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PREFACE

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS has always been special to my family and me. My grandfather, the late Page Keeton, was the legendary dean who led its law school to national prominence. I was born and reared in Austin, Texas, where it is located, and earned an undergraduate degree from the university.

I am very familiar with the UT Tower, the main building in the center of campus, with words from the Gospel of John carved in stone above its south entrance: “Ye shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.”

Those powerful words have always piqued my curiosity, as a person of faith and as an ordinary human being keenly interested in the larger meaning of life. But not until the past few years have I come to truly appreciate their message.

Perhaps God’s greatest gift to us in life is the ability to learn from our experiences, especially our mistakes, and grow into better people. That uniquely human quality is rooted in free will and blossoms in our capacity for knowledge, based on understanding the truth—not as we might imagine or wish it to be, but as it is. And that includes recognizing our faults and accepting responsibility for them. Through contrition we find the truth and the freedom that comes with it, even as we improve ourselves and grow closer to the image that God our Creator has in mind for us to become.

My mother, who began her career in public service as a high school civics and history teacher, likes to say, “It is people, not events, that shape history.” She couldn’t be more right. History is rooted in the choices made by people—flawed, fallible people.

This is a book about the slice of history I witnessed during my years in the White House and about the well-intentioned but flawed human beings—myself included—who shaped that history. I’ve written it not to settle scores or enhance my own role but simply to record what I know and what I learned in  hopes that my account will deepen our understanding of contemporary history, particularly the events that followed the tragic attacks of September 11, 2001.

I began the process of writing this book by putting myself under the microscope. In my efforts on behalf of the presidential administration of George W. Bush I fell far short of living up to the kind of public servant I wanted to be. Having accepted the post of White House press secretary at age thirty-five and possessing scant experience of the Washington power game, I didn’t fully understand what I was getting myself into. Today, I understand it much better. This book records the often painful process by which I gained that understanding.

I frequently stumbled along the way and failed in my duty to myself, to the president I served, and to the American people. I tried to play the Washington game according to the current rules and, at times, didn’t play it very well. Because I didn’t stay true to myself, I couldn’t stay true to others. The mistakes were mine, and I’ve suffered the consequences.

My own story, however, is of small importance in the broad historical picture. More significant is the larger story in which I played a minor role—the story of how the presidency of George W. Bush veered terribly off course.

As press secretary, I spent countless hours defending the administration from the podium in the White House briefing room. Although the things I said then were sincere, I have since come to realize that some of them were badly misguided. In these pages, I’ve tried to come to grips with some of the truths that life inside the White House bubble obscured.

My friends and former colleagues who lived and worked or are still living and working inside that bubble may not be happy with the perspective I present here. Many of them, I’m sure, remain convinced that the Bush administration has been fundamentally correct in its most controversial policy judgments, and that the dis-esteem in which most Americans currently hold it is undeserved. Only time will tell. But I’ve become genuinely convinced otherwise.

The episode that became the jumping-off point for this book was the scandal over the leaking of classified national security information—the so-called Plame affair. It originated in a controversy over the intelligence the Bush administration used to make the case that Saddam Hussein’s Iraq represented a “grave and gathering danger” that needed to be eliminated. When a covert CIA officer’s identity was disclosed during the ensuing partisan warfare, turning the controversy into the latest Washington scandal, I was caught  up in the deception that followed. It was the defining moment in my time working for the president, and one of the most painful experiences of my life.

When words I uttered, believing them to be true, were exposed as false, I was constrained by my duties and loyalty to the president and unable to comment. But I promised reporters and the public that I would someday tell the whole story of what I knew. After leaving the White House, I realized that the story was meaningless without an appreciation of the personal, political, and institutional context in which it took place. So the story grew into a book.

Writing it wasn’t easy. Some of the best advice I received as I began came from a senior editor at a publishing house that expressed interest in my book. He said the hardest challenge for me would be to keep questioning my own beliefs and perceptions throughout the writing process. His advice was prescient. I’ve found myself constantly questioning my own thinking, my assumptions, my interpretations of events. Many of the conclusions I’ve reached are quite different from those I would have embraced at the start of the process. The quest for truth has been a struggle for me, but a rewarding one. I don’t claim a monopoly on truth. But after wrestling with my experiences over the past several months, I’ve come much closer to my truth than ever before.

 

 

 

MANY READERS WILL HAVE COME TO this book out of curiosity about the man who is a leading character in my story, President George W. Bush. You’ll learn about my relationship with him and my experiences as part of his team as you read these pages. For now, let me observe that much of what the general public knows about Bush is true. He is a man of personal charm, wit, and enormous political skill. Like many other people, I was inspired to follow him by his disarming personality and by his record as a popular, bipartisan governor who set a constructive tone and got things done for the people. We all hoped and believed he could do the same for the nation.

Certainly the seeds of greatness seemed to be present in the Bush administration. Although Bush attained the White House only after an extended legal battle over the outcome of the 2000 election, he began his presidency with considerable goodwill. He commanded a rare, extended period of national unity following the unimaginable national tragedy that struck our nation in September 2001.

On paper, the team Bush assembled was impressive. Vice President Dick Cheney was a serious, vastly experienced hand in the top levels of government. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld had already enjoyed one successful run at the Pentagon and boasted a résumé listing a string of business and government achievements. Secretary of State Colin Powell, an able and widely respected military leader, was easily the most popular public figure in the country and could well have been the first African American president of the United States had he been interested in the job. Even Bush’s chief political adviser, Karl Rove, had a powerful reputation as a brilliant strategic thinker who was helping to make the Republican party the nation’s greatest political force.

I believed in George W. Bush’s leadership and agenda for America, and had confidence in his authenticity, integrity, and judgment. But today the high hopes that accompanied the early days of his presidency have fallen back to earth.

Rumsfeld and Powell are gone, their tenures controversial and disappointing. Vice President Cheney’s role is widely viewed as sinister and destructive of the president’s legacy. And Rove’s reputation for political genius is now matched by his reputation as an operative who places political gain ahead of the national interest.

Through it all, President Bush remains very much the same. He is self-confident, quick-witted, down-to-earth, and stubborn, as leaders sometimes need to be. His manner is authentic, his beliefs sincere. I never knew Lyndon Johnson (another Texan with a stubborn streak whose domestic accomplishments were overshadowed by a controversial war) or Richard Nixon (a president whose historically low poll ratings following Watergate have been rivaled only by Bush’s). But according to historians, both men were consumed with defensiveness, anger, and ultimately anguish as their presidencies unraveled under the pressure of war and scandal, respectively. George W. Bush is different. He is very much the man he always was—though not quite the leader I once imagined him to be.

It was the decision to go to war in Iraq that pushed Bush’s presidency off course. It was a fateful misstep based on a confluence of events (the shock of 9/11 and our surprisingly—and deceptively—quick initial military success in Afghanistan), human nature (ambition, certitude, and self-deceit), and a divinely inspired passion (President Bush’s deeply held belief that all people have a God-given right to live in freedom). For Bush, removing the “grave and gathering danger” that Iraq supposedly posed was primarily a means for  achieving the far more grandiose objective of reshaping the Middle East as a region of peaceful democracies.

History appears poised to confirm what most Americans today have decided—that the decision to invade Iraq was a serious strategic blunder. No one, including me, can know with absolute certainty how the war will be viewed decades from now when we can more fully understand its impact. What I do know is that war should only be waged when necessary, and the Iraq war was not necessary.

Waging an unnecessary war is a grave mistake. But in reflecting on all that happened during the Bush administration, I’ve come to believe that an even more fundamental mistake was made—a decision to turn away from candor and honesty when those qualities were most needed.

Most of our elected leaders in Washington, Republicans and Democrats alike, are good and decent people. Yet too many of them today have made a practice of shunning truth and the high level of openness and forthrightness required to discover it. Most of it is not willful or conscious. Rather it is part of the modern Washington game that has become the accepted norm.

As I explain in this book, Washington has become the home of the permanent campaign, a game of endless politicking based on the manipulation of shades of truth, partial truths, twisting of the truth, and spin. Governing has become an appendage of politics rather than the other way around, with electoral victory and the control of power as the sole measures of success. That means shaping the narrative before it shapes you. Candor and honesty are pushed to the side in the battle to win the latest news cycle.

Of course, deception in politics is nothing new. What’s new is the degree to which it now permeates our national political discourse.

Much of it is barely noticeable and seemingly harmless, accepted as par for the course. Most of it is done unconsciously or subconsciously with no malicious intent other than to prevail in the increasingly destructive game of power and influence.

Some of it is self-deceit. Those engaging in it convince themselves to believe what they are saying, though deep down they know candor and honesty are lacking. Instead of checking their political maneuvering at the door when the campaign ends, they retain it as part of the way Washington works. The deception it spawns becomes the cancer on our political discourse, greatly damaging the ability of our elected leaders to govern effectively and do what is best for America.

Too many politicians and their followers have become passionately committed to a preconceived, partisan view of reality that allows little room for compromise or cooperation with the other side. The gray nuances of truth are lost in the black-and-white ideologies both parties embrace. Permanent division, gridlock, and a general inability to constructively address the big challenges we all face inevitably follow.

President Bush, I believe, did not consciously set out to engage in these destructive practices. But like others before him, he chose to play the Washington game the way he found it, rather than changing the culture as he vowed to do at the outset of his campaign for the presidency. And like others before him, he has engaged in a degree of self-deception that may be psychologically necessary to justify the tactics needed to win the political game.

The permanent campaign also ensnares the media, who become complicit enablers of its polarizing effects. They emphasize conflict, controversy, and negativity, focusing not on the real-world impact of policies and their larger, underlying truths but on the horse race aspects of politics—who’s winning, who’s losing, and why.

In exploring this syndrome and the way it helped damage at least one administration, I’ve tried to contribute to our understanding of Washington’s culture of deception and how we, the American people, can change it.

Although my time in the Bush White House did not work out as I once hoped, my optimism regarding America has been strengthened. I’ve met many, many people who are eager for positive change and are ready to devote their lives and energies to the future of our country. I still believe, in the words of then-Governor Bush, that it’s possible to show “that politics, after a time of tarnished ideals, can be higher and better.” I’m convinced that, if we take a clear-eyed look at how our system has gone awry and think seriously about how to fix it, there’s nothing we can’t achieve.

This book, I hope, will contribute to that national conversation.

 

SCOTT McCLELLAN 
APRIL 2008
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A MADE-FOR-WASHINGTON SCANDAL

THROUGHOUT AMERICAN HISTORY, presidential administrations have undergone tumultuous periods of war and scandal. I happened to become White House press secretary at a time when the administration of George W. Bush was going through both, and they were intimately related to each other.

In late May 2003, when the president asked me to begin serving as his chief spokesman in July, I did not fully appreciate just how contentious and venomous the atmosphere in Washington was—and how controversial and polarizing the presidency of George W. Bush was about to become.

By October, less than three months after starting the new job, I was on the front lines defending a White House that was becoming engulfed in a growing scandal on the eve of a reelection campaign that had an increasingly hostile media clamoring and our partisan critics pouncing. For the American public, which had grown weary of the endless investigations and scandals connected with the Clinton presidency, the situation typified the worst of what they saw in Washington.

The emerging narrative in the Washington press was that the White House had deliberately blown the cover of Valerie Plame, a covert CIA official. Administration officials had anonymously leaked her identity to reporters in  order to punish (at worst) or discredit (at best) her husband, former ambassador Joseph Wilson, who was publicly alleging that the administration had misled the country into war in Iraq. News stories suggested that White House aides had disclosed Plame’s identity to at least five reporters. A concerted White House effort to disclose her identity would have meant that the officials involved, knowingly or not, had leaked classified national security information.

For nearly two weeks, following the September 29 disclosure of a criminal investigation by the Department of Justice, I vigorously pushed back at the notion that the White House was behind the leak. Even before then, I had bat-ted down any suggestion that my colleague and fellow Texan Karl Rove, a frequent target of our critics as the president’s closest adviser, was involved in the leak. Later I added the vice president’s chief of staff, Lewis “Scooter” Libby, to the list of those I defended.

By the daily White House briefing on October 10, I was looking for a way to extricate myself from commenting any further about specifics of the Plame case, which were now part of the recently announced investigation.

The opening I sought came near the end of that Friday’s briefing in the form of a question from Victoria Jones, a cordial yet skeptical liberal talk radio journalist and Bush administration critic.

“Scott,” Jones said, “earlier this week you told us that neither Karl Rove, Elliott Abrams, nor Lewis Libby disclosed any classified information with regard to the leak. I wondered if you could tell us more specifically whether any of them told any reporter that Valerie Plame worked for the CIA?”

I was ready with a reply. “I spoke with those individuals, as I pointed out, and those individuals assured me they were not involved in this,” I said. “And that’s where it stands.”

Another reporter, seeking clarification, jumped in: “They were not involved in what?”

“The leaking of classified information,” I said.

It sounded final and definitive—just as I intended.

I’d chosen my words carefully. While I believed what I’d been told by Rove and Libby, I could never know with 100 percent certainty that it was true. So I purposely put the onus on them, noting that they had “assured me” about their lack of involvement. It was a firewall of sorts, designed to protect my  own credibility if the truth turned out to be more complicated—or wholly different—from what I’d been told. Not that I expected it to be. After all, I was confident, at the time, that neither the president nor the vice president would knowingly send me out to mislead the public.

The public assurances I provided that October 10 would be my final comments from the podium denying that Rove and Libby had been involved in the outing of a covert CIA official, and my final comments on any other matters which might be part of the criminal investigation that the leaking of Plame’s name had already spawned.

There was only one problem. What I’d said was not true.

I had unknowingly passed along false information. And five of the highest-ranking officials in the administration were involved in my doing so: Rove, Libby, Vice President Cheney, the president’s chief of staff Andrew Card, and the president himself.

For my next two years as press secretary, the false words I uttered at that Friday’s briefing would stand as the official White House position on the Plame case. Little did I know at the time that what I said, and the pervasive deception underlying it, would be my undoing as the president’s chief spokesman.

I had allowed myself to be deceived into unknowingly passing along a falsehood. It would ultimately prove fatal to my ability to serve the president effectively.

I didn’t learn that what I’d said was untrue until the media began to figure it out almost two years later. Neither, I believe, did President Bush. He too had been deceived, and therefore became unwittingly involved in deceiving me. But the top White House officials who knew the truth—including Rove, Libby, and possibly Vice President Cheney—allowed me, even encouraged me, to repeat a lie.

When the truth finally began to emerge, my credibility as White House spokesman was badly tarnished—a terribly painful experience for me.

I blame myself. I allowed myself to be deceived. But the behavior of the president and his key advisers was even more disappointing.

During 2003 and 2004, the White House chose not to be open and forthright on the Plame scandal but rather to buy time and sometimes even stonewall, using the ongoing investigation as an excuse for silence. The goal was to prevent political embarrassment that might hurt the president and  weaken his bid for reelection in November 2004. The motive was understandable, but the behavior was wrong—and ultimately self-defeating. And, in retrospect, it was all too characteristic of an administration that, too often, chose in defining moments to employ obfuscation and secrecy rather than honesty and candor.

As I reflected on this leak episode—one of the defining episodes of my tenure as press secretary—my view of Washington began to crystallize as never before. What I witnessed and have come to realize about my time in the spotlight—beyond just this episode—is a larger, very unpleasant truth. The deception was not isolated to one event or even to the Bush White House. It permeates our national political discourse. And while much of the deceit has been incidental and has not been embraced consciously by our elected leaders, it has become an accepted way of winning the partisan wars for public opinion and an increasingly destructive part of Washington’s culture. Coming to Washington as a member of a Republican administration, I thought the mentality of political manipulation had been largely the creation of our predecessors in the Clinton White House and that the leader I placed great hope in, George W. Bush, was dead set on changing it. He chose not to do so. Instead, his own White House became embroiled in political maneuvering that was equally unsavory, if not worse, much of it related directly to his most consequential decision as president—the decision to invade Iraq.

 

 

 

SO MUCH HAS BEEN WRITTEN about the Plame leak episode in the past few years that even those of us who were part of its unfolding events have trouble piecing together the crucial details of how it all started. Let me lay them out for you.

The explosive controversy that eventually led to the leak scandal began with an assertion about Iraqi efforts to obtain fissile uranium concentrates—so-called yellowcake—from the west African country of Niger. Based on documents that the CIA later acknowledged to be forgeries, this claim was one element of administration efforts in 2002 to demonstrate that the regime of Saddam Hussein was actively seeking to reconstitute its once-abandoned nuclear weapons program and was maintaining a stockpile of biological and chemical weapons. Largely for these reasons, along with the regime’s support for terrorism, the president said that Iraq posed “a grave and gathering danger”  to peace in the Middle East and even to the security of the United States. This argument about WMD was, in turn, the centerpiece of his position that the United States was justified in leading its allies, as well as the United Nations, toward preemptive war against Iraq.

In the fall of 2002, as debate was swirling around Washington and the world over whether or not a war with Iraq was necessary, Congress requested a national intelligence estimate (NIE) about the status of Iraq’s WMD program. An NIE represents the collective judgment of all the agencies that make up the U.S. intelligence community. And the NIE of October 2002, entitled “Iraq’s Continuing Programs for Weapons of Mass Destruction,” stated that Iraq had been “vigorously trying to procure uranium ore and yellowcake” (the “yellowcake” a reference to the Niger claim). Based partly on this NIE, Congress voted overwhelmingly and across party lines on October 11, 2002, to authorize military action against Iraq by the commander in chief.

The next step in the development of the Niger controversy was the president’s 2003 State of the Union address, which largely focused on the threat posed by Iraq. He delivered the speech as rhetorical and military preparations for an invasion were intensifying and Saddam continued to defy demands from the United Nations Security Council.

After talking at some length about the Iraqi regime’s continued pursuit of chemical and biological weapons as well as its ties to terrorism, the president briefly and ominously alluded to the greatest fear-provoking claim—that the regime was moving forward on an advanced nuclear weapons program. The president had already stated that Iraq could build a nuclear bomb “within a year” if it acquired necessary fissile material, such as uranium. Now he uttered what would become known as “the sixteen words”—his first personal reference to the Niger uranium claim: “The British government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from Africa.”

Those sixteen words would become the nexus of the controversy that delivered a near-fatal blow to the credibility of the president and his administration.

As the push toward war continued, President Bush and others in his administration continued to make the case for action against Iraq. Because of Secretary of State Colin Powell’s enormous bipartisan popularity, as well as his unquestioned honor and integrity, the White House recognized that he would be the most logical and persuasive person to help seal the case at home and abroad. So, on February 5, Powell made a special presentation before the  UN Security Council concerning the Iraqi effort to develop and stockpile weapons of mass destruction. This presentation did not include the Africa claim. After carefully scrutinizing the intelligence, Powell had chosen not to use it—a decision that, in retrospect, was both wise and highly revealing.

Still, that claim remained in the public mind one of the most potent bits of evidence in the administration’s case for war. After all, the threat of nuclear attack by Iraq seemed far more frightening to most Americans than the more remote danger of a chemical or biological attack on U.S. soil. That is why the words of national security adviser Condoleezza Rice on September 8 had made headlines: “The problem here is that there will always be some uncertainty about how quickly [Saddam] can acquire nuclear weapons. But we don’t want the smoking gun to be a mushroom cloud.”

Then, just as America was on the verge of war, the Niger claim was seriously undermined.

On March 7, 2003, days before the president launched Operation Iraqi Freedom to disarm and topple Saddam’s regime, Mohamed ElBaradei, the director general of the UN’s nuclear inspection and verification arm, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), made a startling statement in remarks to the Security Council: the uranium intelligence was not credible and there was “no evidence or plausible indication” that Iraq had revived a nuclear weapons program. Furthermore, he implied that the documents on which the Niger claim had been based were forgeries: “Based on thorough analysis, the IAEA has concluded with the concurrence of outside experts that these documents which formed the basis for the report of recent uranium transaction between Iraq and Niger are in fact not authentic. We have therefore concluded that these specific allegations are unfounded.”

Two days later, Secretary Powell was asked about ElBaradei’s remarks by Tim Russert on NBC’s Meet the Press. In response, Powell stated that the uranium information was provided in good faith and if it turned out to be wrong, then “fine.” But he asserted to Russert that it was still an open issue to be investigated. Then he went on to restate another key administration talking point about how we had previously underestimated Iraq’s nuclear capabilities. “We have to be a little careful about nuclear weapons programs,” Powell warned. “We saw the IAEA almost give Iraq a clean bill of health in the early 1990s, only to discover that they had a robust nuclear weapons program that they had not discovered.”

Powell was correct that intelligence reporting had previously underestimated the threat from Saddam Hussein’s regime. His remark underscored many officials’ lack of trust in the UN nuclear inspection agency, which some White House and administration officials used to convince themselves with an overabundance of certitude that the Iraqi regime was a real and growing threat in a post-9/11 world.

In any case, doubts about the accuracy of the Niger claim did little to slow the momentum toward military confrontation. On March 19, the war with Iraq began.

In a March 31 New Yorker article, Seymour Hersh discussed the Niger documents and flatly called them forgeries. Though Hersh was known for his liberal views (and therefore discounted by many on the conservative side of the political spectrum), he was also considered by the mainstream media to be a diligent reporter with good contacts in the policy arena, and his article shone a spotlight on doubts about the Niger documents.

The idea that the Bush administration might have based part of its argument for a controversial war on inaccurate intelligence was one thing. Most Americans would be inclined to forgive an honest mistake, especially if it stemmed from an excess of caution about a perceived threat in a dangerous, post-9/11 world. But if administration leaders deliberately chose to ignore the facts when assembling the case for war, and, even worse, if they knowingly dissembled in order to make the case appear stronger than it was, Americans might not be so forgiving. That was the new, far more potent charge leveled in a New York Times opinion piece written in May 2003 by Pulitzer Prize- winning journalist and Iraq war opponent Nicolas Kristof.

In his column, “Missing in Action: Truth,” Kristof drew on information provided by an anonymous, albeit credible, source to suggest that the administration had deliberately misled the nation into war.

An unnamed “former U.S. ambassador to Africa” told Kristof that he had been sent to Niger to answer questions from the vice president’s office about Iraq seeking uranium. Kristof wrote that the unnamed “envoy reported to the C.I.A. and State Department that the information was unequivocally wrong and that the documents had been forged. The envoy’s debunking of the forgery was passed around the administration and seemed to be accepted—except that President Bush and the State Department kept citing it anyway.”

They were tough words written by a prominent liberal columnist for what many consider the national newspaper of record. Doubts about the veracity of the Niger claim had been around for a long time. But Kristof was now suggesting something much more sinister—that the administration had cited the uranium claim knowing it was “unequivocally wrong.”

The specific accusation being made by Kristof and his unnamed source fed into a broader, already burgeoning controversy over how the White House had used intelligence to make the case to Congress and the public for justifying going to war in Iraq. As U.S. forces swept through Iraq, the discovery almost everyone expected them to make—large WMD stockpiles—was failing to materialize. In response, administration critics, particularly the more partisan ones, were starting to charge that the president had deliberately misled the nation by exaggerating or hyping the intelligence to justify war. At best, critics of the Iraq war believed that the president had not been straight with the American people. They believed that he and his advisers had likely ignored or disregarded caveats and contradictory evidence about the intelligence to make the threat from Iraq seem more serious than it really was and thereby create a sense of urgency and gain necessary public backing.

While Kristof’s column did not generate much immediate interest from the national media, it did get noticed by the White House, particularly the vice president and his office. And not unlike the Clinton White House, which quickly and aggressively countered criticisms, the Bush White House began taking steps to aggressively fight back. The vice president, whose credibility and integrity were specifically being questioned, and his office would take a leading role in these efforts, beginning in late May 2003.

Through inquiries at the State Department, the vice president’s office quickly learned the identity of Kristof’s unnamed source. It was former ambassador Joseph Wilson, who’d been sent to Niger to investigate the uranium allegation in January 2002. Under the cloak of anonymity, the vice president and trusted aide Scooter Libby soon began an effort to discredit Wilson with selected journalists. Unknown to anyone else in the compartmentalized, internally secretive White House—including the White House chief of staff, the national security adviser, and the CIA director—the president declassified key portions of information from the October 2002 NIE for the vice president and Libby to use in this effort.

At the same time, Libby and other high-ranking administration officials, including deputy secretary of state Richard Armitage, Karl Rove, and then-press secretary Ari Fleischer, would anonymously share another piece of classified national security information—the identity of Joe Wilson’s wife, Valerie Plame, and her role as a CIA employee in helping to arrange Wilson’s investigative trip to Niger. The purpose of these leaks was to discredit Wilson, by undermining his public assertions that he had been sent to Niger by the CIA at the vice president’s request. But the circle of those who knew about these leaks was very small, and some of those who participated didn’t even realize that Plame’s identity was a state secret.

These decisions—to defend the president and to launch a stealth campaign to discredit Joe Wilson and expose his wife’s CIA role as part of that campaign—would have profound long-term implications for the credibility of the Bush administration.

 

 

 

AS THE EFFORT TO DISCREDIT Wilson was getting under way, I was still deputy White House press secretary. I had just been tapped to replace Ari Fleischer, who’d announced his intent to leave in the middle of July. So my duties were still focused elsewhere and, therefore, I had no knowledge of the anonymous efforts to expose Plame and discredit Wilson. The sixteen words controversy was still taking shape and did not grow legs until early July 2003, about a week before I assumed my new position.

At the time, like others in the White House, I viewed Wilson’s assertions as a malicious attack with partisan overtones. I knew of no real justification for questioning the case for war, and felt no reason to question it myself. I trusted the key members of the president’s team, and I had no reason to doubt the president’s integrity.

Of course, I realized that the administration was engaged in some back-and-forth jockeying with critics on Capitol Hill and in the press about the prewar intelligence and the case for war. But I felt it was all part of the modern-day Washington game—a permanent campaign between two sides, each trying to shape and manipulate public approval. As far as I knew, we were simply doing what we had to do—fighting back against unsubstantiated,  malicious charges that the president had knowingly lied in order to take the nation to war. The partisan warfare of the 1990s was once again taking center stage, and the media were all too eager to cover who was winning and who was losing. Clouded in controversy once again were the larger underlying truths, including how the White House had made the case for war.

The resulting drama of secrecy and deception, of charges and countercharges, was playing out in the theater of political power, Washington, D.C. And I found being part of the play exciting. While politics had been a focus of my life for as long as I could remember, I never imagined one day being cast as a prominent supporting actor in such a widely watched—and historically significant—drama.
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A SMALL PART OF SOMETHING GRAND

THERE IS AN IDEALISTIC STREAK in many of us who get involved in politics. We have a longing for a great leader—the one we imagine as the mythical president of strong character, free of debilitating personal flaws, and committed to striving for high ideals and bringing about something as close to Camelot as we can get, where truth, goodness, and beauty reign supreme.

Most of us are also grounded enough in reality to recognize that such a superhuman leader exists only in our imagination. Yet we still hope for the rare leader who possesses extraordinary talents, unique charisma, and a firm commitment both to striving for greatness and to achieving it the right way, honestly and nobly.

Our history immortalizes such rarities of leadership. Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln watch over our nation’s capital from their gigantic memorials of stone. Their granite heads (along with Teddy Roosevelt’s) gaze out from Mount Rushmore, symbolizing the ideals of America: freedom, democracy, hope, and opportunity for people from all walks of life. Martin Luther King Jr. is revered in memory for challenging America to live up to its ideals of equality and justice for all.

While I did not view George W. Bush as the most charismatic or awe-inspiring leader in the world when I went to work for him, I believed he possessed enough of those qualities to be a very good, if not great, president. I also believed he had a rare understanding of what everyday citizens across America were looking for in a leader, and was committed to giving it to them. Consequently, in January 1999, when Governor Bush asked me to join his team, I was filled with excitement.

I was sitting and waiting, a little nervously, in the wood-framed communications office with its high ceiling inside the pink-domed Texas state capital building. Karen Hughes came back in and said, “The governor is ready to see you.” As I entered the large, ornate reception area outside the governor’s office, I put on my game face.

My mind went into tunnel-vision focus, as it used to do in my competitive tennis days, when in a moment of peak performance I could block out all the distractions around me—the people, the wind, the noise—and focus completely on the ball and the court. I could feel my adrenaline flowing. I was confident and anxious at the same time. It was a special moment.

I enjoyed my place in Texas politics and had never felt the pull of Washington. I found the partisan warfare that dominated national politics for much of the 1990s tiresome and off-putting. But I knew this offer from George W. Bush was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to be a small part of something grand. It was the equivalent in sports of joining a football team that has a real shot at winning the Super Bowl, and perhaps even at going down as one of the great teams in history.

Given Bush’s performance as governor of Texas, I thought he had the potential to change Washington and accomplish some big things. And while I was only committing to working in the governor’s office, I knew in the back of my mind that the opportunity to follow him to Washington would likely be an option should he run for president, as all expected he would, and prevail.

Karen Hughes was Bush’s longtime communications director, and she and I had already talked about my joining Bush’s team as a senior spokesman in his gubernatorial office. Now it was time for him to sign off on her recommendation. Bush and I had known each other since his first run for governor and my early days as a young Texas political strategist, though not on much of a personal level.

Officially he had not yet decided to enter the presidential race. But everyone knew, even if those inside team Bush did not say so out loud, that he would soon begin implementing a well-developed plan to do so. His chief political adviser Karl Rove was already deep into strategic planning for a national campaign. Soon Karen Hughes, his most trusted communicator, would move to join the presidential exploratory committee, leaving behind an experienced deputy and senior spokeswoman, Linda Edwards, who had solid journalistic credentials but lacked a background in politics. Linda would be elevated to communications director in the governor’s office, while the position I was looked at to fill would be that of deputy communications director.

Karen had reached out to me to fill the void that would be created by her approaching departure. Since Bush was expected to enter the sweepstakes for the White House as the frontrunner, given his family name and his success as Texas governor, he and his gubernatorial record and policies would come under intense scrutiny by the national media. Karen wanted to make sure his government communications office, which would be on the receiving end, had the political experience and sensitivity needed to handle the expected onslaught of national media interest.

Only weeks earlier, Reggie Bashur, a savvy Texas political strategist who had mentored me through three winning statewide campaigns I’d managed, had said, “You’ve been noticed by the governor’s people. They’re looking for a senior spokesman with political experience. They want to talk with you, if you’re interested.”

It was only a few days after my job overseeing my mother’s underdog campaign in the hotly contested 1998 race for the powerful Texas comptroller’s office had ended in her surprising victory, and I had not really thought about what was next for me. Nepotism laws prevented me from following Mom into her new office. My immediate focus was on helping her transition into her new duties: managing one of the larger state office staffs; controlling the state’s purse strings, including its more than $80 billion biennial budget; making revenue estimates on the cost of legislation; and certifying how much money lawmakers could spend, among other things. The goal was to help her assemble a trusted team of senior advisers.

Reggie Bashur was dangling a very tempting proposition. I was humbled by Reggie’s words. I liked the governor. He always seemed approachable and  down-to-earth, and came across as genuine when we visited. I thought highly of his style of bipartisan leadership and the outstanding team he had assembled to advance his agenda, but I had never imagined becoming a part of it. Members of Bush’s team were understatedly bright, outwardly humble, and they seemed committed to serving something larger than their own interests—probably the reason they all seemed to work well with one another. Being one of them meant belonging to the top political talent in the state. Working for Bush was the pinnacle of Texas politics.

Now, walking into Bush’s office at the dawn of a new legislative session following his landslide re-election as governor, I felt a deep sense of humility and gratitude. Why, I wondered, was I of all people being sought out by the popular Texas governor who might well be the next U.S. president?

The large, rectangular office was dimly lit, with the governor’s desk at one end and his collection of autographed baseballs on the other. Near the baseballs were positioned a couch, a couple of chairs, and a coffee table. A portrait of the legendary Sam Houston, president of the Republic of Texas and governor of Texas after it joined the Union, showed him wearing a toga and a laurel crown in the style of an ancient Roman Caesar—not the way most Texans would ever picture their governor, particularly in the early years of statehood. Bush used to have fun at his legendary predecessor’s expense by referring to the painting as a lesson for political leaders to be careful about what they agree to do.

The governor leaned back in his chair, one knee crossed. It was a typically relaxed posture I would see many a time in the years ahead.

“How ya doing, Scott?” Bush asked good-naturedly. “Have a seat.”

“Good, Governor,” I responded. “I’m honored to be here.”

He said I was there because my talents had been noticed.

We chatted a little about my mother and her election race, and he complimented me for managing a well-run campaign.

“I just stayed out of her way,” I said.

“That was smart,” he chuckled, knowing what I meant.

My mother is a dynamic, type A personality with boundless energy, not unlike the woman who was seeking to bring me onto Bush’s team. The biggest difference is that Karen is about a foot taller than my mother, who is barely five feet tall. I had already playfully told Karen that going to work for her would be no problem, since her personality was so similar to my mother’s. Both are strong, charismatic women who are go-getters and talk rather fast.

Bush always had a fondness for strong women, my mother included. He liked her energy, enthusiasm, and straight talk. And he liked her feistiness and toughness. She was elected to a state office at the same time Bush was first elected governor, and they had been friends ever since.

As for me, I am about as reserved as Mom is animated, but I would not have been sitting where I was that day if she had not called on me to help her career in state politics.

“Why do you want to work for me?” the governor inquired right off the bat.

“Because I believe in you,” I said.

“It’s not about me,” Bush jumped in. “It’s about the agenda.”

“Yes sir, you’re right,” I said. “That’s what I mean. I believe in your agenda, and I believe in your leadership. I admire the way you have reached out across the aisle to get things done.”

I went on to express how I thought people of my generation were tired of the political bickering at the national level and wanted leaders who could rise above partisanship, something Bush was doing in Texas even as Washington was moving in the opposite direction. We talked about his governing style, the positive tone he worked to set, his broader agenda, and how he had surrounded himself with some of the best and brightest in Texas to serve on his team.

Bush talked passionately about his agenda and his focus on achieving results. It was his strong belief, he said, that government programs which served a legitimate purpose should be made to achieve their intended results.

More broadly, underlying his belief that “it’s about the agenda” was a lesson he had learned in politics (primarily from following his father’s presidency)—results matter most. People judge leaders and history remembers them based on their success more than anything else. In time, I would come to learn that, in Bush’s view of national politics, it mattered far less to the public how a leader achieved those results, whether with or without broad bipartisan support, and whether or not one was fully open and forthright in achieving them. As long as programs prove successful, the public tends to remember only the end results, not how leaders went about reaching them. As we began forging a long-term bond grounded in our working relationship and our shared affection for Texas, I didn’t yet appreciate just how much that view would predominate, for better and worse, in Bush’s approach to governing once he arrived in Washington.

Then he mentioned some of his expectations for his spokespeople—the importance of staying on message; the need to talk about what you’re for,  rather than what you are against; how he liked to make the big news on his own time frame and terms without his spokespeople getting out in front of him; and, finally, making sure that public statements were coordinated internally so that everyone is always on the same page and there are few surprises.

“I haven’t made a decision about whether I will run for president,” Bush added. “I’m still thinking about it. But you have good political instincts, and I’ll need your help watching out for me in this office if I start to test the ground.”

I told him I understood, and he wrapped up the conversation.

We had clicked. I’d made no fatal mistakes. I was hired.

Everything seemed pretty good to me at that moment. Here I was joining the team of an accomplished leader with a proven ability to calm the partisan waters, bring people together, and achieve positive results. I had no reason to anticipate serious disappointment over the horizon.

 

 

 

I WAS THIRTY YEARS OLD at the time. Having grown up around politics on the local level in the capital city of Texas and having worked on the state level for nearly a decade, I knew politics often turns into a contact sport.

Elections could be mean-spirited. But watching Washington during the 1990s was like watching the final weeks of a hotly contested political campaign that had turned wearily negative and was now being played out endlessly on television 24/7.

Deliberation and compromise, elements central to governing, particularly in a constitutional, representative democracy, all but disappeared. Who had the best ideas or policies mattered little compared to who was winning the battle for public opinion. Conflict, controversy, and negativity received growing emphasis in the media, and voices of partisanship and ideology grabbed increasingly more attention than voices of consensus and reasoned pragmatism. As a Republican, I tended to view Democrats as more shrill and unfair in their tactics, but it was abundantly clear that both parties shared the blame for the deteriorating climate in Washington, where elections might be held but the campaigning never stopped.

The Clinton presidency had taken the art of successful campaigning to new, unparalleled levels. It had begun during the 1992 election, when the  Clinton team, led by the colorful duo of George Stephanopoulos and James Carville, vowed not to allow their candidate to be mocked, belittled, and humiliated as Michael Dukakis had been in 1988. Campaigning with an effective aggressiveness shown by few Democrats in recent years, they captured the White House for their party for only the second time in seven elections. Unfortunately, once inside the White House, the Clinton administration maintained much the same partisan, chip-on-the-shoulder posture, cynically employing spin, “rapid response,” obfuscation, dissembling, and bare-knuckle tactics to discredit those who challenged it openly.

Meanwhile, Republicans in Congress, led by Newt Gingrich, stung by their loss of the presidency, responded in kind. They sought to wrest political power out of the president’s hands by pushing an ideologically driven agenda, tearing down Clinton and attacking congressional Democrats rather than reaching out to forge common ways forward in line with their political priorities. Some of what the Gingrich Republicans did was simply smart political positioning, as when they developed and trumpeted their Contract with America as a coherent agenda and set of shared talking points for congressional candidates to rally around. The gambit helped them wrest control of the House of Representatives from the Democrats in 1994. But some of what they did was based on exaggerated charges of dishonesty, immorality, and corruption, using Washington’s scandal culture as a weapon to attack Clinton and his allies. The parade of scandals seemed endless: Travelgate, Whitewater, FBIgate, the Vince Foster case, the Rose Law Firm billing records affair, and, of course, the Monica Lewinsky episode.

In the eyes of history, some of these scandals will probably seem insignificant, others disturbing but less than earth-shattering. But their effect on politics in the 1990s is indisputable. Zero-sum politics became the rule. There could be only winners and losers. For the media, it was all about who was up and who was down. For elected leaders, the truth behind the story line mattered less than being on the offensive, shaping the narrative to your political advantage with the American people, or defensively responding to it. And as I think this book will show, there’s a direct line between the attitude that truth is secondary to political victory and the obfuscation, dissembling, and lack of intellectual honesty that helped take our country into the war in Iraq.

But in Texas during the 1990s, something different was going on. A popular Republican governor was working closely with a Democratic lieutenant  governor and a Democratic Speaker of the House to produce legislation and policies that met the needs and satisfied the desires of the majority of the state’s people, whether conservative or liberal.

In large part because of Democratic Lieutenant Governor Bob Bullock’s influence and Bush’s keen grasp of Texas politics, there was little animosity between the leaders of the executive and legislative branches of government. It was not about who received credit for the results. Playing politics during the legislative session was viewed as unacceptable and was not tolerated. Governing was less about persuading or selling the public, and more about deliberating and compromising to serve the best interests of Texas. Most state leaders believed they had been elected to do that, and they worked to uphold their end of the bargain.

As soon as he was elected governor, Bush reached out to Democratic leaders, including the powerful Bullock, hoping to govern in a bipartisan manner. In Texas, the governor and lieutenant governor are elected separately. Bullock had deep roots in Texas government, having previously served four terms as the influential Texas comptroller. The Texas constitution placed great power in the lieutenant governor as head of the Texas senate, where he appointed committee chairpersons and determined the flow of legislation, directly influencing whether bills were passed or killed. Bullock’s forceful personality, as large as Texas, made him even more effective than the average lieutenant governor.

For all these reasons, Bush knew that building trust and a close relationship with Bullock, as well as with the Democratic Speaker, Pete Laney, would be integral to getting his priorities passed. The three spoke frequently and met routinely at least once a week during session. By all accounts, Bush established far more collegial relations with Bullock and Laney than his Democratic predecessor, Ann Richards, had done.

Bush also reached out and built relationships with other Democratic leaders in the legislature, particularly but not exclusively key committee chairs. It was not unusual for Bush to stop by a member’s office unannounced for a visit. And when election time came, Bush did not campaign against incumbent Democratic leaders who worked with him and helped advance his priorities.

This nonpartisan approach paid real dividends. During his first session, Bush managed to pass the largest revision of the state’s education code in decades,  strengthen juvenile justice laws, and implement reforms in regard to both welfare and lawsuits, core issues during his campaign for governor.

To me, leadership means uniting people around a common purpose, rather than dividing them along ideological lines, and I found Governor Bush’s leadership inspiring. He adroitly joined forces with Bullock and Laney to build and sustain a strongly bipartisan, collegial approach to governing.

Could his leadership usher in a new political dynamic on the national level too, as it had in Texas? Many younger people were looking for just such a change. After all, shouldn’t politics be about something higher and better than what our leaders in Washington were delivering? With the right presidential leadership, couldn’t our elected leaders learn to set aside the excesses of perpetual campaigning and scorched-earth politics, and work together to serve our nation’s best interests? Like many other Americans, I believed they could.

I always viewed politics as a way to make a positive difference for the common good—a belief that had been instilled in me early in life. It was for that reason, as much as any other, that I chose a career in the field. And George W. Bush, I genuinely believed, just might embody what I and so many others were seeking, a leader who could make us believe that it would be worthwhile to go to Washington after all—to see if we could change the destructive dynamic that dominated it during the 1990s.

As governor, Bush focused on big issues with broad appeal that affected all Texans. When it came to controversial issues like abortion, for example, he sought to find common ground by identifying practical ways to reduce the number of abortions, such as supporting parental notification and promoting adoption. He did not expend effort on divisive narrow issues, tailor his words to please a particular group of people, or strive to pit groups of people against one another for political gain.

His popularity in Texas spanned the spectrum of Democrats, independents, and Republicans. With an approval rating reaching well into the 70s, Bush attracted broad support for his leadership, policies, and governance.

It was a solid record of bipartisan accomplishment that he would highlight during his presidential campaign. Our campaign slogans captured what was unique about Bush. He was “a uniter, not a divider”; a “different kind of Republican” from the hard-edged, confrontational Gingrich and his group. He offered a “compassionate conservative” agenda and a commitment to  change the bitter tone in Washington by bringing Republicans and Democrats together to solve the big problems.

Bush’s principled leadership, bipartisan record, and compassionate conservative agenda inspired much hope in me and those whom I would soon call colleagues—fellow members of the Bush team.

And that’s why I was there, seizing a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to be part of something grand—because I believed that politics could be something far better than politics as usual. No wonder I was both thrilled and humbled at being hired to work for George W. Bush.
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GROWING UP IN POLITICS

MANY PEOPLE CHOOSE TO GET involved in politics as student activists in college, as young citizens involved in civic affairs, or as middle-aged people concerned with their community. A few, like me, are born with politics in their blood. I have been involved with politics in one way or another for as long as I can remember.

My mother was a trailblazer for women in politics. In 1972, when I was four years old, she was elected to the Austin school board. A few years later, she became the first woman president of the board. By the time I was nearing the end of third grade, she was elected the first woman mayor of Austin and would win election to an unprecedented three two-year terms.

I remember going to a U.S. mayors conference in Atlanta, Georgia, with my mother and older twin brothers during her first term in the late 1970s. The conference always featured chaperoned children’s events while the elected officials participated in meetings.

Among other outings, we got to go to Six Flags Over Georgia. As a kid, I always loved the thrill of a roller coaster (little did I know what good preparation that was for someone who would enter politics). My older brothers were a little less adventurous (I’m not trying to imply any wimp factor here!) or  perhaps less willing to wait in a long line for a two-minute adrenaline high. So I was left waiting by myself in line for the new, double-loop Mind Bender. As I stood there wearing my big name tag with the U.S. mayors conference logo, a college student the size of an offensive lineman looked down at it and asked, “So, your dad’s mayor of Austin?”

All of ten years old and oblivious to how unusual my mother’s accomplishment was in those years, I replied matter-of-factly, “No. My mother is.”

The guy was stunned and yelled ahead to his buddies, “Hey, guys, get this. This kid’s mother is mayor of Austin!”

I turned a bit red at receiving this unsought attention in the roller coaster line, though not enough to keep me from sharing a little more with them about one of my heroes—my mom. It was an early political lesson for a kid who thought little about the significance of my mayor’s gender or how unusual it was in those days for a political leader to be a woman.

To me she was the high-energy supermom who packed school lunches, fixed dinner (when she could), drove me to my tennis matches, attended my little league games, helped me with school projects, paid for my hamburger and fries at the neighborhood Holiday House restaurant, disciplined my brothers and me when we misbehaved, let me play in her office or the back of council chambers, hauled me along to receptions (way too many, I would add), and happened to run a big city the rest of the time.

And during most of her time as mayor, Mom was a single parent. It all seemed normal to me in my preteen years. Only now do I fully appreciate what a remarkable woman my mother was and is.

My mother and father divorced when I was ten. Back then I did not understand why. My dad, an attorney, was a good father to me in those innocent years, but we grew apart as the years went by.

Like most kids, I’ve got warm memories of my dad: clinging to his chest hairs when he would playfully pretend to drop me, at age four or five, into the blue waters of a swimming pool’s deep end, holding me up in his arms walking into the darkness of our front yard as he pointed out the Big Dipper or the stars of Orion, telling a story from Greek mythology, or helping coach my little league baseball team. But after the divorce, the times we talked and spent together grew shorter and farther apart. Nowadays we see or talk to each other very infrequently, but he is still the Dad I know, fondly recall, and will always unconditionally love.

My brothers and I were blessed to be close to all four of our grandparents, and they influenced us in a tremendously positive way as we were coming of age.

Grandmom McClellan, who volunteered at the church thrift store and taught Spanish to kindergartners in San Antonio, liked to spoil us and let us have fun. She raised four daughters and a son, my father, while Grandpop worked as a petroleum engineer, among the first to graduate from the University of Texas with a degree in the field. He was a good man of slender build and few words who grew up in small-town Texas. He enjoyed spending spare time with family, working in the yard of their modest house in San Antonio, and listening to Texas Longhorn football and baseball games on the radio he kept next to his recliner. His hearing wasn’t great in his later years, but just being around him was nice.

While Granddad Keeton taught the law, as Mom likes to say, in our family Grandmom Keeton was the law. Grandmom Keeton came to the University of Texas in the early 1930s from the University of Georgia and her hometown of Atlanta, to attend the law school. She was enrolled in Granddad’s class. He was a young professor who had recently graduated from the law school, and one thing led to another. Grandmom never quite finished law school. She looked after my brothers and me quite a bit, keeping us in line and making sure we knew our manners.

My granddad, Page Keeton, a legendary dean of the University of Texas law school, always had a great wit about him. He and Grandmom were married on March 4, or as Granddad used to quip, “two days after Texas gained its independence [celebrated every year on March 2], I lost mine.” Instead of referring to how many years they had been married, he talked about how they had “gone sixty-three rounds” when celebrating their anniversary.

But the two were inseparable. To this day, I tear up when thinking about the time I took Granddad to visit my ailing grandmother in the hospital. She had been there for a few days, while he, aging and frail, unable to get around without the help of a wheelchair or walker, had been stuck at home worrying about his lifelong sparring partner.

I sat him down in the chair next to Grandmom’s hospital bed. She was unable to sit up the day we visited. I noticed Granddad, using all his strength, starting to rock himself forward in the chair. He was trying to push himself up, and I grabbed under his arms to help him. He had one focus—my grandmother. Now standing and shaking a little, using every bit of his strength, he  leaned down with some help from me to kiss her and said, “I love you, Madge. I hope you come home soon.”

In that moment I thought, That’s what it’s all about. Here is this accomplished man of great intellect and strong character, and what matters most to him in these final years is not all he achieved in his profession, but all he shared with the family in which he instilled so much good.

Granddad grew up in northeast Texas on a small farm. After picking cotton in his early years in Red River County, he vowed to have a “sit-down job” when he was older. He found it, along with a lectern, at the University of Texas law school. Not long after he worked his way through school he worked his way into a professorship. He ended up teaching all the way to age eighty-six. He served twenty-five years as the dean of the law school and built it into one of the finest in the nation. He came to be known as one of the leading experts on tort law in the country.

A favorite story about my granddad was told to me by a family friend and UT law school graduate several years ago, not long after my grandfather passed away. This friend had been in a prelaw class that Granddad spoke to.

My granddad, standing at the podium in the theater-style classroom, looked over his glasses resting on his nose and asked students if they knew what made a good lawyer. One student toward the back of the room jumped up and said, “Dean Keeton, I believe right is right and wrong is wrong, and I believe in good over evil. Do you think I will make a good lawyer?”

Without missing a beat, my granddad peered up at the student and replied, “No, but you’ll make a good Batman,” to lots of laughter in the room.

I thought how much that sounded like the man I knew, who had a great, witty way of making a point. My granddad was teaching the students that the law is not always black and white, nor should a lawyer view it that way. The truth tends to involve plenty of nuance and shades of gray.

My granddad’s class was often referred to by students as Keeton’s comedy hour. But he was also renowned for his enormous knowledge of the law and his influence in shaping it for the better. To those in his profession who knew him and learned from him, Granddad was more than a good man; he was a great man, to be respected, admired, and emulated.

Some of my favorite times with Granddad and Grandmom were attending University of Texas football games. They had four tickets in the faculty section, and I usually brought a friend along.

I started attending UT football games at an early age in the 1970s, and warmly remember the days of Heisman Trophy winner Earl Campbell and our national title runs that fell short. UT football was part of our family life, and it became an inseparable part of my life, too.

Back in the 1950s and early 1960s, my granddad used to kick himself. For a brief period before becoming dean of the UT law school, he was hired as dean of the law school at the University of Oklahoma. He happened to serve on the athletic council that helped recruit Bud Wilkinson to OU. Wilkinson led the Sooners to many victories over UT in one of college football’s great rivalries.

My future wife, Jill, knew our courtship was serious when I let her take possession of my season tickets. She was living in Austin and I was working in D.C. when we met.

In my youth, however, politics and current events, more than Longhorn sports, is what we spent time discussing and debating at our kitchen table. I learned that politics is a way to make a positive difference in people’s lives. Granddad liked to say, “It’s not the dollars you make, it’s the difference you make,” referring to what matters most in life.

Growing up in the local political spotlight of Austin had its ups and downs. Our mother the mayor tried to keep things pretty normal, and my three older brothers and I never let things go too much to our heads. Mom used to remind me, “What your friends do is one thing. What you do could end up on the front page of the paper.”

We tried to avoid undue attention at all costs, while still taking life in a lighthearted way. Even if we were the mayor’s kids, we were not about to let the pomp and ceremony of the political spotlight change who we were—just kids trying to grow up enjoying ourselves in a middle-class family.

Our mother did her best to keep us humble. I was none too happy the day she picked me up from junior high school and said we had to stop by a reception for the Texas A&M alumni downtown, and had no time to stop by home.

I wore my orange and white Texas #1 T-shirt to school that day because it was the week of the UT-A&M football rivalry. Now she was unconvincingly telling me how the alumni of the archrival Texas Aggies would have no problem with it.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Mom said. “They’ll get a kick out of it. It’ll be fun.”

Yeah, right, I thought. All I remember from the downtown business attire reception upstairs in a balcony was the slightly inebriated, loud Aggie alum  who came up behind me and tried to lift my shirt over my head. His fellow alums nearby enjoyed a laugh at my embarrassed adolescent expense.

Yeah, tons of fun, Mom.

Still, she did instill in my brothers and me the importance of public service as a way to make a positive difference and change things for the better.

My brothers and I grew up in a Democratic household, as had my mother and father. Mom was considered a moderate to conservative Democrat, a political centrist, when she served as mayor of Austin (although in Texas mayors and city council candidates do not run for office under any party label). Her coalition included the more affluent, conservative-leaning northwest part of the city and the heavily African American east, with the liberal urban areas near the university tending to oppose her. Generally speaking, she worked to keep taxes down, make sure city services were fully funded, and preserve Austin’s wonderful quality of life while promoting economic growth. At the time, Austin was in the midst of a significant growth spurt—its population would go from 322,000 to 461,000 in just ten years—and becoming a technology hub in addition to being a government and university town.

Mom was plenty tough enough for the highly charged political environment, knowing how to form winning coalitions and finding common ground to get things done, at least until her third term when the council turned decidedly liberal. Spending a fair amount of time around city hall and in the back of council chambers tagging along with Mom, I learned about the political art of deliberation, thoughtful persuasion, and compromise for getting things done. Austin politics could be rough, though, and it was difficult to ignore the uglier things people said about Mom. But my brothers and I never let our distress show outwardly. It is hard not to take things personally when it’s your Mom being attacked. But those tough boyhood lessons made it much easier for me to not take things personally later during my adult years in the rough-and-tumble world of politics.

Probably the most disturbing part of Mom’s mayoral days was the death threats she received. I believe it only happened a couple of times, each during one of her three campaigns. I recall one of my brothers picking up the phone and hearing some guy say, “I am going to kill your mother.”

The threats never materialized, but I remember Mom attending a Little League baseball game of mine with some plainclothes Austin police officers who protected her around the clock when such a threat was made.

Politics, I learned, has an ugly side that most people never fully appreciate. This realization instilled in me a great respect for those willing to sacrifice much in order to serve. It also showed me that there are always going to be some people who are angry and hateful, and politics provides them a venue to vent their frustrations. You can’t let that stop you from standing up for what you believe. As my granddad told my mother, “Carole, if you don’t have somebody mad at you, you probably haven’t done anything.”

My brothers and I attended public schools, participated in extracurricular activities, and played a variety of sports from baseball to basketball to tennis, with some sandlot football thrown in. We would get into fights every once in a while, as young brothers tend to do. Being close in age made us competitive, but it also made us close when we needed one another.

Politics was something we each got involved with in school, too.

Following the landmark 1971 Supreme Court ruling in Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education, the Austin Independent School District was one of a number of cities nationwide under court order to use busing as a way to achieve school desegregation. “White flight” occurred in many parts of the nation after the ruling, including in Austin. From 1971 to 1972, a number of white families in Austin relocated to school districts neighboring the city.

In 1972, my mother was one of three candidates elected to the Austin school board who were opposed by a slate of antibusing (some said prosegregation) candidates. My mother won her seat on the board with 75 percent of the vote and still views with pride the way the school board peacefully and successfully integrated the schools during the five years she served.

During my mother’s time as a member, the board developed a sixth grade center plan as an initial step to desegregate the schools. Under the plan, students who had attended predominantly white neighborhood elementary schools were bused along with students who attended heavily minority neighborhood schools to a school between the two areas of Austin for their sixth grade year. My brothers and I were bused from our west Austin neighborhood, where kids attended Casis Elementary School, to attend Baker Sixth Grade Center located in central Austin. Students from predominantly African American and Hispanic Ortega elementary in east Austin were also bused to Baker. The school board did not believe this plan placed an undue burden on any one area by having kids from just a single neighborhood  bused cross-town. Instead, students from both areas would be bused to an in-between point.

I served as president of the student council at the Baker Sixth Grade Center. The school was diverse, quite a change from the neighborhood elementary school I had attended, which had only a small number of black and Hispanic students. I look back on my year at Baker with fondness. If there had been no busing, I might never have met Herman Hill, an African American student who served as vice president of the student body. Despite hotly contesting my claim to being the better basketball player, Herman, more than twenty years later, agreed to be a member of my wedding party.

At Baker, I also became friends with Hiep Pham, a recent immigrant from Vietnam. Hiep, a bright student who was still transitioning to English, used to refer to me affectionately as Chuck Norris (“Chuck Nor,” as he would say in his accent) and in response I called Hiep, a young black belt, Bruce Lee. I did not study karate, but Hiep tried to teach me a few moves (the lessons did not stick). Before she lost interest in me, my smart, pretty sixth grade girlfriend was Camille Mojica, a Hispanic girl. Such a relationship was considered unusual in those days.

In favoring racial integration, I was carrying on a family legacy that extended back beyond my mom’s school board service. During Granddad’s tenure as dean of the University of Oklahoma law school, he testified in the case of Ada Lois Sipuel Fisher, a black woman who was challenging the state’s new segregated law school for black students, which was held in a small curtained-off area inside the capitol building. The state had hastily opened the law school following the Supreme Court ruling in a previous case brought by Fisher that Oklahoma could not refuse to provide a legal education to all. “Not surprisingly, she did not feel that this was ‘equal’ protection to which the Fourteenth Amendment entitled her,” recalled former Texas law school professor and nationally renowned constitutional law expert Charles Alan Wright at a memorial service for my grandfather in 1999. “She brought a new action in state court challenging the constitutionality of this instant law school.”

Called to testify by the attorney representing Fisher, future Supreme Court justice Thurgood Marshall, my grandfather stated that there was “no way that the new law school could be considered equal to the long-established University of Oklahoma law school.”

As Wright also noted in his eulogy, Granddad testified calmly and rationally, but a younger colleague on the faculty at OU law school who also sided with Fisher was more emotional and less restrained in his comments. The younger professor’s testimony led vocal supporters of segregation in Oklahoma to demand that the university board fire him. As dean, my grandfather sent a letter to the chairman of the board of regents standing up for the professor’s right to freely express his views, and pointing out “how the national reputation of the university would be hurt if it fired a professor for stating his honest view about segregation.” Granddad’s defense of the professor prevailed. The chairman of the board later told him that had it not been for his letter, the professor would have been dismissed. Granddad would become known over the years for hiring top professors with diverse viewpoints and loyally speaking up for their right to academic freedom when their comments created controversy.

Upon returning as dean, Granddad oversaw the peaceful integration of the University of Texas School of Law following the Supreme Court decision in Sweatt v. Painter, another landmark case that had been working its way through the legal system while Granddad was at OU. My whole family was proud of our patriarch’s championing of equal rights and freedom of speech, and my own interest in public service owes a lot to his inspiration.

Eventually I served as president of my junior high student council and then as student council president of Austin High School, the same one my mother had been president of twenty-nine years before.

During my time as Austin High student body president, I came to befriend a colleague who was president at Johnston High School in Austin, John Barr. He, too, had grown up around politics. His father was a close friend and adviser to then-Congressman J.J. “Jake” Pickle, the longtime representative from Austin who succeeded Lyndon Baines Johnson in Congress. The year we came to know each other, my mother was running against Pickle (she lost). Over the years, John and I have talked about how, despite being in opposite political parties, our political views are pretty closely aligned. We have often discussed the dangers to democracy posed by each party’s hard-line, uncompromising ideological purists.

In high school, I gave up all sports save for tennis and ended up becoming a top-ranked singles and doubles player. Our high school team ended up number two in the state my senior year.

I did well in high school, graduating with honors in the top 20 percent of my class, but not as well as my older brothers, who finished as valedictorian, valedictorian, and salutatorian (beaten out by his twin).

After briefly entertaining the idea of attending the U.S. Naval Academy and playing tennis there, I decided to stay home and attend the University of Texas. I joined the fraternity where two of my brothers were members and pursued a degree in government. The tennis coach, Dave Snyder, offered me a nonscholarship position on the top-ranked tennis team as well. Coming to the realization that my chances were slim for taking it to the next level, I ended up quitting the tennis team halfway through my sophomore year.

Midway through my junior year, I was elected president of the 120-plus member Sigma Phi Epsilon chapter for a one-year term. Fraternities at the time were undergoing closer scrutiny from the university and county attorney over concerns about continued hazing.

Hazing was part of the culture in the UT fraternity system, and the system had a long history of national notoriety. It wasn’t an element of university culture that I felt comfortable with. During my freshman year, Mark Seeburger, a pledge in another fraternity, died of alcohol poisoning in a hazing incident. Later I lost a childhood friend and all-round nice guy, Scott Phillips, who joined a fraternal organization and got caught up in a hazing incident that resulted in his death. (While serving as a pledge trainer, he fell off a cliff while being chased through a park by a group of young pledges engaging in a bit of “reverse hazing.”)

Incidents like these made me and others at UT feel that the hazing culture needed to change. Nationally, Sig Ep headquarters was working diligently to steer its chapters in a new, more positive direction. Such a change can be hard to bring about, but I would try—in part by necessity and in part by choice after a regrettable experience on my watch as the chapter’s president.

I had taken over my presidential responsibilities just before Christmas break of my junior year. We had returned to school, and, as was the tradition, the fall pledge class was going through its unsanctioned hell week. This included sleep deprivation and mostly verbal hazing, but some physical hazing as well. Having experienced hazing as a pledge, I came to view it as a peculiar way to instill brotherly love.

During this particular hell week, however, things got out of hand. One pledge suffered eye injuries in a moment of near exhaustion from lack of sleep late one night. It was a freakish accident—hair dye from a crazy costume donned as part of the hazing ritual ran into his eyes, partially blinding him. One of my fraternity brothers brought him down to my room at the fraternity house. We immediately had him taken to the emergency room, where he was treated and returned home early the next morning.

At the time, doctors expressed concern that the eye injury could affect him for the rest of his life. Nevertheless, the pledge insisted he did not want to make an issue of what happened. I told him he needed to do what he felt was right, regardless of what it meant for others, but I also realized that the hazing problem was one our fraternity needed to deal with honestly and head-on, and that covering up an incident of this kind would not be constructive in the long run.

After the volunteer alumnus chapter counselor and I discussed the matter, we agreed it was best to inform the chapter alumni board, which included lawyers who were rightly concerned about potential liability. I told the alumni I would accept responsibility for whatever needed to be done. They ultimately decided to handle things internally, but we all agreed that we had to end the hazing culture inside the fraternity once and for all.

I stood up at chapter meetings and, in my role as president, strongly urged that hell week be eliminated in the future. This was a tough position for me to take. I was the one who had to bear the brunt of the criticism from fellow fraternity brothers who viewed hazing as something everyone does at UT and had done for a long time. They wondered why our chapter should change because of one incident involving a pledge who did not even hold the slightest grudge. The alumni board did little openly to back me. Perhaps understandably, they were squeamish about shouldering responsibility for this unpopular position. But despite being alone on this issue, I stuck to my guns. It cost me some friendships and created some vocal criticism. I held a firm line because I believed it needed to happen and it was the right thing to do. And some fraternity members joined with me. We effectively ended hazing within our fraternity—at least temporarily.

Unfortunately the change was short-lived. The following fall, a small group of members, after a drinking session, decided to take some pledges and show them what paddling felt like.

After my attempts to have those involved punished, I came to a moment of truth. If the fraternity wanted to continue down the path of self-destruction at a time when attitudes were swiftly changing about the acceptability of such behavior, then it was their choice as undergraduates. But I was not going to be a part of it. I ended up resigning as fraternity president a few months early. At the same time, I remained active as one of four student leaders who worked with university administrators to develop ways to move beyond hazing.

I eventually graduated wondering how much progress we had really made trying to bring about positive change in the UT fraternity system. Nonetheless, I was convinced that it was the right thing to do. Nationally, Sig Ep has taken a lead for many years to move beyond hazing, and I have heard reports that our Texas chapter has done the same in recent years as well.

Unfortunately, despite continuing efforts to end hazing, this social evil continues at UT and elsewhere. The state of Texas has passed antihazing legislation, and UT has adopted strict rules forbidding hazing and requiring victims to report incidents to the dean’s office. Over the years, several student organizations have been suspended for violating these rules. Yet hazing still goes on. In December 2005, a young pledge in the Lambda Phi Epsilon fraternity died as a result of a hazing incident. Consequently the chapter was suspended until 2011, and three fraternity members received criminal indictments. It’s terribly sad that tragedies like this continue to mar the fine record of an otherwise great institution like UT.

This college experience left a lasting impression on me. Most significantly, it showed me how difficult it can be to change a negative culture that has grown up in an institution over time. No matter how obvious it may be that change is needed, and no matter how hard people of goodwill fight to create that change, social inertia and the selfish motivations of a few individuals who benefit from the existing regime make systemic reform very challenging. It’s a lesson that those who want to fix Washington’s broken political culture will need to take very seriously.

 

 

 

RESIGNING AS PRESIDENT OF the fraternity in early fall 1989 opened the way for me to pursue another opportunity—one that turned out to be crucial for  my career. I was about two semesters short of completing my coursework at UT and I hadn’t yet decided what I was going to do after graduation. Since I was taking a somewhat lighter course load at the time and had some additional free time without my fraternity obligation, I reached out to Bill Tryon, an alumnus who had belonged to Sigma Phi Epsilon my freshman and sophomore years and was now working on a Republican gubernatorial campaign. I told Bill I had some time available and would be interested in volunteering to see what a statewide political campaign was like. This was a natural outgrowth of my family history, and I liked the idea because I thought it might give me an opportunity to work in Austin.

Why did I focus on an opportunity in the Republican party? The choice didn’t reflect a particularly strong ideological bent. Overall, I did feel more at home in the conservative-leaning Texas Republican party, but my affiliation was more a matter of family history than rigid conservative belief. During the 1980s, I followed my mom and many other Texas Democrats in migrating to the Republicans.

Texas had been a one-party state for more than one hundred years, since the end of Reconstruction following the Civil War. Over the years, though, there had been a conservative wing and liberal wing in the Texas Democratic party. Since 1980, Texas has voted Republican in presidential elections. Many Texas Democrats over the course of the 1980s believed the national Democratic party had been moving too far left. My mother was one, as was I. She switched parties in 1985 during the period of the Reagan revolution. She ran for Congress as a Republican the following year (losing to the incumbent, Jake Pickle). It was also the year I turned eighteen; in fact, the first vote I ever cast was for my mother in the Republican primary. In 1988, I cast my first presidential ballot for George H. W. Bush, whom I also got to meet for the first time during a campaign event for my mother (little did I expect to get to know him personally more than fifteen years later).

Bill phoned me back that afternoon and asked if I would be willing to work part-time on Clayton Williams’s gubernatorial campaign as a press assistant. Williams was a charismatic businessman who had built himself a fortune through successful investments in natural gas, real estate, banking, and telecommunications. He even appeared in a series of popular television commercials for his own long-distance phone company, ClayDesta, named  after himself and his wife Modesta, wearing a business suit and a cowboy hat. Williams promised to bring his authentic Texas style, his businessman’s intelligence, and a tough anticrime stance to the governor’s mansion in Austin. But he was a novice politician, and his inexperience would prove fatal.

After meeting with the press secretary, Bill Kenyon, I was hired on the spot and started work immediately. Among other duties, the job entailed getting to the office at six o’clock every morning before anyone else had arrived, going through the major newspapers, and clipping and copying noteworthy stories relating to the campaign and prominent state issues so everyone, including the candidate, would have them to read right away. The twenty to twenty-five hours a week I committed to working quickly turned into thirty to thirty-five.

I’d signed on to the Williams for governor campaign early, which is always a good move for a young aspiring politico, and my dedication and hard work were noticed. Williams ended up winning the Republican primary overwhelmingly, defeating three notable rivals without a runoff—an impressive feat for a first-time candidate. The personal money he invested in the campaign helped, along with his down-home charm, and it looked as if he had great promise, capturing the electorate’s perennial longing for something different from the typical politician.

Shortly after the primary, Kenyon asked if I would be interested in serving in a full-time press advance role, traveling ahead of Williams, the candidate, and making sure that public events, including news conferences, were properly staged with the right backdrops and visuals for the cameras and that Williams was fully briefed on the important aspects of the event. I jumped at the chance and put finishing school that summer on hold. It was exciting to move to the front lines of the campaign and have an opportunity to get to know the man who might be Texas’s next governor.

Williams came out of the primary in strong position and with growing momentum, leading his Democratic rival, the charismatic and beloved Ann Richards, by a seemingly insurmountable margin. Williams had a populist conservative appeal. He was perceived as an outsider and successful businessman who could take on the state’s bureaucracy in Austin, streamline government, fight crime effectively (he would teach felons “the joys of busting rock”), and best represent the values shared by the majority in conservative-leaning  Texas. Richards, though well-liked personally, was perceived by many as too progressive or liberal for the state, and her 1988 speech at the Democratic National Convention attacking Texan George Herbert Walker Bush only reinforced that image.

Richards had served as a Travis County commissioner in Austin when my mother was mayor, so we’d crossed paths at political events when I was a kid. When Williams ran against her for governor, she was serving as the state treasurer. I knew she had lots of personal charm and would be difficult to beat, even when Williams was leading by twenty points after the primary. I viewed her as too left of center and knew she was vulnerable on the issues, but also knew she was adept at positioning herself publicly as more mainstream.

Right after the primary, however, Williams’s lack of political experience began to hurt him, as he made a series of impolitic remarks and downright gaffes. For example, Williams refused to shake Richards’s hand after an event, annoyed by an anonymous smear campaign against him that she had failed to denounce. But Texas men pride themselves on their gentlemanliness, and for Williams to publicly snub his opponent—and a lady, at that—was viewed as beyond the pale.

Much worse, however, was an ill-conceived joke Williams uttered during an informal press session at his ranch. The weather that day was lousy, and Williams quipped to a group of reporters that bad weather “is a little like rape. As long as it’s inevitable, just relax and enjoy it.” This wasn’t just a case of political incorrectness, it was a horrendously insensitive remark, and the fact that Williams was running against a woman only made the circumstances worse. I was informed later that as soon as the words were out of his mouth, Williams’s press secretary quickly spoke up and told the assembled writers, “This is all off the record.” But at least one reporter pointed out, quite correctly, that no one had agreed to anything of the kind—and all the reporters were soon writing about the comment. It was inevitable that Williams’s remark would make its way into the headlines of the papers and the TV coverage—and it did the following day.

Perhaps engaging in some wishful thinking, the candidate told his staffers that they were exaggerating the likely impact of his gaffe. Of course, he was way off base. The next day, the press secretary ordered me to collect all the news clips reporting and commenting on Williams’s comment and get in early  that weekend morning to answer phones, so that the candidate could see for himself the depth and breadth of the public outrage. The phones in our campaign offices were ringing off the hook, and I was the only one initially answering them as instructed. Texans took Williams’s remark very personally. I remember one caller tearfully talking about her sister’s tragic rape, a violent assault that left her permanently disfigured and emotionally scarred, and demanding to know how a candidate for governor could joke about such things. I had no answer or excuses to offer. All I could do was express my sincerest sympathy and let her know I would make sure to pass along the message. I did, to Williams himself over speakerphone when Kenyon, the press secretary, called in and told me to read out some of the calls.

One of my favorite classes at UT was a leadership course taught by Sara Weddington, a longtime friend of Ann Richards who was known for her involvement representing the anonymous “Jane Roe” in Roe v. Wade, the case that made abortion legal across the United States. The class was relatively small by UT standards, and quite a few bright, politically engaged students were taking it, and it was always interesting and informative. I was still a part-time staffer on the Williams campaign at the time. Our debates were intense but always cordial—except for the day after Williams’s remark, when my more liberal-leaning classmates let me have it pretty hard. I eventually managed to get a word in and settle them down by letting them know that I agreed it was offensive and reminding them that I was not the one who said it.

Thanks to these and other missteps, Williams’s substantial lead in the polls dwindled to virtually nothing by election day. Yet he still almost pulled it off because of his populist appeal. Richards came out on top with a very slim plurality.

It was a painful learning experience for those of us who’d worked long hours for a candidate we considered bright and promising. Vowing not to return to the up-and-down world of political campaigns, I briefly joined a small business started by some campaign colleagues before deciding that the next summer I would go back and finish my undergraduate degree.

But my vow to avoid political campaigns turned out to be temporary. After completing my degree that next summer, I spent six years bouncing back and forth among campaigns, grassroots political outreach, and Texas government.

In 1994, at Mom’s request, I managed her first successful campaign to statewide elected office. Following her victory over the Democratic incumbent,  I was asked by a new state senator, Tom Haywood, to serve as his chief of staff. I had managed his previous campaign in 1992, which he’d narrowly lost to an entrenched incumbent against heavy odds. I became a close friend of Tom’s, as well as of his dedicated daughter Denise, who kept close watch over her father’s interests, especially after he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease.

Tom’s illness didn’t prevent him from serving in the senate, and I worked with him for eight months, including getting him through his first legislative session as we agreed. Mom came knocking again for her reelection campaign, which she easily won. Then it was off to a government affairs position in the Lower Colorado River Authority (LCRA), a quasi-state agency, before managing Mom’s next race, this time for the powerful position of Texas comptroller. In each campaign, I also served as chief spokesman.

In January 1999, I was expecting to return to my position with the LCRA when Governor Bush’s communications director, Karen Hughes, came calling, with an invitation that would change my life.
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