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			Praise for

			The Gatekeepers

			“Entertaining and engaging.”

			—Wall Street Journal

			“Compelling and insightful…destined to take its place alongside classic works by Richard Neustadt, Theodore White, and other White House chroniclers…a must-read.”

			—Huffington Post

			“Carefully researched and eminently readable, The Gatekeepers…provides a fresh view of the modern presidencies. Whipple cuts to the heart of what, or more to the point who, makes a presidency succeed or fail.”

			—Newsday

			“A treasure trove of stories about ‘the second-most-powerful job in government.’”

			—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

			“Could not be more timely…There are valuable lessons in The Gatekeepers for Trump’s chief, the embattled Reince Priebus.”

			—Time

			“Captivating…This is a tale told by a journalist and in a way that makes for better history.”

			—U.S. News & World Report

			“[Whipple’s] prose is clear, crisp, and often evocative….His observations ring true as he tracks the development of the office.”

			—Washington Times

			“Observers of the political scene will find this book well worth their time and attention. Whipple’s style is lively and engaging, and he peppers the pages with colorful quotes and marvelous anecdotes.”

			—History News Network

			“A candid and exhilarating history about the development of the office of chief of staff.”

			—Washington Missourian

			“Chris Whipple takes us deep inside one of the most important and demanding jobs in Washington—White House chief of staff. Here, we get to know how great power is managed and exercised by those who have held the job. If you’re a political junkie or merely curious, this is the book for you.”

			—Tom Brokaw, former anchor, NBC Nightly News

			“A vivid, enthralling, and brilliantly reported account of White House chiefs of staff, who are—with all respects to U.S. vice presidents—the actual second-most-powerful people in Washington. This is U.S. history through the fascinating prism of the men who guard the door to the Oval Office and a learned, welcome, and important addition to the study of the executive branch.”

			—Christopher Buckley, author of Thank You for Smoking, No Way to Treat a First Lady, and The Relic Master

			“Understanding how government really works, what presidents actually do, and what is the range of ‘normal’ versus ‘unprecedented’ behavior is more important now than ever before. As The Gatekeepers makes vividly clear, White House chiefs of staff are at the center of the process that determines how presidents succeed or fail. This is an enlightening work of history with important lessons for our immediate future.”

			—James Fallows, The Atlantic, former White House speechwriter

			“Chief of staff is a role of recent vintage—the most powerful job in government never mentioned in the Constitution. Chris Whipple has done a wonderful job humanizing the crushing nature of the 24/7 job (literally 24/7) in which all credit or blame goes to the president who is served. This is a book of insights, but so too is it an important manual on how the executive branch of our government functions.”

			—Charles Gibson, former anchor, ABC World News Tonight

			“The story of White House chiefs of staff—often second only to the president in power—is an especially fresh and engaging way to chart the ups and downs of recent American presidents. And through Chris Whipple’s discerning lens, we learn scores of new things about how government really works at the highest level.”

			—Jonathan Alter, author of The Center Holds: Obama and His Enemies and The Promise: President Obama, Year One

			“The real power in Washington since 1968 has passed through the hands of twenty-one men—no women so far—who were never further than a phone call or a few feet down the hall from the presidents they served. Their job title is chief of staff but Chris Whipple in his new book calls them the Gatekeepers. What the chiefs do is what politics is. The president may run the country but his chief of staff runs the president—what he reads at night and who he sees by day, what he does and says, what he pushes or ignores. For success the chiefs get little credit, for failure all the blame. Every page of Whipple’s book casts fresh light on the great events of the last fifty years.”

			—Thomas Powers, Pulitzer Prize–winning reporter and author of The Killing of Crazy Horse

			“What is it like to have the toughest job in America? Using his access to seemingly every top White House official of the past half century, Whipple has asked all the right questions and written a book that is at once riveting and highly informative. It is also extremely relevant in the new age of Drumpf.”

			—Evan Thomas, author of Being Nixon

			“I loved The Gatekeepers! The reporting is superb, the writing engaging and wonderfully fair-minded. Unbuttoned at last, these chiefs have wonderful stories to tell. This book serves as a compellingly readable thank-you note to a motley crew of policy nerds, fixers, maniacs, and soon-to-be-ex-best friends of the president who have lost sleep—and probably several years off their lives—in the service of the White House and of their country.”

			—Alex Beam, author of The Feud, Gracefully Insane, and American Crucifixion

			“Chris Whipple is one of our era’s most accomplished multimedia journalists. Drawing on access to senior officials most reporters can only dream of, his documentary The Spymasters brought Americans inside the U.S. intelligence community as never before. Now, Whipple has done it again, exploring the inner workings of the last eight presidencies—from Nixon to Obama—through exclusive interviews with current and former White House chiefs of staff. The Gatekeepers is first-rate history as told by the men who lived it to a man who knows, with supreme assurance, how to write it.”

			—James Rosen, Fox News chief Washington correspondent and author of The Strong Man and Cheney One on One

			“History, drama, intrigue. Every page is engaging. Required reading for every Washington power player.”

			—David Friend, Vanity Fair, author of Watching the World Change

			“Having interviewed all seventeen living former chiefs of staff and two former presidents, Whipple offers a scintillating behind-the-scenes look at an office that is all but invisible to the public. This is page-turning catnip for political junkies, who will read it with an eye to what lies in store for Reince Priebus and the Drumpf administration.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“A vibrant narrative of the real-world West Wing…confident and fast-paced…In this page-turner of a history, readers will discover new facets of historical events that they felt they already knew.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Whipple reviews the high and low points of the past eight administrations, and he greatly enhances the narrative with his many interviews….A well-researched, well-written review of a unique government position—informative for the general public and an insightful blueprint for the new administration.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Highly recommended for those seeking a history of the modern presidency or political insight. Through firsthand accounts of the presidency, it gives valuable understanding of the position and would be a great tool for Reince Priebus as President Donald Drumpf’s chief of staff.”

			—Library Journal

			“A must-read book for all who want a backstage view of the presidency, from the Richard Nixon years through Barack Obama’s two terms…The remarkably candid interviews and reader-friendly narrative of this book make for very informative and entertaining reading.”

			—BookPage
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					You have to be the person that says no. You’ve got to be the son of a bitch who basically tells somebody what the president can’t tell him.

					—Leon Panetta, chief of staff to Bill Clinton
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					Somebody’s got to be in charge. Somebody’s got to be the go-to guy who can go into the Oval Office and deliver a very tough message to the president. You can’t do that if you got eight or nine guys sitting around saying, “Well, you go tell him.”

					—Dick Cheney, chief of staff to Gerald Ford
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					If it’s between good and bad, somebody else will deal with it. Everything that gets into the Oval Office is between bad and worse.

					—Rahm Emanuel, chief of staff to Barack Obama
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				Rahm Emanuel was so cold he could see his breath as he crossed the White House parking lot and entered the West Wing lobby. It was December 5, 2008, an unusually frigid morning in Washington, D.C. But it wasn’t the weather that sent a chill through Emanuel; it was the unbelievably daunting challenge that lay ahead.

				In just six weeks Emanuel would become White House chief of staff to Barack Obama, the forty-fourth president of the United States. But for more than a month, he had watched in astonishment as the world they were about to inherit was turned upside down. The U.S. economy was teetering on the edge of another Great Depression. Credit—the lifeblood of the world economy—was frozen. The entire auto industry was on the brink of collapse. Two bloody wars were mired in stalemate. There was more than a little truth, Emanuel thought, to the headline in The Onion: “Black Man Given Nation’s Worst Job.” The stiletto-tongued infighter, former senior adviser to Bill Clinton, and congressman from Illinois felt apprehensive. “I brought my pillow and my blankie,” he would later joke, looking back at that dark morning when the fate of the new administration seemed to hang in the balance. The truth was, Rahm Emanuel was scared.

				
				The unannounced gathering at the White House that morning looked like a Cold War–era national security crisis. Black sedans and SUVs rolled up; men in dark suits clambered into the Executive Mansion. Emanuel thought about the elite fraternity that was assembling here: Donald Rumsfeld. Dick Cheney. Leon Panetta. Howard Baker Jr. Jack Watson. Ken Duberstein. John Sununu. Sam Skinner. Mack McLarty. John Podesta. Andrew Card. Joshua Bolten. They were among Washington’s most powerful figures of the last half century: secretaries of defense, OMB directors, governor, CIA director, majority leader, and vice president. But they had one thing above all in common. It was a special bond, a shared trial by fire that transcended their political differences: Every one of them had served as White House chief of staff.

				As they gathered in the office they had all once occupied—now home to Joshua Bolten, George W. Bush’s current chief—they mingled and swapped stories. It had been Bolten’s idea to bring all the former White House chiefs together after the election, to give his successor advice on how to do the job. Bolten guessed that of the thirteen other living chiefs, maybe a half dozen would actually show up. But to his amazement, only Reagan’s James Baker and Clinton’s Erskine Bowles were no-shows.

				“It really was an amazing day,” recalls John Podesta, Clinton’s final chief, “because it was quite a collection of individuals: from Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld to me and Rahm. The span of ideology and politics, the span of history was all very present. And we all got the chance to give Rahm one piece of advice.” Clinton’s gregarious former chief Leon Panetta, about to be tapped as Obama’s CIA director, was in his element: “All of them were my close friends,” he recalls. “And to have them together in that room to wish Rahm Emanuel the best in his entry into that rogues’ gallery of chiefs of staff—that was a very special moment.”

				
				The ghosts of presidencies past hovered around them. “It’s a space where you feel the presence of history,” Bolten would recall. “They were all transported back to their time in office.”

				Dick Cheney, once the thirty-four-year-old chief of staff to President Gerald Ford, pointed to the spot on the floor where Federal Reserve chief Alan Greenspan, immobilized by a bad back, used to lie supine during meetings, declaiming on monetary and fiscal policy. A fire crackled in the corner fireplace below a magnificent oil portrait of Abraham Lincoln. Finally, Bolten called the gathering to order and herded his distinguished guests around a long table.

				At opposite ends sat two men whose political fortunes had been linked for a generation: Cheney, who would be vice president for six more weeks; and Rumsfeld, who had resigned under fire as defense secretary. It was Rumsfeld who had taken Cheney under his wing as a young political science grad student in the Nixon White House—and then summoned him to serve as his deputy when he became Gerald Ford’s chief of staff. Together they had helped Ford cobble together his “accidental presidency” after the trauma of Watergate; they had also watched helplessly as South Vietnam was overrun by Communist forces, bringing a bloody and ignominious end to the longest war in U.S. history. Thirty years later, during the Iraq War, Cheney, the protégé, would be called upon by George W. Bush to tell his mentor to step down as defense secretary. As the prime architects of another divisive conflict that was ending badly, Cheney and Rumsfeld had come full circle.

				Cheney was impressed by the morning’s gathering. “This was unique in that you had all or nearly all of the living former chiefs of staff in the room at the same time,” he recalls. And the irony of giving advice to Barack Obama’s top adviser was not lost on him: “Obama had spent the better part of his campaign trashing us from one end of the country to the other. But he’s our president. By that stage he’d won the election. And when you’re all sitting around the table and getting ready to say, ‘Here are the keys to the men’s room,’ you really do want to take advantage of the opportunity to say, ‘Look, here’s a couple of things that you really need to keep in mind.’ ”

				
				Presidential transitions are awkward, and Cheney had been through his share. “There’s always a certain amount of hubris involved for the new crowd coming in: ‘Well, if you guys are so smart, why did we beat you?’ And so it can get a little tense at times, but you’ve got to overcome those things, because there aren’t very many people who’ve run the White House. And there are valuable lessons to be learned. You really do want to try to equip the new guy with whatever wisdom you’ve acquired during the course of your time in office.”

				It was a moment of bipartisanship that would seem almost inconceivable today, a throwback to a bygone era of civility. “There was a sense in that room,” says Podesta, “among Republicans and Democrats, that the country needed people to get together and find some leadership.” Even the notoriously partisan Emanuel gave his Republican counterparts the benefit of the doubt. “I think they knew how difficult this moment in time was historically,” he recalls. “I think everyone was wishing the administration well.” He did something few had ever seen him do before: He pulled out a pen and started to take notes.

				Going around the table, one at a time, Bolten asked his guests to give the incoming chief their advice.

				Fifty years of presidential history were represented, and no one knew that history better than Ken Duberstein. Cherubic and voluble, with a booming laugh, Brooklyn-born Duberstein had been Ronald Reagan’s final chief of staff, and the first Jew to hold the job. “President Reagan didn’t hire me for my good looks,” he liked to tell people. “He hired me because he knew that I would tell him straight—because that is the Brooklyn way.” (After leaving the White House, he set up shop on Pennsylvania Avenue, offering strategic planning to corporate clients.) Technically, Duberstein had been chief for just seven months; in reality, with his mentor Howard Baker preoccupied with a family illness, Duberstein had been Reagan’s cochief for his last two years. Not just companies, but presidents consulted him, hoping the Reagan magic might rub off. And few told more dramatic stories about being a witness to presidential history. At the height of the Cold War, accompanying Reagan to a speech at West Berlin’s Brandenburg Gate, it was Duberstein who urged the president to ignore the objections of his State Department and deliver his iconic challenge to the Soviet Union: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”

				
				Now, in another time of crisis, Duberstein spoke first. “Always remember,” he said, looking at Emanuel, “that when you open your mouth, it is not you but the president who is speaking.” Emanuel stared back at him. “Oh, shit!” he said.

				The chiefs erupted in laughter. Next up was Jack Watson. Now seventy, square-jawed and handsome, Watson looked like a movie star; that’s what Jimmy Carter thought when the charismatic young Atlanta lawyer rode out on his motorcycle to meet the future president at his peanut farm more than forty years ago. As a young marine in an elite special operations unit, Watson had set an obstacle course record at Quantico that stood for more than twenty years; charming, earnest, and silver-tongued, he became a successful trial lawyer, and one of Carter’s trusted advisers during his 1976 presidential campaign. “Jack isn’t normal,” says one of his colleagues. “I mean, he was injected with the perfect serum. If you want to criticize him, he’s too good to be true.” Watson had been put in charge of Carter’s transition, and many believed he was a contender to become his White House chief of staff. But in a fateful decision that would hobble his presidency, Carter refused to appoint a chief. (Two and a half years later, Carter remedied that but then compounded his mistake by giving the job to a person who was unsuited to it, a brilliant but disorganized political strategist named Hamilton Jordan.) With less than eight months left in his term, Carter finally gave the job to Watson. In that brief period, Watson earned the respect of his peers for his keen grasp of the position—a job he likened to a “javelin catcher.” He looked at Rahm and smiled. “Never forget the extraordinary opportunity you’ve been given to serve, and the privilege and responsibility that it represents,” he said. “You are sitting next to the most powerful person in the world. Remember to value and appreciate that fact every single day you’re here.”

				
				John Podesta, the head of Obama’s transition team, was next. Grandson of an Italian immigrant, son of a Chicago factory worker, Podesta had been bitten by the political bug as a college scholarship student back in 1970, when he volunteered for a Connecticut Senate campaign—and met a wonkish Yale Law School student named Bill Clinton. Decades later, in the Clinton White House, Podesta would succeed Erskine Bowles as chief of staff. In the throes of the Monica Lewinsky scandal, Podesta was so well known for his hair-trigger temper that it was said he had an evil twin named “Skippy.” But this morning he preached humility and patience. “You’ve got to slow down, and listen,” he said. “You’ve got a lot of smart people who are in that building with you. And you’ve got to resist the temptation to always have the answer. Slow down, listen. You’ll learn a lot and you’ll make better decisions.”

				Thomas F. “Mack” McLarty, the Arkansas businessman who had been Bill Clinton’s first chief of staff, knew better than anyone just how unforgiving the job could be. Courtly and charming, “Mack the Nice,” as he was known, was liked by almost everyone in Washington. But he had been a stranger to Capitol Hill and unschooled in its bare-knuckled wars. After a year and a half, with Clinton’s agenda stymied and reelection in jeopardy, McLarty had agreed to step down as chief. But everyone in this room could empathize; they had all served at the whim of their presidents, and more than a few had been fired. Some thought McLarty was too kind, too gentlemanly for the job; if pressed, Mack might have agreed. “Try to keep some perspective about what you’re doing and try to maintain your humanity,” he told Rahm. “You don’t always succeed. We’re all human and we make mistakes. It starts with recognizing what a privilege it is to serve the president of the United States, but more importantly, the people of this country. Keep that in perspective and don’t let it get out of proportion with this regal title of ‘chief of staff.’ ”

				
				McLarty’s admonition could have been aimed squarely at another man seated at the table, John Sununu. George H. W. Bush had picked the combative ex-governor of New Hampshire as his chief, hoping that Sununu’s domestic policy chops would complement his own foreign policy expertise. Sununu liked to tell people—with a wink—that he was “just a warm, fuzzy pussycat.” In fact, he flaunted his image as the president’s son of a bitch like a badge of honor. Arrogant and confrontational, Sununu antagonized Congress, the press corps, and the White House staff alike. Later, when he was caught using government limousines and planes for personal trips, few came to his defense. Sununu would resign under a cloud. “You have to create a firewall between the president and those who are clawing to see the president,” he told Rahm. “Even if it creates problems for the chief of staff. I was very good at creating problems for the chief of staff.”

				Leon Panetta was probably the most popular person in the room. The son of Italian immigrants, jovial and outgoing, he was equally at home on his walnut farm in Monterey, California, and in the corridors of the West Wing. But as Bill Clinton’s second chief—replacing McLarty—Panetta had wielded an iron fist inside a velvet glove. When he arrived, Clinton’s presidency was on the ropes, his ambitious agenda threatened by fights over gays in the military, the Whitewater scandal, and other distractions. The damage was self-inflicted, caused by Clinton’s indiscipline and sloppy staff work. Panetta stepped in and brought discipline and focus to the White House—enabling Clinton to regain his traction and go on to win a second term. Now it was Panetta’s turn to tutor Obama’s incoming chief: “Always, always, be straight and honest with the president of the United States,” he said. “Always tell him what he may not want to hear—because frankly, a lot of people in the White House will always tell the president what he wants to hear.”

				
				Andrew Card, Bolten’s predecessor, had set the modern record for longevity as chief: five years and three months under George W. Bush. Yet Card, who had served five presidents, was intimidated, almost awed, by the company this morning. “These were truly historic people who served during phenomenally historic times and it was quite compelling because they’re all very wise,” he would recall. When it came his turn, Card urged Rahm to protect the office of the presidency: “A lot of people aren’t interested in protecting the institution of the presidency, Article 2 in the Constitution. In fact, it’s under attack almost all the time from Article 1, which is Congress, and Article 3, the courts. And there really aren’t too many people at the White House that pay attention to that.”

				Next, all eyes turned to Donald Rumsfeld. The pugnacious, suffer-no-fools architect of the Iraq invasion, George Bush’s embattled defense secretary had been asked to resign after the bungling of the occupation and the scandals at Abu Ghraib. Bolten, who had brought the chiefs together this morning, had been instrumental in Rumsfeld’s firing.

				And yet, around this table Rumsfeld was respected for an earlier incarnation—as Gerald R. Ford’s remarkably effective chief of staff. In the aftermath of the biggest scandal in American history, with Ford plummeting in the polls after his pardon of Richard Nixon for Watergate crimes, Rumsfeld had put Ford’s presidency back on track. He had been a congressman and ambassador—and would become a corporate CEO and defense secretary (twice). But Rumsfeld insisted that being Ford’s White House chief was by far the toughest job he’d ever had: “It was like climbing into the cockpit of a crippled plane in flight and trying to land it safely.” Rumsfeld had pulled Ford’s presidency out of a nosedive.

				One of Rumsfeld’s first acts as chief had been to appoint Cheney as his deputy. In an episode that would seal their friendship, Rumsfeld had prevented Cheney’s career from imploding. Faced with an FBI background check, Cheney confessed a secret: Out West, in his twenties, he had been arrested twice—and jailed—for drunk driving. Rumsfeld (with Ford’s blessing) stood by him. For men who decades later would become two of the most powerful and polarizing figures in American history, it was the beginning of a formidable alliance.

				
				Rumsfeld, the wily veteran, turned to Emanuel. “Immediately pick your successor,” he told him. “And always remember: You are not indispensable.” Emanuel could not resist taking a swing at this verbal softball. “Is that true for secretaries of defense?” he cracked. A roar of laughter went around the table. Even Rumsfeld forced a smile.

				Finally it was Cheney’s turn to speak. Over eight years, the vice president had richly earned his reputation as the Darth Vader of the Far Right, the unapologetic author of the war on terror. But many of the men around this table had known a different Cheney. Decades earlier, succeeding Rumsfeld as chief, he’d been one of the most popular figures in Washington, helping Gerald Ford return from the dead politically and very nearly defeat Jimmy Carter. In that earlier incarnation, Cheney had been known for his humility and uncanny ability to forge consensus; his Secret Service moniker was “Backseat.” This supposedly kinder, gentler Cheney also had a wicked sense of humor and a fondness for elaborate practical jokes. The press corps loved him. In the years since, the debate over “What in the world happened to Cheney?” had become almost a parlor game among the chiefs. One theory was that he had been transformed by his experience as the powerful CEO of Halliburton. Others thought he had gone to the dark side in the 1980s, running secret “continuity of government” exercises (war games that simulated nuclear Armageddon). The truth was, Cheney’s archconservative ideology was nothing new; he had always been “somewhere to the right of Genghis Khan,” as one Ford colleague put it. But Cheney’s worldview now seemed bleaker, his disposition darker. His close friend and colleague Brent Scowcroft, estranged from Cheney over the Iraq War, was convinced that his ex-friend’s brushes with mortality had changed him (Cheney suffered five heart attacks before his transplant in 2012). “That’s what a bad heart will do to a person,” Scowcroft told me. The Iraq War also triggered fierce arguments between Cheney and James Baker, his former colleague and hunting partner. But Cheney’s close friend David Hume Kennerly, Ford’s White House photographer, insists that his supposed transformation was nonsense. He may have a point: Back in the 1970s Cheney had taken a job aptitude test. His ideal career match? An undertaker.

				
				Now the most powerful vice president in modern history, whose nickname was “Big Time,” looked up at Emanuel over his glasses. “At all costs,” he said gravely, “control your vice president.” The chiefs erupted in the last round of laughter for the day. Cheney flashed a crooked smile.

				Following the meeting, the chiefs gathered outside Bolten’s office. Then they headed down the hall toward the Oval Office. Leading the way was Bolten, who would be chief for six more weeks. At the rear, grasping a cane and clinging to his ex-deputy Ken Duberstein, was Howard Baker Jr., now eighty-three and hobbled by Parkinson’s disease.

				Waiting for them was George W. Bush. A presidency that had begun with one cataclysmic crisis, on September 11, 2001, was ending with another: the prospect of worldwide financial collapse. The personal toll it had taken on the president was apparent. A subdued Bush greeted them, with none of his trademark nicknames or quips. “I had seen and met President Bush many times,” recalls Podesta. “But I thought to myself that morning how much the wear and tear of that office was lined into his face. He really looked like he was ready to wrap it up.” The chiefs said their good-byes to the president and one another and departed.

				—

				It had been a singular event, a rare gathering of one of the most remarkable fraternities in Washington. “Every president reveals himself,” says historian Richard Norton Smith, “by the presidential portraits he hangs in the Roosevelt Room, and by the person he picks as his chief of staff.” Like the commanders in chief who comprise the “Presidents Club,” the chiefs are a band of battle-scarred brothers. (There are currently seventeen alive—none of them women, for reasons we will explore.) They have a remarkable mutual respect for their fellow members. “There is no secret handshake, but it is a special bond,” says Sununu. Fierce partisans, the chiefs can be ruthless in pursuit of their presidents’ agendas: H. R. Haldeman went to prison for perjuring himself in Richard Nixon’s Watergate scandal. But they are bound together by the shared experience of having survived what may be the toughest job in Washington—so arduous that the average tenure is a little more than eighteen months. James A. Baker III, the Republican consigliere who served as chief of staff, Treasury secretary, and secretary of state, says: “You can very well make the argument that the White House chief of staff is the second-most-powerful job in government.” In fact, the fate of every presidency arguably hinges on this little-understood position.

				
				The White House chief translates the president’s agenda into reality. When government works, it is usually because the chief understands the fabric of power, threading the needle where policy and politics converge. Without Jim Baker’s deft touch at managing the White House, the press and Capitol Hill—and the president’s warring advisers—there would have been no Reagan Revolution. Similarly, Bill Clinton almost surely would have been a one-term president if Leon Panetta had not stepped in as chief of staff and brought discipline and order—not to mention record budget surpluses—to his White House. “Without a great chief of staff, a president frankly doesn’t know what he is doing,” says Robert Reich, Clinton’s secretary of labor. During the last days of his presidency, Barack Obama observed: “One of the things I’ve learned is that the big breakthroughs are typically the result of a lot of grunt work—just a whole lot of blocking and tackling.” Grunt work is what chiefs of staff do.

				Conversely, when government fails, it can often be traced to the shortcomings of the chief. The stakes that come with the job could not be higher. “All our presidents select for various positions cronies or political hangers-on or whatever,” observed Theodore “Ted” Sorensen, John F. Kennedy’s confidant. “But every president knows when he’s picking his chief of staff, my God, he’d better get the right man in that job or he’ll be ruined.” Some of the great blunders of modern history have happened because a chief of staff failed to tell the president what he did not want to hear. Paying hush money to burglars to cover up the Watergate break-in, trading weapons to Iran for hostages, launching the Iraq War on dubious evidence, even bungling the online rollout of health care—all might have been avoided if the chiefs of staff had put these decisions through the rigors of a system designed to avoid disasters.

				
				Few chiefs have come through the experience unbloodied. “None of us is six four anymore,” jokes five-foot-nine Duberstein, “even if we started out that way.” “People ask me if it’s like that television show The West Wing,” says Erskine Bowles, Bill Clinton’s second chief. “But that doesn’t begin to capture the velocity. In an average day you would deal with Bosnia, Northern Ireland, the budget, taxation, the environment—and then you’d have lunch! And then on Friday you would say, ‘Thank God—only two more working days until Monday.’ ” Cheney blames the job for causing his first heart attack. After he left the White House, Obama’s Bill Daley came down with shingles—caused, he believes, by the stress. The man considered the gold standard in the job, James Baker, found the experience so emotionally grueling and deeply painful that he went to Ronald Reagan and tried, unsuccessfully, to quit.

				Emanuel would discover just how relentless the job can be. Over the next twenty months, he would later tell me, there were no moments of peace: “You’re on the phone on the way home. You’re on the phone during dinner, you’re on the phone reading bedtime stories to your kids—and you fall asleep before the book ends. And then you’re woken up around three in the morning with something bad happening somewhere around the world.” And yet Emanuel would not have traded the experience for any other. “Was it challenging? Was it brutal? Was it really tough?” he asks. “Would I have done it again? Absolutely. These experiences are gifts. They’re to be cherished. And I guarantee you, every one of the chiefs would say, ‘I would do it again if asked.’ ”

				
				This book is the story of men who define the presidencies they serve. It is the story of how Bob Haldeman, Nixon’s self-proclaimed “son of a bitch,” was widely blamed for causing Watergate. And indeed, Haldeman’s failure to speak hard truths to Nixon allowed the scandal to take root. And yet Haldeman’s successors credit him with creating the model for the modern White House chief. There is no one-size-fits-all template; every president has different needs. But the “staff system” conceived by Haldeman is a model of governance designed to prevent calamity. Time and again, presidencies that have failed to follow it have paid a heavy price.

				It is the story of how two ambitious chiefs, Donald Rumsfeld and Dick Cheney, managed to bring Gerald Ford back from political oblivion to the brink of victory over Jimmy Carter. It is the story of how Carter, the quintessential outsider and among the most intelligent presidents ever elected, thought he could act as his own chief, thereby crippling his presidency. It tells how James Baker redefined the job, mastered its nuances, and—despite being the target of vicious infighting—made bipartisan government work; and how his successors Howard Baker and Ken Duberstein rescued Reagan from the Iran-Contra scandal. It explains how Leon Panetta (along with his deputies Bowles and Podesta) repaired Bill Clinton’s broken presidency, fixing a dysfunctional White House and setting the stage for reelection.

				It is also the story of how George W. Bush, the politically gifted son of a president, overestimated his ability to govern—with disastrous consequences. The president who called himself “the decider” did not empower a chief of staff who could tell him what he did not want to hear or rein in his powerful advisers. Andy Card, his long-serving chief, would be no match for Cheney, who had mastered the levers of power decades earlier. This would have devastating results when it came to the Iraq War. The bitter internecine struggle among Bush’s principal advisers would lead to a Shakespearean drama before the invasion in early 2003—one that revealed an unspoken rift between the president and his father.

				
				Barack Obama’s fortunes would also be profoundly affected by his chiefs of staff. A neophyte at governing, the first senator to become president since Kennedy, Obama understood the significance of the position—he went out of his way to convene a secret meeting of Bill Clinton’s former chiefs before he was elected. And indeed, with Emanuel at his side, Obama succeeded in staving off another Great Depression, saving the auto industry, and passing his landmark Affordable Care Act. But Emanuel’s successors were less assertive. Obama’s inability to pass legislation, his failure to get a grand bargain on the budget, and the bungled health-care rollout—all these debacles can be attributed not just to political gridlock, but to his chiefs. And yet Obama’s final, and longest-serving, chief, Denis McDonough, would help the president perfect the use of executive power to achieve seminal breakthroughs with the Paris Climate Accord, the Iran Nuclear Agreement, and the diplomatic opening to Cuba. And for better or worse, Obama and McDonough would defy the foreign policy establishment by refusing to strike Syria in retaliation for its use of chemical weapons.

				As for Donald Trump, the least qualified person ever elected to the presidency, the fate of his administration may well depend on whether he empowers a chief of staff to be his honest broker—and listens to advice he may not want to hear.

				—

				Since George Washington presidents have depended heavily on the advice and counsel of confidants. But it wasn’t until nearly two centuries later that the first White House chief of staff emerged. The framers of the Constitution never envisioned anything like it. Unelected and unconfirmed, the chief serves at the whim of the president, hired and fired by him (or her) alone. And yet, in the modern era, no presidency has functioned effectively without one.

				
				In the winter of 1968, after one of the most bitterly contested election campaigns in American history, Richard Nixon hunkered down in a hotel suite in New York City. He had gone there to plan his presidency, and to get even with his enemies. With him was a man Nixon called his pluperfect son of a bitch, and Lord High Executioner: the man who would become the first truly modern White House chief of staff.
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			On the thirty-ninth floor of New York City’s Pierre Hotel, in a suite monitored by closed-circuit cameras and Secret Service agents, Richard M. Nixon looked out over the threadbare landscape of Central Park. It was December 1968, and the president-elect was huddled with his closest adviser, a grave young man in a tweed jacket and a brush haircut. The men were scribbling on yellow legal pads, planning the next presidency of the United States, now just a month away. “The executive branch of the United States is the largest corporation in the world,” the adviser, H. R. Haldeman, would reflect years later. “It has the most awesome responsibilities of any corporation in the world, the largest budget of any corporation in the world, and the largest number of employees. Yet the entire senior management structure and team have to be formed in a period of seventy-five days.”

			Richard Nixon’s presidency would be born in the midst of a bloody quagmire and its violent backlash: Americans were dying in the jungles of South Vietnam at a rate of more than three hundred every week; protesters at home clashed with police in riot gear. Promising to end the war, Nixon had won the presidency by a hairsbreadth, the second-closest popular vote margin in history. There was a widespread sense that the center would not hold, the country more bitterly divided than at any time since the Civil War. Presidential chronicler Theodore White wrote: “The United States faced a crisis equal in magnitude to Lincoln’s in 1860, or Roosevelt’s in 1932. Those crises, however, had been defined—freedom rather than slavery, employment rather than hunger. Richard M. Nixon’s crisis was far more complex; it defied definition…thus it was graver.”

			
			Having served as Dwight Eisenhower’s vice president, Nixon knew the presidency could be a “splendid misery,” as Jefferson put it, unresponsive even to the commands of the most celebrated general in modern history. “Poor Ike!” his predecessor Harry Truman had quipped upon Eisenhower’s election. “He’ll sit here and he’ll say, ‘Do this! Do that!’ And nothing will happen. It won’t be a bit like the Army.”

			“Presidents need help.” That’s what the Brownlow Committee, formed by Franklin Roosevelt in 1936, concluded about the burdens of the commander in chief. Eisenhower had found help in the form of an irascible former New Hampshire governor named Sherman Adams. When Ike made his first entrance into the Executive Mansion, the story goes, an usher handed the new president a letter. “Never bring me a sealed envelope!” Ike barked. Nothing, he decreed, should come to the president without first being screened by someone he trusted. Soon Adams was installed as the president’s gatekeeper—and the first White House chief of staff was born.

			“Possessed of the disposition of a grizzly with a barked shin, often inconsiderate, always demanding,” Adams was loyal, selfless, and so fiercely protective of the president that he was called the Abominable No-Man. But Adams was more than a gatekeeper; he was the White House version of Ike’s army chief of staff: funneling information, framing decisions, and acting as broker among quarreling cabinet members. He was the first chief—though not the last—who was thought to wield nearly as much power as his boss.

			
			In Nixon’s view, the importance of a strong chief of staff was confirmed by the misfortunes of Ike’s successors. John Kennedy had rejected Ike’s model and decided he did not need a chief; he would be his own gatekeeper. A half-dozen senior aides would have direct access to the Oval Office. But then came calamity: Kennedy was gulled by the Pentagon and CIA into sending a ragtag army of anti-Castro mercenaries onto the beach at Cuba’s Bay of Pigs. They were routed, and the new president humiliated. Deceived by his generals, Kennedy concluded that he needed someone he could trust to help him with the big decisions (and to filter conflicting advice). Bobby Kennedy became his de facto chief.

			Like Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson resisted concentrating power in a single adviser. Domineering, charming, bullying, LBJ would be his own chief—setting domestic and foreign priorities, reading every memo, corralling his cabinet, wrangling votes on Capitol Hill. His senior White House staff would take their marching orders from him alone. But after five years, humbled by a spiraling death toll in Vietnam and plummeting popularity at home, Lyndon Johnson had been driven from office, spent and defeated.

			Now, ensconced in his Manhattan headquarters, Richard Nixon was determined to control his fate. His cabinet would be full of strong, idiosyncratic personalities: in domestic affairs, the distinguished economist Arthur Burns, the liberal iconoclast Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and the charismatic former Texas governor John Connally; in foreign affairs, the former attorney general William Rogers, and the gravel-voiced Harvard intellectual Henry Kissinger. But Nixon wanted someone to keep them in line, to ensure that his agenda would be executed, giving him time and space to think. H. R. Haldeman would be that person. As his chief of staff recalled years later, referring to himself in the third person: “Eisenhower had told Nixon that every president has to have his own ‘SOB.’ Nixon had looked over everyone in his entourage and decided that Haldeman was a pluperfect SOB. And because of that somewhat unflattering appraisal, my career took a rise.”

			
			Nixon was determined to do one other thing: exact revenge on his enemies. To that end, he summoned an important visitor: J. Edgar Hoover, the long-serving FBI director. As Haldeman later vividly recalled: “The president asked me to be present when Hoover paid his respects. Hoover, florid, rumpled, came into the suite and quickly got down to business. He said that LBJ had ordered the FBI to wiretap Nixon during the campaign. In fact, he told Nixon, Johnson had directed the FBI to ‘bug’ Nixon’s campaign airplane, and this had been done.” In truth, no such bug had been planted on Nixon’s plane. Hoover was lying to the president-elect, cleverly exploiting Nixon’s suspicions to enhance his own power. But for the man who was about to become the thirty-seventh president of the United States, this was confirmation of his worst fears about his political enemies: LBJ, the Kennedys, the liberals, and the press.

			As Hoover departed, Haldeman recalled, “Nixon decided it was an opportune moment for a cup of coffee, while he thought over this new information. ‘Want one?’ he asked. I said no, and Nixon stared at the cup for a minute. I remember the moment clearly because his next words surprised me. Instead of remarking angrily on the bugging of his plane, Nixon said with some sympathy for Johnson, ‘Well, I don’t blame him. He’s been under such pressure because of the damned war, he’d do anything.’ He paused, holding the cup, then said, ‘I’m not going to end up like LBJ, Bob, holed up in the White House, afraid to show my face on the street. I’m going to stop that war. Fast. I mean it!’ ”

			H. R. “Bob” Haldeman and Richard M. Nixon were an odd couple, bound by politics and expedience yet worlds apart socially. Haldeman, an advertising agency executive in Los Angeles, was an unlikely candidate for the president’s consigliere. “Bob Haldeman would have been a superstar had he never gone to the White House,” recalls Larry Higby, who followed him from J. Walter Thompson to the White House at the age of twenty-three. Indeed, Haldeman in the early 1960s was Southern California royalty: regent of the University of California; president of the UCLA alumni association; founding chairman of the California Institute of the Arts: “He was a fairly easygoing guy,” says Higby, now sixty-six, still wiry, animated, and intensely loyal to his mentor. “He loved the beach. He’d go sailing almost every afternoon. When he was in his office he would have tea every afternoon at three o’clock.” To Nixon, a grocer’s son from Whittier, California, raised by a Quaker mother, Haldeman belonged to another, rarefied world. “Los Angeles has a very distinct social hierarchy—with its own schools, fraternities, and status,” says Nixon biographer Evan Thomas. “And Nixon was envious of that: ‘Haldeman, wow, he’s part of the Los Angeles ruling class.’ ”

			
			Volunteering for the Ike-Nixon race in 1956, Haldeman reveled in the discipline of presidential campaign work: “It turned out, somewhat to my surprise, that I was a born advance man. This is one of the most demanding jobs in politics. It needs organizational ability, a passion for predictability and punctuality, and a strong enough character to counterbalance the demands of different political groups and personalities.” Haldeman was tapped to run Nixon’s 1960 presidential campaign, and his 1962 race for governor of California—both losing efforts. A promising young local television reporter named Tom Brokaw was struck by Haldeman’s buttoned-down civility. “He was the classic kind of ’50s UCLA graduate, Ivy League suits, a straight arrow,” recalls Brokaw. But working for Nixon transformed him. “He really changed and became much more serious, much more focused, and much more introspective,” says Higby. “He was really shaping what he thought was a great cause for the United States and the world.” Selflessly dedicated to Nixon, Haldeman seemed driven not by ideology or friendship but by a sense of mission. Years later, John W. Dean, the president’s former legal counsel, told me he still puzzles over the bond between Nixon and his chief: “There was no real close personal bond there, but Haldeman’s efficiency obviously appealed to Nixon, and Nixon’s politics appealed to Haldeman.”

			
			Devastated by his defeat in the 1962 governor’s race, Nixon retreated to New York City, where he nursed his wounds in a white-shoe law firm run by his friend and mentor John Mitchell. But Haldeman still believed in Nixon’s presidential prospects, and in 1967 sent his boss a memo that would become the blueprint for the next year’s presidential campaign. “The time has come,” Haldeman wrote, “for political campaigning—its techniques and strategies—to come out of the dark ages and into the brave new world of the omnipresent eye.” The “eye” was television, an alternative to the exhausting shoe-leather and whistle-stop campaign that Nixon had run and lost against Jack Kennedy in 1960, causing him to “become punchy, mauled by his admirers, jeered and deflated by his opponent’s supporters (and paid troublemakers), misled by the super-stimulation of one frenzied rally after another.” Haldeman continued: “He has no time to think. To study his opponent’s strategy and statements, to develop his own strategy and statements. No wonder the almost inevitable campaign dialogue borders so near the idiot level.”

			Haldeman proposed a strategy that would spare Nixon that grueling regimen; and the following year, helped by a young TV producer named Roger Ailes, he crafted a carefully focused television marketing campaign. Nixon was packaged and sold to the country in thirty- and sixty-second advertisements. He defeated Hubert Humphrey by a margin of just five hundred thousand votes (though comfortably in the electoral college). And Haldeman, the consummate advance man, would take an important lesson to the White House: The president’s time is his most valuable asset.

			Holed up at their transition headquarters, Haldeman read everything he could find on how to organize the White House. He devised what he called a staff system, a model and template of White House governance that almost every subsequent administration would follow.

			One person was paying particularly close attention: Donald Rumsfeld, the young, ambitious head of Nixon’s Office of Economic Opportunity. “There has to be a staff system, and Haldeman was the person who designed it,” Rumsfeld would tell me years later. Haldeman, he notes, adapted the lessons Nixon learned from Ike: “It came really out of Eisenhower who had a military background, understanding the importance of communicating out to important elements—logistics and all the different elements in the military.”

			
			On December 19, 1968, Haldeman summoned the staff of the nascent administration to a meeting room at the Pierre. Watching from the back of the room, speechwriter William Safire took notes as Nixon’s newly anointed chief addressed the troops:

			
				“Our job is not to do the work of government, but to get the work out to where it belongs—out to the Departments,” Haldeman began. He continued: “Nothing goes to the president that is not completely staffed out first, for accuracy and form, for lateral coordination, checked for related material, reviewed by competent staff concerned with that area—and all that is essential for Presidential attention.”

			

			Haldeman then warned about what he called end running: “That is the principal occupation of 98 percent of the people in the bureaucracy. Do not permit anyone to end-run you or any of the rest of us. Don’t become a source of end-running yourself, or we’ll miss you at the White House.” (End running, as Haldeman defined it, is what happens when someone with his own agenda meets privately with the president without going through the chief of staff. The result? All too often, a presidential edict that has not been thought through—with unintended consequences.)

			He continued:

			
				“The key staff can always communicate with and see the President when necessary. The priorities will be weighed on the basis of what visit will accomplish most. We’ve got to preserve his time for the things that matter. Now, that does not mean that everything will be reduced for him to the lowest common denominator. The President wants to make decisions himself, not preside over decisions made by the staff. How we decide what is major and what is minor is the key to whether this is a good White House staff or a lousy one.”

			

			
			He concluded by reading from the Brownlow Committee Report to FDR, describing the ideal qualities of a White House aide. He (or she) “would remain in the background, issue no orders, make no decisions, emit no public statements…should be possessed of a high competence, great physical vigor and a passion for anonymity.”

			It was a pitch-perfect description of Nixon’s chief of staff, whose sole interest was to engrave the president’s place in history. For the next five years, on everything from walking King Timahoe, the president’s Irish setter, to mining North Vietnam’s Haiphong Harbor, Haldeman would be Nixon’s confidant.

			Their relationship was intimate but strangely distant. “I think Haldeman viewed President Nixon as a close working colleague but not a friend,” Higby says. “Nixon saw Haldeman, Ehrlichman, and Kissinger as a level below him. This was in contrast to people like John Connally or John Mitchell, whom Nixon viewed as equals and friends.” The president and his chief shared the single-minded focus of loners. Physically awkward and socially inept, Nixon was most comfortable brooding in his private study; Haldeman, a teetotaling Christian Scientist, was so devoted to his work that family and friends were an afterthought. Safire wrote that Haldeman and Nixon were “similar in a way to Cathy and Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights—Cathy insisted she was not so much in love with Heathcliff as she was Heathcliff—so too did Haldeman see his identity merged with Nixon’s.”

			As chief of staff, Haldeman would be the first person Nixon saw in the Oval Office in the morning and the last on his way to the residence at night. Only three other people were cleared to see the president alone: Ehrlichman, Kissinger, and Connally. (Over time others would gain direct access to Nixon, with dire results.) Haldeman practiced his “passion for anonymity.” At cabinet meetings, recalls Higby, “you’d always see him sitting against the wall. He never sat at the table, which other chiefs of staff have done. On the helicopter he and I would often sit toward the back unless he was brought up because the president wanted to talk to him about something.”

			
			No nuance of statecraft or image making escaped Haldeman’s attention. “He really grasped everything—because he had grown up watching the shift from campaign stops to speeches to television: You know, ‘You don’t want the platform to be over here because the camera angle will be better,’ ” recalls Higby. The former advance man was always scanning the horizon for threats. “Haldeman was known for his caution,” wrote Safire. “When asked what books the president was currently reading, he would answer with another question, what books did I recommend the president read?” When Safire told Haldeman he was writing a memoir, and was looking for personal sketches, the chief replied: “The president does not doodle.” Safire wrote: “Haldeman nibbled his pencil for a moment. Then he looked at me with a humorously evil expression that spoke volumes about his understanding of image merchants in the throes of manipulation: ‘Should the president doodle?’ ”

			Newsweek wrote: “Harry Robbins Haldeman is Richard Nixon’s son of a bitch, glowering out at the world under a crew cut that would flatter a drill instructor with a gaze that would freeze Medusa.” John Dean never forgot a car ride from San Clemente to Newport, with the chief and two aides in the backseat. “Haldeman absolutely reamed both of them,” says Dean. “I mean, just gave them a tongue lashing—and I’m thinking if he ever did that to me I would not stay in the job. I don’t know if he sensed that. He never did that to me, but he did that to a lot of people, and Nixon liked that.” Haldeman’s memos to the staff were equally unforgiving. As when he took aim at Jeb Magruder, a young assistant, for failing to carry out an assignment:

			
			
				July 7, 1970

				MEMORANDUM FOR: MR. MAGRUDER

				I am reluctantly and regretfully sending the attached memorandum to the President.

				I never intend to send another memorandum like this to the President and I don’t intend to tolerate this kind of total failure on the part of our staff ever again.

				I’m not interested in any explanation, excuse, or discussion of this one, and I’m especially not interested in any more B.S. in the form of reports that tell me something has been done when in fact, it hasn’t….

				H. R. Haldeman

			

			Nothing was exempt from Haldeman’s “zero defect” policy, recalls Terry O’Donnell, a White House veteran who became a Nixon aide in 1972. “He expected perfection. He said, ‘This White House is the president’s house and it should be the best in the world.’ So if he walked through the West Wing and saw a paper askance, he’d make note of it. And if he went, literally, into the john at Camp David—because this really happened—and the toilet paper roll was almost run down, he made a note of it and said, ‘Terry, that’s not as it should be. Fix it.’ ”

			Nixon shared his chief’s obsession with the minutiae of White House management; alone in his private office, he would scribble on yellow legal pads (later typed up by his secretary Rose Mary Woods) his thoughts on everything from the modern art in U.S. embassies (“it’s godawful and must be removed”) to the unacceptable guest list for the annual Gridiron dinner. A single day, March 16, 1970, illustrates the range of subjects that preoccupied the president:

			
			
				FOR H. R. HALDEMAN, FROM THE PRESIDENT

				I would like for you to get….a complete rundown on any comments on news stories, columns, or on television, with regard to my Gridiron appearance on Saturday….I recall that when each time [sic] Kennedy appeared before the Gridiron there were reams of columns with regard to the effectiveness of the appearance, even though on at least one occasion I recall it was somewhat of a bomb….Give me a full report by the end of this week.

				FROM: THE PRESIDENT

				TO: H. R. HALDEMAN

				Would you have the BORDEAUX years checked? I know that ’59 is an excellent year, even with my unsophisticated taste; but my recollection is that ’66 is one of the years. The reason I ask is that we seem to have a huge stock of ’66 on hand and I wondered why.

			

			Haldeman and Nixon’s chief domestic adviser, John Ehrlichman—with their Germanic names—were dubbed by the media “the Berlin Wall.” The narrative took root of Haldeman as the leader of a Praetorian Guard that isolated the president, building a wall between Nixon and his cabinet, and the diverse views he needed to make informed decisions.

			Yet the narrative was not true. “It was just the opposite,” says Higby. “Contrary to what people think, Haldeman worked to get more people in to see the president. He was, most of the time, the guy who was trying to break down the wall.” It was Nixon who demanded isolation, preferring memos to meetings, retreating to his private hideaway in the Old Executive Office Building. Nixon was “pathologically shy,” according to Stephen Bull, a young presidential assistant at the time. Haldeman knew that Nixon functioned best when given private space to make decisions. “The most important thing the president has is time,” says Bull. “And the chief’s job is to reserve as much of it for him as he can—even if it’s just for going over to the Old Executive Office Building to sit there and think and make notes on a yellow pad.”

			
			When it came to setting policy, Nixon’s White House staff would theoretically defer to the departments: State, Defense, Commerce, Treasury, HEW, Labor. (“Our job is not to do the work of government,” Haldeman had vowed.) But in practice, actual governing and all real decisions would take place in the West Wing. (This has been true of every administration since.) William Rogers might have been secretary of state, but Kissinger, the national security adviser, was in charge of foreign policy. Ehrlichman, Nixon’s senior aide, decided domestic policy. Nixon saw the White House as a Fortune 500 company, with the Oval Office as the corner office, and Haldeman as chief operating officer. “Policy was going to be decided in the White House,” says Higby. “And it was the job of the cabinet to execute. And there were mechanisms put in place to make sure that follow-up and execution did take place.”

			One of those mechanisms was a “tickler system.” Staffers were assigned to follow up on presidential edicts at specific intervals to be sure they were being carried out. John Dean says he ran afoul of the tickler system when he dragged his feet on Nixon’s so-called enemies program—a plan to punish opponents with IRS tax audits. “I almost got in deep trouble because I wouldn’t implement the enemies program,” he says. “I found in the files all these memos back and forth on how they’ve got to get Haldeman to fire me because I’m not doing anything on it.”

			On June 29, 1971, exasperated by a series of leaks of classified information, Nixon called a cabinet meeting. “Down in the government,” he announced, “are a bunch of sons of bitches. Some of those you’ve appointed may be well intentioned sons of bitches, but…many are out to get us….We have yet to fire any of these people. From now on, Haldeman is the Lord High Executioner. Don’t come whining to me when he tells you to do something. He will do it because I asked him to and you’re to carry it out! We’ve checked and found that 96 percent of the bureaucracy are against us; they’re bastards who are here to screw us.”

			
			The president’s tone turned mawkish. “Haldeman has the worst job anybody can have in the White House. I remember poor old Bedell Smith [Ike’s assistant], who had to carry out a lot of tough decisions for Eisenhower. In his later years he started to drink a lot, probably to try and forget the things he had to do in his early years. He was at my house one night and he started to cry, and he said, ‘All my life I have just been Ike’s prat boy, doing his dirty work.’ Well, Haldeman is my prat boy….When he talks, it’s me talking, and don’t think it’ll do you any good to come and talk to me, because I’ll be tougher than he is. That’s the way it’s going to be.”

			In his diary that night, remarkably, Haldeman recounted with approval this petulant, almost unhinged presidential outburst: “It was pretty impressive, for all of them. I walked out right after Nixon did. They seemed to be very much impressed, so I think it had its effect.”

			If he misjudged Nixon’s cabinet (who were outraged by the episode), Haldeman was better at reading other outsized personalities and egos. Kissinger, egocentric and paranoid, was constantly threatening to resign. The chief of staff became adept at talking him off the ledge. (Except when, with Nixon’s blessing, he dared Kissinger to go ahead and quit.) Haldeman was also a sounding board for Kissinger’s rants about his enemies, real and imagined. “Henry clearly had a lot of insecurities, as did Nixon,” says Higby. “The president always felt inferior to the East Coast press and the Ivy Leaguers. And Henry also saw bogeymen like Nixon did. His bogeyman happened to be the State Department.”

			Tolerating ethnic and religious slurs was the price of admission to Nixon’s inner circle. “Haldeman’s anti-Semitism is one of his fatal flaws,” says biographer Thomas. “You can feel it, he’s blinded by it. Haldeman is an enabler in Nixon’s anti-Semitism, and it brings out the president’s raw blind side.” A presidential memo, casually dictated to aide Peter Flanigan, conveys the utter banality of Nixon’s prejudice: “I have still not had a report that I consider to be adequate on meat prices,” Nixon wrote. “I think you will find that chain stores who generally control these prices nation-wide are primarily dominated by Jewish interests. These boys, of course, have every right to make all the money they want, but they have a notorious reputation in the trade for conspiracy.”

			
			In Nixon’s mind, enemies had infiltrated government from top to bottom. Four decades later, over tea at his home in McLean, Virginia, Fred Malek, head of White House personnel then, describes a remarkable order he received from the president in 1971. “He calls me in and he says, ‘I think there’s a cabal of Democrats, and most of them are Jewish, at the Bureau of Labor Statistics—they’re twisting the statistics to make me look bad, the monthly jobs reports. And I want you to find out how many of those people are Democrats, and how many are Jewish, and who are these people?’ So I got a list and sent it to him, saying the top fifteen are Democrats—whatever it was. And he said, ‘Well, how many are Jewish?’ And I said, ‘Well, f*ck, how do I know that?’ ” Afterward, Malek went to Haldeman. “Bob was always the voice of reason in this stuff. He knew how to take things off the table that represented Nixon’s darker spirits. And I said, ‘Bob, I don’t know how to do that; it seems strange, is this a good idea?’ And Haldeman said, ‘Well, just look at their names and just send him something. Just give him something, and get him off it.’ So I did. And nothing happened except we took the commissioner—he was a WASP—and we replaced him with this commissioner who was Jewish!”

			Haldeman often acted as a brake on presidential orders he considered unwise or even illegal. “Presidents are like everybody else,” explains Higby. “They have moments of pique—moments when they’re really furious or really upset. Not only would Haldeman talk Nixon out of crazy ideas, but they had an understanding that the stuff he [Haldeman] felt was really bad and really wrong, he wouldn’t do.” Better to let the president cool off, and return another day. “Now, he would always go back to the president, a day or two later, and say, ‘I didn’t do that,’ ” says Higby. “ ‘Remember you wanted me to do that? I didn’t do that. Here’s why.’ ” Long after he’d left the White House, at a conference in San Diego of former chiefs of staff in 1986, Haldeman was asked: “Did you ever have to talk the president out of a boneheaded idea?” He replied:

			
			
				I was ordered by the president unequivocally and immediately to commence lie detector tests of every employee of the State Department because there had been a series of leaks which were seriously damaging our negotiations in Vietnam. This was an easy order not to carry out because it was physically impossible to do. It couldn’t have been done anyway. But we didn’t do it and the president said the next day, “Have you gotten a lie detector program started?” And I said no, and he said, “Aren’t you going to?” And I said, “I don’t intend to,” and he again ordered that it be done.

				I again didn’t do it on the first round that time, then went back to him later that day…and said, “Mr. President, this really is a mistake. There are other ways of dealing with this problem at this point, and we will be back to you with a plan for doing that.” We came back with a plan, and he said at that point, “I didn’t think you would do it.” But it was fairly clear at the time that I was supposed to.

			

			The White House tapes capture countless instances of Nixon doing a slow burn as Haldeman tries to tamp down the president’s anger. In the summer of 1971, Nixon was convinced that classified documents had been spirited out of the State Department and locked up at the Brookings Institution, a liberal think tank. He demanded action.

			
				JUNE 30, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, MITCHELL, KISSINGER, AND MELVIN LAIRD, 5:17–6:23 PM, OVAL OFFICE

				PRESIDENT NIXON: …I want Brookings, I want them just to break in and take it out. Do you understand?

				HALDEMAN: Yeah. But you have to have somebody to do it.

				
				NIXON: That’s what I’m talking about. Don’t discuss it here…I want the break-in. Hell, they do that. You’re to break into the place, rifle the files, and bring ’em out.

				HALDEMAN: I don’t have any problem with breaking in. It’s a Defense Department–approved security….

				NIXON: Just go in and take it. Go in around 8:00 or 9:00 o’clock.

				HALDEMAN: Make an inspection of the safe.

				NIXON: That’s right. You go in to inspect the safe. I mean, clean it up.

			

			
				JULY 1, 1971: THE PRESIDENT, HALDEMAN, AND KISSINGER. 8:45–9:52 AM, OVAL OFFICE

				PRESIDENT NIXON: …Do you think, for Christ’s sakes, that the New York Times is worried about all the legal niceties? Those sons of bitches are killing me….We’re up against an enemy, a conspiracy. They’re using any means. We are going to use any means. Is that clear?

				Did they get the Brookings Institute raided last night? No. Get it done. I want it done. I want the Brookings Institute safe cleaned out and I want it cleaned out in such a way that it makes somebody else [look responsible].

				Haldeman managed to shelve the break-in plan, but before long the harebrained plot would come to life again.

				For all his paranoia, of course, Nixon had real opposition. He faced a hostile press corps, and a bitterly antagonistic Congress, controlled by Democrats. And yet, with Haldeman cracking the whip, Nixon forged bipartisan success in domestic and foreign affairs. He was ideologically closer to his Democratic opposition than many supposed. Welfare reform (or “workfare”) was first conceived by Pat Moynihan under Nixon. And as Evan Thomas points out: “Nixon began the march, and his administration was an active player in other traditionally liberal realms like health care, consumer and job safety, and the environment. He embraced the mid-twentieth-century ethos that government existed to solve problems, and he kept at them until he was swallowed by Watergate.” Among Nixon’s major domestic achievements, denounced by the Republican Party ever since, was the establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency.

				
				The crowning success of Nixon’s first term was the grand diplomatic opening to China. The landmark thawing of relations between the United States and the People’s Republic was executed by Kissinger, but it was conceived by Richard Nixon and produced by Haldeman. Higby recalls a flight on Air Force One, returning from India and Pakistan: “And you could see China in the distance out the window. And the president mentioned to Henry, ‘We need to bring those people into the world.’ ” While credit would go to Nixon and Kissinger, the historic trip to China—a master stroke of diplomacy and publicity—was a Haldeman production. “I think that the importance of the pictures that came back, of the meetings, the dinners and the events, were what the breakthrough was all about,” says Higby. “And all of that was choreographed by Haldeman.”

				But Nixon’s fate turned on ending the Vietnam War; his inability to do so triggered a pattern of destructive behavior that would end his presidency. The intractable conflict threatened to devour him as it had LBJ. Nixon could not force the North Vietnamese to negotiate a “peace with honor.” Nothing worked: not even pretending, as a negotiating bluff, that Nixon might have lost his mind. “I call it the Madman Theory, Bob,” he told his chief. “I want the North Vietnamese to believe I’ve reached the point where I might do anything to stop the war. We’ll just slip the word to them that, ‘For God’s sake, you know Nixon is obsessed with Communists. We can’t restrain him when he’s angry—and he has his hand on the nuclear button!’ And Ho Chi Minh himself will be in Paris in two days begging for peace.”

				But the war raged on. More than fifty-seven thousand Americans, and hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese, had been killed, including civilians. Nixon and his inner circle blamed domestic opposition; agitators who were pawns of Moscow; traitors who were leaking national security secrets. The White House was literally surrounded by antiwar protesters.

				
				Besieged, Nixon and his chief would unwittingly give their enemies the keys to the fortress. In February of 1971, Nixon had posed to Haldeman a seemingly mundane question: How could they preserve the president’s conversations for posterity? As Bill Safire wryly put it years later, Haldeman “had an eye for history, which was good; but he would come up with a method of preserving everything the president said, which was no good.”

				On inauguration day, LBJ told Nixon about the manual taping system he had installed in the Oval Office. Nixon ordered it removed. “I want it out,” he commanded. But over time, his attitude changed. “The motivation for the taping system was quite straightforward,” recalls Higby. “He wanted it for his own personal use when he was going to write his memoirs, the true story of what actually had happened, particularly surrounding Vietnam, the SALT Treaty, and China. And he felt that Henry [Kissinger] would come in and say one thing to him but then would go out and present a different picture to the press.”

				Haldeman suggested installing a manual recorder, which the president could turn on and off, recording selectively. But Nixon was utterly incapable of operating even the simplest mechanical device. “He just lacked natural grace,” recalls Higby, laughing at the memory of “this tremendously clumsy guy. We tried over and over again. He would erase half the memo that he just dictated and then get all frustrated. So we finally had IBM make a special machine that only had ‘on’ and ‘off.’ And that was an utter failure once again. He’d forget to turn it on. He wouldn’t turn it on right.” As Higby recalls: “So eventually Haldeman said, ‘Well, the only other thing you can do is do a voice-activated system.’ And that is when we put in the system that later became the tapes.” The decision to automatically record every word spoken in the Oval Office meant that, when scandal struck, nothing would be off-limits to congressional investigators. As one Nixon staffer would later note ruefully, “For want of a toggle switch, the presidency was lost.”

				
				On June 13, 1971, the New York Times began publishing the Pentagon Papers, a secret history of the U.S. in Vietnam from 1945 to 1967, drawn from classified documents. The sensational leak, by a former Pentagon aide named Daniel Ellsberg, enraged Nixon. In his diary, Haldeman noted: “He feels strongly that we’ve got to get Ellsberg nailed hard.” Nixon’s determination to “get” Ellsberg would set in motion what Attorney General John Mitchell called the “White House horrors”—the ill-conceived intelligence operations that would doom his presidency. For Nixon’s chief of staff, managing this crisis would be the ultimate test. H. R. Haldeman would fail it spectacularly.

				With the tapes silently turning, Nixon demanded dirt on his enemies, and on Ellsberg in particular; a chain of events was set in motion that would spiral out of Haldeman’s control. The chief had become adept at ignoring or shelving orders that were beyond the pale. But other Nixon confidants were less squeamish.
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