 27, 2000, within days after he checked out of the hospital, Cheney announced he had been designated by Governor Bush to move back to Washington to run the transition to the White House.

The governor had made the decision that we were losing too much valuable time waiting for the ballots to be counted. If we were going to have a serious transition, in which personnel and policy decisions could carefully be made, we needed to start. We would open our own transition office in Washington, using private funds. Just because the election was being contested in the courts, Cheney said, our obligation to govern well should not be diminished.

He announced that, at Bushs direction, Clay Johnson, the governors chief of staff, would become executive director of the transition, and I would be the transition press secretary. After having lived in Texas for a year, I would return to Washington, and unless victory was snatched away from us during the recount, I would become the Presidents press secretary.

Before I left, the governor talked to me about what he expected. He told me that I would become the face of the nation. He meant it humorously, but he also was sending me a message to be mindful of what I said as press secretary because the position, and my words, carried weight. He told me to be careful how I dealt with the press, advising me to find the right balance between being frank with reporters and allowing the White House to have a thoughtful, disciplined, private policy-making process. The press has a right to know, but the President also has a right to hold meetings without reading every detail about them in the newspapers. He told me to talk to the former President Bushs press secretary, Marlin Fitzwater, to get a sense of the relationship between the press and the press secretary. I couldnt wait to start the job.

I left Austin for Washington on December 2, but on my way out I had one final meeting at the governors ranch. Speaker Dennis Hastert and Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott came to Crawford to discuss the transition and the work anticipated in Washington. Lott wore a hat with a funny-looking feather sticking out of it. Bush talked about warning signs on the economic horizon and his conviction that he would have a good relationship with congressional Democrats. He stressed his desire to change the tone in Washington and rise above the partisanship. In many ways, he was still the man from Austin, where he had the pleasure of an opposition party that indeed worked in a bipartisan way. In Washington, many things would be different from the Presidents hopes.

During the recount, I was struck by how the governor spent his time in Texas, especially when compared to Vice President Gore. While the Vice President worked the phones, calling county chairmen and other leaders throughout Florida in his effort to change the outcome, Bush stayed home. At that time his ranch didnt receive cable TV, so he was removed from the misery of the daily ups and downs, at least as they played out on TV. He would bide his time, working his land, receiving recount updates from former secretary of state Jim Baker, whom he had designated to lead the recount effort, and the future White House chief of staff, Andy Card. Andy often traveled one and a half hours north of Austin to meet with the governor in Crawford as they fleshed out the transition planning. The governors hands were dirty from ranch work, but his mind was fixed on the future, in anticipation of eventual victory.

To the governors detractors, the fact that he remained on the ranch and didnt appear regularly on TV showed he was indifferent and disengaged. It was a criticism regularly leveled at him, especially before September 11. His apparent detachment was also a first indication that led his critics to believe Dick Cheney was really in charge of the administration. With so much at stake, how could he remain so calm and secluded at his remote ranch? critics asked.

When Governor Bush lost the New Hampshire primary, he called the senior staff into his hotel room to say, Dont dwell on it, and he urged us to look ahead. He took the crushing defeat calmly, without any outward display of anger or emotion. He told us to focus on the upcoming South Carolina primary and resolutely predicted he would win there. When he was informed he had won the crucial South Carolina primary against an unexpectedly tough challenge from Senator John McCain, he was just as calm and steady as he had been in New Hampshire. He didnt high-five anyone, he didnt exalt. Observing him, I thought he wasnt a man prone to highs and lows. He somehow has the ability to remain calm in a storm while exuding confidence and leadership. If theres ever a crisis, I thought at the time, this is the type of leader I want at the helm.

I was lucky. I got to see these traits close up. Those who didnt like him, and those who were the most cynical, found what I viewed as steady determination to be noncredible, or a sign of a disinterested President. Washington is a town where the opposition party sees the worst in its opponents; Democrats do it to Republicans, and Republicans do it to Democrats. The press does it to both.

If theyre going to steal the election, theyre going to steal it, Bush serenely said to me at his ranch the day I left Texas. If they do, Ill get on with my life here.

THE TRANSITION

I returned to Washington, to the places and people I had known for almost twenty years. Our makeshift transition office was in McLean, Virginia, and I lived in a hotel nearby, since I had rented my house to a friend during my yearlong stay in Texas.

As I drove the streets of the District and got within eyesight of the White House, I averted my gaze. I couldnt bring myself to look at that historic mansion, the place where every President of the United States has lived and worked since John Adams. I didnt look because I didnt want to jinx my chances of working there. Not until the Supreme Court effectively ruled that Governor Bush had won the election could I bring myself to look at the White House and think that now I would, indeed, enter those gates and become the Presidents press secretary.

Transition work focused mostly on picking personnel. Even before the Supreme Courts ruling, the governor, along with Dick Cheney, Clay Johnson, and Andy Card, batted around all kinds of names for all kinds of posts. The work was done quietly, without attracting much attention, since the press was riveted on the recount. The distraction was helpful. Theres nothing more difficult than a personnel selection process that is covered like a live sports event in the newspapers. Candidate X is thought to have the inside track today, while Candidate Y is fading was how the selection process would eventually be covered. Reporters love to speculate about who gets named to what positions, and my job was never to speculate about it. Given the fact that Bush wasnt the winner yet, my job wasnt too tough.

On December 12, the Supreme Court issued its ruling that resulted in George W. Bush winning the election. The debacle that had begun five weeks earlier had finally ended. It wasnt ten innings, like I predicted to Matt Lauer, but it was victory. Instantly, the man I called governor was President-elect, and the trappings of office sprang up. The size of Bushs Secret Service detail grew overnight. Foreign leaders called to congratulate him, the first being Britains Tony Blair.

A charter plane took the McLean crew to Texas for the governors acceptance speech; we joined the now President-elect and the beleaguered team of campaign workers sent to Florida during the recount. After a much-delayed late-night celebration, the charter took us back to Washington, and we prepared to welcome a much larger contingent to the taxpayer-funded, official transition headquarters, two blocks west of the White House.

In the coverage of the Presidents court victory, two words jumped out at meclosely divided. Every network and all the major newspaper accounts accurately noted that the ruling came from a closely divided Supreme Court. The Court did rule 54, after all. For months, all we heard about was the closely divided Supreme Court.

Jackie Judd of ABC discussed the ruling on the air, declaring to Charlie Gibson, So what you have, Charlie, bottom line, is a deeply divided court, a very bitter minority.

A bitterly divided court seems to have ended Al Gores chances for the White House, NBCs Matt Lauer reported.

But four days earlier, on December 8, the Florida Supreme Court had delivered a major victory to Al Gore in a 43 ruling that could have made the former Vice President the forty-third President of the United States. Looking back at the coverage of that ruling, its hard to find many references to a closely divided court. Most media accounts cited the 43 vote and then discussed what a major victory it was for the Vice President.

It wasnt quite a celebration, but after yesterdays decision by the Florida Supreme Courtthe biggest victory in his post-election struggle to win the presidencyAl Gore was in a mood to savor the moment, wrote the Washington Post, with no reference to a close or bitter decision.

In both rulings, the press informed their readers and viewers about the vote margin, but they dwelled on how close it was when the ruling went Bushs way. They didnt do that when it went Gores way. Closely divided was the tone-setting description that lasted months for Bush. When the ruling went Gores way, the one-vote margin of the ruling was dutifully mentioned but the emphasis was on the outcome of the Florida Supreme Courts ruling, not the divided nature of the courts action.

The Florida ruling, of course, had a shelf life of less than twenty-four hours thanks to the U.S. Supreme Courts decision to hear the case. But for one day, based on how the press was covering events, most Americans would have thought it was a unified Florida Supreme Court that put Al Gore on the doorstep of the presidency.

The transition became real, and the Presidents team started to come together. His first appointment to the cabinet was Colin Powell as secretary of state. Shortly after Christmas 2000, the President-elect announced the appointment of Donald Rumsfeld as secretary of defense.

At the news conference to announce Rumsfelds nomination, someone asked Bush if he was worried he had too many powerful personalities on his defense and foreign policy team. I wonderwhat kind of influence Powell and Vice Presidentelect Cheney will have over the Pentagon, given certainly his [Cheneys] experience and Powells stature, a reporter wanted to know.

I think that those who follow American diplomacy and politics understand that Ive assembled a team of very strong, smart people, Bush replied. And I look forward to hearing their advice. One of the things thats really important for the American people to understand is, Ill be getting some of the best counsel possible. And so, you bet, General Powells a strong figure and Dick Cheney is no shrinking violet, but neither is Don Rumsfeld, nor Condi Rice. I view the four as being able to complement each other.

It was a telling glimpse into how Bush governs. He is comfortable surrounding himself with strong, smart people, giving them direction, allowing them to clash in front of him, and then he enjoys making decisionsparticularly on difficult and weighty matters. There are people in politics who cant surround themselves with anyone smarter or more successful than they are. Theyre uncomfortable if theyre not the acknowledged smartest person in the room. They need to show theyre the best, and they will appoint only people who pale in comparison. As a governor, Bush had little foreign policy experience, but he didnt worry for a second about the inevitable criticism that he had to surround himself with great minds because he lacked one of his own. His appointments led to more Cheney is in charge stories, but like water, the criticism ran off his back.

I was observing someone I thought of as a good manager who was assembling a strong team. Thats when James Warren of the Chicago Tribune called.

Warren is one of the nations leading experts on the Nixon tapes. He has listened to countless hours of them and knows their content like the back of his hand. He told me that thirty years earlier, when Donald Rumsfeld was a young White House aide, he had a meeting with President Nixon in which Nixon spoke about Rumsfelds future and his low regard for Vice President Spiro Agnew; Nixon also spoke derisively of blacks as Rumsfeld sat there without challenging the President. The former President was profane and rude, just as the tapes revealed him to be on many topics. Warren asked me to contact Rumsfeld to see what he remembered of this episode.

A story like this had the potential to make his appointment controversial. Rumsfeld, who as a young Republican congressman in the sixties had voted for the Civil Rights Act and who had a strong record on civil rights, heard Nixons rantings on race, didnt object, and now he was being named our nations secretary of defense. The usual pattern is for a negative story like that to come out, liberal groups to demand the nomination be withdrawn, and a controversy erupts. Democrats feel pressure from a key constituent group, and the vote is in danger. That was the worst-case scenario, and I feared it. It didnt seem right to hold Rumsfeld accountable thirty years later for something Richard Nixon said, but thats the way Washington sometimes works.

I asked Warren what his deadline was, and I tried to obtain a copy of the tape so I could hear it myself. When the tape didnt arrive quickly enough, Warren gave me more time, believing it was only fair for me to run this story to ground. Not all reporters are willing to do that, but fair ones dont allow deadlines to get in the way of letting their sources validate the accuracy of information. By contrast, some reporters will work on a story for days, or even weeks, then theyll call you at the last minute and give you an hour or two to respond, no matter how much research you have to do to find the facts. If youre unable to get back to them in time, the story will say you didnt comment. I was grateful that Warren was fair.

I called Rumsfeld at his home in New Mexico, where he was preparing for his confirmation hearings. I told him what Warren had said about the tapes, and he said he had no recollection of the conversation. I told him that I was going to get the tape and that he should listen to it when he got back to Washington.

What happened when Rumsfeld and the tape arrived in Washington was fascinating. I took my copy to his office at the transition headquarters and played it for him. There he was, listening for the first time to Richard Nixons famous secret taping system, with his voice on the line. I had never heard the Nixon tapes myself, and I watched Rumsfelds reaction. He had no memory, none, of the conversation. Who could blame him? It was one of many conversations hed had with Nixon more than three decades ago. It was bizarre, however, to think that the Nixon tapes might play a role in this administration.

I called Warren and told him the secretary nominee had listened to the tape and had no recollection of the conversation. Warren and I differed on some details of what the tape actually said, and I told him that Rumsfeld was proud to have been an early supporter of civil rights, going back to his first campaign, in 1962. Then I waited for the story.

True to his reputation, Warrens story was fair and was mostly about what he called the Good Nixon and the Bad Nixon. He described that tapes criticisms of Nixons Democratic rivals, such as Senators Ed Muskie, Edward Kennedy, and Hubert Humphrey. He described Nixons criticisms of Agnew, and he transcribed what Nixon said about black Americans. The story appeared, and no controversy erupted.



AS 2001 BEGAN, I did my best to establish a work routine that mimicked the White House. I began twice-a-day briefings for the press, just as I would do starting January 20, when the President-elect was sworn in. Each morning I would lead a conference call for the press that was joined by sixty to seventy reporters. The call was patterned after a White House tradition known as the gaggle. The gaggle is an on-the-record, off-camera, official question-and-answer session for the press. Because its on the record, its a serious session, but because no cameras are allowed, it is more relaxed than the lunchtime, on-camera, formal briefing. Unlike how I would do it at the White House, the transition gaggle was on the phone, not in person, which also made it easier. During the transition, most of the questions were about personnel issues, scheduling updates, and the President-elects policy plans.

The on-camera briefings also began at this time. For the first time in my life, my job was to stand at a podium to answer questions, almost always live on the cable TV news shows. When I worked on the Hill, the rule was staffers never go on TV. On occasion we could be quoted in the newspapers if that was what the congressman or senator for whom we worked wanted, but the job of a Hill press secretary was to be behind the scenes.

During the Bush campaign, Karen Hughes was the principal spokesperson, and being a former television reporter, she had plenty of experience. I had worked the phones on a regular basis with the national press corps and often appeared on political news shows like Hardball or Inside Politics, but on-camera briefings were new for me. I viewed the transition briefings as great practice for what would soon follow. My goal was to be cautious and to let the President-elect, not me, be the news. I reiterated Candidate Bushs stands on domestic issues and said he looked forward to implementing his promises. I had no background in foreign policy, but fortunately I was able to punt on all foreign policy questions, saying that Bill Clinton was still the President and our nation speaks with one voice on foreign policy. If people were looking for anything new or controversial, they would have to wait until after Bush became President. I had a steep learning curve before I would be able to tackle tricky international matters, and I knew it. I had briefing books to read and experts to talk to. Little did I know how foreign policy would dominate my work.

I paid a visit to the White House for a meeting with Jake Siewert, President Clintons fourth press secretary. As I walked down the north driveway of the White House, the outdoor, prepositioned press cameras that hunt for newsworthy visitors were somehow trained on me. Ari, will you come out and talk to us when youre done? a reporter shouted. It felt strange that the press would call me to the microphones that were usually occupied by visiting members of Congress or cabinet members. The vice presidential candidate Joe Lieberman had appeared at the same spot during the recount to make his case. I was still used to being a behind-the-scenes staffer, and was now making my own transition to a new role. Siewert could not have been more courteous or professional, explaining many of the mechanical nuts and bolts that make the press office run. As much as there are ideological differences between press secretaries from administration to administration, we have a common bond in dealing with a tough press corps, and Jake was a pro.

A few days before the inaugural, the incoming chief of staff, Andy Card, gathered the couple hundred of us who were working in the transition for a meeting to describe White House life. Andy was a former deputy chief of staff for former President Bush, and he had worked in a senior position in President Reagans White House. He also is one of the nicest, most soft-spoken, yet firmest people youll ever meet in the political business. Most of us had never worked in the White House before, and we listened eagerly.

Andy wanted to inoculate us against what he called White Houseitis. People who work in the White House who think theyre important usually are not, he said. He urged us to be modest and to work as a team. Andy hated what he called silos, the divisions that form in which a worker is more loyal to his immediate boss than to the President or to the broader goals of the presidency. The Reagan White House, Andy told us, was divided into three camps, loyal to the top aides Mike Deaver, Jim Baker, and Ed Meese. In the new Presidents White House, he said, there would be no silos. We had been chosen because we were team players, and that was how he expected it to be.

The deputy chief of staff for operations, Joe Hagin, told us about internal White House operations. There was an existing city of workers at the White House who were there before us, and they would be there long after us. Be good to the Secret Service, he told us. They have a hard job to do. Respect the military staff. They serve the office of the President and will make our lives easier. It was heady stuff. It was just under two years since I had left the familiarity and comfort of Capitol Hill to join the presidential campaign trail. Inauguration Day loomed, and I would shortly enter the White House as the Presidents press secretary.







    

THREE

THE EARLY DAYS




SHORTLY BEFORE NOON on a freezing cold January 20, 2001, I met President-elect Bush after he had attended a private service at St. Johns Church, across the street from the White House. The President-elects motorcade traveled on a closed road for the one-block route to the north entrance of the White House. There President Clinton and Vice President Gore greeted President-elect Bush and Vice Presidentelect Cheney for a ceremonial reception before the two soon to be former leaders and two soon to be leaders would depart for the swearing in on Capitol Hill.

The President seldom uses the north entrance of the White House except on Inauguration Day. Except for a public tour I took when I visited the White House as a child, it was my first time through that door. Bush, Cheney, their wives, Andy Card, and I passed through the handsome marble lobby between the six columns that separate the lobby from Cross Hall, and we entered the Blue Room, an elegant, oval-shaped space. I stepped back against the wall and watched Bush and Clinton make small talk. Vice President Gore and Vice Presidentelect Cheney passed their time together in what had to be a tough moment for Gore. Chelsea Clinton came up to me to introduce herself. She couldnt have been more pleasant, and I privately thought well of the press for having allowed her to grow up without the constant glare of their coverage. As tough as the press can be, they try to search for lines of privacy, and they drew them squarely around Chelsea.

I couldnt believe I was standing there, witness to a private, peaceful transition that marked the ceremonial end to the most contested election in modern American history. There were no speeches or toasts, no formal remarks. President Clinton was his usual affable self, and President-elect Bush was polite but impatient. The gathering had an air of tension. Each leader knew it was his duty to be there, but I sensed each wanted to be somewhere else.

The reception ended, four motorcades waited outside, and we would soon be on our way. As anyone who has done presidential advance knows, lining up one motorcade, with all its cars, vans, limos, and security vehicles, is a complicated procedure. A typical motorcade consists of twenty to twenty-five vehicles, all of which must be in the right order. Scores of passengers who emerge from the White House have to be directed to their vehicles, usually in just a few minutes, so when the elected officials emerge they can depart with no delays. Once every four, sometimes only every eight years, four motorcades sit on the north driveway of the White House waiting to discharge their duties. Out of earshot of the four principals, the last argument of the campaign/transition broke out as the staff discovered that there was no one in charge. The Bush advance team thought the current Presidents staff was in charge, and President Clintons staff, all of whom had vacated their offices, thought the Bush people were in charge. Somehow it got straightened out, and we left for the swearing in.

The weather wasnt much better than it had been three and a half months earlier, on election night in Texas, but this time the outcome was not subject to change. George W. Bush took the oath of office, marking the beginning of a new government. It was a Saturday, and the staff had been asked not to enter the West Wing so workers could tear up old carpets and put in new ones, paint walls, and generally use the brief respite of the passing of the presidency to clean up while few people would be around. Washington, that day and night, was full of inaugural balls and celebrations, marking the last time the new Presidents staff could kick back and relax without carrying the weight of the office around with us.

On Sunday, January 21, I awoke early and drove myself to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue for the first time. In those days, before September 11, there was only one gate to go through before I arrived on West Executive Drive, where I parked my car steps from the western entrance to the West Wing. Today the senior staff pass three gates before reaching their parking spots, all three gates strong enough to stop a truck if one were foolish enough to attempt to smash through.

I walked through the West Wing lobby, down a corridor that bordered the Roosevelt Room, opened a door on my left which took me to the Upper Press Office, and some thirty feet from the Oval Office, I entered the spacious office that belongs to the White House press secretary. I opened the door and was surprised to find a meeting under way. A group from the economic policy staff were camped inside since they couldnt yet use their own offices. Their meeting broke up; I settled in and began my job.

The Presidents first week in office focused on his campaign commitment to strengthen schools throughout the country. He met with scores of Democratic and Republican congressional leaders to urge bipartisan reforms. On Monday, January 22, he invited a group of Democratic elder statesmen to the White House to stress his intention to lead in a bipartisan manner, just as he had done in the far less partisan capital of Austin. Former ambassador Robert Strauss, former Illinois Senator Paul Simon, former Pennsylvania Congressman Bill Gray III, and former Senator John Glenn joined the President in the Cabinet Room to see what could be accomplished together and to discuss whether the tone in Washington could indeed be changed.

When the President met with a group of Republican congressional leaders later that day, several told him that they had been in Congress for decades but this was the first time theyd ever visited a White House occupied by a Republican President while Republicans also held a majority in the Congress. The last time the White House and both chambers in the Congress were controlled by Republicans was in 1954. The Democrats had had full power as recently as 1994. Another congressman pointed out that two-thirds of the Republicans in the House had never served under a Republican President. Bush told the group he was determined to focus on education, tax cuts, getting prescription drugs to seniors, Social Security reform, and the transformation of the military. He told them he would work with Democrats, and he asked them to do the same. It was heady stuff and an exciting beginning.

Later that day, when I met with the White House press for the first of three hundred on-camera briefings, reality from the presss point of view set in.

The briefing room was packed, with reporters squeezed in everywhere. The room has seats for forty-eight reporters in eight rows of six. Seats are assigned, with the larger news organizations in the front and the smaller, less-known organizations in the back. For opening day, there must have been an additional fifty reporters jammed into the aisles and in the back of the James S. Brady Press Briefing Room.

Why is Bush meeting with former Democratic officials? one reporter shouted. Helen Thomas, the dean of the press corps, who now works as a columnist for Hearst newspapers, dismissed the Democrats as a group of has-beens, and other reporters questioned why the new President would meet with elected Republicans on his first day but not yet with elected Democrats. Theyre coming this week, I explained.

Like President Clinton before him, and like the former President Bush, the new President made one of his first actions to issue an executive order dealing with family planning groups that perform abortions overseas. Former President Bush, continuing the policies of Ronald Reagan, used his executive power to prohibit taxpayer funds from going to groups that perform, pay for, or advocate abortions overseas. President Clinton, two days after his inauguration, reversed the former President Bushs action and allowed family planning groups to receive funding. Similarly, two days after George W. Bush took office, he rescinded President Clintons order and restored the status quo.

Most of the White House press corps didnt like it.

I was pelted with forty-one questions about Bushs action. The natives dont use the money for abortion; they use it for nutrition or other sorts of issues, one reporter protested. The timing of the Presidents action concerned other reporters. Why today, on his first day? I was asked. Because its something he believes in, I replied. Is this the nations biggest priority? So its his top priority? came two in a row. I silently wondered if the press had objected to the timing when President Clinton addressed the same issue, from a different point of view, on the third day of his administration.

The CBS veteran John Roberts found an interesting way to lead into the issue. Ari, I dont want to say that this abortion executive order might be your gays in the military, he began, comparing Bushs action to Clintons highly controversial and unsuccessful attempt to allow gays to serve openly in the military, because its unlikely that the Joint Chiefs of Staff would march in here and oppose it. But do you not risk being distracted in your legislative agenda by doing this right out of the box?

No, I replied. I think its something everybody expected.

Later I read the transcript of the briefing when former President Clinton had issued his executive order allowing taxpayer dollars to be used for family planning groups abroad. His spokesman, George Stephanopoulos, took six questions on the topic, including two asking if Clinton would take additional steps to have the government fund other abortions, such as those for women in the military. I took almost seven times as many, most of which were hostile to the Presidents action.

The difference in how ABC and CBS News covered Bushs executive order compared to Clintons was striking.

President Clinton kept a promise today on the twentieth anniversary of the Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion, ABCs Peter Jennings reported on January 22, 1993.

President Bush also made anti-abortion conservatives happy, reinstalling a Reagan-era policy that prohibited the funding of family planning groups that provide abortion counseling services overseas, ABCs Terry Moran reported on January 22, 2001.

Same story at CBS.

Today with the stroke of a pen, President Clinton delivered on his campaign promise to cancel several anti-abortion regulations of the Reagan-Bush years, Dan Rather said on January 22, 1993.

Compare it to their Bush coverage: This was President Bushs first day at the office, and he did something to quickly please the right flank in his party, Rather told his viewers eight years later.

For a press corps that prizes its role as a neutral observer, these two important networks reported President Clintons pro-choice action in a positive light while they reported President Bushs pro-life action in a highly political vein.

A few other skirmishes broke out the first week. California was experiencing a severe energy problem that many experts feared would lead to blackouts. I announced that a meeting had already been convened by cabinet secretaries to explore the options available to help the state and to develop a comprehensive national energy policy. Do you mean youre just going to ignore it? I was asked right after Id said the meeting was held to address it.

The Associated Presss Ron Fournier tried to bait me into a fight with Bushs primary opponent, Republican Senator John McCain. Senator McCain in his news conference today about campaign finance reform said that he has a mandate, too. Do you agree he has a mandate? Ron asked. A mandate meant that the American people supported Senator McCains version of campaign finance reform. If McCain had a mandate, I knew the questions would focus on why Bush wasnt acting on McCains mandate.

Senator McCain has a passion for reform, and he has a right to push it, I said, ducking the mandate issue.

Does he have a mandate to get it done the way he wants it done? Ron asked. The process means well work together, I said. Ron persisted, asking a third time if McCain had a mandate. I ducked the issue again.

If I said that Senator McCain did have a mandate for campaign finance reform, the press would have demanded to know why Bush wasnt immediately pressing to enact the reforms into law. If I said he didnt have a mandate, a White House versus McCain clash would have been born. Bush was interested in campaign finance reform, but it wasnt as high a priority for him as it was for the Arizona senator. Rons question was one of the first of a daily stream in which reporters tried to get me to argue with someone, anyone, the more controversial and newsworthy, the better. Usually I was alert enough to see the trap getting laid and to stay away from it. On some notable occasions, I took the bait and regretted doing so. I ducked this one all the way and kept McCain versus Bush out of the news.

It is interesting that in my very first briefing, more than two years before the war with Iraq, Major Garrett, who was with CNN at the time, asked me, The Clinton administration apparently has recently passed on to the President, and Defense Secretary Rumsfeld, information that Iraq has rebuilt biological/chemical factories. How long have you known about this? Are you at all irritated that



































































































































































































	


	


	





	


	


	





	


	


	





	


	


	





	


	


	




































































OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OPS/9780061755149.png
‘ ™ | . =
| =
Oy e )
H R @ ¢
4 il
l; 2 ‘
L .

TAKING HEAT
ARI FLEISCHER






OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





