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Dedication

To Life




Epigraph

What I love about the theater are arrivals, departures, and returns, entrances and exits, from the wings to the stage, and from the stage to the wings. It’s like going from one world into another. And on stage, I love gates, fences, walls, windows, and, of course, doors. They are the borders between different worlds, cross-sections of space and time that carry information about their contours, their beginnings, and their ends. Every wall and every door tells us that there is something on the other side of it, and thus they remind us that beyond every “other side” there is yet another “side” beyond that one. Indirectly, they ask what lies beyond the final “beyond” and thus broach the theme of the mystery of the universe and of Being itself. At least I think they do.

—VÁCLAV HAVEL, from Leaving, a play (2008)
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Preface

SINCE ANCIENT TIMES, we humans have had much to say about Hell. Hercules’ twelfth labor was to subdue the multiheaded hound that guards its gates. Dante used the inferno as the starting point for one of literature’s epic journeys. Mark Twain advised us to go to paradise for the climate but to the other place for more interesting company. In slang, we use the H-word to describe something that can be given or raised, or that can zoom about on wheels. It is also the name of a town in Michigan that, on occasion, actually does freeze over. More to the point, I have so often said, “There’s a special place in Hell for women who don’t help other women,” that Starbucks put the declaration on a coffee cup—hence the title of this book.

Although we are inescapably mortal, not every destination is final. We fill our days with projects big and small that are, at any moment, in various stages of completion. The fact that we pursue them on borrowed time only heightens our desire to move ahead quickly. We yearn to accomplish much that is pleasing and praiseworthy, and from the hour our primeval ancestors began painting images on cave walls, our instinct has been to leave behind a record of what we think, do, and feel.

In a 2003 memoir, Madam Secretary, I write about my middle years, especially my career as a diplomat representing the United States as UN ambassador and secretary of state. In the more recent Prague Winter, I delve into my European childhood and the tests that my parents’ generation confronted amid war and the Holocaust. In Hell and Other Destinations, I will look back on the experiences that have accompanied my attempt to navigate life’s third act—and steal a glance forward as well.

Early in 2001, as I neared the end of my tenure at the State Department, I directed a favorite question at myself: What’s next? I was but sixty-three years old; not ready for the rocking chair. When interviewers asked how I wished to be remembered, I replied that I didn’t want to be remembered. I was still here and had plenty more I intended to do. The first step, clearly, was to draw up a list of priorities, but I am the sort of person who hates to rule anything out. So, as I prepared for what I have called my post-government “afterlife,” I ruled everything in—with results I describe in pages to come.

There are many prescriptions for how best to spend our allotted time on Earth. Various expert authors counsel us to be assertive, to meditate, to avoid fatty foods, to not sweat the small stuff, and never to leave home without a gun. This book, though, isn’t of the self-help type. Instead, it is a collection of stories based on the premise that, although we can learn constantly from one another, we also have unique characteristics and cannot be perfect models. My own motor, as you will see, is revved to a high gear; I am most always busy. That formula might work for you, but it may not. We each have to chart our own course. Be forewarned, though, that the tales I have to tell are products of memory, and therefore untamed; they leap from one subject to the next, dip back and forth in time, and veer sharply between episodes of delight and sadness. There is a reason the ancient Greeks employed two masks—those of tragedy and comedy—to reflect the human drama.

Our ambitions flow naturally from our interests, in my case an abiding preoccupation with world affairs. In the years that furnish this book’s focus, we witnessed the horror of 9/11, the U.S. invasion of Iraq, a debilitating financial breakdown, the leadership of three very different American presidents, and the revival of antidemocratic tendencies in many countries, including the United States. Such events supply a backdrop for the narratives that follow, some of which take place beneath a global lamp while others are more intimate—and a few, embarrassing.

Several years ago, at the end of a long overnight flight, I was tired and having trouble clearing British customs. Pulled out of line, I was made to wait, then instructed by a guard using a clipped imperial accent to open my suitcases and each of the smaller bags within. I care as much as anyone about security, but I was also nearly eighty years old, blessed with a benign, albeit wrinkled countenance, and late for a meeting. Under my breath, I muttered, “Why me?” More minutes elapsed with the guards just standing around and onlookers whispering among themselves, pointing, and imagining what I must have done to deserve such treatment. Made shameless by frustration, I finally confronted my officious tormenters by pulling rank: “Do you know who I am?” There, I thought, that should do it. “No,” came the sympathetic reply, “but we have doctors here who can help you to figure that out.”




One

Afterlife

JANUARY 2001 MARKED the beginning of a new century and the conclusion of my service as America’s sixty-fourth secretary of state. I rarely admit to feeling tired, but I was by then a little overcooked. Years of rushed plane trips, not enough exercise, too many official dinners, and bowls of taco salad when flying home had taken a toll on the contours of my Central European body. I was growing the way a mature tree does: out not up. A Washington columnist, trying to be funny, compared me to an igloo.

Although I realized that I could benefit from a less rigorous schedule, I didn’t want my job to end. I loved every frenetic minute, the nonstop parade of questions, the ever-shifting mix of people with whom to share ideas, and above all the conviction that what I said and did had significance beyond my own personal fence lines. An exciting position replenishes the energy it consumes. Each morning, a brain alive with plans drew me from my slumber. Gulping coffee, I placed phone calls, jotted notes, and inhaled the narcotic aroma of breaking news. To awaken to an unfolding international clash or opportunity and know that you might have a say in its outcome is addictive—and addicts, when deprived of their regular fix, search for a new buzz.

Per the U.S. Constitution, as amended, January 20 was Inauguration Day. At noon, the new president would swear to faithfully execute the duties of his office, after which members of his team would expect us to be gone. As the hour of departure approached, I found solace in knowing that I had never been more comfortable handling the demands of my job. Eight years in the State Department had given me the best education in international affairs one could conceive. I felt as if I were a graduate student whose long nights of study had prepared her to begin a career, not a grizzled actor about to take her final bow. While in office, I had developed skills as a negotiator, become more adept in dealing with the press, learned much about what the world looks like from vantage points abroad, and thought unceasingly about how to address global problems. Every morning, when I strode from the elevator and headed for my desk, dynamic colleagues were poised to join with me in doing vital work.

I wanted more. Despite my exhaustion, I wished that time would move at a more languid pace so that I might make the most of every hour and meeting. In the White House, President Clinton told foreign leaders whose terms would outlast his that he envied them. He, too, wanted to pack in as much productive activity as possible. Still, the rosy-fingered dawns kept coming, then turning all too quickly to twilight and darkness.

With the finish line drawing near, images of the recent past were on my mind—the foreign ministers of Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic rejoicing at their countries’ entry into NATO; civilians from Kosovo thanking us for rescuing their homeland from ethnic cleansing and terror; the king of Jordan, gaunt and dying of lymphoma, pleading with Israeli and Palestinian negotiators not to squander a chance to make peace between their peoples; women clad in saris, burkas, and other traditional robes pressing the case for gender equality and beginning at last to be heard; and a July 4 ceremony on Monticello’s front steps, where I handed naturalization certificates to new citizens with such all-American names as Martínez, Kim, Yang, Thieu, Hassan, Kabila, Waleski, O’Malley, Stern, Garcia, and Marconi. Later, I heard one man exclaim to his family, “Can you believe that I came to the United States as a refugee, and I’ve just received my citizenship papers from the secretary of state?” I went up to him and, referring to my Czechoslovak heritage, said “Can you believe a refugee is the secretary of state?”

When the clock struck twelve, I would have no choice but to exit the ball. The rules were plain, enshrined in documents cherished by all small-d democrats. My gratitude to President Clinton for the trust he had placed in me was beyond expression. Even in those moments when it felt as though the world had gone crazy, I thrilled to the challenge. That final morning, sitting at my desk, I plucked a piece of stationery from the top drawer and wrote a note to my successor, Colin Powell:

Dear Colin,

We have been working hard and hope when you arrive in the office it is clean. It will, however, still be filled with the spirit of our predecessors, all of whom felt representing the United States to be the greatest honor. So I turn over to you the best job in the world. Good luck and best wishes.

Madeleine

AS WE GROW older and the past lengthens, we recall our life in stages: mewling infant, whining child, sighing lover, multitasking parent, ladder-climbing breadwinner, and so on. We learn by experience that moving from one role to the next can be wrenching. I was sure that leaving the State Department would change both how I felt about myself and what others thought of me.

This time, at least, I was prepared for the transition. Two decades earlier, I had not been. On a snowy morning in January 1982, my husband, Joe Albright, ushered me into the living room. “Our marriage is dead,” he informed me, “and I am in love with someone else.” Just a single sentence, a dozen words spoken quietly, with a weight that nearly crushed me. We had been married for twenty-three years. In that span, my every thought had been colored by the expectation that we would remain together ’til death parted us. Like most marriages, ours had not always been a fairy tale, but I had a scrapbook full of memories and little inkling that Joe’s aspirations were diverging so sharply from my own. I had no major complaints about him as a husband or father to our three daughters; I felt terribly let down that he had found someone he preferred to me.

The irony is that had we not divorced, I doubt very much that I would ever have become secretary of state. It’s true that six years earlier, at thirty-nine, I had taken my first Washington job, as chief legislative assistant to a U.S. senator. I went from there to the staff of the National Security Council under President Jimmy Carter. I was intent on having a vocation, but I was also supportive of Joe’s aspirations as a journalist. I thought of myself as an accomplished researcher or second in command, not as someone with a strong and independent voice. Due to my late start, I was also older than most who were at a comparable stage in their careers. In the time I had left, I could not expect to rise very high. The divorce and all it signified came as a massive blow to my already limited confidence.

For a while, I could neither see myself clearly nor identify the right direction in which to set out. I didn’t know how it would feel to be an unattached adult woman because I had never been one. Joe and I had wed just three days following my graduation from Wellesley. Now, after more than two decades of being one half of a couple, there was suddenly no “us” to think about, no “we” to make plans for.

Then something happened that I had not anticipated: the word I began to assume a deeper, richer shape. The transformation was gradual, for it takes months at least for the habits of years to fade. Eventually I began to sample a flavor of freedom I had not tasted before. No longer did I have to coordinate my schedule, shop, cook, or arrange my mood in line with a husband’s preferences. Over time I liberated myself from the need to look to another person for validation. Buttressed by help from family and friends, I shed the feelings of inadequacy that had dampened my spirit. I developed my own yardstick to measure what I could and should do.

With children nearly grown and Joe consigned to my past, I plunged guilt-free into activities that now seemed perfect for me. Soon I was teaching at Georgetown University and advising Democratic candidates for national office. In 1984, I became vice chair of the board of the newly created National Democratic Institute and, several years later, president of a think tank. In 1993, following the election of Bill Clinton, I moved back into government as U.S. ambassador to the United Nations; then, four years further on, became secretary of state. In January 2001, upon leaving office, I arrived at the threshold of another transition; I had to find a new line of work.

Amid the uncertainties, one thing was sure: it had taken me a long time to find my voice; having done so, I had no intention of shutting up. But how best to be heard? What is there for a former secretary of state to do?

IN AMERICA’S EARLY years, the position of chief diplomat had been a springboard to the White House. Beginning with Thomas Jefferson, five of the first ten secretaries were later elected president, but then the springboard lost its bounce. Between the 1830s and 2000, only one former secretary (James Buchanan) made the jump, and he, a pro-slavery Pennsylvanian, performed dismally. Half a dozen others tried to reach the Oval Office but fell short. One (Edward Everett) ran for vice president, losing to the ticket headed by Abraham Lincoln. Three years later, the scholarly Everett preceded Lincoln in delivering an address at the Civil War battlefield in Gettysburg, where he said less in two hours than Honest Abe would say in two minutes.

Like Henry Kissinger before me, I was foreign-born and therefore constitutionally ineligible to run for chief executive, at least of the United States. Václav Havel suggested that I reverse my childhood voyage across the Atlantic and succeed him as president of the Czech Republic. I was flattered, and the idea of living in the famed castle overlooking Prague was tantalizing, but I couldn’t believe that the Czech people would want me. Besides, I had long since become an American.

There were, of course, options other than the presidency. William Jennings Bryan enjoyed a lively second career as a publisher, lecturer, and promoter of real estate bargains in Florida. As a prosecutor, he faced off against famed attorney Clarence Darrow, who was defending a man (John T. Scopes) accused of violating Tennessee law by teaching evolution. In this widely publicized 1925 showdown between science and Presbyterian fundamentalism, Bryan won a conviction but, to show there were no hard feelings, offered to assist in paying the defendant’s $100 fine.

Notable, as well, were the crowdfunding efforts of William Maxwell Evarts, secretary of state from 1877 to 1881, who chaired a campaign to raise money for the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty. When contributions from the wealthy proved insufficient, Evarts and the newspaper mogul Joseph Pulitzer turned to the public. They noted that the statue itself had been financed in France “by the working men, the tradesmen, the shop girls, the artisans . . . It is not a gift from the millionaires of France to the millionaires of America, but a gift from the whole people of France to the whole people of America.” In response to this appeal, more than 125,000 citizens, including many schoolchildren, sent in their pennies and dimes, saving a project that, had it failed, would have deprived the world of its most compelling symbol of freedom.

ON JANUARY 21, 2001, I was out of office and ready to follow—or not—the examples of my predecessors. It’s true that I was eligible for Social Security benefits and qualified for a senior’s discount when purchasing movie tickets, but I was healthy and resolved to get in better shape. My hair had retained its natural hue, albeit by unnatural means; beyond that, however, I wasn’t interested in extraordinary measures. When, at a party, a woman (half socialite, half journalist) told me how “brave” she thought I had been for not getting a facelift, I was tempted to comment on the courage she had shown in dealing with the results of hers.

I am a practical person; the description of myself that I like best is that of problem-solver, or doer. Each morning, my eyes scamper through newspapers looking for items of interest and finding one on nearly every page. To me, much of life consists of trying to figure stuff out, and the kind of puzzles that held my attention as secretary of state always will. Sometimes, I come across people who complain that every day seems identical to the next. Probably, you have heard the same gripe, but this is not a feeling I share. Even when nothing dramatic is going on, there is always a slight twist of the kaleidoscope. How can one be bored in a world where a billion examples of human ingenuity, peculiarity, pigheadedness, and compassion are on regular view? Retreat to the sidelines? No way. In my dictionary, circa 2001, retirement was a four-letter word.

Still, I was in a hurry. It’s not that I brooded about mortality. In fact, when the subject came up, I was often chided for saying “if I die” not “when.” But I was aware of biological principles and could count. I didn’t know whether the adventures I would have in my “afterlife” would last for three years, or five, or ten, or perhaps longer. I did know that the sooner I started and the faster I went, the more I could do.

In thinking about next steps, I did have concerns. I wanted to strive for the same goals I had while in government, including the promotion of democracy and the empowerment of women. I also hoped to live up, as best I could, to the kind words many had said about me. I wished to gratify, not disappoint. Whether this desire to please was a symptom on my part of natural amiability or chronic insecurity, I leave for others to judge.

When in office, I developed the sense that I had somehow acquired a twin—a look-alike who had pilfered my name, and whose words and actions meant something to people I had never met. This other Madeleine Albright wasn’t the familiar one I had seen in the mirror every morning of my life; she was a separate being who shared my body and got invited to give commencement speeches, lend her name to worthy causes, and accept awards just for showing up. This was the high-minded doppelgänger people talked about when introducing me at an event, a me that in quieter moments I didn’t always recognize. The more public Madeleine would not, for example, ever admit to having enjoyed quail hunting in her twenties or, in her thirties, wearing a fur coat.

As I laid plans, I was determined to find room for both identities: to enjoy the restoration of privacy and to try, at the same time, to make myself useful.

LUCKILY, FROM MY perspective, that January I was not the only one preparing to make a fresh start. Many members of the team that I had assembled during my years in government were as well. These were men and women whose skills and friendships I valued and didn’t want to lose. I hoped to find a way to keep us together—and that meant devising projects that would test their talents and generate enough income to prevent them from going elsewhere. I had also formed a connection to many fellow diplomats overseas and wished to maintain my ties to them.

What were some options? I assumed I could give speeches and fully intended to write a memoir. I could return to teaching. I discussed with some colleagues the idea of starting a small consulting firm, run primarily by women. Freed from the duties of public office, I could become active again in politics, supporting the candidates of my choice. I already had requests to testify before Congress on national security issues, and when unforeseen events happened, the networks would surely recruit me as a talking head. I had acquaintances in academia and at think tanks who wondered if I might help them with specific projects. I looked forward to getting together more with old friends and with the family I had been neglecting—sister Kathy; brother John, his wife, Pam, and their two sons; my daughters Anne, Alice, and Katie; and five (soon to be six) grandchildren. I also had a farm in rural Virginia with a herd of cows that required my attention.

It was an exhausting list. Common sense, and actuarial tables, suggested that I limit the demands on my schedule. However, I was intent on making the next stage of my life even more exciting than the last. I said “Hell, yes” to everything.




Two

Voice Lessons

THE WEEK AFTER leaving office, I vacationed at a health spa in the Baja California region of Mexico with two longtime friends. We stayed in a small adobe villa and, during group exercise sessions, called on our creaky bodies to hop, stretch, and lift. We ate green vegetables, drank herbal tea, and paid close attention on hikes when Noah, our guide, pointed out unusual geological formations and coyote scat. We were there for only a few days, but I took the opportunity to clear my head except for random thoughts about the new president, U.S.-Mexico policy, and regrets over never having learned Spanish.

I returned to Washington a little unwound, if not fully refreshed, and eager to commence my new life. Joined by fellow alumni from the State Department, I set up a temporary office in a law firm. At first the pace was slow. My days no longer began with CIA briefings or extensive lists of phone calls to return. Instead of presiding at a senior staff meeting from one end of a huge oval table, I sat at a small square desk flanked by a couple of (usually empty) chairs. We had planning sessions, but these were leisurely; there was no need to rush to the next appointment. The tempo would soon accelerate, but at the beginning, we all went out for lunch each day and headed home, even in February, before dark.

For the first time since 1993, I drove myself to and from the office. Gas stations had long since ceased to be full service, so I pumped my own. After those first months, I was also on my own with respect to security. Though I had not become bulletproof, the agents who had for eight years accompanied me with guns at their hips and wires in their ears were assigned elsewhere. Now that I was a former somebody, the Diplomatic Security Service had higher priorities than the protection of “Pathfinder” (my code name). As much as I treasured the restored privacy, I also felt a little like an egg without a shell as I made my way solo down city sidewalks. I didn’t know whether the next person I encountered would smile, do a double take, mutter ominously, or (as most did) stride by with eyes straight ahead. This uncertainty about being recognized produced a bit of tension that accompanies my travels to this day. Most times, I can stroll unnoticed wherever I want; on other occasions, it is impossible to avoid a scene even when buying an electric toothbrush at Costco.

EARLY ON, I reached an agreement with the Washington Speakers Bureau (WSB) to deliver speeches to various groups, ordinarily at annual conferences or as part of a lecture series. This seemed a logical undertaking, but as I began to prepare, I grew nervous. Imagine being asked to stand in front of thousands of strangers and tell stories about yourself for an extended period, then reply to questions for just as long. When in government, I spoke publicly all the time—but my remarks concerned foreign policy and the job I was doing, not reflections on my life. The issue that bothered me was neither shyness nor modesty, for I am unburdened by those qualities. It’s just that I am not given to public confession. I had been conditioned since childhood to direct conversation toward the health and activities of those with whom I am talking. This approach feels natural to me and was an aid to my career as a diplomat. If pressed, I could engage in repartee with a potato; but now I was supposed to go before large paying audiences and enthrall them with tales of Madeleine. Though hardly petrified, I was also far from at ease. I asked the Speakers Bureau for advice.

To give me an idea of what was expected, the WSB sent along a video featuring one of its most popular clients, Colin Powell. I inserted the disc, pushed the appropriate buttons, and concluded almost immediately, This isn’t going to help. From start to finish, Powell had the crowd entranced. Speaking casually and without notes, he told the uplifting saga of his childhood in the South Bronx, career in the army, and role as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during Operation Desert Storm and the end of the Cold War. Throughout, he spoke about the demands of leadership and offered motivational advice. Coming from him, the words sounded on target but made me anxious: I had never excelled at formulating rules for self-improvement. Every time I tried, I found myself adrift in a sea of clichés or sounding like Polonius (“neither a borrower nor a lender be”) before Hamlet stabs him. Also, Powell is tall and looks like the military commander he was. In terms of height, I identify more with Bashful, Doc, and Sneezy.

Still, backing out was not a realistic option. To settle the butterflies in my stomach, I thought much about what to say and in what manner I could best deliver my message. In the process, I tried to put myself in the shoes of attendees. What would matter most to them? What words could I find that might cause them to laugh, cry, think, and cheer, preferably in that order? A speechmaker’s gravest sin is to leave the listener indifferent. I was determined not to be dull.

MY MAIDEN VOYAGE was in San Diego on March 24, 2001, at the annual conference of the National School Boards Association. The event was well attended; in fact, there were enough school board members sitting elbow-to-elbow to fill an auditorium commonly used for basketball games and rock concerts. As I waited backstage, I remembered the first rule for every public speaker: to establish a personal connection with attendees, metaphorically to “shake hands.” In that spirit, I began by citing my academic credentials as a student, parent, grandmother, and professor. I also mentioned the many times I had visited classrooms, bringing with me a globe to twirl around and show where I had traveled as secretary of state. The sphere inevitably prompted younger students to ask such questions as: “Did you ever visit Santa Claus at the North Pole?” and “Do people in Australia have to walk upside down?”

In other appearances and in later years, my attempt to forge a link with listeners was aided by coincidence. The week before addressing a cohort of lawyers, I was called to jury duty. A few days prior to an event with dentists, I had a root canal. And about a month before my speech to an insurance industry convention, one of the cows at my farm in Virginia was hit by lightning. The incident provided a diverting topic for my remarks, but sadly the cow didn’t live, and the insurers didn’t pay.

The speech in San Diego marked the first time I had told my life story, albeit highly abridged. I was born in Prague shortly before World War II. My parents and I were forced to flee when the Nazis invaded. During the war years, we were in London, weathering the Battle of Britain and joining other expatriates in supporting the Allied effort to wrench Europe free from Hitler’s grasp. Following the German surrender in 1945, we returned to Czechoslovakia but soon decamped to Belgrade where my father served as ambassador to Yugoslavia. Three years later, when Communists seized control of our native country, we were pushed into exile again. We found refuge in the United States, starting on Long Island and then moving to Denver. My ambition at the time was straightforward: to become a typical American teenager.

I adored my parents, but they tended to be serious and formal—very “old Europe”—and no help in the fitting-in department. When I went out on a date, my ever-vigilant father followed in the family car and later invited the poor boy in for milk and cookies. For a while I didn’t have many second dates. My mother liked to tell fortunes by reading palms or coffee grounds and didn’t hesitate to predict to men whose wives were sitting next to them that they would soon meet a beautiful and mysterious woman. In her way, my mother was even more protective than my father. When he decided to be strict, it was often a reaction to her fretting. As I would discover, she had much cause for grief but hid her feelings and did all she could to make the lives of her children seem normal. Like most women of her time, she lacked a university degree, but she was warm and loving, a shrewd judge of character, and had little time for fools.

When I enrolled in college, it was at Wellesley, a women’s school in Massachusetts where incoming students had to be photographed topless to show whether we had “an understanding of good body alignment and the ability to stand well.” The school graded the pictures and made us do exercises if we flunked. We never knew what happened to the photos until someone came across them years later in a vault—at Yale.

Having explained to the audience in San Diego where I had come from and why I believed what I did, I went on to describe the highs and lows of my years in government and to praise schoolboard members for their commitment to public education. Though I may not have been in the same league as Colin Powell, the speech went over well; people clapped and made generous comments. It was just one event, but I left San Diego thinking that I might thrive on the speakers’ circuit after all. In high spirits, I headed to the airport for the return flight to Washington.

As I sat in the departure lounge reading a newspaper, a well-dressed, gray-haired man came in and surveyed the room. There were many empty seats, but he marched right over and plopped down next to me, setting his briefcase atop my foot. Then, as I feared he might, he spoke:

“You’re Madeleine Albright.”

“Yes, I am.”

“I just saw a documentary about you.”

“Oh.”

“According to Michael Douglas, you like to flirt.”

“Not everybody is Michael Douglas.”

“You’ve lost your job and all your power; you must feel awful.”

“This is America, it’s how the system works. I feel fine.”

“No, no, no. I used to work for Republicans in the White House, and when we lost our jobs, we felt awful. You must feel awful.”

So much for my good mood. I decided, after liberating my foot, to wait in the ladies’ room.

SINCE THAT INAUGURAL outing, I have spoken at hundreds of events for WSB. It has been a pleasure working with Harry Rhoads, Christine Farrell, Kate Salter, and others at the bureau. Along the way, I have traded ideas with teachers, accountants, travel agents, pharmacists, factory workers, grocery store owners, bankers, appliance salespersons, scrap recyclers, hospital employees, members of the Junior League of Toledo, and representatives of the fertilizer industry—with whom I had yet another chance to talk about cows.

I consider all this to be part of my continuing education. I learn by traveling to cities where I would not otherwise go and by having conversations with men and women whose backgrounds and views differ widely from my own. The give-and-take is important to me. Even today, when I read about an international crisis, I reflexively insert my name in place of the current secretary of state’s and think about what I might do were I in his or her shoes. The opportunity to speak in public gives me a means to share those thoughts and to remind people that I exist.

SOME BELIEVE IT is wrong for a former public official to accept money to speak, and I understand that. People hear that so-and-so is getting paid to make an appearance and assume that the recipient is motivated solely by cash. For some, that may be true; I can’t say. In my case, however, and I suspect for many others, the fees are swallowed up by the cost of leasing office space and paying a salary and benefits to a communications aide, a personal assistant, a writer, and one or two staffers to handle correspondence and projects. An ex-president receives a federal stipend to support his work; an ex-cabinet official does not. Without the WSB engagements, I wouldn’t be able to respond to more than a small fraction of the thousands of letters and requests I receive each year; nor could I find time to prepare the many speeches I give for free to public interest groups of every description. No one is going to pay me to sing or play golf, so the WSB events are why I can often say yes to good people asking for a share of my time.

Paid or not, I love giving speeches and interacting with those who attend them. There are, however, some practical issues associated with such events that I have had to work my way through.

One is time. The WSB told me that the usual practice for a speaker is to deliver an opening presentation of at least forty-five minutes, then answer a few questions. I tried this, but soon decided that three quarters of an hour is too long. I know from teaching that attention spans are limited. Hence the maxim: “the mind can absorb only what the seat can endure.” In U.S. history, the best-remembered speeches have been short. Nearly every line in John Kennedy’s inaugural address could have been expanded into a paragraph or even a full page, but the added detail would have lessened the impact without enhancing the meaning. Also, the briefer my remarks, the more minutes I will have to answer questions. I enjoy that more now than when I was in government, because back then I had to weigh each reply carefully for fear of misspeaking and thus getting fired or, worse, starting a war. Now, I just vent.

Even when speaking my mind, however, I can only have a fruitful conversation with people whom I can see and who can see me. Because of my height (barely five feet), I would be all but lost behind many a lectern were it not for the three-inch-tall wooden block on which I customarily perch. In Washington, we lug such a platform with us; on the road, we ask that one be provided. Sometimes we are given a crate with slats that invite calamity for a person wearing high heels. On other occasions, the block is too thick, thin, or wobbly. Usually I manage, even if it means having to maintain a white-knuckled grip on the sides of the rostrum to keep from tumbling over backward.

There are days when, instead of giving a speech, I participate in an open-ended conversation with an interviewer. The arrangement works well if the moderator is well-informed and charming. It also helps if the chairs are not so big that I get lost in them and the stage lights are not so intense that I feel like a criminal being given the third degree. It’s hard to establish a bond with someone whose questions are coming to you out of a bright white blur.

The location of a speech can be another complication. I voice the same opinions wherever I go, but my emphasis may be different in a deeply conservative area as opposed to a more liberal one. I don’t duck fights, but as a guest, I think it courteous to avoid starting them.

I also learned while secretary of state that it can be as important to know what not to say to an audience as it is to know what to say. This is especially true when addressing a group overseas. In Arab countries, for example, one is well advised to refer to the Persian Gulf as the “Arabian Gulf.” What Americans call the South China Sea has separate and distinct appellations in China, Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philippines (none of which translates as “South China Sea”). When describing distances, every listener except those in America, Liberia, and Burma will think in terms of kilometers, not miles, and the people of Burma will explain that their homeland’s name is actually Myanmar. In Muslim states, it may be thought offensive for a non-Muslim (no matter how well-intentioned) to quote extensively from the Quran or to presume to interpret Islamic tenets. In Egypt, one might be tempted to flatter the memory of former president and martyr for peace, Anwar Sadat, but the man has long since been without honor in his own nation—he is unpopular in Egypt as are, in Russia, ex-leaders Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin. When speaking anywhere in the Western Hemisphere, U.S. diplomats are asked to remember that theirs is not the only country that considers itself “American;” all do, whether of the North, Central, or South American variety.

Finally, as much as I enjoy meeting and talking with people, I can’t stay in one place forever, and it is sometimes difficult to find a graceful way to leave. When the time comes for me to depart, my communications director, Liza Romanow, will point to her watch and declare (truthfully) that I have a plane I must catch. Such an announcement can be in vain should I still have to wade through a crowd of friendly, eager-to-chat, people to reach the front door. That’s why we always try to have an alternative exit strategy. Over the years, I have passed through many a hotel kitchen en route to an alleyway complete with Dumpsters, garbage cans, and urban wildlife. After two decades of speeches, I feel as if I have made more getaways than Bonnie and Clyde.




Three

From the Ground Up

I AM NOT SURE who came up with the notion that I should start a consulting firm. It might have been Wendy Sherman, the State Department counselor during my tenure as secretary who had excelled in many positions in public life and the private sector and would later lead successful negotiations to curtail Iran’s nuclear program. A second possibility is Jim O’Brien, a lawyer blessed with both wit and wits who had worked closely with me as special presidential envoy for the Balkans. Another candidate is Suzy George, the State Department’s deputy chief of staff, whom I had known since her graduation from law school and who had a gift for running an organization. It might also have been some random friend; none of us remembers for certain. We do know that the idea emerged gradually from conversations we were all having about what we might do when our days in government ended.

Venturing into the business world was an exciting prospect that became more so as I considered and rejected other possibilities. At my request, Wendy journeyed to Texas to visit Rice University’s James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy. Named for the sixty-first secretary of state, the institute is a magnet for scholars of politics and world affairs. I had delivered speeches there. The thought of establishing something similar held appeal for us but would require a ton of money to implement. The same drawback applied to starting a foundation dedicated to one or another of my pet causes. Bill Clinton was in the process of creating a body that would surely dwarf any organization we could forge and likely compete for the same funds.

Early on, I received several invitations to join a corporate board. I quickly decided, however, that I didn’t want to be identified closely with companies over which I would have little control. Also, a board membership would do nothing to satisfy my desire to keep a congenial set of coworkers together, engaged in projects about which we were enthusiastic.

Within weeks, the thought of forming a business began to take hold. What I liked most was the chance to attempt something I had never before done. A person who is learning has less time to think about growing old. I also enjoy surprising people, and this seemed a sure way to do it. How could a group that consisted primarily of women with scant business experience create a viable international consulting firm? The odds were stacked against it. Aside from a company headed by former U.S. trade representative Carla Hills, I was aware of no such entity led by a woman. There seemed to be about a million run by men.

FOR INSPIRATION, WE might have looked to the past: one of the first and most prestigious consultants was a woman—the Pythia, or Oracle of Delphi. In return for gold and other gifts, the Greek high priestess offered insights into the future from her vantage point at what contemporaries held to be the center of the world. The women who succeeded to the position must have been skillful, for beginning no later than the eighth century BC, they remained in business for more than a thousand years. Chroniclers testify that they were well paid, took winters off, and shared their advice in dactylic hexameter. They were also influential—Cicero wrote that for a long time no major military expeditions were begun without input from the Oracle. Like consultants of today, the priestesses were careful not to claim too much; they offered guidance, not guarantees. Where they differed from the current generation was in their pre-work routine: each morning when on duty, they drank holy water, bathed naked in a spring, praised Apollo, and inhaled hallucinogenic vapors. They also insisted that each client sacrifice a goat.

Skipping ahead a few years, the person generally credited with inventing the business of international consulting was one of my predecessors as secretary of state, John Watson Foster. This gentleman served in the Union Army during the Civil War, was later a journalist, and then led the department for six months under President Benjamin Harrison. After leaving office in 1893, he planned a return to his Indiana law practice; a decision he reconsidered after a fellow attorney at the firm described handling a time-consuming case about a hog. Thinking that he might find more stimulation in Washington, the ex-secretary hired himself out to U.S. companies that were exploring overseas markets, and to international powers (including China) that were keen on protecting their interests in the United States. Simultaneously, he continued to represent America, concluding eight trade agreements on the government’s behalf and a ninth on seal hunting.

Foster was a born wheeler-dealer; I am not. When a child in England during World War II, I went with my parents to visit my uncle Honza, or Jan, who had also escaped from Czechoslovakia, bringing with him his wife and two children. My father and uncle had different personalities, and I often heard them quarreling late at night when I was supposed to be asleep. Honza, who was in the construction business, was always worried about his next project. My father was driven more by politics and public service. His passion was to help the Allies win the war so that we might return to our homeland and participate in restoring the kind of democratic republic that had flourished there prior to the Nazi invasion. I took after my father. I had a pragmatic side and no desire to starve, but international affairs are what stirred my soul. The bugle call I responded to was the public good, as best as I could discern it. Would leading a business mesh with my desire to be, and to be seen as, a person committed to shaping a better world? If asked that question prior to my years in the State Department, I might not have thought so. By 2001, I had changed my mind. Let me explain.

The end of the Cold War had given the democratic cause an enormous boost. For a brief period, many experts deemed the battle for political freedom to be all but won and thought people everywhere would benefit. Our dreams were realized, but only in some places. Men and women who had grown up under totalitarian regimes had been conditioned to rely on the government for jobs, shelter, basic social services, and political and moral instruction. Understandably, a substantial number had difficulty making the transition to greater self-reliance. Meanwhile, the new democratic leaders—eager to please—promised much that they could not swiftly deliver, causing expectations to rise more rapidly than living standards, which sometimes went down. People grew impatient. Promoters of free institutions, myself included, love to say that liberty is a universal yearning, but so is the wish to eat.

As secretary of state, I engaged in frequent discussions about how to remedy democracy’s shortcomings and prepare the ground for liberty’s growth. If democracy were a flower, we couldn’t make it bloom just by tugging at it; that would tear it up by the roots. Instead, we needed a wide-ranging approach that would moisten the soil with fair elections, responsible political parties, competent police, unbiased courts, an independent press, and other attributes of a free society. As a metaphor, this sounded straightforward enough, but it sidestepped the issue of cost. How could governments muster enough resources to pay for all the nourishing elements that a democracy needs? Back in 1787, America’s Constitutional Convention convened in response to precisely this challenge: financing the tools and safeguards required for a free government to operate. The more I thought about the issue, the more I was drawn to the role of the private sector.

In my travels as a diplomat, I had met regularly with local representatives of U.S. companies through the American Chambers of Commerce. These tended to be big meetings, however, so I sought out sessions with smaller groups. With them, I shared my view that U.S. firms had a diplomatic role to play and urged them to meet the highest standards of corporate responsibility. I also peppered attendees with questions. What are the obstacles to investment in emerging democracies? What must governments do to attract foreign capital and create jobs? What steps can the business community take to help blow the whistle on corruption? How can we aid local educators in equipping students with the skills necessary to compete in the global marketplace? How can we convince people who grew up in communist societies that free enterprise is a good thing?

Based on these questions and the conversations that followed, I was convinced of the need to get democratic leaders and forward-looking businesspeople into the same room. Each had much to gain from partnerships with the others. Yet if I were to go beyond issuing invitations and hoping for the best, I would have to learn more. I knew what it was like to be in government, participate in political campaigns, teach public policy, and advocate on behalf of democratic values, but I had never seen the private sector from the inside; that time had come.

THE ALBRIGHT GROUP, or, as we called it, TAG, set out with modest expectations. In choosing the company’s name, we wanted to stress that the venture would be a collective enterprise. We hoped gradually to attract other creative partners, men as well as women, and to establish a niche as a company skilled at helping socially responsible companies prosper.

Among the principals, aside from me, were Wendy Sherman, Jim O’Brien, and Carol Browner. Carol had been the administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) throughout the eight years of the Clinton presidency. Her love of nature came from hiking in the Everglades as a child, and her success in government from an ability to convince polluters that it was in their best interest to mend their ways. We became friends when I was UN ambassador and protocol dictated that officials line up at public functions in the order that their positions were created. Because EPA and the UN ambassador were last on the list, Carol and I spent many hours sitting next to each other, sharing indiscreet opinions about those of our colleagues who had better seats.

The Albright Group came together gradually, but by August 2001, the principals were all on board and ready to go. The experience was new to us, which made for both headaches and anticipation as we began building something out of nothing. Piece by piece, we assembled a business plan. Suzy found people to help set up a payroll, arrange health insurance, lease equipment, and rent space. Her husband, Nate Tibbits, provided shrewd input on our technology systems and marketing. We brought in an outside expert to advise on the shape of our logo and the color of our stationery. Eight hours and several overflowing trash baskets later, we had reached a consensus on both.

We also decided on the kind of firm we would be. Whatever the cost to our bottom line, we didn’t want our children to think of us as creeps. We chose not to represent tobacco or gun companies and to look carefully before taking a dime from anyone. We would neither work for a foreign government, however sympathetic, nor lobby on behalf of a company seeking contracts with the United States. Most of us had spent a portion of our lives representing America, and we were not about to sit and negotiate from the other side of the table when U.S. officials were in the room. This was a big decision and one that cost us a boatload of money, but we had no doubt that, for us, it was the right course.

In October 2001, after several weeks of being open for business without any actual business to conduct, Wendy and Jim traveled to Kenilworth, New Jersey, and the corporate headquarters of Merck and Co., the American-based pharmaceuticals firm. There they made our pitch, essentially sharing with company representatives for free everything we hoped to charge them for, should they sign up. How else to demonstrate our value? The next day, a Merck official called to say, “We’re prepared to sign a contract, but we don’t want to be your only client. You do have others?” Wendy, who had taken the call, replied (almost) truthfully, “We have a number of companies in the pipeline.” The contract showed up a few days later. We were on our way.

OUR ARRANGEMENT WITH Merck turned out to be a winner for precisely the reasons we had hoped. The drug company was a leading producer of antiretroviral treatments that could be used to keep alive patients with HIV/AIDS. In June 2001, it announced an agreement with Botswana and the Gates Foundation to help finance a comprehensive prevention and treatment program. Compared to many countries in its region, Botswana was relatively prosperous, but it had been hit brutally hard by the virus. A third of the adult population was stricken. The country’s average life expectancy had dropped by 50 percent in the span of a decade. As secretary of state, I had visited a clinic there for women with AIDS. The doctors said half of those who learned that they were infected didn’t tell their husbands or partners for fear of being shunned. The stigma meant that many refused to be tested, thus contributing to further infections. Botswana’s president declared, “We face no less than extinction,” and to dramatize his distress, he had himself tested for HIV on national television.

Merck’s agreement with Botswana had been reached before TAG became involved. We soon discovered, however, that there were snags in making the arrangement work. Each of the three stakeholders had a different perspective and thought in its own terms. A business such as Merck is designed to be efficient and focused on doing one thing at a time, on time. A government has an array of priorities and must respond to each of the social and political forces pulling on it; this can lead to delays and mixed signals. The Gates Foundation was barely a year-old at that juncture and eager to find the combination of research and testing that would yield the best results. Our role—a modest one—was to help keep the lines of communication open and to break big issues down into smaller operational steps on which all could agree.

Fairly quickly, due largely to the determination of Botswanans to make the most of the help they had received, the country made large strides in counseling, testing, the availability of treatment, and reducing the transmission of HIV from mother to child. Between the mid-1990s and 2007, the level of mortality there declined by 50 percent.

Botswana was not the only country where gains were made. In Romania, thousands of young people had HIV because, as infants during the final years of communist rule, they had been given injections with dirty needles or received transfusions of tainted blood. Many who carried the virus were orphans or children whose families had abandoned them. Due to HIV/AIDS fears, they could not attend school, and without antiretroviral treatments, most would die.

In 2002, I stopped by an orphanage in Bucharest. My heart filled, while I nearly lost my tongue. What does one say to a girl or boy who seems to have neither a place in society at present nor any expectations for the future? There are no words. Quietly desperate, I went from there to a meeting with Romanian President Ion Iliescu. Joining us was Per Wold-Olsen, a senior executive at Merck. We talked about the lives that were at stake and the possibility that the company could offer large discounts on its medicines. Iliescu said wearily that, with Romania’s minuscule health care budget, even rock-bottom prices would be too high. As my despair deepened, Wold-Olsen came to a decision. “Mr. President,” he said. “We will provide the treatments for free.” By the following spring, Romania was the first country in Eastern Europe, and among the few anywhere, to provide universal access to antiretroviral therapy.

Not only in Botswana and Romania, but in other countries as well, TAG supported Merck in its understanding that patients had to come first. The private sector is right to point out that the development of lifesaving medicines depends on financial incentives, yet companies will receive a fair hearing only if they show a commitment to people in need. Revenues lost in some places can be recovered by expanding markets elsewhere. In Poland, for example, we found that older women were the least likely to receive medical treatment of any kind. They spent their lives looking after husbands and children but neglected their own well-being. I was pleased to participate in an educational campaign that stressed the issue of women’s health in every aspect. This benefited women who learned how they could prevent maladies such as osteoporosis (brittle bones), and it helped Merck, which had products for this purpose.

Most of our events with the company went smoothly; a couple did not. In Paris, I was told an hour before a scheduled speech that I was expected to deliver my remarks in French. This wouldn’t have been a problem because I can speak that language, but we spent frantic minutes looking up the appropriate terms for gonorrhea (blennorragie) and sexually transmitted disease (maladie sexuellement transmissible). In Prague, I attended a presentation from doctors on genital warts. That wouldn’t have been a worry, either, except the physicians had photographs—immense graphic images—that were projected on a screen directly behind where I was sitting. Ever alert, I shifted my seat before anyone could snap a picture of Madeleine Albright’s face framed by an infected vagina.

The HIV/AIDS crisis was horrific. Like many people, I knew families that had lost loved ones to the disease. By 2001, more than twenty million men, women, and children had perished. Beyond that chilling statistic were devastating social impacts as communities in some regions were deprived of half a generation of teachers, public administrators, and health care workers. Whole nations were at risk of being hollowed out. There was a period early in the twenty-first century when I doubted that Africa would ever bring the epidemic under control and feared that it would continue its rampage through South Asia, China, Russia, and beyond. Ultimately, the tide turned not because of a cure-all vaccine, which was Merck’s priority when we first engaged with the firm, but through the development of treatments that enable the afflicted to live productively despite having the virus.

The battle against HIV/AIDS is still far from won, but millions of people are still with us today because of a sustained global campaign that has included industry leaders, governments, public health warriors, UN agencies, and foundations. That is a blueprint for responding effectively to other potential catastrophes. The imperative is to act quickly and to cooperate across borders and sectors. A capable consultant can establish the connections to help bring this about—a proper calling for anyone.

FOR OUR FLEDGLING business, securing one client was cause for rejoicing, but we needed more. Accordingly, we cast bait in all directions and bragged about ourselves. We don’t just open doors, we claimed, we also escort clients through them by developing and implementing strategies that will enable them to identify new areas for growth. Association with TAG, we promised, would help companies improve both their reputations and their bottom lines.

To impress prospective partners, we conducted research on everything from the global chocolate industry to ladies’ clothing to furniture, plate glass, tractors, cars, airplanes, fiber-optic cable, electronic gizmos, security systems, and alternative energy. I also tried cold-calling women CEOs, such as Carly Fiorina of Hewlett-Packard, to let them know that we were around. After every significant meeting, I sat down like a dutiful schoolgirl and wrote notes expressing gratitude “for the chance to meet and learn more about your great company.”

The hard work paid off. Client number two signed on, then three, then four. We began to hire researchers and communications people. I adjusted my schedule to include TAG meetings at home and abroad. I also had to learn how to think and talk like a businesswoman. Much has been made of the so-called imposter syndrome. This refers to the feeling that one is not qualified for the position one occupies and is, therefore, essentially a fraud whose inadequacies may be exposed at any moment. The syndrome was originally thought to be a characteristic of stressed-out females, but is now considered more a feeling than a condition and something that many people of both genders experience. I call it “being nervous.” Whatever the label, I had always felt well cast as a professor and a diplomat; I had, however, never performed in the role of consultant. Thirty years after graduate school, I was back to being a student.




Four

“Do Not Be Angry”

JOHN SHERMAN (1823–1900) was President William McKinley’s secretary of state. He had previously enjoyed a stellar career as a lawyer, member of Congress, and secretary of the treasury. His name is attached to a landmark antitrust law enacted in 1890, and his older brother was the renowned (in the South, notorious) General William Tecumseh Sherman, who brought the Civil War to a brutal end by devastating Georgia on his march from Atlanta to the sea. John Sherman was a celebrated figure in his lifetime, but he hoped also to secure his reputation beyond. In his final testament, he offered $10,000 to any respected scholar who would consent to write his biography. The money went unclaimed. The moral? If you want your story told, you’d better tell it yourself.

That was my plan.

I OFTEN ASSIGN to the classes I teach books that were authored by former presidents and diplomats so that we might analyze how those leaders arrived at critical decisions. My students are quick to point out, however, that the baskets in which people collect their memories often have holes; it is not unusual for officials to recall the same event in ways that conflict.

One of my predecessors, when preparing his memoir, drafted an account of an important meeting, then sent it to a friend for comment. His correspondent praised him for the excellence of the description. “You captured it all,” he said, “except for one detail—you weren’t at the meeting.” To guard against comparable gaffes, I convened several sessions with former aides to discuss what we had done and why. Though we could all agree on the broad outlines of events, our recollections diverged on many of the specifics of motive and timing.

To ensure as much accuracy as possible, I needed to consult the written record. Unfortunately for me, but understandably from the government’s point of view, I could not take many of my official files with me when I left office. They were the public’s property, not mine. I had the right to consult them, however, and for this purpose was assigned a small, dank room in the State Department’s large, dank basement. The arrangement, though cumbersome, enabled me to sort through stacks of documents and assemble a chronology of events. I also made use of the few journal entries I had found time to make and a few dozen handwritten notes—some of which had done double duty as shopping lists.

A book, of course, needs a publisher, and finding the right one requires good advice. For that I turned to the best advice-giver I know: Bob Barnett. I had first crossed paths with him in 1984, during the prodigiously unsuccessful Mondale-Ferraro campaign. Bob later helped Ferraro with her book, then did the same for scores of other authors, mainly, but not exclusively, from the arena of politics. He has become a legend in the business because he tells you things you need to know but didn’t, understands the book industry inside and out, and responds to questions almost before you ask them.

When I sat down to talk with Barnett and his equally astute colleague Deneen Howell, Bob asked me to describe the kind of memoir I had in mind. Immediately, I mentioned Present at the Creation, Dean Acheson’s meticulous account of his years at the State Department. Back in 1969, I had attended a party for the book, during which Acheson made brilliant though decidedly undiplomatic remarks, lamenting Franklin Roosevelt’s “stupidity” and calling Dwight Eisenhower a “son of a bitch” for never inviting him to the White House. Acheson’s book, the only one authored by a former secretary of state to win a Pulitzer Prize, is full of insights about how to conduct foreign policy. Barnett smiled at my comments, then shook his head. “Acheson’s was a great memoir, just marvelous, but no one writes like that anymore—also, no one buys books like that anymore. The publishers are going to want something closer to the style of Katie Graham. If you’re searching for a model, her memoir, Personal History, is the way to go.”

Outwardly, I nodded because I knew Bob was right. Inwardly, I grimaced. I didn’t want to be thought of in the same breath as Katharine Graham. For a professional woman in the nation’s capital, the shadow of the Washington Post’s longtime owner was inescapable—precisely why I wanted to avoid it. I had met Graham at bridge parties in the early 1960s, before the death of her husband and at a time when we were both preoccupied with our domestic roles. We shared a fascination for journalism and had worked briefly, when young, as reporters. Our spouses had each served in the U.S. Army, and our marriages would be of the same length, twenty-three years. We also had a family connection of sorts: Graham’s father, Eugene Meyer, had bought the Washington Times-Herald from Cissy Patterson, my ex-husband’s great-aunt. Kay Graham was two decades older than I was and, as a friend of John and Robert Kennedy and the heroine of Watergate, moved in more exalted circles. For years, however, we lived within a couple of blocks of each other in Georgetown, where she hosted dinner parties and I invited friends over for the same, though with less famous guests, humbler wine, and plainer food. As much as I admired her, I wanted to be judged on my own merits, not in comparison to hers.

On the day I left office, Barnett began looking for a publisher. A leading contender quickly emerged. His name—respected then, infamous now—was Harvey Weinstein. In that era, Weinstein was best known for his film company, Miramax, which produced the Academy Award–winning best pictures The English Patient (1996) and Shakespeare in Love (1998). He called me in Mexico several times while I was on vacation and, despite cell phone reception issues, managed to get through. He had started a publishing company and urged me to join its stable of writers. Barnett arranged a meeting in New York with Weinstein and the rest of the Miramax team, headed by Tina Brown, the innovative magazine editor (Talk, Vanity Fair, the New Yorker), and Jonathan Burnham, a rising giant in the field.

While in government, I had developed at least a tissue-thin shield against flattery, because I knew that foreign diplomats in pursuit of favors would tell me whatever they thought I wanted to hear. Now that I was again a private citizen, my defenses were down, and Miramax quickly won me over. I had no inkling then that Weinstein would one day be accused by dozens of women of sexual harassment up to and including rape. The man of my acquaintance was a quick-to-laugh natural salesman with a big-city personality and an appetite for glamour. The sympathy I felt when the allegations surfaced, however, was not for him but for the women involved. Weinstein was big enough to know right from wrong, though apparently too small to act on that knowledge.

I HAD DONE a fair amount of writing in school at various levels, for think tanks, and for government. My father penned half a dozen books, and I had assisted with the research and editing of some. Though I had never written a memoir, I was confident that given enough time, I could do a serviceable job—not elegant, but blunt, informative, and funnier than most readers would expect. The way my new life was shaping up, however, time would be in short supply. I needed help. Miramax suggested that I hire a collaborator who had worked with other authors. I said no. I didn’t see how an outsider could capture the way I thought or have the knowledge to explain the nuances of U.S. foreign policy. Instead, I asked my speechwriter from the State Department, Bill Woodward, to take on the project, and he agreed.

At the outset, Bill and I decided to split our assignment into two parts. I would draft the chapters that covered the first five and a half decades of my life, until I entered the State Department in 1993. Bill would try his hand at the years we had spent together in government. Then we would begin the grueling labor of polishing and revising the whole. After considering and rejecting more exotic titles, we settled on Madam Secretary.

EAGER TO BEGIN, I started pecking away diligently at the keyboard only to have my enthusiasm dampened by doubts. My entire life I had wanted to fit in, but wasn’t the point of writing a memoir to inform readers how the author stands out? I confronted the fact that I had never thought of my life as dramatic despite my family’s early encounters with the followers of Hitler and Stalin and my coming to the United States as a refugee. In my generation, there was nothing unique about this: most Americans had been deeply affected by World War II. The photographs of loved ones lost were featured in albums and displayed on bedside tables in homes across the country. Post-war, from my arrival in New York at age eleven until my designation as UN ambassador forty-four years later, I had a few “in the spotlight” moments, but no claim to fame. How many readers, I wondered, would care to learn about my teenage humiliations, marital ups and downs, and long-delayed start to a professional career?

It was only after the words started to flow that I remembered something I never should have forgotten: a life doesn’t have to be filled with earth-rocking escapades to be instructive or engaging. Much of literature, after all, centers on the everyday preoccupations that move with us from cradle to tomb: relationships across age and gender, the search for a personal identity, the interplay of desire and conscience, money worries, and reflections on our tiny place in a universe about which we know little. I decided that, as long as I was honest, readers wouldn’t necessarily be bored by the mix of mundanities, quiet joys, and trials that were, to that time, the sum of my existence. That didn’t, however, ease the challenge of reliving the worst of them.

The passages that proved most searing to write concerned the loss, half a dozen years into my marriage, of a child at birth. (This was another experience I shared with Katharine Graham.) I also had to describe my divorce and the circumstances surrounding it without straining relationships within my family. To that end, I confirmed what was true—that Joe continued to be an excellent father to our daughters. I found myself, as well, recalling my years as a budding homemaker. I had been reasonably happy, my memory told me, but then I came across an essay I had written in 1961:


Two years after finishing with college, I am obsolete, like a filing clerk who was replaced by a data processing machine. When I stepped off the platform after accepting my BA degree, I was confident that I was stepping into one or a series of interesting jobs. Now, it seems incomprehensibly naïve for me to have thought that a woman could compete with men on an equal basis, particularly a woman who is married and the mother of twins, which I now am.



The dilemma, the essay continued, was that I had no good answers for a prospective employer who asked, as they all did, what would happen should my husband switch jobs again and we have to leave town, or if one of our babies became sick. This left me, like many women, following a script I had little part in writing. There was no need to invent my own character or even to think up original lines. The plot was all laid out. First, there was “Yes,” then “I do,” then “How was your day?” then “I’m expecting” then “Isn’t he/she adorable?” then “How do I get the stain out of this shirt?” and so on. The story was not without high points—in fact, there were many wonderful moments—but there was also for me too strong a sense of boundaries. I felt hemmed in by barriers that men were allowed to climb over or walk around. In this, I shared a desire with many women of my era—and yes, later eras—for greater freedom.

I TREASURED BEING secretary of state, but that doesn’t mean I went around whistling all the time. There were many days when I didn’t get my way in a meeting and left with steam pouring out of my ears, vowing to get revenge when I wrote my memoir. Just wait, I thought, I’ll lay everything on the table, and the whole world will see that I was right and they were wrong and how unfairly I was treated. When I began to reduce these incidents to paper, however, I found that I had either forgotten why I had been furious or was unable to explain what had happened in a way that proved my point.

For example, I had many disagreements over the years with National Security Advisor Sandy Berger and Secretary of Defense Bill Cohen. Our overall approach to foreign policy was similar, but I tended to be more action-oriented to the point of being called an interventionist. At one juncture, Sandy complained about people who talked about using military force “as if it were like having an orgasm.” I stopped him and said I was tired of debates in which every time a person favored doing something, she was called bloodthirsty and in which every advocate of restraint was called a wimp. “Enough with the ad hominem attacks,” I declared, “and besides, I have forgotten about orgasms.”

For several seconds, we just stared at one another, then everyone laughed, and we resumed our squabbling. This story, which I initially included in the memoir, then timidly took out, was more R-rated than most, but not atypical of our discussions. Still, the differences between us were never personal, and our friendships remained strong. In any case, I found that I felt better when emphasizing the positive. I had also come to dislike the kiss-and-tell memoir of the sort first authored by James Monroe (about George Washington) and, more recently, by former staffers of Bill Clinton, who were made famous by him and then became even better known by slamming him in print. Finally, I recalled the words of Gabriel García Márquez, the masterful Colombian author, whom I had met years earlier at a state dinner in Mexico. I told him honestly that my favorite novel was Love in the Time of Cholera. Later, when we were together in Cartagena, we went for a walk during which he pointed out landmarks from the book. He also advised, “When you write your memoir, Madeleine, do not be angry.”

AFTER WORKING ON the book for several months, we had written tens of thousands of words but were not yet close to a finished product.

We had rejected Miramax’s suggestion for an outside collaborator but happily agreed to the ministrations of an editor. The woman chosen was someone with whom I got along well, and who encouraged me when writing to jump back and forth in time so that my memories when young would foreshadow the more public events of my maturity. The approach might have borne fruit in the hands of a more agile author, but what I produced tried too hard to make comparisons that didn’t jibe. I kept waiting for the editor to apply first aid, but the draft chapters I sent were returned with question marks, not proposed improvements—and when I called her, she was usually busy doing something else. The partnership was not going to work. Enter editor number two.

Richard Cohen is a product of Birmingham, England. Tall and—per Richard’s own edit—“well-chiseled,” he looks like an athlete and is in fact a champion fencer who competed in the Olympics three times. His accent is a cultured sort of British, so, to my ears at least, he sounds smart. From the first day, he imposed discipline on our writing, mostly by weeding out excess verbiage and smoothing the narrative’s flow from one event to the next. He told me that my stories and paragraphs should reinforce one another like “happy families.”

Richard is a sublime but ruthless editor. Using tracked changes, he faced off against my finest prose, then impaled whole paragraphs on a thin red line as if running them through with his saber. When I complained about attending “endless” meetings, he pointed out that the meetings had in fact ended. He condemned the use of “very” as padding and “literally” as most often untrue. He assured me that my friends—if they were friends—would still like me even if their names and attributes (wise, good-looking, hardworking) were not cluttering up the text. With one eyebrow higher than the other, giving an ever-quizzical look to his face, he pushed me to stop dancing around my feelings. “What the reader wants to know,” he said, “is not what you are comfortable telling them; it’s what you really think. Stick to that, and your words cannot help but be of interest.”

Because I was now so busy and because of all the wrangling over how best to tell my story, we needed an extra year to finish. Finally, with publication imminent, we sought to create some buzz, beginning at a booksellers’ convention in Arizona. Upon arriving at the auditorium, I checked to see where I had been placed on the queue of speakers. There I was, right after the author of Time to Pee!, a manual on potty training. I was ready to be upset but, when listening, had to admit that my fellow writer knew his stuff. When my turn came, I eased the transition by exploring the similarities between what Madam Secretary had to say about managing world affairs and Time to Pee!’s advice on negotiating with a two-year-old.

As soon as my book was in the shops, so was I, flying from airport to airport, giving interviews and attending events both at bookstore chains and at such fine independents as Powell’s (Portland, Oregon), Kepler’s (San Francisco), Tattered Cover (Denver), Books and Books (Coral Gables), and Politics and Prose (Washington, DC). This was the endurance test known as a book tour.

I learned quickly that, amid the whirlwind of speaking and autographing, logistics matter. It takes stamina to sit for hours, smile constantly, and sign, sign, sign. To survive, one needs a smooth writing surface (with no tablecloth), a pen whose ink flows reliably, a wrist that is free of carpal tunnel, and a stack of sticky notes for people to spell out their names so I can inscribe the books correctly. Also required is the ability to exchange pleasantries without getting lured into debates that stall the line. However, we can’t be in such a rush that the book is whipped away while I am still writing, and “Albright” shrinks to “Albri . . .” There are other trials. I found it impossible, for example, to keep a straight face when asked to dedicate my memoir, “To Chastity, have a fun life.”

As a person of a certain age and reputation, I made clear to friends that I was not the sort to worry about how many people bought my book.
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