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PROLOGUE

The day after he signed health care reform into law, and into the history books, Barack Obama was walking the hallways of the West Wing in unusually high spirits. He had just endured the most desperate struggle for political survival since his presidential campaign. Two months earlier, on the anniversary of his extraordinary inauguration, his presidency was pronounced dead, his political capital spent, his party in disarray. His domestic agenda was lost, along with the Senate seat held by the late Ted Kennedy, who had loudly championed both health care and Obama’s election.

But today he paced through his aides’ offices in his shirtsleeves, with an energy that had been absent from those hallways for the last several weeks. “We’re fired up and ready to go!” he said as he burst out of the office of his press secretary and longtime aide Robert Gibbs. The next day he would return to Iowa City, for a rally with the students of the University of Iowa, where he had promised to deliver health care reform three years earlier. The young voters of Iowa had believed in him and his candidacy at a time when his campaign was flatlining and even he harbored doubts about his prospects. Yet Iowa had proved the pundits wrong about the renegade candidate, and health care had done the same for the ambitious new president.

The last two months seemed to mirror the long campaign, with its huge pendulum swings from failure to triumph and back again. Looking back through the prism of his ultimate victory, Obama seemed destined to win. But that was not the reality of the campaign in real time. He was an ingénue until he won in Iowa; then he was an overnight phenomenon. His defeat in New Hampshire turned him into just another flash in the pan; then victory in South Carolina turned him into a postracial healer. He was on a winning streak for a month of primaries; then he was a loser who could not close the deal for several months. He united a confident party with Joe Biden and Hillary Clinton in Denver; then he watched his party promptly lose its head for the next several weeks over Sarah Palin.

His presidency followed the same trajectory: from the historic unity of his inauguration to the determined opposition of congressional Republicans; from the quick passage of the vast Recovery Act to the slow death of health care and the defeat in Massachusetts. Now the pendulum had swung back toward triumph with his signing of health care reform, and he was savoring the moment of delivering on a big campaign promise.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” he asked me, as he glimpsed me sitting in the corner outside Gibbs’s office, waiting to interview one of his aides. “How did you get one of those big fancy passes?” he asked, pointing to the red press pass around my neck.

“Stand up,” one of his staffers whispered to me as she jumped to attention. I looked at her, and looked at him. The president rolled his eyes, and I rolled mine. “Yeah, sorry,” I said, standing up slowly. I asked how it felt to have just made history with health care.

“I’m good,” he said. “This is a big day.”

They were all big days at this stage of his presidency. When he wasn’t confronting Republicans, negotiating with members of Congress, or rallying Democrats, he was confronting the Iranian regime, negotiating with the Israeli prime minister, and rallying allies. All presidents need to balance their domestic and international policies, and they all bounce between the planned events of their agenda and the chaos of the latest crisis. But he was emerging from a series of crises with a spirit of revival and a sense of humor.

“Gibbs, do you know Wolffe is here? Have you all checked the thumb drives?”

This book is the result of more than two months of intensive, daily reporting from the White House, and several more months of extensive interviews with every senior West Wing official from the president and vice president on down. While Obama’s aides did not share their thumb drives, they did share memos, PowerPoints, notes, and many hours of real-time and rearview observations.

The initial idea was to paint a portrait of a White House at work, as it pivoted from governing to campaigning in the midterm elections and beyond. The traditional notion of the first year (or the first one hundred days) seemed totally arbitrary; you could only tell the full story of a presidency after four or eight years. So this book was intended as a picture of a work in progress, covering thirty days of action from the economy to national security. Gibbs identified mid-January to mid-February 2010 as a good month to start the stopwatch, “because health care will be over by then,” he assured me two months earlier. He could not have been more wrong. Health care, along with the presidency, moved from the disaster of the Massachusetts defeat to the realization of a Democratic dream. In a two-month span, around the first anniversary of Obama’s inauguration, you could trace the arc of this presidency. On the journey from near death to rebirth, you could see the near-fatal flaws and the dogged defense, the internal rifts and the instincts that led to recovery.

More than capturing the behind-the-scenes drama of the West Wing, one of my goals was to examine the core question of this new presidency: how did the president and his staff transition from campaigning to governing? The Obama White House faced a unique version of this age-old challenge. Obama had spent twenty-one months campaigning to be president, far longer than any of his recent predecessors. The campaign was more than just the formative experience of his aides: it was their shared identity. Not until the midterm elections of 2010 had they spent the same length of time inside the White House as on the campaign trail. For a president who had managed nothing of size until his own campaign, this was more than just a question of counting months. His adaptation from electioneering to governing—finding a balance between his campaign spirit and his presidential persona—was the essential challenge inside the Obama White House. Could he bring Change to Washington without Washington changing him?

When you witness how quickly presidents age in office, it is hard to believe they can pass through the Oval Office unchanged. Obama’s fresh candidate face had rapidly grown as scored and worn as his temples had grown gray. Perhaps a president’s core principles survive intact even as he shifts his positions on policies. But even Obama’s closest aides conceded there were changes, if only in his style of decision making. “It’s like watching kids grow. If you’re there every day you don’t really see it,” said David Axelrod, Obama’s senior adviser and chief strategist. “The remarkable thing about him was how natural governing was from the beginning. He looked comfortable in there on the first day. I’m too close to know how he’s changed. When you have to make the kind of decisions he’s made you become wiser. I think the decision-making process becomes easier. You know what you need to make decisions and you know what you need to get there.”

If Axelrod did not know how Obama had changed, other aides confessed they shared the outside world’s incomprehension of Obama’s true feelings. There was an inscrutable quality to his steadiness, which could make him seem calm in a crisis and clinical in a catastrophe. Did he ever enjoy the office of the presidency, which he had worked so long and hard to win? “I would love to know the answer to that question,” said one long-standing aide. “Does he enjoy being president? He doesn’t show it. Other than getting gray hair, there seems no difference to me. He still has a sense of humor. But he’s an amazingly steady guy.”

Others witnessed something other than steadiness: a steeliness when shutting down even close aides, and a soft touch when opening up to others. Senior staff spoke privately of policy discussions that ended with a piercing presidential stare and an icy, abrupt command from Obama: “Next!”

That brusque manner was a stark contrast to the personal attention he paid to those who needed help. He encouraged overweight staffers to shed pounds. He gave one aide a salad for lunch, then listened to him protest that he could take care of his own health. “I love you, man,” Obama said. “I want you to look after yourself. Eat the salad.”

He sympathized with staffers when the media came after them, as they came after him on a regular basis. Axelrod felt miserable when a New York Times profile criticized his own performance after the Massachusetts defeat. Later that day, Obama walked into Axelrod’s office and slumped into his sofa. “It’s just Washington nonsense,” he said. “Don’t worry about it.” Axelrod was surprised that his boss took the time to lift his mood. “He’s not cold and detached,” he said. “He’s the first person to be concerned if you’re having a bad day. He’s attuned to people’s moods in ways you don’t expect.”

For all his self-discipline and steadiness, Obama found it hard to dismiss the Washington nonsense quite so easily himself. Despite his advice to Axelrod, he seemed obsessed by the media coverage and consumed it voraciously. “He reads everything,” said one close aide. “And I mean everything. Every news story, every column. It’s driving everyone crazy.”

As their political fortunes declined around the anniversary of the inauguration, Obama’s aides started to miss the old campaign days of constant travel and uncertainty. “I told the president I long for the carefree days of simply getting him elected to this office,” said Gibbs in the middle of the health care debate. “Everything that comes to me is hard and it hasn’t been solved because it’s hard. Then I understand why the days are so long here. I look at my schedule every morning and there aren’t a lot of things going great. You go to the Situation Room and everything isn’t going great. You feel it at the end of the week.”

The solution for Gibbs and other campaign veterans was to revive the campaign spirit inside the White House. If they did not return to the mood of the 2008 election, they would be facing far more people like Scott Brown, the Republican candidate who won Ted Kennedy’s Senate seat in one of the safest Democratic states in the country. “I think in many ways what drove people to vote for Barack Obama in ’08 is the same thing that drove people to vote for Scott Brown in ’10,” Gibbs said. “They’re frustrated with what is happening in this country. People also understand this isn’t going to happen overnight. It’s going to take two years to dig out of this hole. I think people have seen recently somebody who is willing to challenge both sides to get a solution. We have to keep reminding them that the Barack Obama [who] is president of the United States is the same guy who ran. He has the same cares and concerns.”

Perhaps that was true of his politics. But the pressures of the presidency—the constant scrutiny and security—seemed to turn his focus inward once he entered the black gates of the White House. Obama’s circle of friends and confidants shrank rather than expanded. “Our conversations are a little more intimate now because there are very few people he can really talk freely with, without them misreading something into it,” said Obama’s close friend Marty Nesbitt. “He’s more inclined to think out loud when I’m around.”

How and why Obama grew detached from Change—even as he was enacting big changes—is one of the stories at the heart of his White House. It is the paradox of a president who wanted to effect change while seeming unchanged, who entered office on a wave of public emotion while appearing unmoved by it all, who campaigned as an outsider and governed as an insider. In this defining period of his presidency, he was forced to reexamine himself and his team. From the depths of a brutal winter inside the Oval Office to the beginnings of spring in the Rose Garden, this is a tale of despair and discovery, of survival and revival.


ONE
DESTINATION

Behind the tall front doors of the White House, the Executive Mansion is normally empty most mornings. The brooding portrait of John F. Kennedy watches over the pink marble floors, bloodred carpet, and gilded chairs. The only sound tends to come from the cramped usher’s office that is tucked away in a corner of the entrance hall, on what they call the State Floor.

Not today. A Marine pianist jauntily taps out “The Entertainer” on the White House Steinway. Al Franken, the comedian-turned-senator, lingers in the hallway to chat with a group of his new peers, while other Democratic grandees rush up the stairs from the visitors’ foyer. Most are desperate to grab a prominent seat inside the expansive East Room. The front rows are already full of self-satisfied lawmakers. The new arrivals look confused about where to locate themselves, not least Arlen Specter, the Republican senator from Pennsylvania who only recently switched parties in an attempt to save his political career. A frail Frank Lautenberg, the octogenarian New Jersey Democrat, shuffles along the front row, his hair cropped short as he endures treatment for stomach cancer.

The atmosphere is something between an office party and a tourist attraction. When they are not thumbing their BlackBerrys, the guests are snapping photos of each other. Representative Sheila Jackson Lee from Texas has a small digital camera, while Senator Patrick Leahy from Vermont shoots with his full-blown professional SLR. Others are taking shots with their BlackBerrys. At the back of the opulent room, close to the portraits and crystal lights, is a compressed pack of photographers, TV cameras, and reporters. Some members of Congress can resist everything but the temptation of the media. New York’s Anthony Weiner, one of the loudest liberal voices, grants another radio interview at the back of the room. The chatter from members of Congress almost drowns out the music. A few weeks ago, many of the politicians in this room were rushing to abandon the president’s agenda and to question his leadership abilities. Now they are squeezing into the White House to see him sign a piece of paper. “It’s a shit show in there,” says one young White House staffer, pushed out of the East Room doors by the congressional crush.

White House staffers look even less certain about where to sit. Zeke Emanuel, a health policy adviser in the budget office and older brother to Obama’s chief of staff, spots a seat in the fourth row. Chief economic adviser Larry Summers finds an empty space in the same section, close to Susan Sher, the First Lady’s chief of staff. Press secretary Robert Gibbs walks in as the room reaches full capacity. “I’m very happy, very happy,” he says. “But probably not as happy as the people who did the legislative drafting.” Still, he is far happier than the staffers trying to enter the room behind him. A Secret Service agent blocks the doorway to political director Patrick Gaspard. “We’re not letting staff in right now,” the agent tells Gaspard, who can only smile at his bad luck. Gaspard is shooed back into the stairway leading down to the ground floor, along with Treasury adviser Gene Sperling, a veteran of the Clinton White House. Another White House staffer insists on clearing a path for the congressional leaders who have yet to arrive. “Can I just hang out here?” Gibbs asks, pressing himself close to a fireplace. “I’m just happy to be here,” he explains.

Suddenly the room hushes as Joe Reinstein, the East Wing’s deputy social secretary, makes an announcement: please refrain from holding cameras in the air as the president signs the bill; otherwise the media will not have a clear shot of the historic moment. “What did you say? What? What?” barks out Roland Burris, the new Illinois senator, whose reputation has never recovered from his questionable appointment by the state’s scandal-plagued governor. Burris is simultaneously speaking on his cell phone as he challenges the White House aide, and the rest of his colleagues join in to jeer at the new rules. “If they want to see it, the entire press corps is here to film it for them,” complains the East Wing staffer. “They don’t need to get their own YouTube video.”

The amateur photography does not stop. Even Bobby Rush, the Illinois representative who defeated Obama in his first run for Congress in 2000, is playing nice. Rush, a former Black Panther, can barely hide his disdain for Obama in front of the media. But now he is taking photos of David Axelrod and Susan Sher. A cheer goes up as several women senators walk in. “Rowdy animals,” says Reinstein, growing ever more troubled by the unruly scene. Eighty-three-year-old John Dingell hobbles into the room on crutches, ahead of a procession of Democratic leaders from Capitol Hill. Dingell first won his seat in Congress in 1955, after the untimely death of his father, who had helped create Social Security and started work on national health care. At the beginning of every session of Congress since 1957, Dingell reintroduced his father’s health care bill, in a vain gesture toward the priorities and principles of another era. Now he hauls himself to witness the realization of what remains.

Standing alone by the fireplace, with a raincoat draped over his arm, is Patrick Kennedy, the younger son of Ted Kennedy. It is nearly seven months since the death of his father, the most influential early supporter of the Obama campaign and the chief advocate of health care reform. And it is barely a month since Patrick himself declared he would not run for reelection as a congressman for Rhode Island. A year from now, there will be no Kennedys in Congress for the first time in almost half a century. Struggling with the death of his father, Kennedy explained that he wanted to continue to work with people who, not unlike himself, were suffering from depression and drug addiction. He smiles wanly as staffers walk up to offer their congratulations and looks on from a distance as his stepmother, Vicki Kennedy, embraces David Axelrod.

In his hand is an oversized card with some scribbled handwriting in blue Sharpie. It is a facsimile of a Senate bill numbered 4297, introduced by his father in 1970, called the Health Security Act. That bill was a long way from today’s legislation: a single-payer government-run system covering the entire country at no direct cost to the patient and financed through payroll taxes. But written at the bottom, Patrick suggested that Obama had inherited the Kennedy spirit. “President Obama, My father carried on his brothers’ legacy of social justice in health care,” he wrote. “You not only have completed it, but you renewed our faith in the possible and made us once again proud to call you our president.” He signed off, as if writing to a cousin, “Love, Patrick.”

Patrick Kennedy had been there onstage, alongside his father and his cousin Caroline, when the family endorsed Obama in the midst of the epic primary contest against Hillary Clinton. Little more than two years ago, Ted Kennedy drew a direct line from his own brother John to the freshman senator who had burst onto the scene. “With Barack Obama, we will break the old gridlock and finally make health care what it should be in America—a fundamental right for all, not just an expensive privilege for the few,” he promised a raucous crowd of students at American University in Washington, D.C. Now was the time to reject what he called “the counsels of doubt and calculation.” Kennedy cited the plea for unity, for an end to petty quarrels, echoing a speech that his brother had planned to deliver to Democrats in Austin, Texas, on the day of his assassination: “When John Kennedy thought of going to the moon, he didn’t say no, it was too far, maybe we couldn’t get there and shouldn’t even try. I am convinced we can reach our goals only if we are ‘not petty when our cause is so great’—only if we find a way past the stale ideas and stalemate of our times—only if we replace the politics of fear with the politics of hope—and only if we have the courage to choose change.” The hyperbole was rarely, surprisingly, too much for Obama: a moment when his extreme self-control cracked. “It was the first time I got emotional,” he told me later. “I actually choked up. It wasn’t just the endorsement. It was the young people out there. You could see that it was something similar to what had happened all those years ago.”

Yet the stalemate of our times had stubbornly endured. The politics of hope had struggled with the politics of fear for a year, and only just emerged victorious by the narrowest of margins. Politics had been petty, and the Democrats had quarreled, even when the cause was great. In place of hope-filled students, there was a giddy room full of career politicians, including many of those “counsels of doubt and calculation.” And there was a copy of a 1970 bill that had languished for four decades, undergoing several reincarnations, before this day of resurrection. Across the top of the facsimile, Patrick’s older brother, Edward, wrote the date, March 23, 2010, adding, “The day, Mr. President, when you completed what my Dad called the great unfinished business of our country.”

At precisely 11:30, Barack Obama and Joe Biden walk into the East Room to cheers, whistles, and a standing ovation. The Air Force aides working at the White House—normally the most stiff and formal of figures who control the crowds of visitors—jam their way through the doors to capture their own photos of the moment.

“Fired Up! Ready to Go!” chant the members of Congress, turning the White House into one of the rallies that pushed Obama to victory sixteen months earlier.

“Fired Up! Ready to Go!” They shout faster and louder, as Obama tries to quiet them.

“Fired Up! Ready to Go!” Just like the little woman in Greenwood, South Carolina, who revived the candidate on a dismal day when his campaign was struggling to survive.

“They’re ready. Let them celebrate a little bit,” Biden tells Obama as an aside.

“Mr. President, I think we got a happy room here,” he says out loud, to laughter, as the lawmakers settle down. “Ladies and gentlemen, to state the obvious, this is a historic day.” Few speakers like to state the obvious quite so much as Joe Biden, but self-awareness rarely constrains him. He launches into an extended soliloquy on his boss’s place in history.

“History is not merely what is printed in textbooks. It doesn’t begin or end with the stroke of a pen. History is made. History is made when men and women decide that there is a greater risk in accepting a situation that we cannot bear than in steeling our spine and embracing the promise of change. That’s when history is made.”

The steel in Obama’s spine had long fascinated Joe Biden. A month before the election, he told campaign donors that the world would test Obama in the first six months in office. “They’re going to want to test him, just like they did young John Kennedy,” he warned. “And they’re going to find out this guy’s got steel in his spine.”

Only today, the steel begins to buckle.

“History is made when a leader steps up, stays true to his values, and charts a fundamentally different course for the country,” Biden gushes. “History is made when a leader’s passion—passion—is matched with principle to set a new course. Well, ladies and gentlemen, Mr. President, you are that leader.”

Unnoticed by the many reporters in front of him, Obama struggles to keep his tears in check. He purses his lips and presses his cheeks into his jaw. He attempts a feeble smile but keeps his jaw firmly clenched. As the room stands and applauds, Biden turns to Obama. “You deserve it, man,” he says quietly. “You deserve it.”

Turning back to the cameras, Biden heaps hyperbole on top of excess emotion. “Mr. President, your fierce advocacy, the clarity of purpose that you showed, your perseverance—these are in fact, it is not hyperbole to say—these are the reasons why we’re assembled in this room together, today,” Biden pours forth. Obama begins to breathe deeply and swallow hard. “But for those attributes, we would not be here. Many, many men and women are going to feel the pride that I feel in watching you shortly, watching you sign this bill, knowing that their work—their work has helped make this day possible. But, Mr. President, you’re the guy that made it happen.”

Obama clasps his hands tightly and hangs his head. There was only one other time when he lost his composure in public like this: on the eve of election day, when he told a crowd in Charlotte, North Carolina, how his grandmother—the last living person to raise him through childhood—had just died. Then he managed to delay his tears just long enough to launch into his stump speech. Now it’s not clear if he can make it through his vice president’s introduction.

“Mr. President, I’ve gotten to know you well enough. You want me to stop because I’m embarrassing you,” Biden says as the room breaks into laughter. Obama manages to crack a feeble smile and mouths the word yes. But he looks less embarrassed than pained.

With his head pressed down in front of the cameras, Obama is digging up some of the most emotional moments of his political career and his personal life. “I was thinking about … all the people I’d met over the course of the years, dating back to when I was a state legislator, who had told me heartbreaking stories about trying to get their kids insurance, trying to get their spouses insurance, losing their homes, struggling to pay medical bills,” he tells me later.

He casts his mind back to a year earlier, when he first began to push for health care reform. Alongside him that day, in the same room, was the man who had worked so hard, and yet failed so many times, in the same quest: Ted Kennedy. Undergoing treatment for brain cancer in Florida, Kennedy had not traveled to Washington in a month. The only thing that could raise him from his bed, in what would be one of his last public appearances, was Obama’s drive for health care reform. Kennedy insisted that now was the time for action; that the industry’s competing interest groups were all on board; that much work had already been done in the Senate. “I’m looking forward to being a foot soldier in this undertaking,” he signed off. “And this time, we will not fail.”

They did fail at first, before they finally staggered their way to the point of success. And the memory of Ted Kennedy, the foot soldier they had sorely missed in the Senate, pushes Obama close to tears. “I thought about Ted Kennedy and how in that same room I had escorted him out at one of his last public appearances, when he was so determined to get this done,” he recalls.

When Biden finally hands the podium over to Obama, he leans into the president’s left ear to leave him with an immortal statement of the obvious. For the last two weeks, it was beginning to dawn on Biden just how important health care reform would be for Obama and for their agenda. “I hadn’t really focused on this,” he would tell his staff, “but when this passes, it’s going to be a big deal. It’s going to be a game changer.” Now, with the game changing before them, Biden can’t resist a little more hype: “This is a big fucking deal.”

Even more than the history, Obama wants to savor the moment: a moment when he can finally wrest control of the health care story from his opponents and turn a narrative of disappointment and defeat into one of hope and victory. “Today, after almost a century of trying; today, after over a year of debate; today, after all the votes have been tallied”—he pauses for a little drama—“health insurance reform becomes law in the United States of America. Today.” Each time he says the word today, he pinches his finger and thumb together and pins the moment onto an imaginary board.

As the applause dies down, and the lawmakers sit down, he concedes that he—and they—are only just emerging from a long, discontented winter. “It is fitting that Congress passed this historic legislation this week,” he says. “For as we mark the turning of spring, we also mark a new season in America. In a few moments, when I sign this bill, all of the overheated rhetoric over reform will finally confront the reality of reform.” He acknowledges that Congress had taken its lumps over health care. (“Yes we did!” quips Gary Ackerman, a Long Island Democrat.) So he salutes the leadership of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi. (“Nancy! Nancy! Nancy!” chants her caucus.) And he praises Senate leader Harry Reid (to a polite round of applause). There were no Republicans to salute or praise.

These Democrats had taken tough votes, under enormous pressure. They had broken through the messy politics and the public attacks to vote with their conscience. And he admired them for that. “You felt like politics and democracy worked the way it should,” he says later. “Not that it should be easy. Not that it should be smooth. But that a lot of hard work had paid off.”

There is one more ghost in the East Room. The woman who struggled with her insurance as she fought against her cancer. The woman who drove his own hard work and his idealism. The woman who passed away before she saw him as a senator, a candidate, and a president. Her experience and his fraught memory of her final days were among the biggest reasons that he gambled his presidency on health care reform. “Yeah, I thought about my mom,” he tells me later, in a subdued and somber tone, “and what she had to go through.”

Before he recounts some of the most powerful stories he has told about health care—before signing the bill for the regular voters he met along the epic journey of the last year—he says that the bill is for the first patient whose insurance struggles outraged him.

Early in his presidential campaign, Obama was reluctant to tell the story of what happened to his mother. The story was too personal, and he professed to dislike politicians who exploited their personal lives. But for someone who had mined his own life story in his books and speeches, that position seemed untenable, and he was soon taping ads about his mother’s experience and weaving her story into his stump speech. “I don’t accept the idea that we don’t have a decent health care system. And part of the reason I don’t is because I remember my mother,” he told an outdoor rally in Santa Barbara, California, two and a half years earlier.


She was fifty-two years old when she died of ovarian cancer. And you know what she was thinking about in the last months of her life? She wasn’t thinking about getting well. She wasn’t thinking about coming to terms with her own mortality. She had been diagnosed just as she was transitioning between jobs. And she wasn’t sure whether insurance was going to cover her medical expenses because they might consider this a pre-existing condition. And I remember just being heartbroken, seeing her struggling through the paperwork and the medical bills and the insurance forms. So I have seen what it’s like when somebody you love is suffering because of a broken health care system.



He was heartbroken by her insurance struggles, and stricken by her loss. Stanley Ann Dunham succumbed rapidly to uterine and ovarian cancer, which was initially misdiagnosed. It was 1995, the same year Obama published his memoir, nominally about another, absent parent, Dreams from My Father. In September he announced his first run for elected office, for an Illinois state senate seat. Less than two months later, his mother passed away in Hawaii. His sister Maya arrived from New York on the day Ann died; Obama did not make it until the day after. The sorrow of missing her final hours weighed on him even as his presidential campaign drew to a close, when his maternal grandmother, Madelyn Dunham, suddenly neared her end. Just two weeks before election day, he was determined to say good-bye in person and stole away to Hawaii to see her for the last time.

As president, he could do so much more than watch as a bystander while others endured struggles like his mother’s. His searing memories of her suffering made similar stories from regular Americans more personal. They gave him a reason to endure a year of attacks, widespread predictions of his political demise, and the near death of the entire effort. “This is something very personal for me,” he told one town hall audience in July 2009, before launching into his mother’s story early in the health care debate.

His mother’s insurer ultimately relented; Obama didn’t. “Today, I’m signing this reform bill into law on behalf of my mother,” he says eight months later, as he raises his head and straightens his back, “who argued with insurance companies even as she battled cancer in her final days.”

Now, in the public splendor of the East Room, he reaches for some redemption. He talks about America rewriting its destiny, overcoming all the odds and all the doubts to fashion a more hopeful future:


Our presence here today is remarkable and improbable. With all the punditry, all of the lobbying, all of the game-playing that passes for governing in Washington, it’s been easy at times to doubt our ability to do such a big thing, such a complicated thing; to wonder if there are limits to what we, as a people, can still achieve. It’s easy to succumb to the sense of cynicism about what’s possible in this country.

But today, we are affirming that essential truth—a truth every generation is called to rediscover for itself—that we are not a nation that scales back its aspirations. We are not a nation that falls prey to doubt or mistrust. We don’t fall prey to fear. We are not a nation that does what’s easy. That’s not who we are. That’s not how we got here.



He may be talking about the country, but his words apply just as well to himself: a new president who overcame the cynics to rewrite his own legacy; a new senator, with no money or machine, who beat the biggest names in politics to win the presidency; a rootless young man, with little family support, who found purpose and drive in his books and his politics. Now he could write another chapter of the American story, weaving together his experience with the nation’s—no matter how unusual and unique his identity was. It was a perspective, and a political device, that had succeeded since he rose to fame onstage at the Democratic convention six years ago. And it still had the power to sound optimistic, patriotic, and uplifting after months of petty Washington squabbling, backstabbing, and name-calling.

As the president is speaking, Patrick Kennedy steps forward to kiss Nancy Pelosi and his stepmother, Vicki. Obama’s senior advisers David Axelrod and Robert Gibbs pose for more photos. And soon the room is on its feet, with cameras aloft, no matter what the East Wing aide had requested.

Obama walks across the stage, sits down at a small desk, and signs into law the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. The long-awaited Democratic dream of health care reform takes a little longer to be signed: Obama uses twenty-two pens to write his name, dividing each letter into partial strokes. He gives away nineteen pens as mementos, keeps one for himself, and donates two to the archives. “I’ve got to use every pen, so it’s going to take a really long time,” he explains. “I didn’t practice.”

He stands up, shakes hands, and turns out of the room to his motorcade. His staffers scramble to their vans. “Suck it up,” one junior staffer shouts into his cell phone as he negotiates a logistical road bump. “We’re changing the world today.” Outside, the South Lawn is alive with cherry blossoms on an overcast spring morning. The armored presidential limo rumbles past the golden Victory statue on top of the column honoring the U.S. Army’s First Division. It picks up speed close to a group of tourists perched atop Segways. Then it stops at the austere Depression-era Department of the Interior less than a minute after leaving the White House.

Inside a darkened auditorium, a giant golden eagle spreads its wings over an old-fashioned stage, whose proscenium arch is framed by stone reliefs. Six flags stand in front of a deep blue backdrop and behind the presidential podium flanked by teleprompters. From the neat rows of seats—filled with administration officials, political friends, and former campaign staffers—comes the chant that carried him through his first major defeat in New Hampshire: “Yes We Can.” The stage fills with the faces that helped humanize the health care debate. Marcelas Owens, an eleven-year-old boy who lost his uninsured mother. The sister of Natoma Canfield, an Ohio mother who ditched her insurance and is now battling leukemia. Vicki Kennedy, whose husband never witnessed the final victory for the cause of his life, joins in the chant. “Yes We Can.”

“Yes he did!” says a beaming Joe Biden.

Obama’s words circle around the aspirations and themes of twenty-one months on the campaign trail. He talks of the power of organizing people, of faith and hope overcoming fear and failure. “After a century of striving, after a year of debate, after a historic vote, health care reform is no longer an unmet promise,” he says to sustained applause. “It is the law of the land.”

In fact, the entire Obama project—the notion that Change can overcome the vested interests and professional skeptics that populate the nation’s capital—is no longer an unmet promise. Throughout his campaign, candidate Obama galvanized his volunteers and voters by insisting that their mission was not about him—even as he was its organizing principle. Now he speaks about their combined effort, even though this victory had far less to do with their resilience than with his. “Although it may be my signature that’s affixed to the bottom of this bill, it was your work, your commitment, your unyielding hope that made this victory possible,” he said. “And when the opposition said this just wasn’t the right time, you didn’t want to wait another year, or another decade, or another generation for reform. You felt the fierce urgency of now.”

“The fierce urgency of now” was his rallying cry in the fall of 2007, when he took the fight to Hillary Clinton before the primary season began. It was a phrase he used at Howard University in D.C., borrowing from Martin Luther King Jr. Now was the time, he argued, to build on the history of the civil rights movement. “I am not just running to make history,” he told students at the historically black college. “I’m running because I believe that together, we can change history’s course. It’s not enough just to look back in wonder of how far we’ve come—I want us to look ahead with a fierce urgency at how far we have left to go.” King spoke of the fierce urgency of now at New York’s Riverside Church, the year before he was gunned down. He was opposing the war in Vietnam, pushing his movement toward action in a new direction. “We are now faced with the fact, my friends, that tomorrow is today,” King said. “We are confronted with the fierce urgency of now. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is such a thing as being too late. Procrastination is still the thief of time.”

Obama idolized the movement, lying awake at night and dreaming of civil rights and Dr. King. He knew he was too late, and too young. Still, he deployed the language and techniques of the movement, the idealism and impatience, to help propel his presidential campaign. But it rang hollow—or worse, presumptuous and self-absorbed—to demand the fierce urgency of his own election. King had tried to change the nation, and succeeded.

Now, after two years of campaigning and a year of the presidency, Obama casts himself as the leader of another movement that changed history’s course. He and his followers did not face down billy clubs and police dogs, but more abstract foes. “You met the lies with truth. You met cynicism with conviction,” he says. “Most of all, you met fear with a force that’s a lot more powerful—and that is faith in America. So this victory is not mine—it is your victory. It’s a victory for the United States of America.”

In February 2007, Obama had warned of the smallness of our politics on a frigid day in Springfield, Illinois, when he launched his presidential campaign—what he called his improbable journey. In contrast to what he called petty and trivial distractions, he played the role of the grand narrator of a sweeping American story. To build his campaign, he combined his young ambition to be a novelist with the techniques of a community organizer, weaving together the stories of the people he met along the way.

The movement and his spirits have been sustained by stories. The stories of people like Marcelas and Natoma. And especially the story of a young campaign volunteer named Ashley Baia, who is sitting in the auditorium today. Baia had become a totem of the campaign. He told her story in Atlanta at King’s church, Ebenezer, and again in Philadelphia, during his speech on race, as he tried to quash the controversy surrounding his own pastor, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright. A twenty-three-year-old white woman, Ashley was organizing mostly African Americans in Florence, South Carolina. She started a discussion by telling her own story: how, when she was nine, her mother got cancer and lost her job. To save money to pay medical bills, Ashley ate mustard and relish sandwiches for a year. She told how she joined the campaign to help millions of children like her, whose families had no health care. Then she asked everyone to share their stories, before she came to an elderly black man who had been sitting silently. When Ashley asked why he was there, he didn’t say for health care, or the economy, or to see the first African American president. He said, “I am here because of Ashley. I am here because of this young girl, and the fact that she’s willing to fight for what she believes in. And that reminds me that I still have some fight left in me, and I’m going to stand up for what I believe in.”

Now Ashley’s story reminds Obama why he has been fighting. He seeks her out in the auditorium to help explain why he risked everything in the last few months. “Where’s Ashley? She’s around here somewhere. I know she is.” He looks out into the darkness.

“There she is, right in front. She just doesn’t like waving. Ashley decided to get involved with our campaign a couple of years ago because her own mother lost her job, and with it, her health insurance when she got sick. And they had to file bankruptcy. And so Ashley worked tirelessly, not to get me elected, but to solve a problem that millions of families across the country were facing.

“Each of these Americans made their voices heard. It’s because of them, and so many others, so many of you, that real, meaningful change is coming to the United States of America. It is because of you that we did not quit. It’s because of you that Congress did not quit. It’s because of you that I did not quit. It’s because of you.”

He rubs his eye as the emotion rises and subsides. “Now,” he says, the steel returning to his spine, “let me tell you what change looks like.”

For the twenty-one months of his presidential campaign, Barack Obama had promised to bring Change to Washington—Change you could believe in, as his backdrop promised at every event through the primary contests. But for most of the first twelve months of his presidency, it looked like Washington had changed him. He wanted to find common ground with Republicans, but compromise only seemed to take place on the small stuff, like credit card reform, where the public mostly couldn’t see it. He campaigned as an outsider who could battle the nation’s vested interests and the tired old political class. Yet he seemed to govern as an insider who would cut deals with those same vested interests and who was beholden to the same political class. The sense of authenticity in his candidacy gave way to the conventional tokens of the presidency: a round seal stuck to a stocky podium, precooked remarks on a teleprompter, a motorcade led by two limos with darkened windows.

His presidency began with a flurry of Change. There was a monumentally large economic stimulus bill, designed to save an economy in free fall, at a cost of $814 billion, which equaled his predecessor’s spending on the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. There was outreach to foreign capitals that were either disillusioned with or downright hostile to the United States. And there were sweeping changes to the so-called war on terror: a promise to close the toxic prison at Guantánamo Bay, and the release of the Bush administration’s secret memos justifying torture.

Yet those changes seemed to rest on shifting sands. The Recovery Act stopped the free fall but failed to halt the sharp rise in unemployment for many months. The outreach to Tehran was ultimately met with disdain, and the administration reverted to the pursuit of sanctions to stop Iran’s nuclear programs. Guantánamo Bay could not be closed within the self-imposed deadline of one year. The president who once taught constitutional law had halted torture but was now considering the indefinite detention of terrorist suspects.

Were these real changes in Obama’s politics and personality, or misconceptions based on faulty first impressions? Was he adapting to new realities or showing his true, hidden colors? What Change did he believe in?

A year before his inauguration, flying through the night on his campaign plane from Omaha to Seattle as the primaries dragged on beyond Super Tuesday, candidate Obama tried to spell out what he wanted to change. “It has been a running theme in my political career—the notion that there’s something about our democracy that is broken that prevents us from solving real problems,” he told me. “I think throughout my career I have tried to describe that, about what in our broken political process needs to be fixed. Divisions based more on ideological or racial or religious constructs than they’re based on deeply rooted beliefs—that’s part of the change I’ve talked about. The dominance of special interests and money in politics—that’s part of the change I’ve talked about. The lack of participation and involvement in decision making—that’s part of the change I’ve talked about. The need to cut through the spin and PR and to be able to present things honestly to the American people—that’s part of the change I’ve talked about.”

Long before he started work on health care legislation, Obama wanted to change the national political debate to bring about Change. “There’s a need to recognize what we have in common, a sense of empathy with each other in order to come to some basic agreements,” he continued. “I would include in that list a need to engage in some long-term thinking. Our politics isn’t designed to think about the next generation. The biggest challenge of our campaign isn’t that people necessarily disagree with my analysis of what needs to be changed. I think those who prefer Senator Clinton over me may be more skeptical about the possibilities of change and there might be some correlation with older voters thinking, ‘You know what? The system can’t be fixed and so the best we can do is to find somebody who can work the system.’

“I don’t believe we can counteract the power of special interests and lobbyists in the health care debate unless the American people are engaged in that process, and are not going to be persuaded that serious health care reform is going to make them worse off. So ensuring that the American people trust what their government says, that they are part of an honest debate, that money isn’t completely skewing the process, all these things are necessary to deliver on better housing, better schools, better health care, affordable college education.”

Two years later, the debate about his approach was no less intense. Was he naive about the system, about winning over Republicans, about beating down the lobbyists? Or was he just the opposite? Was he using the language of reform to reach out to independents, while still holding on to his base and passing big legislation through Congress? Was he writing new political rules or mastering the same old ones?

The conundrum was a familiar one to the enigmatic and contradictory character now known as the president of the United States. Obama campaigned most effectively as a renegade (his Secret Service code name). He didn’t wait his turn to run for president; instead he leapfrogged over the party’s most established, better-funded, and more connected names. He galvanized his supporters by challenging conventional politics: encouraging Republicans and independents to vote in Democratic primaries; refusing lobbyists’ cash and seeking small donations on the Internet; questioning short-term political gimmicks to deal with rising gas prices. He took his campaign overseas with a full press plane, staged his acceptance speech outdoors, and refused public financing in the general election.

Yet for all the rule breaking and history making, he was also deeply cautious, hesitant, second-guessing and indecisive. He pandered to interest groups or labor unions as well as any other politician. He lavished attention on the party insiders who would decide his nomination as superdelegates. His policy framework was conventionally Democratic, from health care to the economy and foreign policy.

Finding a balance between the renegade rule breaker and the conventional rule follower was never clear, easy, or predictable. He eschewed personal-attack politics and called out his campaign staff when they engaged in the usual slash-and-burn electioneering. But when he needed to prove himself and rescue his candidacy—at the latest possible stage—he could tear down his rivals in a way that belied his previous reluctance. He questioned Hillary Clinton’s credibility and courage; he challenged John McCain for being erratic, uncertain, and confused. He was, as his friends liked to call him, a clutch fourth-quarter player.

On the first anniversary of his inauguration, he was already in the fourth quarter. He had spent the best part of the year negotiating a health care package in a protracted struggle that prompted dismay among progressives and reenergized opposition among conservatives. While the economy continued to shed jobs, he was spending billions of taxpayers’ dollars to save the banks and carmakers. Then, on the verge of a historic deal over health care reform, the bottom fell out.

What followed was a personal, defining test of this president: of his character, his mission, and his style of politics; of who he is and who he wants to be. The Massachusetts defeat shocked him out of his complacency and stagnation, forcing him to change course but not his destination. For his predecessor, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 were the touchstone moment that would attest to his character and define his mission. Barack Obama’s trial by fire was less violent and yet harder to pass. There was no immediate public rallying behind his position as leader. Indeed, the conventional wisdom from elected politicians and pundits was that he should drop his plans, scale back his ambitions, and retool his White House.

Obama had faced such gloomy turning points before: after losing his first race for Congress in 2000, as his campaign flatlined in 2007, and after successive primary defeats the following year. But there was one early challenge that foreshadowed his current situation. This was a test of purpose and willpower, of identity and self-belief. After Obama spent just one year working on the South Side of Chicago as an ill-defined and poorly paid community organizer, his boss decided to quit, and he thought Obama should go, too. The scale of the problems—the local politics and racial divisions—was too great for his mentor Jerry Kellman (named “Marty” in Obama’s memoir). If Obama stayed, he was bound to fail. If he wasn’t really trying to change things, he might as well forget it.

“Ah, yes. Real change,” Obama wrote a decade later about his work at the Altgeld Gardens housing project. “It had seemed like such an attainable goal back in college, an extension of my personal will and my mother’s faith, like boosting my grade point average or giving up liquor: a matter of taking and assigning responsibility. Only now, after a year of organizing, nothing seemed simple. Who was responsible for a place like Altgeld? I found myself asking. There were no cigar-chomping crackers like Bull Connor out there, no club-wielding Pinkerton thugs. Just a small band of older black men and women, a group characterized less by malice or calculation than by fear and small greeds.”

Without an obviously evil enemy, and with downtrodden and lackluster allies, Obama was left with himself: with his abilities and discipline, his expectations and ambitions. “I did feel that there was something to prove—to the people of Altgeld, to Marty, to my father, to myself,” he explained about his reasons for staying. “That what I did counted for something. That I wasn’t a fool chasing pipe dreams.”

This is the story of how President Obama tried to prove that he wasn’t a fool chasing pipe dreams.

Just two days before the Democrats’ loss of the Massachusetts Senate race, the Obama family drove a few minutes north of the White House to Sunday services at a redbrick church capped by a tall steeple. Founded by seven freed slaves, the Vermont Avenue Baptist Church was ready to celebrate the birthday of Martin Luther King Jr. As the Obamas entered through a side door, the choir fired up the gospel classic “We’ll Understand It Better By and By,” an up-tempo affirmation of endurance in hard times: “Temptations, hidden snares / Often take us unawares / And our hearts are made to bleed / For a thoughtless word or deed / And we wonder why the test / When we try to do our best / But we’ll understand it better by and by.” The church’s nervous pastor, Cornelius Wheeler, stepped up to the podium. “In case you haven’t noticed, some important stuff is happening here today,” he said, before boasting about the birth of his granddaughter. “Oh, by the way, President Obama is here,” he added, to laughter, before explaining how proud the church felt about Obama’s inauguration a year ago, almost to the day. What he couldn’t figure out were Obama’s many foes. “I don’t know about the political correctness of this next statement, but it took eight years for them to mess everything up,” the reverend told the president. “I don’t know why they don’t have a little more patience while you fix it.”

The Sunday before Martin Luther King Day was a special moment on the Obama calendar. On the same day two years ago, Obama was speaking at King’s church in Atlanta as
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