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Praise for A Vast Conspiracy

‘Toobin has risen to the challenge of rendering the chaos of the impeachment, what led up to it and its denouement, in a sharp prose style and in a manner that makes sense of a disastrous phase of American political history’

MICHAEL COFFEY, Publishers Weekly

‘A richly detailed narrative … [and] a fascinating read’

WAYNE WOODLIEF, Boston Herald

‘Compulsively readable … A Vast Conspiracy delivers new information, provides arresting perspective and is a helluva read for all that’

SHERRYL CONNELLY, New York Daily News

‘A rich and readable reprise of the Clinton scandals by the New Yorker writer who shows brilliantly how the American legal system spun out of control’

Chicago Sun-Times

‘A new kind of war historian has emerged in the United States, one whose expertise lies in analyzing and describing the politely savage battlefields of high-stakes criminal and civil litigation. Jeffrey Toobin is the best of the breed … A Vast Conspiracy is a seasoned prosecutor’s sweeping indictment of the tactical mistakes made by the office of independent counsel Kenneth Starr, as well as the zealotry and clouded judgment of Starr’s aides’

JOEL CONNELLY, Seattle Post-Intelligencer

‘Toobin offers the best account yet of the Clinton investigation’

DAVID KUSNET, Baltimore Sun

‘A Vast Conspiracy … takes the disparate characters, facts, and disjointed timelines and reassembles them smartly … The book Windexes the filmy glaze caked on by daily spinning and leaking … Toobin’s writing is accurate and fearless … hugely entertaining’

JAMES N. THURMAN, The Christian Science Monitor

‘The most definitive book on the Clinton administration’

MARK BONOKOSKI, Calgary Sun

‘Other books doubtless will be written about the Clinton presidency. [A Vast Conspiracy] already may be the last word … A must for political junkies, this even-handed, cold-eyed book also is required reading for those interested in the political and legal process … An exhilaratingly readable book’

CARLO WOLFF, Cleveland Plain Dealer

‘Cool and convincing’

THOMAS O’DWYER, The Jerusalem Post

‘If you’re looking for one account that’ll set the record straight so you can move on, A Vast Conspiracy is a worthy contender … A clear and compelling brief’

JOE HOLLEY, Austin American-Statesman

‘[Toobin] weaves the investigation and scandal into a fascinating narrative’

GARY MULLINAX, Wilmington News Journal
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Chronology


	MAY 8, 1991	Paula Corbin and Governor Bill Clinton meet at a conference at the Excelsior Hotel in Little Rock.

	NOVEMBER 3, 1992	Bill Clinton wins the presidential election.

	NOVEMBER 29, 1993	President Clinton meets with Kathleen Willey, an acquaintance and White House job seeker, and allegedly makes sexual advances toward her.

	DECEMBER 18, 1993	The American Spectator magazine publishes David Brock’s “His Cheatin’ Heart,” which recounts a version of Clinton’s meeting with a woman identified as “Paula.”

	JANUARY 20, 1994	Attorney General Janet Reno names Robert Fiske to head the investigation into the Whitewater affair.

	FEBRUARY 11, 1994	At a press conference in Washington, D.C., Paula Corbin Jones accuses President Clinton of sexual harassment. Anti-Clinton activist Cliff Jackson introduces Jones to Michael Isikoff of The Washington Post.

	MAY 3, 1994	The White House announces that President Clinton has hired Robert Bennett to represent him in the Jones matter.

	MAY 4, 1994	The Washington Post publishes an article by Michael Isikoff (and others) about Paula Jones’s accusations.

	MAY 6, 1994	Paula Jones’s lawyers file a lawsuit against President Clinton.

	JUNE 30, 1994	President Clinton signs a reauthorization of the expired independent counsel statute.

	AUGUST 5, 1994	The Special Division of U.S. Court of Appeals replaces Fiske with Kenneth Starr as independent counsel investigating Whitewater.

	JULY 1995	Monica Lewinsky begins to work as an intern at the White House.

	NOVEMBER 15, 1995	Monica Lewinsky and President Clinton have their first sexual encounter in his White House study.

	JANUARY 4, 1996	White House aide Carolyn Huber finds copies of Hillary Rodham Clinton’s billing records from the Rose Law Firm, which had been subpoenaed more than a year earlier.

	JANUARY 18, 1996	Hillary Clinton subpoenaed to Kenneth Starr’s grand jury.

	JANUARY 26, 1996	Hillary Clinton testifies before grand jury.

	APRIL 5, 1996	Monica Lewinsky is informed that she will be transferred from her job at the White House to one at the Pentagon. There she becomes friends with Linda Tripp.

	MAY 28, 1996	Jim and Susan McDougal and Governor Jim Guy Tucker are convicted in the Whitewater case.

	JUNE 24, 1996	Supreme Court accepts a writ of certiorari in Jones v. Clinton and agrees to decide whether President Clinton can be sued while in office.

	AUGUST 1, 1996	An Arkansas jury fails to convict two bankers charged by Starr with felonies in connection with Bill Clinton’s 1990 gubernatorial campaign.

	NOVEMBER 5, 1996	Bill Clinton is elected to a second term as president.

	FEBRUARY 17, 1997	Kenneth Starr announces plans to resign as independent counsel and accept a deanship at Pepperdine University. Later the same week, Starr agrees to continue his work as prosecutor.

	FEBRUARY 28, 1997	During an assignation with President Clinton, Monica Lewinsky’s dress is stained with his semen.

	MARCH 24, 1997	Michael Isikoff meets Linda Tripp.

	MARCH 29, 1997	Monica Lewinsky and President Clinton have their final assignation.

	MAY 24, 1997	President Clinton tells Monica Lewinsky that they can no longer continue their relationship. Lewinsky refers to this event as “D-Day” or “Dump Day.”

	MAY 27, 1997	Supreme Court rejects President Clinton’s bid for immunity from civil suits while in office. Jones v. Clinton is ordered to proceed.

	AUGUST 3, 1997	In Newsweek, Isikoff publishes a story revealing Kathleen Willey’s allegations.

	NOVEMBER 3, 1997	Monica Lewinsky receives a job offer from the office of the United States ambassador to the United Nations.

	NOVEMBER 5, 1997	Monica Lewinsky meets with Vernon Jordan for the first time.

	DECEMBER 5, 1997	Jones’s lawyers fax the witness list in the Jones case to President Clinton’s lawyers. Monica Lewinsky’s name is included.

	DECEMBER 6, 1997	In a meeting with his lawyers, President Clinton denies having a sexual relationship with Monica Lewinsky.

	DECEMBER 11, 1997	Monica Lewinsky and Vernon Jordan discuss her job hunt over lunch. Later in the day, Judge Wright rules that Jones’s lawyers can ask President Clinton about his consensual sexual partners.

	DECEMBER 17, 1997	President Clinton telephones Monica Lewinsky to inform her that her name is on the witness list for the Jones case. They discuss a sanitized account of their relationship.

	DECEMBER 19, 1997	Monica Lewinsky receives a subpoena from lawyers for Paula Jones.

	DECEMBER 22, 1997	Monica Lewinsky meets with attorney Francis Carter.

	DECEMBER 28, 1997	Betty Currie drives to Monica Lewinsky’s apartment to retrieve gifts given to Lewinsky by President Clinton. Currie takes them home and hides them under her bed.

	JANUARY 5, 1998	Monica Lewinsky rejects the UN job offer.

	JANUARY 7, 1998	Monica Lewinsky signs an affidavit, prepared by Francis Carter, denying a sexual relationship with President Clinton.

	JANUARY 9, 1998	Monica Lewinsky receives an informal job offer, which she accepts, from Revlon. The offer is formalized four days later.

	JANUARY 12, 1998	Linda Tripp contacts the Office of Independent Counsel and reveals her information about Monica Lewinsky’s relationship with President Clinton. Also, in a secret hearing in Arkansas, Judge Susan Webber Wright urges both sides to settle the Jones case.

	JANUARY 13, 1998	Linda Tripp wears a recording device and produces a “sting tape” of her lunch with Monica Lewinsky at the Ritz-Carlton.

	JANUARY 14, 1998	Monica Lewinsky gives Linda Tripp written suggestions (“talking points”) for how to prepare an affidavit in the Paula Jones case.

	JANUARY 16, 1998	The Special Division grants Kenneth Starr authority to investigate whether Monica Lewinsky or others suborned perjury or obstructed justice. Linda Tripp arranges to meet Lewinsky at the Ritz-Carlton. There Lewinsky is taken to a hotel room and interviewed by prosecutors from the Office of Independent Counsel.

	JANUARY 17, 1998	In a videotaped deposition in the Jones case, President Clinton denies a sexual relationship with Monica Lewinsky.

	JANUARY 18, 1998	The Drudge Report publishes item alleging a sexual relationship between the president and an “intern.” President Clinton meets with Betty Currie to discuss his contacts with Lewinsky. Over the next day, Currie makes repeated attempts to contact Lewinsky.

	JANUARY 21, 1998	In the early morning, The Washington Post and ABC News disclose Starr’s investigation of the alleged affair, including a denial from the White House. In midafternoon President Clinton denies allegations about Lewinsky in interviews with Jim Lehrer and others.

	JANUARY 26, 1998	While speaking at the White House, President Clinton denies having “sexual relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky.”

	JANUARY 27, 1998	On NBC’s Today show, Hillary Clinton denounces a “vast right-wing conspiracy.” Later, President Clinton delivers his State of the Union address.

	FEBRUARY 4, 1998	Kenneth Starr rejects a proposed agreement granting Monica Lewinsky immunity from prosecution in exchange for her cooperation.

	APRIL 1, 1998	U.S. District Court judge Susan Webber Wright grants President Clinton’s motion for summary judgment in Jones v. Clinton, dismissing the case. Jones’s lawyers announce plans to appeal.

	JULY 17, 1998	Independent counsel Kenneth Starr sends a subpoena to President Clinton to testify before the grand jury.

	JULY 27, 1998	In exchange for a promise of immunity from prosecution, Monica Lewinsky meets with prosecutors in New York and discusses her relationship with President Clinton.

	JULY 28, 1998	Monica Lewinsky gives the Office of Independent Counsel her semen-stained dress.

	AUGUST 6, 1998	Monica Lewinsky testifies before the grand jury. President Clinton wears a blue-and-gold Zegna tie.

	AUGUST 17, 1998	In testimony before the grand jury, President Clinton acknowledges intimate contact with Monica Lewinsky. Later, he admits the affair in a televised address.

	SEPTEMBER 9, 1998	Kenneth Starr submits his report to Congress.

	SEPTEMBER 11, 1998	The House votes, 363–63, to release the Starr report.

	SEPTEMBER 21, 1998	The videotape of President Clinton’s grand jury testimony is released.

	OCTOBER 8, 1998	The House votes, 258–176, for an impeachment investigation.

	NOVEMBER 3, 1998	The Republicans lose five seats in the House in midterm congressional elections.

	NOVEMBER 13, 1998	President Clinton agrees to pay $850,000 to settle Jones v. Clinton.

	NOVEMBER 19, 1998	Kenneth Starr testifies before the House Judiciary Committee.

	DECEMBER 11, 1998	The House Judiciary Committee approves four articles of impeachment against President Clinton.

	DECEMBER 16, 1998	President Clinton orders air strikes on Iraq for its violation of weapons agreements.

	DECEMBER 19, 1998	The House votes to impeach President Clinton, adopting two of the proposed four articles of impeachment. House speaker-designate Robert Livingston announces his resignation.

	JANUARY 7, 1999	The Senate impeachment trial is formally opened by Chief Justice William H. Rehnquist.

	JANUARY 14–16, 1999	The House managers present the case against President Clinton.

	JANUARY 22, 1999	Senator Robert Byrd announces a plan to move to dismiss charges against President Clinton. Five days later his motion is rejected, 56–44.

	FEBRUARY 12, 1999	The Senate votes to acquit President Clinton of both articles of impeachment.




Introduction

The story looks different now.

All stories, even all lives, take on a new cast with the passage of time. And while the facts haven’t changed—sexual misbehavior, a media frenzy, and the disgrace of an American president—the saga of President Clinton’s journey to impeachment seems especially evocative of its era and distinct from our own. More than two decades have passed since that last impeachment trial, and we can look back to the bizarre, often messy story told in A Vast Conspiracy and consider, with new eyes, some of the core elements of the scandal.

There are many routes back into the sprawling story told in A Vast Conspiracy, and I’ll address a few of them here, but the question that seems especially urgent is the one that asks us to reconsider the relationship between Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky. Do the lessons of the #MeToo movement change our understanding of what happened between them and how we, as a society, responded to their affair?

In a word, yes. Monica Lewinsky started work at the White House in the summer of 1995, when she was twenty-two years old, a couple of months after she graduated from college. At the time, Bill Clinton was forty-nine and nearing the end of his first term as president of the United States. Their sexual relationship began six months later, during a temporary government shutdown. Because most White House employees were not permitted to work at the time, unpaid interns like Lewinsky were enlisted to keep the operation going. One night, Lewinsky’s delivery of a slice of pizza to Clinton’s small, private office in the West Wing led to a sexual encounter. There were several more between them over the next two years.

Phrases like “power imbalance” had barely entered the public lexicon when the story of the relationship unfolded—including when I wrote A Vast Conspiracy, in the immediate aftermath of Clinton’s impeachment. Many people, myself included, had a rather wooden understanding of consent in sexual matters, one that didn’t necessarily flinch at the immense power imbalance between the president of the United States and a young intern who worked for him. From that time forward, Lewinsky herself was candid about her belief that her relationship with Clinton was consensual, and that, for many, concluded the inquiry about the legal propriety of their encounters. By this reckoning, the only person with a legitimate grievance about their relationship was the betrayed wife, Hillary Clinton. But the Clintons’ marital issues were a private matter between husband and wife, not a reflection of any broader societal or political problem.

That line—between the formal investigation of the relationship between the president and Lewinsky, and the private matter of the Clintons’ marriage—is one that I basically endorsed in A Vast Conspiracy. Neither one, I asserted, was the public’s business. Kenneth Starr, the independent counsel, should never have investigated a consensual relationship between Clinton and Lewinsky. And the problems in Bill and Hillary’s marriage were no one’s business but their own. Now I’m less sure about these conclusions. It is particularly difficult to imagine a greater power imbalance between two people than the one between Clinton and Lewinsky. Such a relationship appears today by its nature improper, almost certainly a firing offense for the senior party if it had taken place in a private company. In this particular story, it does seem clear that Lewinsky “consented” to the relationship, and even initiated it. But does that really tell us everything about the relationship’s propriety? One of the things the #MeToo movement has taught us is that the notion of consent is more complex than a simple on/off switch. Power imbalances impose different obligations on people depending on their status. The more powerful party—here, the president, no less—is obliged to think beyond the question of formal, immediate consent.

Even before #MeToo, we saw clearly from the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal what happens when relationships with dramatic power imbalances end—and who suffers the most from the fallout. It’s invariably the less powerful person who endures the most, both in social stigma and professional status. That was especially true in this story. During the scandal and in the years that followed, Monica Lewinsky has had a much tougher road than Bill Clinton, and that was predictable from the beginning. I have decided not to change the text of A Vast Conspiracy—it, too, is a document of the era—but if I did, I would certainly portray Lewinsky less harshly. In her early twenties, she made a mistake by getting involved with a much older, married man. But she paid a disproportionately heavy price. During the final two years of Clinton’s presidency, she lived in a tornado of denunciation. The right decried her as an immoral vixen, and the left disowned her as the vehicle of their president’s political destruction. Columnists and comedians mocked her relentlessly and cruelly, and the experience with the president haunted her postscandal life. Clinton himself, on the other hand, survived impeachment and left office at the end of his second term with his popularity intact. Only with the rise of the #MeToo movement, as women came forward to reveal the cultures of abuse and sexual misbehavior that pervaded institutions of power, have Clinton’s actions drawn more critical attention. He deserved an earlier reckoning with his behavior, and she deserved a gentler one. (As for Starr and his investigation, I have no revisionist sympathy. Their fanatical determination to get Clinton for something—anything—looks no better now than it did when I wrote the book.)

One major irony of the Monica-and-Bill affair, and an especially unfair one, is how Bill Clinton’s misdeeds haunted his wife’s political career and may have even cost her the presidency. Consider just one example from Hillary Clinton’s presidential run in 2016. Donald Trump invited four women who alleged improper sexual behavior by Bill Clinton to sit in the audience for his second debate with Hillary Clinton. To be sure, Paula Jones, Kathy Shelton, Juanita Broaddrick, and Kathleen Willey were in a separate category than Lewinsky; they alleged conduct that ranged from improper advances to rape. (None were ever proved.) Lewinsky claimed no such behavior. But all of these women had accused Clinton of sexual misconduct, and Trump sought to place responsibility for Bill’s actions on Hillary. Trump’s apparent success with this issue shows the persistence of widespread misogyny.

And so, of course, does the election of Trump himself. It’s tempting to assert (as I have) that the reevaluation of Bill Clinton’s conduct in light of the #MeToo movement reflects an important evolutionary milestone in our culture, in which we’ve awakened to the pervasiveness and danger of sexual harassment. But if that’s true—if we have achieved a more enlightened state—how did Trump win the presidency, with a record that was worse on every personal and political level than Bill Clinton’s? I don’t pretend to have a full answer to that question, but one partial explanation seems to be in the deepening polarization of our politics over the past two decades. We are increasingly two societies, each with our own moral systems. Blue America (to use a simplified term) has self-consciously changed since #MeToo, and has become less tolerant of all forms of sexual oppression. Red America (exemplified by Trump) continues to see #MeToo as part of an epidemic of “political correctness,” in which self-appointed elites police the behavior of ordinary Americans. In this respect, then, the story told in A Vast Conspiracy does look different today, but different Americas have drawn different lessons from it. The legacy of the story, like the country itself, is more divided than ever.

Our beliefs about Clinton and Lewinsky’s relationship may have changed over two decades, but what has certainly transformed in that time is the way we learn about such stories. Journalism is very different now. The Lewinsky story first came into public view in the early morning hours of January 18, 1998, when Matt Drudge hit send on a post on his eponymous website. Drudge was something new in the world: a hybrid figure who was both provocateur and journalist, aggregator and creator, who operated entirely in the online world. Drudge’s story bore the headline NEWSWEEK KILLS STORY ON WHITE HOUSE INTERN, and though Drudge’s report contained several errors, the gist was true: Newsweek had the story of a relationship between Clinton and an intern, and the magazine chose not to publish it. By launching the story into the public discourse via the Internet, Drudge’s post announced a fundamental reordering of our media hierarchies, a process that has only accelerated in subsequent years. (The man who would cause the next, far more cataclysmic upheaval to this hierarchy, Mark Zuckerberg, was thirteen years old at the time.)

Clinton’s impeachment was a media story as well as a political one, and it both announced and hastened the fragmentation of the media landscape that followed in subsequent years. Drudge’s post itself was a good illustration of what was about to happen. He was an independent operator with a largely conservative audience. Because of the decentralized structure of the Internet, he was able to find and serve that audience without the intervention of any of the traditional powers—like Newsweek. The weekly news magazine did not have a particular ideological tilt, and it strove to serve a broad audience, both politically and geographically. The story told in A Vast Conspiracy basically killed that model and, soon enough, Newsweek itself. (The magazine technically still exists, though in a much-diminished form.)

It was not only the Drudge Report, which still thrives today, but Fox News that rode the Clinton-Lewinsky story to prominence from its infant status in 1998. Rupert Murdoch, the notoriously powerful media mogul who created and owned Fox News, came first from Australia and then from England, where newspapers had clear ideological profiles. They did not adhere to the kind of neutrality that was the norm in the twentieth-century U.S. newspaper market. Murdoch brought the ideological model to the United States. He recognized that the niche audiences of cable news represented a tremendous potential market for the ideologically slanted journalism that thrived overseas. Bill O’Reilly and Sean Hannity (then paired with the hapless Alan Colmes) brought nightly denunciations of Clinton to a largely conservative audience desperate to hear that message on television. Fox News never strayed from this position, and its massive audience has rewarded the network with remarkable devotion and consistent ratings.

What Murdoch missed, but Zuckerberg didn’t, was that the Internet was even better than cable as a news service for telling people what they want to hear. The atomization of our media both reflected and created the political divisions present in the Clinton-Lewinsky story. With the rise of Fox News in the late 1990s, conservatives had a news network that would broadcast their views. The full flowering of the Internet came somewhat later, in the post–Bill Clinton era, when Facebook gave individual citizens a News Feed full of stories that reflected their own prejudices. There was a time when news only became “news” when it was announced by Walter Cronkite or The New York Times. The Clinton-Lewinsky story heralded a moment when media gatekeepers relinquished their monopoly over the news, in some cases even ceasing to exist. Broadcast network news, major newspapers, newsweeklies like Newsweek all surrendered their authority to the scrum of Internet competitors. Drudge’s post announced the transition moment with precision.

This shift in the media landscape also influenced the actions taken by the two lead prosecutors of their eras— Kenneth Starr and Robert Mueller. Starr, the independent counsel who pursued Clinton for four years, made expansive use of the news media in his long quest to bring down the president. He held regular (if peculiar) news conferences at the foot of his driveway in suburban Virginia when he was taking out the trash. His staff also leaked to journalists with some regularity. In a very intentional way, Mueller, the special counsel investigating Trump, went the opposite direction. He gave no interviews, and his office produced no leaks. This was certainly a high-road approach by Mueller, but it’s far from clear that it benefited his work. As Trump battered him with such intensity and regularity, Mueller decided to be intentionally disengaged—and, one can argue, suffered accordingly.

I write this reappraisal of the Clinton scandal in the midst of the next impeachment fight. It is a measure of the toxicity of modern American politics that the effort to remove Donald Trump is the third impeachment process in the last forty-five years, when there was only one impeachment in the previous two hundred. While there are some similarities, the impeachment investigation of Trump is markedly different from the one faced by Bill Clinton. At this moment, though, this one seems destined to end the same way Clinton’s did, with impeachment of the president in the House of Representatives and acquittal in the Senate.

At a substantive level, the two impeachments seem to be mirror images of one another. Clinton was impeached for acts that were violations of criminal law (that is, lying under oath, or perjury) but not abuses of his powers as president. Clinton clearly lied in his deposition testimony in the Paula Jones sexual harassment case, and probably lied in his grand jury testimony in Kenneth Starr’s investigation. (His supporters’ arguments that he conducted sufficient linguistic gymnastics to avoid outright falsehoods never seemed persuasive to me.) What was clear then, and remains clear today, is that the subject matter of Clinton’s false statements related entirely to his extramarital affair with Lewinsky. Even if Clinton did lie, there was no allegation that he used his powers as president to excuse or facilitate those lies. All he did was lie under oath—a crime that could be committed by any individual, not just a president.

Trump’s behavior, in contrast, may not have been a violation of criminal laws. In simplest terms, he demanded damaging information about his political opponents in return for releasing congressionally appropriated funds for Ukraine (as well as a White House meeting with the president of Ukraine). There is a plausible argument that Trump committed the crimes of bribery or extortion by doing so, but that theory seems like a stretch to me. What’s far clearer is that Trump abused his power as president. This is true, too, in the other major accusations against him, which are obstruction of justice (by interfering with the FBI and special counsel investigations) and obstruction of Congress (by refusing to provide evidence demanded in the course of congressional investigations). These actions, especially the threat to withhold aid to Ukraine, could only be made by the president of the United States. To put it another way, anyone could have lied under oath about an extramarital affair, but only a president can control the power and purse strings of the federal government.

The contrast between the misdeeds of Clinton and Trump raises the question: Which is worse? Is it worse to commit a crime or to abuse presidential power? Which one comes closer to the definition of impeachable offenses provided in Article II of the Constitution: “Treason, Bribery, or other high Crimes and Misdemeanors”? The framers had a clear answer to this question. In Federalist no. 65, Alexander Hamilton gave the most expansive treatment of the impeachment provision. He wrote that impeachable offenses were “of a nature which may with peculiar propriety be denominated POLITICAL, as they relate chiefly to injuries done immediately to the society itself. The prosecution of them, for this reason, will seldom fail to agitate the passions of the whole community, and to divide it into parties more or less friendly or inimical to the accused.” Hamilton is saying that abuse of power is worse because it’s an injury to society as a whole, which only a president, with his or her vast authority, can do.

This seems almost obvious—that impeachment should be reserved for abuses of power, for offenses against society—but Hamilton was also right in another way. Impeachment raises partisan passions like few other issues. This was true in 1998, and it is true now. One would hope that a subject as profound as impeachment would bring out the best in politicians and others in public life. But history has shown us otherwise. As recent events have demonstrated, the existential nature of the struggle over the survival of a president prompts atavistic surges of partisanship. The impeachment of Bill Clinton was almost entirely engineered and supported by Republicans; the impeachment of Donald Trump is so far a production led by the Democratic Party. (Democrats also led the fight to force Richard Nixon from office, and it was Republican defections, first in the House Judiciary Committee and then among Senate leaders, that led Nixon to resign.) For better or worse, the continued ferocity of our politics is easier to predict than any particular outcome.

To look back at a story like the one told in A Vast Conspiracy is necessarily to examine the arcs of history. But my primary interest in the matter has always been less in broad societal forces and more in the specific facts—and that is what has allowed the saga to live on, vividly, in the public imagination. That is, I preferred the messy specificity of the people involved and the sheer unlikelihood of the tale as it unfolded. It’s a story that includes Alexander Hamilton and the Federalist Papers, but also Danny Traylor’s law practice in Little Rock. And what vaunted figure of history compares to Linda Tripp, as she toggles between Lucianne Goldberg, her scheming literary agent, and Monica Lewinsky, her lovesick friend? It’s the ultimate high and low story—with great issues about the nature of presidential power and low gossip about human folly. As a journalist, and a reader, that gets me every time.
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PROLOGUE


“This Is Danny”

This is Danny.”

Every caller to the law office of Daniel M. Traylor received this greeting from the proprietor and sole employee of the business. There was no secretary, no receptionist, no other lawyer, and, technically speaking, no law office at all. Traylor operated out of a converted two-bedroom suite in a bedraggled apartment building on an unlovely corner of downtown Little Rock, Arkansas. Plywood panels had replaced the glass in many of the window frames at the Courtyard Apartments, and a few pieces of lawn furniture rusted on the wilted grass by the door. Across the street, “Poor Man Used Cars” had been out of business for years, but the sign—and a few battered hulks—remained.

“Thizz Danny.”

That was how Traylor answered the phone on January 13, 1994, his thirty-eighth birthday, to hear the voice of an old friend and client. A few years earlier, Traylor and Debra Ballentine had worked together at a hazardous waste disposal company called ENSCO. She was a secretary and he was an in-house lawyer, and Traylor had handled Ballentine’s divorce. He was the only lawyer she knew. She was calling on behalf of a friend.

“Did you see that article in The American Spectator?” Ballentine asked.

Until recently, few people in Arkansas had even heard of the magazine. At the time, its national circulation was about 200,000, but only a handful of copies of the conservative monthly ever made their way outside the nation’s big cities. But in December 1993, the Spectator published an article entitled “His Cheatin’ Heart,” by David Brock, and at the time of Ballentine’s call, the piece was still the talk of Little Rock. By coincidence, a few days before Ballentine’s call, a friend in Buffalo had faxed a copy to Traylor.

The “heart” in question belonged to Bill Clinton, who at the time the article was published had been president of the United States for less than a year. Before that, he had served as governor of Arkansas for twelve years, and during his long tenure, his personal life had provided endless fodder for local gossips. There were rumors of affairs and girlfriends, but the news media in the state never followed up. For the most part, the local newspapers and television stations played by informal journalistic conventions that limited their coverage to Clinton’s public life. But as the Spectator article illustrated, those rules were changing.

The bulk of the twelve-thousand-word article was devoted to interviews with two Arkansas state troopers, Larry Patterson and Roger Perry, who had served on Clinton’s protective detail. “Over the years,” Brock wrote, “the troopers have seen Bill Clinton in compromising situations with dozens of women.” It was one story in particular that drew the attention of Debbie Ballentine—and her unnamed friend. Brock recounted, “One of the troopers told the story of how Clinton had eyed a woman at a reception in downtown Little Rock. According to the trooper . . . Clinton asked him to approach the woman, whom the trooper remembered only as Paula, tell her how attractive the governor thought she was, and take her to a room in the hotel where Clinton would be waiting. . . . On this particular evening, after her encounter with Clinton, which lasted no more than an hour as the trooper stood by in the hall, the trooper said Paula told him she was available to be Clinton’s regular girlfriend if he so desired.”

Traylor remembered the passage after Ballentine pointed it out to him. “That girl, that’s my girlfriend, Paula Jones,” Ballentine explained, “and she’s just crying her eyes out because of what they wrote about her. Paula told me she was going to run down that David Brock, leave him a message, and give him a piece of her mind. But I said she should go to a lawyer instead.”

“Tha’s right,” Traylor told Ballentine, in his soft mid-South drawl.

“Would you mind talking to her?” she asked. Ballentine thought there might be a lawsuit in it. Danny Traylor had handled her divorce, Ballentine thought, so why couldn’t he take care of the president of the United States?

“You just tell her to give me a call,” Traylor replied, “and I’ll see what I can do.”

That brief telephone conversation led—indirectly, improbably, but inexorably—to the first impeachment of an elected president in the history of the United States. Five years and one month after Ballentine’s call, the events she set in motion concluded with a vote by the Senate that fell short of the two-thirds required to remove Bill Clinton from office. If Paula Jones had chosen any of a hundred different routes—if she had called Brock directly, or approached another lawyer, or sued the magazine rather than the president, or if she had done nothing at all—an extraordinary chapter in American history might have unfolded very differently or not at all. But instead, Paula called Debbie, who called Danny. In a simple sense, then, the root of this story is easy to trace.

But, of course, the real origins of this epochal crisis are more complex. The most famous explanation for the president’s near downfall came from his wife. In an interview on NBC’s Today show, on January 27, 1998—just a few days after news broke of her husband’s relationship with a former White House intern named Monica Lewinsky—Hillary Rodham Clinton ascribed the president’s difficulties to a “vast right-wing conspiracy” that had been pursuing both of them for years. Much evidence supports this view; the president’s political enemies devoted enormous energy to bringing him down. At the same time, however, the first lady’s explanation neglected the president’s own very considerable culpability in the matter. Still, in retrospect, it does seem that there was a vast conspiracy behind the Jones and Lewinsky cases—just not the one that Mrs. Clinton had in mind.

In the years since the Second World War, there has been a conspiracy within the legal system to take over the political system of the United States. Describing his travels in America during the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville made the famous observation, “Scarcely any political question arises in the United States that is not resolved, sooner or later, into a judicial question.” In fact, Tocqueville’s observation would begin to come true only a century later. The process was set in motion shortly after the war, when Thurgood Marshall and a small group of lawyers at the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund entered upon the first sustained and successful attempt to use the courts to achieve political change. Their reasons were simple. Because it was difficult if not impossible for most African-Americans to register to vote, they lacked access to the political system; the judiciary was their only hope for ending legalized segregation.

Marshall’s extraordinary success had unforeseen consequences. Court cases became a central part of any organized political activity—even for those groups who could have used the ballot instead of the subpoena. As activists quickly discovered, lawsuits had many advantages over traditional politics. They required just a few people, and they moved quickly, at least compared to biennial or quadrennial elections. Lawsuits allowed civil rights workers, feminists, environmentalists, and other activists of the political left a perfect shortcut. They didn’t have to do the expensive and labor-intensive work of persuading the masses to support their views; instead, they enjoyed prestige and intellectual challenge in this new field, which they dubbed “public interest law.”

This legal activism eventually extended even to criminal law. Marshall and his immediate political heirs used the courts to target and change laws; the next generation of activists used the courts to target and prosecute individuals. The liberal triumph over Richard Nixon in Watergate led the Democratic Party to seek to institutionalize its gains. To this end, Democrats created the independent counsel law, which gave the successors to Archibald Cox virtually unlimited power and tenure. And because of this obsession with ethics, not to mention their unpopular policy agenda, liberals fought their most successful political battles in the seventies and eighties in courtrooms rather than legislatures. In Watergate and then Iran-Contra, the pursuit of Republican officials became a central obsession of the political left. When the independent counsel law came up for reauthorization early in President Clinton’s first term, more Democrats than Republicans wanted him to sign it, and to his enduring regret, he did.

Then, of course, the inevitable occurred. The political right discovered that it, too, could use the courts to advance its agenda. Groups like the Federalist Society, the Landmark Legal Foundation, and the Rutherford Institute modeled their efforts on the work of their ideological adversaries at places like the NAACP and the American Civil Liberties Union. Conservatives used many of the same legal concepts that their adversaries had pioneered—freedom of speech, equal protection of the laws, and even, eventually, sexual harassment law—to achieve their aims. They copied the liberal rhetoric, too; the Republican prosecutors in Clinton’s impeachment trial in the Senate took pains always to refer to the Paula Jones case as a “federal civil rights action.” Toward the end of the century, it was extremists of the political right who tried to use the legal system to undo elections—in particular the two that put Bill Clinton in the White House.

In a similar way, Clinton’s election prompted conservatives to put aside their misgivings about the criminalization of political disputes. With a Democrat in the White House, Republicans required only the barest of pretexts to demand that prosecutors be appointed. And once these prosecutors were installed, Republicans insisted that they pursue their Democratic targets with inventiveness and zeal. The Clinton years abounded in purported scandals that offered much in the way of colorful names—Whitewater, Filegate, Travelgate, to name only the best known—but little in the way of actual criminal offenses. The futility of the endless searches for criminals in the White House only spurred the zeal of the pursuers. Once again, the prosecutors were political heroes—this time for the other side.

The legal system’s takeover of the political system steered a great deal of partisan conflict from legislatures to courtrooms. But in terms of the substance of those disputes, the Clinton presidency took place at a paradoxical moment in American political history. It was, at one level, a time of remarkable consensus between the major parties. The presidential election of 1996, between Clinton and Bob Dole, which took place at a critical point in the scandal, may have featured smaller differences on policy issues than had any other such contest of the postwar era.

But at the same time that Washington basked in an era of relative good feelings on the issues, the city experienced partisan rancor on a titanic scale. This had its roots in cultural, rather than political, ferment. Two of the great social movements of the late twentieth century, feminism and the Christian right, were ordinarily seen as ideological opposites. But in one critical respect, they pushed the country in precisely the same direction, toward the idea that the private lives of public people mattered as much as their stands on issues. The feminist insistence that “the personal is the political” meant that private conduct, particularly when it came to sex, served as a useful metaphor for a politician’s public acts. Yet conservatives, too, under the motto “Character counts,” began to weigh personal behavior as heavily as did their ideological rivals.

This fixation on the personal amounted to a tremendous gift to the news media, which were experiencing their own transformations during this period. In the early 1960s, when reporters heard tales of the voracious sexual appetite of President John F. Kennedy, they kept the information to themselves. Public disclosure of such matters was literally unthinkable; that is, it wasn’t even considered. But feminists and evangelicals gave journalists the permission—the pretext—to go into areas that they wanted to examine anyway. The press could define tawdry voyeurism as the study of “character,” but the labeling couldn’t obscure the true nature of this new kind of reporting. In an ever more competitive market for journalists and journalism, a high-minded rationale for covering the sex lives of famous people was much appreciated. Some reporters took to the task with gusto. And this hunger for sleaze extended beyond the journalists who covered the stories for newspapers, magazines, and television. The book business—a critical part of this story—fed and exploited this trend as well.

And so the forces were arrayed. Politicians shunning policy for cultural warfare. The media using sex to sell. And all of it destined to wind up in court.

Viewed in this way, the process that led to the impeachment of President Clinton can seem almost inevitable—the by-product of large forces in the sweep of history. But that, of course, is not the case. For while the Jones and Lewinsky stories did reflect their times, they also evolved out of a strange mixture of accident, coincidence, fate, and a bizarre cast of personalities. The peculiar population of this saga spanned a broad range in ideology and temperament, but its members did have some traits in common. Chief among them was the narrow pursuit of self-interest. No other major political controversy in American history produced as few heroes as this one. Instead of nobility, there was selfishness; instead of concern for the long-term good of all, there was the assiduous pursuit of immediate gratification—political, financial, sexual.

Chief among the antiheroes was the president of the United States. He believed, in an undoubtedly sincere way, that his private life was his own business, and that it had no impact on how he performed his public duties. In this, ironically, he may have been right. For all the piety of the authoritarians of the left and right about the importance of sexual fidelity of public persons, there remains no proof that monogamous presidents do better jobs than adulterous ones. (The evidence is actually somewhat to the contrary.) But Bill Clinton knew the implicit promises he had made about his own behavior. He thought he could get away with breaking them, and he couldn’t. And when Clinton was caught in that most clichéd of dilemmas—a menopausal man having an affair with a young woman from the office—he reacted not with candor and grace, but rather with the dishonesty and self-pity that are among the touchstones of his character.

Yet the most astonishing fact in this story may be this one: in spite of his consistently reprehensible behavior, Clinton was, by comparison, the good guy in this struggle. The president’s adversaries appeared literally consumed with hatred for him; the bigger the stakes, the smaller they acted. They were willing to trample all standards of fairness—not to mention the Constitution—in their effort to drive him from office. They ranged from one-case-only zealots in the cause of fighting sexual harassment to one-defendant-only federal prosecutors, and they shared only a willingness to misuse the law and the courts in their effort to destroy Bill Clinton.

But Clinton’s enemies were not propelled only by political opportunism. There was greed, too. Several of his primary pursuers—each of whom played an essential role in the events leading to his impeachment—contemplated writing books about the president’s sex life. Such incentives did not even exist a generation ago. But the transformed business of publishing inspired his former bodyguards in Arkansas, the journalist Michael Isikoff, Linda Tripp, and Paula and Stephen Jones. Only one of this group actually wound up writing such a book (so far), but some of the book projects—Linda Tripp’s in particular—altered the course of events at several significant moments in this story. Indeed, at times in the Clinton scandals, commercial considerations even trumped political motives.

The Clinton scandals—using that term to define the events that led to his impeachment—consisted of three intertwined narratives. One of these stories, the Paula Jones case, occurred mostly in public; the second, Kenneth Starr’s investigation, occurred mostly in private; and the third, the president’s relationship with Monica Lewinsky, occurred almost entirely in secret. No single person knew the details of all three narratives as they were happening, and the stories unfolded at the same time as one another. When the president’s relationship with Lewinsky became public in January 1998, the three strands merged into a single cataclysmic drama. But these crashing cymbals of constitutional portent could scarcely be imagined when Danny Traylor answered the telephone on his birthday.
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What the Bubbas Wrought

The story that Paula Jones told Danny Traylor was a simple one—at first. She said the magazine article did refer to an actual incident. But, she explained, Brock had it all wrong.

During Clinton’s last term as governor, Jones was twenty-four years old and working as a clerk at the Arkansas Industrial Development Commission. One day—she later determined it was May 8, 1991—Jones and a colleague named Pamela Blackard were working behind the registration desk at an AIDC conference at a Little Rock hotel called the Excelsior. After the governor and his security detail arrived, a trooper named Danny Ferguson stopped to chat with Blackard and Jones, whose last name was then Corbin. A little while later, Ferguson said that the governor, whom she had never met before, wanted to meet her in a room upstairs at the hotel. She agreed, and the trooper escorted her to the suite. The governor greeted her, made small talk for a few moments, and then began touching her. Jones rebuffed him and moved to sit down on the sofa. Clinton followed her there, then exposed himself and asked her to perform oral sex. She immediately jumped up, told him, “I’m not that kind of girl,” and left the room. In the intervening almost three years, Jones said, she had told only a handful of people about the incident—her two sisters and her husband, as well as Blackard and Ballentine, both close friends.

Traylor and Jones spoke for only a few minutes in that initial conversation, and then she put her husband, Stephen Jones, on the telephone. For Traylor, the contrast between husband and wife was dramatic. Paula was hesitant, nervous, still embarrassed about the whole situation, and conspicuously uninformed about politics or the law. Steve, on the other hand, was enraged—at Clinton, at the troopers, and, it seemed to Traylor, at life in general.

Steve was thirty-three at the time, and he had just moved Paula and their son, Madison, to Long Beach, California, so he could pursue a career in show business. He had tried to make it as an actor in Little Rock, but there wasn’t much of a market for his talents. He had basically had only a single small role—as the ghost of Elvis in Jim Jarmusch’s quirky independent film Mystery Train. Like Elvis, Steve hailed from Memphis and had a soft Southern accent and sleepy good looks. For years, he had made a living as a ticket agent for Northwest Airlines, first at the Little Rock airport and now at Los Angeles International.

Steve Jones also despised the governor. Even during his governorship, Clinton had an unusual ability to generate passionate hostility, feelings that often transcended mere political differences. Indeed, one cannot understand the long siege of his presidency without weighing the depth and breadth of these emotions. Clinton haters were sometimes so obsessed by their feelings that they acted against their own political or financial self-interest. During the 1992 presidential campaign, Steve had posted Bush/Quayle bumper stickers on his locker at the airport and had even worn a campaign button until his supervisors told him to remove it. But politics only began to explain the depth of Jones’s feelings. There would come to be a personal dimension to Steve’s feelings as well.

For his part, Traylor did a little legal research and made a revealing discovery. If he were to sue anyone on Jones’s behalf, she would have a better chance of winning a case against the president of the United States than against a small magazine. The power of the news media had manifested itself in the legal world. Public figures like the president enjoyed no legal protections comparable to those erected, on First Amendment grounds, to benefit the press. For Paula Jones, it would be almost impossible to file a libel suit and win. (This was especially true because the Spectator identified Jones only by her first name; most readers could not have known that the story referred to her, so it could scarcely have damaged her reputation.) In most circumstances, that would be the end of the matter. A nasty story in a magazine generates either a libel suit or nothing. But at this early moment in the case, the fundamentally political nature of the dispute first revealed itself. Traylor was far from a sophisticated man, but he knew the only potential leverage he had in the situation was against Clinton. The Spectator would likely just ignore the threat of a lawsuit. But if Paula Jones pursued the matter against the president, it might embarrass him—and Clinton might pay something to avoid that fate. Besides, Steve Jones had never shown any inclination to take on the Spectator; Paula’s husband, who was the driving force in the matter from the very beginning, wanted to go after Clinton.

In truth, Traylor never wanted to go to court at all. He made his modest living doing real estate closings and small commercial deals. The last thing he needed was to embark on a massive lawsuit. To assuage Steve, and to a lesser extent Paula, Traylor proposed that he try to “finesse” the situation. He thought he might be able to persuade Clinton to make a public statement about Paula—at best an apology but at least a statement clearing her of any improper conduct. Traylor might also win a small financial settlement. Traylor didn’t know Clinton or anyone who worked for him; in a city and state full of people with connections to the president, this fact alone demonstrated just how obscure his law practice was. But Traylor made a few calls and figured he’d found the right man to use as an emissary to the White House.

A few days later, Traylor met George Cook after work around one of the battered linoleum tables at the Sports Page, a seedy bar downtown. By Arkansas standards, Cook, a real estate developer who had raised money for some of Clinton’s campaigns, ranked as only a peripheral friend of the president’s. But when Traylor called him to set up the meeting, Cook said that he could, if necessary, pass a message to the president’s people in Washington.

As they sat down to their scotch and waters, Traylor described Paula’s story.

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Cook told him, in a conversation both men remembered the same way. Cook identified some of the problems. It was old; it was unprovable; the Spectator story didn’t even identify Paula by her last name. “Why would you take a case like that?” Cook asked.

“I know it’s weak, but it could be embarrassing for the president,” Traylor replied. “Now, I’m sure with my little brain and yours, we could work something out. These people are in dire straits, and they need money badly.” Traylor never said anything about wanting an apology—only money and, later on, jobs. He mentioned that he thought $25,000 would be a good amount to settle on, but later in the conversation said $15,000 might close the deal.

Cook said it sounded like a shakedown to him. So Traylor tried another tack.

“What about a job? Her husband wants to work in Hollywood. How about if the Thomasons gave him a job? Wouldn’t that work things out?” (The Clintons’ friends Harry Thomason and his wife, Linda Bloodworth-Thomason, produced television comedies, including Designing Women.)

Cook said it would be illegal for the president to do that.

At the end of the evening, Cook did promise that he would call Bruce Lindsey, an Arkansas friend who now worked as a deputy White House counsel, and ask him if he thought the president might make a statement about Jones. A day later, Cook did speak to Lindsey, who told him to forget about the whole thing. “It’s absurd,” Lindsey said. “Just another crazy coming out of the ionosphere.”

Cook called Traylor to report on his conversation with Lindsey. “But did you speak to the president?” Traylor asked.

“The president?” Cook replied incredulously. “If I tried to talk to the president about this, he’d have me committed.”

Now Traylor was really stymied. He clearly wasn’t going to get anything from the president without a fight. So he thought of another approach. Steve was not just angry at the president, he was fuming about the troopers’ role in the Spectator story as well. “These no-good troopers were sitting around and talking about my wife,” Steve told the lawyer. Trooper Danny Ferguson was not identified by name in the article, but Paula knew that he had been the source for the story about her. Traylor decided to call Ferguson’s lawyer and see if he could make any headway with him. So Traylor rang Cliff Jackson.

Jackson actually did not represent Ferguson, but Traylor made an understandable mistake. When the subject was Arkansas state troopers—or anti-Clinton activity—Jackson’s name often came to mind.

The relationship between Bill Clinton and Cliff Jackson was the stuff of hack fiction. The parallels between their lives were so pat and obvious that it didn’t seem possible they were real. But they were, and so were the implications of Jackson’s sustaining obsession with his ancient rival. Before Traylor called Jackson, the Paula Jones case loomed as little more than a minor annoyance for the president. Jackson’s determination and sophistication turned the matter into a major crisis.

Clinton and Jackson were both born in 1946, raised in neighboring small towns in Arkansas, and marked early for success in the future. Both were class presidents as undergraduates, Clinton at Georgetown and Jackson at Arkansas College. Clinton won a Rhodes Scholarship and Jackson a Fulbright, and they both arrived at Oxford in 1968. One was a Democrat and the other a Republican, and they both nurtured political ambitions in the same small state. They even vaguely resembled each other—tall, bulky men who played together on the same intramural basketball team in England. In temperament, though, Clinton was the extrovert, Jackson more the loner. Even with his hangdog shyness and sad blue eyes, Jackson’s comparative reticence was never mistaken for diffidence about Clinton.

Through their time together at Oxford and then for the following few years, the two men shared a wary friendship, but in the letters that Jackson shared with reporters from that period, Jackson’s hostility was always close to the surface. On August 27, 1968, Jackson wrote of Clinton to a friend: “His syrupy-sweet cultivation of friendships, and tendencies … to speak in superlatives about everyone and everything rather grates on my nerves.” Still, despite their incipient rivalry, each saw the advantage in maintaining good relations with the other. Jackson even assisted Clinton in the first great crisis of his life, over the draft for the Vietnam War.

Jackson won a medical deferment from military service shortly after both men left Oxford. Clinton spent several years struggling with the issue, hoping, as he wrote in a famous letter to an Arkansas draft official, both to avoid a war he “opposed and despised with a depth of feeling I had reserved solely for racism in America” and at the same time “to maintain my political viability within the system.” Jackson helped Clinton do that, and Jackson chronicled these efforts, as he was making them, in a series of letters to his then girlfriend in England. “I have had several of my friends in influential positions trying to pull strings on Bill’s behalf,” Jackson wrote in one such missive, “but we don’t have any results yet. I have also arranged for Bill to be admitted to the U of A[rkansas] law school at Fayetteville, where there is a ROTC unit affiliated with the law school.” Jackson may have exaggerated his efforts, but he did make some contacts on Clinton’s behalf. As often happened in their relationship, however, Clinton managed to do Jackson one better. The future president succeeded in avoiding the draft, ROTC, and even Arkansas’s lightly regarded law school. Jackson wrote his girlfriend, “Bill Clinton is still trying to wiggle his way out of the ‘disreputable’ Arkansas law school.”

So Clinton went on to Yale. (Jackson went to the University of Michigan Law School.) In 1971, it was Jackson’s turn to ask Clinton for help. Jackson was seeking references for his application for a White House fellowship (which he never won). Replying on Yale Law School stationery, Clinton wrote a long and revealing letter to Jackson, portraying himself as a man in some crisis about his own future, full of new doubts about his once-clear ambitions. “Glad to hear from you,” the letter begins. “I will have to hold discussion of law practice for another time except to say I’m glad you have a job that pleases you. Can’t say I look forward to it as much as you do, but I am trying at least to learn the stuff this year, and perhaps I’ll figure out something to do with it that I can really care about.”

The next paragraph contains a strange foreshadowing of a future scandal in Clinton’s life. “About the White House Fellowships, the best story I know on them is that virtually the only non-conservative who ever got one was a quasi-radical woman who wound up in the White House sleeping with LBJ, who made her wear a peace symbol around her waist whenever they made love. You may go far, Cliff; I doubt you will ever go that far!”

As Clinton continued his letter, he offered some general observations about Jackson’s chances. “You know as well as I do that past a certain point there is no such thing as a non-partisan, objective selection process,” Clinton wrote. “Discretion and diplomacy aren’t demanded so much by propriety as by the necessity not to get caught.” Though the sentence is garbled, and the future president is only talking about Jackson’s application for a fellowship, there is still something chilling about it. Indeed, it summons nothing so much as the advice the president gave Dick Morris on the night of the greatest crisis of Clinton’s political life: “We’ll just have to win.” Continuing in the letter, Clinton wrote, “I don’t mind writing to [Arkansas senator J. William] Fulbright for you, if you’ll tell me what you want me to ask him to do, but you ought to know that he won’t give your politics a second thought. It would look good for Arkansas if you got the thing.”

Clinton closed with a meditation about their respective futures. “One final thing: it is a long way from Antioch to the White House, and it may not be a bad thing to make the leap. Just always remember it’s far more important what you’re doing now than how far you’ve come. The White House is a long way from Whittier and the Pedernales, too; and Krushchev couldn’t read until he was 24, but those facts leave a lot unsaid. If you can still aspire go on; I am having a lot of trouble getting my hunger back up, and someday I may be spent and bitter that I let the world pass me by. So do what you have to do, but be careful.” In a Christmas letter sent shortly afterward, Clinton again referred to his sense of malaise. “As to the ‘disturbing undercurrents’ in my letter,” Clinton wrote, “they were not meant to sway you from your course, or to express disapproval at the kind of things you seem destined to do—only to say these things too must be considered. You cannot turn from what you must do—it would for you be a kind of suicide. But you must try not to kill a part of yourself doing them either.”

In the next few years, however, Jackson and Clinton flipped positions. Clinton got his hunger back up, and Jackson left the fast lane, only partly out of his own choosing. In 1976, the same year that Clinton first sought public office, Jackson made his only run, as the independent party candidate to be the prosecutor for Pulaski County, which includes Little Rock. He lost, and as Clinton vaulted to national prominence, Jackson retreated to a successful but obscure law practice in Little Rock. His resentments simmered. By 1991, though he was only forty-five, Jackson had mostly retired from law practice and was living off his savings.

To fill his time, Jackson turned to anti-Clinton activism. The intensity of Jackson’s animosity was exceeded only by the fervor of his denials that it existed. But Jackson was clearly obsessed by his former rival—and his resentments often involved the subject of sex. Indeed, as with Stephen Jones, the subject of sex was near the core of Cliff Jackson’s hostility toward Bill Clinton. So Jackson formed a group called the Alliance for Rebirth of an Independent America and led a small delegation of allies to New Hampshire to campaign against Clinton. “I felt manipulated, exploited, and deceived,” Jackson said. “Our slogan was, ‘Please, Governor Clinton—don’t do to America what you did to Arkansas.’ And we talked about how he tripled the budget, but what we really went up there to do was talk about the character issue.”

The journey to New Hampshire ended largely in embarrassment—the Arkansans were roundly ignored—but it taught Jackson an important lesson. He could inflict far more harm on Clinton by serving as a source for journalists than by campaigning himself. Journalists could sustain little interest in the success or failure of Clinton’s policies as governor. But if Jackson could provide narratives—stories—for the national press, then he might hold their attention. Jackson’s first foray into this realm involved the draft. Jackson was savvy enough to know that the story would hurt Clinton more if Jackson could portray himself as reluctant and conscience-stricken about whether to disclose his twenty-year-old letters to his girlfriend in England. (Several reporters repeated Jackson’s descriptions of his “sleepless nights” as he weighed whether to go public.) In the end, Jackson put aside his purported misgivings and served as a chief source for the stories about Clinton and the draft, which were a major crisis for his campaign in early 1992.

Of course, the draft story failed to deprive Clinton of the presidency, but Jackson learned from the experience. He had erred by providing the information indiscriminately. By doing so, he had deprived any single journalist of an exclusive, which would have amplified the story’s impact. Also, by circulating his complaints so broadly, Jackson had marked himself as a vocal critic of the president. That allowed Clinton’s allies to dismiss any information that came from him. When he had another opportunity, Jackson would try not to repeat these mistakes.

In July 1993, Jackson received a call from Lynn Davis, a former director of the state police. (A Republican, Davis had run for Arkansas secretary of state in 1968, and Jackson had directed his campaign.) Davis said that he had spoken with four of Clinton’s former bodyguards in the state police, and they wanted to go public with their accusations about Clinton’s womanizing. There wasn’t anything especially high-minded about the troopers’ motives. As Jackson acknowledged, they felt outraged by Clinton’s conduct, but at the moment they wanted to explore the possibility of writing a book or making speeches for pay. Nor did the troopers have any evidence of actual illegal behavior by Clinton. Over the years, they had facilitated Clinton’s comings and goings for what they believed were assignations with women—and they knew they could sell that as a story about the president’s “character.” As one of the troopers, Ronnie Anderson, recalled in a sworn affidavit that was prepared but never made public in the Paula Jones litigation, Davis estimated that the quartet “could earn $2.5 million in royalties.” The troopers wanted to keep their jobs at the same time they sold out their former boss, so they figured they needed a lawyer.

Jackson quickly agreed to help them. He met with the troopers—Anderson, Roger Perry, Larry Patterson, and Danny Ferguson—and proposed that he serve as their exclusive representative in their dealings with the press. Anderson, recalling the meeting in his affidavit, said that “it had become clear to me that Mr. Davis and … Troopers Perry and Patterson were only interested in bashing the Clintons and that any book we authored would be used to hurt Mr. Clinton politically. On numerous occasions, I specifically recall Cliff Jackson stating that he ‘wanted to see President Clinton impeached’ and that he would ‘do anything to bring him down.’ ”

But at the end of the meeting, Troopers Anderson and Ferguson refused to participate in the project (at least for the time being), and Jackson could persuade only Perry and Patterson to sign the contract he had prepared. In the document, they promised that “Jackson will negotiate and arrange subject to the approval of bodyguards the initial timing, manner and terms in which their story is brought to the attention of the American people.” Moreover, Jackson agreed that he would act “to secure compensation for all … damages suffered by them” and to find them “employment opportunities outside the state of Arkansas.” This time Jackson would not repeat the errors he had made with the draft story. He would use his new friends in the news media to make the disclosures instead of trying to do it himself.

So Jackson called Bill Rempel, the reporter who had covered the draft story for the Los Angeles Times. Would he be interested in talking to the troopers? In the first week of August, Rempel flew to Little Rock to meet with the troopers. Jackson told the reporter to check in at a suite at a resort on Lake Hamilton, outside the town of Hot Springs, and the troopers would be delivered to him. The next morning, Jackson and Lynn Davis—accompanied by three grim-faced strangers—knocked on his door. The three men introduced themselves.

“I’m Bubba number one,” the first one said.

“Bubba number two,” said the second.

“Bubba three,” said the last.

They explained that they feared for their lives if it became known that they were cooperating with the story, so they preferred not to tell Rempel their names for the time being. (The three were Patterson, Perry, and Anderson; Ferguson did not participate in this first meeting.)

Over the years, many of Clinton’s enemies shared this melodramatic fear of physical reprisal, even though there never appeared to be any basis for it. Despite rumors to the contrary, all of Clinton’s major critics over the years enjoy robust good health. Jackson claimed that when Davis first approached him about representing the troopers, they were “under surveillance” at a McDonald’s in Little Rock. In an interview with Laura Blumenfeld of The Washington Post, after the trooper story broke, Jackson refused to disclose the town or even the county where he lived. He said he had run a check on the license plates of a van that he thought was following him. “Not on file,” he told Blumenfeld. “That means federal undercover enforcement.” These persecution fantasies allowed Jackson and the others to justify virtually anything they did, because they weren’t just bringing down Clinton, they were fighting for their lives.

Rempel listened to the troopers’ tales with interest, but he told them from the start that there was no way he was going to write a story of this kind based on anonymous sources. He would consider writing it only if the troopers spoke on the record. When Jackson mentioned the possibility that Rempel might join the troopers in their book project, the reporter recoiled. There could be no business
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