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Because of her illustrious career covering the White House, Helen Thomas is
one of the most recognizable journalists in the world. She is also one of the
most gracious. I’ve interviewed her for two books, including this one, and both
times she returned calls promptly, answered questions forthrightly, and imme-
diately granted a request for permission to use her quotes in the books. (This
is a big deal in book publishing but something a lot of reporters are suspicious
of because they routinely interview people and print their quotes with no more
request for permission than a simple: “I’m a reporter, can I talk to you?”)

In one conversation, I asked Thomas for advice on getting interviews from
reporters. She said to be persistent and remember that journalists spend their
lives interviewing people, so they realize they should cooperate when other
writers want to interview them. Unfortunately, not all journalists share her
sense of obligation, making me extremely grateful to Thomas and the other
busy people who gave me their time to talk about their experiences with Bill
and Hillary Clinton.

In alphabetical order, I want to thank Steve Barnes, Max Brantley, Dennis
Byrd, Ernie Dumas, Ron Fournier, Paul Greenberg, Carol Griffee, Tom Ham-
burger, Mel Hanks, Cragg Hines, Kathy Kiely, Carl Leubsdorf, Pat Lynch,
Mike McCurry, Dick Morris, Rex Nelson, Bill Plante, Wayne Slater, Bob
Steel, Helen Thomas, Douglas Turner, and Chris Usher. It was great fun to lis-
ten to their stories, and I hope I did them justice.

The main disappointment I had in writing this book—aside from the usual
lament that a writer never has enough time to research and write—was the
number of journalists I attempted to interview who were indifferent, uncoop-
erative, or just plain rude. Some never responded to repeated queries for an
interview, some strung me along before ultimately deciding not to talk, and

ix

Acknowledgments



others said they didn’t talk about the Clintons when they in fact had been
quoted in other articles or books about the Clintons. One journalist refused to
grant written confirmation of permission to publish quotes after the second
draft was done, necessitating lengthy rewriting to pull those quotes. (I must
admit that two journalists agreed to be interviewed but were not because we
could not arrange a mutually convenient time, for which I take the blame.)

A certain amount of that type of difficulty is to be expected when conduct-
ing interviews. Indeed, in my own career as a newspaper reporter I encoun-
tered all kinds of uncooperative sources. And I had some similar problems
when I wrote a book about George W. Bush’s relationship with journalists
called Towel Snapping the Press: Bush’s Journey from Locker-Room Antics to
Message Control. But the interview problems with the Bush book were mi-
nor compared to those I encountered in researching the Clinton book.

I don’t know why getting interviews for the Bush book was easier. Maybe
it was Clinton fatigue. Several Arkansas journalists said they had been inter-
viewed so many times about the Clintons that they were tired of talking about
them, and they speculated that uncooperative sources felt that exhaustion
more deeply. Perhaps the Clintons seem more intimidating than Bush, and
some journalists feared a backlash if they spoke frankly. Or maybe, as one
Texas reporter said, people are friendlier in the Lone Star State than in the one
that Hillary Clinton represents in the Senate. I leave the reader to come to his
or her own conclusion.

I have an obligation as a journalism educator to point out where I think the
profession could be improved. Journalists working today live in an era of un-
precedented criticism, from both the left and the right, of their honesty, fair-
ness, and news judgment. Opinion polls consistently show that public trust of
journalism is decreasing and that the public has less confidence in the press
than in most other public institutions. Why? One reason could be the arro-
gance, rudeness, and hypocrisy that I encountered in my admittedly small and
unscientific sample. It stands to reason that the sense of unaccountability and
self-righteousness that I faced is also encountered by members of the general
public who happen to deal with journalists. Furthermore, that self-important
attitude undoubtedly comes through subtly if not blatantly in the stories those
journalists produce. It’s an attitude that must change if the profession is ever
to improve its standing with the public it purports to serve. Those who make
a living by demanding that people talk to them should be able to cooperate
when the shoe is on the other foot. To me, reporters who don’t want to give
interviews are like telemarketers who refuse to take calls at home. Bush and
both the Clintons have each given the press reason to complain about access
at times, but it’s no wonder politicians also distrust reporters given the atti-
tude of some members of the Fourth Estate. But again, that attitude makes me
all the more grateful to the people who did grant interviews.
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I wouldn’t have had time to interview those people and write the book had
it not been for the help of the administration of the University of North Texas.
I want to thank Warren Burggren, dean of the College of Arts and Sciences,
Michael Monticino, associate dean of the college, and Susan Zavoina, chair
of the Department of Journalism for arranging a reduced teaching load for me
during the beginning of the project. Susan has been a friend as well as a col-
league and has been greatly supportive of my research.

I also owe thanks to Brenda Hadenfeldt and Bess Vanrenen, who worked
on the conception and first draft of the book when they were with Rowman
& Littlefield. Niels Aaboe, executive editor at Rowman & Littlefield, de-
serves my thanks for taking over the project and seeing it to conclusion. I also
want to thank Elaine McGarraugh, production editor, and Asa Johnson, edi-
torial assistant, and copy editor Ali Welky for their hard work on the project.

I would like to thank my children, David and Sarah, for providing inspira-
tion through their interest and pride in my writing and their idealistic enthu-
siasm that this book will sell like a Stephen King novel.

Finally, this book could not have been written without the support of my
wife, Catherine L. Mueller, who read a number of books and articles about
the Clintons, providing me with valuable notes and ideas. She also edited and
proofed the drafts while working at her own demanding job and taking care
of our family. Her help illustrates the main theme of the book—that a couple
can achieve more than one person acting alone.
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When one of Bill Clinton’s press aides asked Kathy Kiely to come to Little
Rock to interview the former president, she couldn’t figure out what Clinton
wanted.

Kiely had interviewed Clinton a number of times both as a reporter with
the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, the state’s most prominent newspaper, and
also in her current job at USA Today. Still, the request didn’t make sense be-
cause of the news angle the Clinton people suggested.

“It was the first anniversary of his library opening, and they said he wanted
to have this interview to talk about what wonderful things his library had
done for Little Rock, and I kept having to remind his press guy, I said, ‘Well,
okay, but remember, I don’t work for the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette any-
more, you know,’” Kiely recalled. “I work for USA Today, and they’re not go-
ing to be as interested in urban renewal in Little Rock. But we did talk and I
felt that at that point, I thought, well, why does he want to do this? And the
only thing I could think of was he’s auditioning for First Man. I mean, he’s
kind of trying to get out there and remind people of things about him and his
administration that didn’t have to do with bad stuff. So that was my instinct
at the time, and I wasn’t the only person he talked to. He talked to Time mag-
azine, and so I think he was making an effort to get his name out there in a
positive way that, and maybe I’m a terrible cynic, but I could only assume
that part of the reason was so he’d be an asset, more of an asset to her.”1

Her, being, of course, Hillary. As is so often the case concerning the Clin-
tons, they operate as a team, even when it appears they are operating inde-
pendently. Whether running for office, raising money for campaigns, or, as
this book will attempt to illustrate, dealing with the press, they use their often
complementary strengths to help achieve common goals. Those strengths can
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be something tangible, like a presidential library that extols a presidential
record useful for the first lady running, at least in part, on positive associa-
tions with her husband’s record.

Or it could be something more personal and direct. For example, Bill is an
extrovert who loves to talk, sometimes too much. Hillary is more cautious,
and for much of Bill’s career she advised him on what to say to reporters and
on occasion monitored his conversations with them.

When the Houston Chronicle’s Cragg Hines got some time with Bill Clin-
ton during the 1992 campaign, Hillary sat in the front seat of the car, obvi-
ously following the interview carefully. Clinton aide George Stephanopoulos
arranged the interview, which was a feature story about Clinton’s background
as opposed to a hard-hitting piece on the campaign or policies. Hillary’s atti-
tude was in marked contrast to her husband, who was relaxed and loose, un-
threatened by the subject matter.

“Hillary was, I mean, hawking every word he said,” Hines recalled. “It was
very interesting. I mean, you know, she was much more sort of parsing every
word, and what did it sound like? And you know, here I am, I’m doing a pro-
file and maybe—I can’t recall exactly, but it was something that included his
mother, so we were talking about her, and of course, [Hillary’s] ears really
went up when Virginia, I think, came into the conversation, because that was
not, shall we say, always the most pleasant relationship.”2

Hillary, the Yale-educated lawyer, who unlike Bill, had actually practiced
law for a significant amount of time, brought the lawyer’s discretion to their
relationship. Bill, who had been governor of Arkansas for more than 10 years
and attorney general for two years, brought the career politician’s schmooze
factor. Together they were a formidable team, although in the coming years
they would discover how different the Washington press corps is from the
state capital press and how they would both have to adjust their styles to the
national stage. Soon enough Bill would have to realize he could not charm the
national press like the Arkansas press, and Hillary would realize that lawyerly
stonewalling sometimes enraged the media beast. But sitting in that car in
1992, the battles with the press over numerous scandals involving both pub-
lic and private conduct were an unforeseen problem.

Together the Clintons worked hard to achieve the presidency, and al-
though Hillary had led Bill’s education reform effort in Arkansas and had
also become a prominent lawyer, the couple’s focus was always on Bill’s
political career. Just how intense a family goal it was is evident by the Clin-
tons’ reaction to Bill’s upset loss in his 1980 re-election bid for the
Arkansas governorship. Hillary’s mother, Dorothy Rodham, said in 1992
that the election defeat was the only time she had seen her daughter cry as
an adult.3
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Virginia Kelley, Bill’s mother, had a similar reaction. Kelley had her share
of heartache in her life, losing three husbands, one of whom she remarried de-
spite his spousal abuse, and she had to institutionalize her own mother for
mental problems. But in an interview recounting her life to Hines, Kelley
only teared up when she recalled Bill losing that 1980 re-election bid after his
first term as governor.4

Bill was never defeated again, but the Clintons had plenty to cry about in
terms of embarrassing news stories and harsh editorials. The press knowledge
the Clintons acquired in the Washington, D.C., hard knocks school of jour-
nalism has been passed down to the current generation.

Max Brantley, a Little Rock journalist whose family has had a personal
friendship with the Clintons, realized just how press savvy they had become
when he saw Bill and the first daughter, Chelsea, on one of his last presiden-
tial trips to Little Rock. Brantley was granted an exclusive interview with
Bill, and he saw Chelsea in the crowd of people. Brantley’s daughter, Martha,
and Chelsea were friends and had even gone to school camps together. Brant-
ley hadn’t seen Chelsea for a while, so he asked her conversationally how she
was doing and what her plans were. She said, “Are you asking me this as
Martha’s father, or as a reporter?”

Brantley laughed when he recalled the incident later. “I mean she had a
very sophisticated view, like her mother, and I [said], ‘Well, as Martha’s fa-
ther, is fine, I was really just asking it as a personal aside.’ But it would seem
as if she had been well-schooled by her mother in press relations.”5

Having a child, mother, and spouse schooled in press relations is not just a
good idea for candidates but is really essential in the current media-saturated
environment. Family members can hardly expect to avoid comment by some-
one writing on the Internet, even if the mainstream press agrees to keep hands
off the children. And in the 2008 campaign, interviews with Rudy Giuliani’s
son about his parents’ divorce indicate that those types of agreements—hon-
ored fairly well during the presidencies of Clinton and George W. Bush—are
in the past.

On the other hand, most politicians welcome family members as surrogate
candidates who can help cover more ground, raising money and enthusiasm
at events the candidate can’t make. If the family members are articulate, they
can even soften some of the candidate’s harsher imagery and appeal to a con-
stituency that is skeptical of the candidate. For example, George W. Bush of-
ten called his wife, Laura, his best asset and a reason for voting for him. Laura
Bush, the calm former librarian, lent a counterpoint of sophistication to
George’s cowboy, shoot-from-the-lip image.

Hillary, too, campaigned strenuously for Bill, although some impolitic re-
marks forced her to the background for a time during the 1992 campaign. In
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response to a question about her working for an Arkansas law firm that did
state business while Bill was governor, Hillary sarcastically said she could
have stayed home and baked cookies and had teas. At about the same time,
Republicans charged that a journal article she had written about 20 years ear-
lier compared marriage to slavery. The public reaction was such that
Stephanopoulos temporarily became a surrogate for Hillary, doing a Nightline
interview to explain her position.6

Yet overall Hillary Clinton was a significant help in dealing with the press.
Even the apparent missteps like the “cookies and teas” quotes could be a pos-
itive in some ways by taking potential negative press attention away from
Bill. As long as pundits and reporters were attacking her positions, they were
leaving Bill alone. But perhaps more importantly, Hillary was often a calm-
ing voice for Bill, offering reassurance, support, and counsel behind the
scenes. When Bill raged about a negative article in front of a reporter from
another news organization, Hillary took her husband out of the room so he
could compose himself.7 When the press revealed allegations about a long-
running affair Bill had in Arkansas, Hillary supervised the crucial 60 Minutes
interview that acknowledged he had “caused pain” in their marriage but that
they were still a loving couple.8 Later, when Bill was president and faced the
sex scandal that led to his impeachment, Hillary took to the media to argue
that the story was the concoction of a right-wing conspiracy.

The media-handling partnership goes both ways. Bill got very angry dur-
ing the 1992 primary campaign when one of his main rivals for the Demo-
cratic nomination, former California governor Jerry Brown, attacked Hillary
about her work at the Rose Law Firm in Little Rock, suggesting improprieties
because the firm did business with the state while Bill was governor. During
a campaign debate, Bill moved toward Brown and said he didn’t want anyone
attacking his wife. According to Sidney Blumenthal, after the debate a man
had told Clinton that he should have punched Brown for picking on Hillary.
“And he [Clinton] said, ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Clinton was extremely enlivened by this
whole idea of physical combat in defense of his wife.”9

And when New York Times columnist William Safire wrote that Hillary was
“a congenital liar,” Bill’s press secretary, Mike McCurry, said if Clinton
wasn’t the president he would have punched Safire in the nose.10

Now that Bill is a former president and his wife a senator and presidential
candidate, he is even more free to attack media coverage. In fact, Clinton’s
finger-jabbing reaction to Chris Wallace’s sharp questioning during a FOX
television interview in September 2006 can be seen as not only a defense of
Bill’s presidency but of what at that time was still a potential Hillary presi-
dential campaign—a campaign that would of course be closely associated
with Bill Clinton’s record.
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In fact, the Wallace interview was the initial inspiration for this book and
its title. Whether Clinton’s outburst was planned or not, it prompted an image
of Bill entering the arena once again to defend his wife by defending their
White House years together. Like two wrestlers who compete one at a time
against a common enemy, Bill and Hillary have switched roles regularly
throughout their shared political life, one in the ring while the other cheers
and offers advice from the corner. In this dramatic bout called the 2008 pres-
idential campaign, could Bill Clinton be the ultimate tag-teaming partner? He
could be the ideal campaign aide: experienced, charming, and able to raise
funds, wow crowds, and spin and plant stories with the showmanship of P. T.
Barnum and the fervor of Billy Graham. What reporter could refuse a phone
call from a former president of the United States who wanted to suggest a new
story or a different angle on an old one?

On the other hand, Bill could be the ultimate nightmare partner for this
match—a family member whose scandalous behavior brings just the wrong
attention at just the right time for the opposition. This is the scenario that had
some Democrats wondering early in the campaign if it would simply be bet-
ter to nominate a candidate not named Clinton—a candidate who would not
spark memories of Whitewater, Filegate, Travelgate, and countless “bimbo
eruptions.” Conservative columnist Michael Medved even suggested satiri-
cally a number of options for Hillary, including shipping her husband over-
seas as a goodwill ambassador or keeping him out of sight in their Chap-
paqua, New York, home with the excuse that he was too ill to campaign.
Medved, writing at about the time of the funeral for former president Gerald
R. Ford, went so far as to joke that the best solution for Hillary would be if
Bill died because she would get the attention from the state funeral and sym-
pathy from the public.11 Medved’s over-the-top satire does have some basis
in fact in the sense that Hillary’s popularity usually went up when she was
seen as the long-suffering victim of Bill’s philandering.

Hillary wrote in her memoir, Living History, that she decided to stay with
Bill because she loved him and “cherished the years we had spent together.”12

But Hillary has often appeared conflicted about just what Bill’s role should
be in their shared political fight now that she has tagged him and jumped into
the ring herself. When she accepted the nomination for Senate at the New
York State Democratic convention in 2000, she vacillated over whether to
have Bill present. Her aides disagreed, some arguing he would overshadow
her, with others saying it would look strange for a candidate’s spouse not to
appear at such a traditional event. In the end, she wanted him with her. His
appearance on the stage turned out to be a sort of compromise because he
stood by her but did not speak, an extraordinary thing for a president to do at
a public event.13
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Political experts, too, are unsure what role Bill would have in a Hillary
presidential campaign (or administration). Mark Halperin of ABC and John F.
Harris, former Washington Post reporter and Bill Clinton biographer, wrote an
engaging and thorough analysis of the campaigning styles of Bill, Hillary, and
George W. Bush but could not come up with a good answer for how Bill
might affect the 2008 election. They argued that Bill could be an asset be-
cause he is “the best political strategist in the Democratic Party,” but on the
other hand, he might be too close to his wife to give her the best advice, and
his aides might fight with hers.14

Some writers have looked to past political marriages for clues to how
Hillary and Bill might handle the 2008 campaign. Dallas Morning News
Washington Bureau Chief Carl Leubsdorf noted that voters have gotten “two
for the price of one” long before the Clintons popularized the saying in the
1992 campaign. He pointed out that Woodrow Wilson’s second wife, Edith,
practically ran the White House after Wilson’s incapacitating stroke, and that
Eleanor Roosevelt was a major player in Franklin Roosevelt’s administration
and “served as his eyes and ears around the country.” Leubsdorf wrote that a
spouse can both help and hurt a candidate, citing Judi Giuliani as an example
in the latter category because she has had multiple marriages, and Rudy Giu-
liani’s children reportedly blamed her for their estrangement from their fa-
ther.15

“No presidential spouse was ever as influential or controversial as Mrs.
Clinton,” he wrote. “While her handling of health care proved a minus, her
decision to stick with Mr. Clinton after the Monica Lewinsky scandal proba-
bly helped him maintain popularity.”16

The Clintons’ situation is also comparable to that of a pair of Texas gover-
nors, Miriam (Ma) and James (Pa) Ferguson who served in the early part of
the twentieth century. Pa Ferguson was impeached and removed from office
in 1917, but his wife won election in 1924, campaigning on the idea of two
governors for the price of one. According to Texas historian Kent Biffle, Ma
“deferred to Pa for decisions and oratory. His desk was next to hers in the
Capitol.”17 The Fergusons also shared a common scandal—handing out ques-
tionable pardons. The Fergusons granted so many pardons for favors that the
process was referred to as “buying a bull from Farmer Jim.” Biffle noted that
the Fergusons pardoned mostly poor folks, but Bill Clinton’s last-day-in-of-
fice flurry of pardons included “millionaires and a billionaire—tax evaders,
high-profile dope dealers and variously enriched scam artists.” If the Clintons
campaign together in Texas, they won’t be able to avoid reminders of the Fer-
gusons, Biffle concluded.18

Bill Clinton certainly tried to avoid campaign talk when he came to Texas
to speak in suburban Dallas shortly after his wife’s announcement that she
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would run for president. The Dallas Morning News reported before the
speech that it was shrouded in “secrecy”—so much that executives from the
event’s sponsor AEG Live and spokesmen at Clinton’s New York foundation
would not return calls about it. Tickets were available for purchase by the
general public, and the press was encouraged to buy tickets but not invited to
cover it. One spokesman for AEG Live told reporter Gromer Jeffers Jr. that
Clinton would talk about global issues, but, “He’s not going to stand there and
talk about Hillary all night.”19

He didn’t have to. The crowd reaction when he casually mentioned her
name showed the obvious association between the Bill Clinton presidency
and the Hillary Clinton presidential campaign. Toward the beginning of his
speech, which focused on economics, energy, and health care, Bill mentioned
following the news from “the little town in New York where Hillary and I
live” as a way of showing the interconnected nature of the modern world. But
at the mere mention of her name, he was interrupted by such cheering that he
had to acknowledge it and said, “Your applause means I won’t get to see her
often over the next year.”20

After he had described the main problems facing the world, Clinton asked
rhetorically who could fix them. Someone in the crowd shouted “Hillary!”
which prompted more laughter and cheers. Bill chuckled and said he couldn’t
say anything or he’d have to file a Federal Election Commission form for this
speech. He did admit that he had gone to the New York State Fair in Syracuse
with Hillary. “That’s the one place that a governor from Arkansas can help the
senator from New York,” he said. “I’m good at the state fair.”21

Bill is also good at some not-so-subtle media bashing. Urging the crowd to
focus on finding solutions to the troubles he described, he warned them not
to let the media distract them with “personal attacks” on leaders. If the press
tries to do that, “We should tell them to take a hike,” Clinton said. “We need
to get back into the solution business rather than name-calling.”22

The speech was a preview of how Bill could be an effective surrogate. Give
a speech to stir up the faithful, reminding them of the successes of his ad-
ministration. (Clinton said upon the enthusiastic greeting he received that,
“It’s quite obvious we have 90 percent of the Democrats in north Texas out
here.”23) Avoid press queries and still wind up with two stories in the local
daily newspaper even while suggesting that any bad press coverage is a dis-
traction of real issues.

Will that early 2007 speech be the pattern for Bill’s role? The phrase bandied
about by pundits and reporters, including a number interviewed for this book,
is that Hillary’s run is sui generis (“of its own kind”). Because the situation is
unique, nobody knows for sure, including the Clintons, how Hillary’s connec-
tion to Bill will affect her race, or for that matter, her presidency if she wins. On
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the surface, it seems that the Clintons’ complementary styles of handling the
media would be an advantage.

Kiely said whether the situation is good or bad for the Clintons ultimately
depends on how the public sees their relationship. “If you drain everything
out of it, you could say, well, this could be an advantage, you know, I mean,
he could fill in her lacks and vice versa,” Kiely said. “But I think it’s a lot
more complicated than that with the Clintons, because first of all, he’s a for-
mer president, okay, so how are people going to feel about that, basically giv-
ing a former president kind of a back door third term? Is that how they’re go-
ing to perceive it? We don’t know, you know. If they do, that could be a
downer. On the other hand, people really like Bill Clinton, he’s popular, so
maybe that’s an upper. On the other hand, do people really want to go through
the whole, like, picture of Bill Clinton in the Oval Office again, and what
could he be doing there?”24

Kiely said that if the New York experience is a precursor of Hillary’s pres-
idential campaign, Bill will make few public appearances in the beginning be-
cause the campaign staff will be worried about how his presence will be re-
ceived by the voters.

“There are so many firsts here,” Kiely said. “You know, she’s the first se-
rious woman candidate who really has a shot. She’s also the first first lady to
try to do something like this. So being the first woman is complicated enough.
Then you say the first first lady, so she’s really trying to go back to the White
House, and she’s got this husband who served two terms . . . and then there’s
that whole, you know, Bill Clinton sex life issue, so I mean, it’s just very, very
complicated.”

Because Bill is such a knowledgeable politician, he can give her campaign
tips, she said. “To the extent that he can advise her behind the scenes and be
helpful to her, that has to be a plus, but whether or not he’s going to be a plus
in a public way, I think, remains to be seen,” Kiely said. “It’s hard for me to
figure how they’re going to do that. It’s so complicated.”25

Ron Fournier, who covered the Clintons for the Associated Press in both
Little Rock and Washington, also said it was difficult to say whether Bill
would be an advantage or a disadvantage for Hillary in dealing with the
media.

“You know, I can’t predict the future,” Fournier said. “In a way, it would
be an advantage that gives her another way to get a message out. It’s another
body to have in another city. It is, you know, two voices for the price of one.
There’s nobody who I’ve ever been around politically who has a better tenor
and a gut for what to say and how to say it to connect with people. So it’s a
great advantage. The potential disadvantage is, again, he doesn’t know when
not to think out loud. He will test drive messages in front of people. And that
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got him in trouble as president and could get him in trouble as potential “first
man.” I don’t know whether the advantage will outweigh the detriments of
that. That’s what I can’t tell you. But there are huge numbers on both sides as
advantages and disadvantages.”26

The ultimate extent and affect of Bill’s work on Hillary’s campaign is be-
yond the scope of this book. Indeed, the 2008 campaign proved to be so fluid
that Hillary’s campaign had died and been resurrected at least twice while the
book was being edited. The conventional wisdom in the Spring of 2008 was
that Bill had been a detriment by making impolitic remarks about Hillary’s ri-
val, Illinois Senator Barack Obama. The argument went that Bill had alien-
ated voters who wanted a change from “politics as usual” by making deni-
grating remarks about Obama and his victory in the South Carolina primary.
Obama went on to a series of primary victories that only stopped on March 4,
after Bill had been relegated to low-profile events. But the conventional wis-
dom was wrong so often in the unusual 2008 campaign (on the Republican
side, frontrunner Rudy Giuliani withdrew without winning a single primary,
and left-for-dead John McCain secured the nomination after a lengthy battle
with surprising runner-up Mike Huckabee) that there is little reason to place
confidence in the early assessments of Bill’s role.

The first half of the primary campaign emphasized how risky it is to make
predictions, especially when they involve resilient but controversial politi-
cians like the Clintons. While we can’t predict the future, we can look to the
past for clues about what might happen. More importantly, we can look to the
past to help us understand the present. This book focuses more on the latter—
examining how the Clintons dealt with the press and how their relationship
with the press evolved as the institution itself changed. Love them or hate
them, the Clintons are among the most fascinating political couples in Amer-
ican history. In 2007, Hillary officially entered the media ring while a popu-
lar former president left to work the corner and the crowd. For political jour-
nalists who are used to facing candidates of varying skills but spouses who
play a supportive rather than an active role, this presidential campaign will be
a unique challenge.

When it was suggested to Fournier that the 2008 campaign would be a par-
ticularly fun election to watch, he readily agreed.

“You know, I would cover this one for free,” he said.27
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Bill Clinton, who spent most of his presidency tormented by press investiga-
tions into assorted scandals, actually considered being a journalist himself
while he was a college student.

Clinton was studying at Oxford, but the draft and possible service in the
Vietnam War were interfering with his ambition of a political career. Anyone
who has even casually followed Clinton’s career is aware of the draft dodg-
ing allegations and the self-absorbed letter he wrote to the University of
Arkansas ROTC commander admitting that he tried enrolling in that program
to maintain his “political viability within the system.”

What is less well known is that Clinton was so worried that his efforts to
avoid the draft would ruin his political career that he “seriously considered”
becoming a journalist as a second career choice. He told Gary Wills in a 1992
interview that being a reporter would have allowed him to “at least comment
on the great events of my time.”1

Mel Hanks, an investigative reporter who covered Clinton for KARK tele-
vision in Little Rock, said he had heard a similar story from one of Clinton’s
aides when he was governor. Hanks, who like many reporters experienced
both Clinton’s charm and his temper, said the anecdote reflected Clinton’s
ambivalence toward the press.2

“I always thought on one hand he had a love/hate relationship with us,”
Hanks said. “On one hand, he kind of understood what we did and wanted to
be part of that. But on the other hand, he had a lot of personal interests and
professional interests that he thought we might be endangering or challeng-
ing, and he considered us to be, if not outright enemies, at least someone to
really be cautious of.”3
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In his memoir, written more than 10 years after the Wills interview, Clin-
ton noted that his fellow Rhodes Scholar, Rick Stearns, told him his tem-
perament was unsuited to politics. “He said my gifts were more literary, that
I should be a writer because I wrote better than I spoke, and besides, I wasn’t
tough enough for politics,” Clinton recalled. But the future president dis-
missed the idea, thinking at the time that he was at least tough enough to han-
dle politics, and “I didn’t think I could do anything else as well.”4

His future first lady was at about that same time exploring her career options
while studying at Wellesley College. According to Roger Morris, author of a
political biography of the Clintons, Hillary “helped out” at one of the new al-
ternative newspapers in Boston some time during her last two years at Welles-
ley.5 Hillary didn’t mention the work in her memoir, writing instead that her
choice of careers upon graduation was between grassroots social work with
Chicago activist Saul Alinsky or getting a law degree. She chose the latter, be-
lieving, as she wrote, “that the system could be changed from within.”6

Although many journalists insist that Hillary Clinton can be as charming—
if not more so—in private interviews as Bill Clinton is at public events, few
have ever said she enjoys reporters or interviews.

“Bill was always friendlier with the press than Hillary,” said Max Brantley,
a reporter who has covered them for years for Arkansas newspapers and
whose family was friends with the Clinton family. “Hillary has had a deep
suspicion about the press that probably deepened as the years went on. I think
she kind of took the view that you could never satisfy the media. If you give
them information, they just want more . . . so I think she had an inclination to
be more guarded about what they did.”7

Although the Clintons may have had differing attitudes about how best to
relate to the press, they both grew up as baby boomers in an American soci-
ety that was evolving into a media-saturated culture. And like most educated
people of their generation, they absorbed media content and adapted to the
development of new forms of communication. Both wrote about following
the news as kids in their memoirs.

“They were people who read voraciously—books and newspapers,” Brant-
ley said. “I mean they were believers in newspapers insofar as their being
sources of information. What the New York Times said, what the Washington
Post said, was important to them. They were consumers of the printed word.”8

Clinton aide George Stephanopoulos described their bedroom in the gov-
ernor’s mansion in Arkansas as including two nightstands: “one for him, one
for her—both loaded down with novels, magazines, issue papers, and spiri-
tual books. I hadn’t yet met Hillary, but seeing the night tables made me pic-
ture the two of them propped up late at night, passing their reading back and
forth, arguing, laughing, educating each other, sharing a passion for ideas.”9
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The Clintons’ lives spanned fantastic changes in the American media.
When they were born, newspapers were still the dominant news medium for
most Americans, and radio was a prime entertainment medium, although
Americans came to rely on the new broadcast medium for breaking news dur-
ing World War II. But both newspapers and radio were soon challenged by
television, which also helped lead to the demise or decline of mass general in-
terest magazines like Life, Look, and the Saturday Evening Post.

The Clintons also witnessed changes in how the press related to celebrities
and politicians, becoming ever more intrusive and ever more in opposition to
the government, helping to bring down the presidencies of Lyndon Johnson
and Richard Nixon while publicizing the civil rights movement and the
protests against the Vietnam War. Much has been made of the fact that the
Clintons were the first baby boomer couple in the White House and were a
product of the tumultuous societal changes their generation experienced.
Newsweek’s Howard Fineman, for example, wrote that Bill Clinton would be
the “first sensitive male” president: “He’s the first President to have attended
both Lamaze classes and family therapy (as part of his brother’s drug reha-
bilitation). He can speak in the rhythms and rhetoric of pop psychology and
self-actualization. He can search for the inner self while seeking connected-
ness with the greater whole.”10

But both Bill and Hillary realized that individuals were connected to this
greater whole through the mass media that they grew up consuming. For Bill,
the media connection started with newspapers; when he was only about four
years old, he was reading headlines.11 But he also vividly recalled that his fam-
ily got a new television in 1956 when he was 10 years old. He enjoyed watch-
ing baseball and popular kids’ shows like Howdy Doody. “But strange as it was
for a kid of ten years old, what really dominated my TV viewing that summer
were the Republican and Democratic conventions,” Clinton wrote in his mem-
oir. “I sat on the floor right in front of the TV and watched them both, transfixed.
It sounds crazy, but I felt right at home in the world of politics and politicians.”12

In a few years he would be in that world, when, during a trip to Washing-
ton as a representative of Boys Nation from Arkansas, he briefly met his idol
John F. Kennedy at the White House. The moment was captured in a photo-
graph and video that have been reproduced so often as to be a cliché of Clin-
ton’s destiny (or tragedy). At the time, the photograph was reprinted in the
Hot Springs Sentinel-Record, making him a local celebrity. The photo also
was printed in the Hot Springs High School yearbook, and Clinton often
signed that photo when autographing the book. He also used it as an opening
line, saying, “Shake the hand that shook the hand of John F. Kennedy.”13

In a few years Clinton had graduated from a cheesy pickup line to actually
working on a real campaign, and the job led to his first television appearance.
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Clinton, who was home for the summer from Georgetown University, volun-
teered for the 1966 Frank Holt campaign for Arkansas governor. The cam-
paign staff assigned him the job of driving Holt’s wife and two daughters
around the state in search of votes. Even as a college student, he seemed to
know the media as well as the politicians. At one point they saw a rural house
on fire and helped evacuate the residents and their puppies. As Clinton biog-
rapher David Maraniss related the incident, Mrs. Holt ordered them to leave
before the firefighters arrived, even though Clinton tried to convince her to
stay because it would be “good press.”14

Clinton mentioned the episode in passing in his memoir, but left out his
thoughts at the time on the publicity value. He focused on a TV appearance
and some speeches he gave on Holt’s behalf. The campaign bought time for
a 15-minute TV show that featured Holt’s college volunteers explaining why
they supported him. At the time, Clinton wrote to his girlfriend that he
“looked ugly” but that many people said the show was “the best political pro-
gram they had ever seen.”15 Later, writing in his memoir, Clinton merely re-
called that he enjoyed his first TV appearance; he wrote more about the
speech he gave for Holt in his boyhood home of Hope, where he noted that
he “even got a nice write-up in the local paper, the Hope Star.”16

Holt lost the race, but Clinton won a connection that would prove vital to
his career—he was recommended for an internship in the office of Arkansas
Senator J. William Fulbright. One of Clinton’s jobs was to read newspapers
and clip pertinent articles for the senator and his staff. For nearly two years,
he regularly read the New York Times, Washington Post, Washington Star,
Wall Street Journal, Baltimore Sun, and St. Louis Post-Dispatch—the last to
give the staff news from the “heartland.”17

At about the same time, Clinton became a news subject himself, at least
back home, where he became somewhat of a local celebrity in Hot Springs,
Arkansas, because he had won a Rhodes scholarship. Steve Barnes, a long-
time Arkansas television reporter, was then graduating from high school, and
Clinton was invited to speak at his church. The young scholar spoke about the
evils of McCarthyism. “I thought his timing was off,” recalled Barnes. “He
delivered a few remarks, and went into this—nothing inappropriate about it—
but he began to talk about McCarthyism, and I’m glancing out at the audi-
ence, and it’s mostly folks in their 50s and 60s and older who thought Mc-
Carthy may have been onto something, so I’m not sure that it went over
terribly well.”18

Nevertheless, biographer Morris noted that a newspaper reporter who in-
terviewed Clinton seemed impressed with the young student who had made
Hot Springs proud in 1968. But with the arrogance of youth, and in what was
certainly among Clinton’s first formal interviews, the future president struck
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a “slightly unctuous and condescending pose,” saying the Oxford education
allowed the students to “have a great advantage over rank-and-file people in
our country.”19

Four years later, Clinton was still in school—this time studying law at
Yale—but he was already more than a rank-and-file college student with a
prestigious scholarship. He took time off from his studies to join the national
staff of the George McGovern presidential campaign. After the national con-
vention, Clinton was assigned to help coordinate the campaign in Texas, and
part of his duties included dealing with media in that region. Barnes, mean-
while, had started working as a television journalist for a Little Rock station,
a fact that didn’t escape the media-savvy Clinton.

“He looked me up,” said Barnes, who added that he thinks he was the first
person to interview Clinton on TV in Arkansas. “I don’t know how he knew
who I was, but I was working in journalism. I was one step above cub re-
porter, but he looked me up. We went to coffee, and he filled my head full of
McGovern, and I remember kind of thinking, ‘I’m not sure he believes what
he’s saying or not, but he makes it sound convincing.’ McGovern had no
chance of carrying Arkansas or Texas, either one, and I suspect he knew that,
but he had an agenda. That’s all. He had a job to do for McGovern, and he
was doing it, and that happened to coincide with his plan [to go into politics]
as well.”20

Clinton was apparently a little smoother than he had been as an Oxford stu-
dent telling the home folks what the learned people thought. “I hate to use the
word glib, but he was quick on his feet,” Barnes said. “He parried well. As I
recall, to any suggestion that McGovern had faced a really uphill struggle in
the South, he had a quick enough response, which was, ‘Nobody said it would
be easy.’”21

It was on the McGovern campaign that Clinton and Hillary first worked to-
gether in politics. After Hillary completed a summer law clerk job in Califor-
nia, Bill invited her to join him in Texas. Hillary didn’t work with the media,
instead first spending her time registering voters in Austin, and finishing up by
helping Betsey Wright run the San Antonio campaign. Wright, an experienced
Democratic operative from Texas, later became a key Clinton press aide dur-
ing his governorship and part of his presidency, famously responsible for han-
dling the “bimbo eruptions”—the various allegations of real and imagined af-
fairs that dogged Clinton’s career. Hillary devoted a scant three pages of her
528-page memoir to the McGovern campaign, but she admitted that it did give
her a healthy respect for the importance of the local campaign workers to the
national effort and what it takes to get ready for a visit from the candidate.22

She wrote her memoir more than 30 years after the campaign, and one of
the main impressions she recalled was the importance of organization and
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preparation—something she would be known for in her approach to inter-
views and public appearances.

“This was my first time to see an advance team in action,” she wrote. “I
learned that they operated under tremendous stress, wanted all the essentials—
phones, copies, a stage, chairs, sound system—to appear yesterday, and that in
a tight or a losing race, somebody has to be responsible for paying the bills.”23

The McGovern campaign was her first experience working for a Demo-
cratic candidate, but not her first foray into presidential politics. Hillary was
raised in Chicago in a Republican family, and as an eighth-grader went with
a friend to some questionable neighborhoods to check voter lists with ad-
dresses to investigate fraud in the 1960 election. She found evidence of fraud,
but enraged her father for going in potentially dangerous areas without an
adult.24

But the disobedience had been for what she thought at the time was a good
cause and was emblematic of her interest in social activism and politics. Her
activism led to a couple of media appearances before she even went to col-
lege. When Hillary was 12, she and some friends raised money for the United
Way, and her hometown newspaper, the Park Ridge Advocate, ran a photo-
graph of the kids turning in the money.25

In high school, she belonged to a Cultural Values Committee organized by
the administration to resolve clique issues that had led to fights at the school
and at sporting events. The committee came up with recommendations to ease
the conflicts, and several students, again including Hillary, appeared on a
Chicago TV show. Hillary wrote that the experience was not only her first on
TV but also her first involvement in “an organized effort to stress American
values of pluralism, mutual respect and understanding.”26

What she didn’t acknowledge but was undoubtedly true was that it was also
her first experience in noting the power of the media in communicating your
ideas. She developed that idea further at Wellesley, when she read In the Hu-
man Grain by Walter J. Ong, an associate of Marshall McLuhan, the leg-
endary author of The Medium Is the Message. Hillary biographer Gail Sheehy
pointed out that Ong wrote about new media creating a “global village” with
“electronic town hall” meetings, and that these types of meetings were in fact
what Bill Clinton used to great effect in his presidential campaigns. Accord-
ing to Sheehy, “Hillary thought Ong’s book was one of the most important
she had ever read.”27

The lessons stayed with Hillary and can be seen as an influence on her later
work. When in 1996 she published It Takes a Village, her book about how to
improve society to create a better environment for children, she noted the sig-
nificant impact media has on children both for good and ill.28 When she ran
for Senate in 2000, she sparked her campaign with a “listening tour” of New
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York cities, gaining publicity and votes with similar town hall–style meetings.
Her 2008 presidential campaign started with the same type of call for dia-
logue, urging voters, “Let’s Talk.” She followed that theme through much of
the primary campaign, doing best in question-and-answer events, small set-
tings compared to the packed arenas typical of Barack Obama events, which
were often compared to rock concerts. The different settings illustrated a crit-
icism of Obama’s campaign made by Hillary and her supporters—that it was
mostly show, not substance, and that Hillary offered experienced leadership.

The media effects studies must have had such a long-lasting impact on
Hillary because she saw them in action when she was a college student, par-
ticularly during the riots at the Democratic convention in Chicago in 1968.
Hillary interpreted the student/police fighting as real-world evidence of what
had been classroom theory, Sheehy wrote. The protest leaders had tipped off
the television journalists that there would be an event worth covering, then
provoked the police. The ensuing coverage of the police beating the students
illustrated the students’ point that something was wrong with the system.
“Now she was seeing in flesh and blood how the country’s political con-
sciousness would be reshaped by the clever manipulation of television.”29

But Hillary wasn’t just an observer of media effects while she was a col-
lege student. She also had some of her first lessons in how to deal with the
press directly. As president of the student government, she was both inter-
viewed by the student press and a user of it. Sheehy wrote that Hillary would
take the editor of the student paper with her to meetings with the university
president, “prepping her before the meeting and working her over afterward,”
to get stuff done.30 She even got some coverage in the national media for her
commencement address in which she criticized the politics of the main
speaker, Senator Edward Brooke of Massachusetts. Life ran her picture in its
June 20, 1969, special issue on commencement addresses.

At Yale Law School, Hillary was associate editor of The Yale Review and
worked on a whole issue devoted to the Black Panther New Haven trial.31 But
unlike her husband, she never expressed an interest in a journalism career,
preferring instead to, as she said, change the system from the inside.

Her first big chance at effecting that change came with her work as a staff
member for John Doar, a moderate Republican from Wisconsin who was the
chief counsel for the House Judiciary Committee for its inquiry into the poten-
tial impeachment of President Richard Nixon. Doar placed an extreme empha-
sis on secrecy. Moore described the committee’s offices, prepared to Doar’s
specifications, as “a grated, guarded, wired fortress” and noted that Doar de-
manded “mute confidentiality with respect to the media and the public.”32

Hillary recalled Doar’s secretiveness admiringly in her memoir: “There
were never any leaks from our investigation, so the media were grasping for
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any nugget of human interest to report.” The press targeted Hillary for one of
those nuggets because she was one of the few women involved and so was
newsworthy, at least as a feature story. When a reporter asked Hillary about
her position, she knew she “would never be let out in public again” by Doar,
who had gone so far as to warn his employees to not keep diaries and to put
trash only in specially designated containers.33 Years later, she contrasted that
experience with the impeachment investigation of her own husband’s scan-
dals. People inside the office of Special Prosecutor Kenneth Starr had appar-
ently leaked information to the press during the investigation,34 and Starr re-
leased grand jury information in the Starr Report. The Doar committee,
however, had followed the “letter and spirit of the Constitution,” she wrote.
“That investigation was carried out under tight security and confidentiality
for eight months before articles of impeachment having to do with President
Nixon’s actions as President were presented to the Judiciary Committee.”35

Hillary’s subsequent reputation for secrecy and avoiding the press can be
traced to her work on the Nixon impeachment inquiry. Hillary’s future ac-
tions, like urging Bill to withhold Whitewater documents and the way she
banned reporters from her health care meetings, make more sense when
viewed with a knowledge of her history.

Brantley acknowledged that Hillary is usually blamed for the Clintons not
cooperating with New York Times reporter Jeff Gerth on his initial Whitewa-
ter investigative stories, whetting the media’s appetite for the then dormant
scandal. Hillary argued against appointing a special counsel to investigate
Whitewater, and events proved her right in that case as it turned into a “10-
year-nightmare,” Brantley said.

“She just has a suspicion of the press and a belief that they’re—you know
I don’t know what drives it—my guess would be that it would be just the
thought that newspaper guys are just out to get a story, and the best story is a
negative story not a positive story,” he said. “But in general, it’s better to be
open because secrecy looks like you’ve got something to hide,” he said. “But
Hillary came out of the Watergate era, where she’d been on the Watergate in-
vestigation and knew that the roots of that began with investigative reporting
in the Washington Post.”36

After Nixon resigned on August 9, 1974, Hillary left Washington to follow
Bill to Arkansas in time for his first run for public office, a congressional race
against John Paul Hammerschmidt, whom Bill thought would be weakened,
like most Republican candidates, by Watergate fallout. Hillary brought her or-
ganizational skills and the lessons in secrecy she had learned on the im-
peachment committee to the campaign. Even her family moved down to help,
her brothers hanging posters and her crusty Republican father, Hugh Rodham,
manning the telephones.37
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Whether it was Hillary’s doing or not, the campaign workers displayed a
messianic zeal around Bill, assuming everyone would love the candidate as
much as they did, wrote Clinton biographer Roger Morris. The staff would
beg reporters to come by for a story and tell them they hoped it would be a
good one. “Clinton staffers would commonly project a bitter animus toward
political opponents or even partial critics and recoil angrily, almost as if be-
trayed, when a journalist covering their champion did not soon enter in.”38

Despite the devotion of his followers, Clinton lost in a close race. But he
had gained a statewide reputation and a sense among Arkansas politicians and
pundits that he was a comer and would soon hold statewide office. Hillary,
too, took the defeat in stride and married him in 1975. They temporarily set-
tled in teaching jobs at the University of Arkansas Law School while Clinton
planned his campaign for attorney general, which he won handily the next
year.

That year, 1976, the Clintons had finally moved from progressives work-
ing outside the system or for maverick candidates working to get in charge of
the system—like McGovern—to being part of the system. They were the es-
tablishment, no longer the idealistic students making intellectual critiques of
it. Their role vis-à-vis the press would be forever changed as well, although
they didn’t quite realize it because the press had appeared to be on their side.
In reality, the press was undergoing its own changes, and those changes
would lead it to oppose anyone who was in power. While Bill and Hillary and
other liberals of their generation were protesting against the war and in favor
of civil rights, the press had shifted from being friendly with government of-
ficials—almost to the point of being part of the government—to being a de
facto opposition party, focused on conflict and investigation.

When the Clintons were outside the system, they were on the same side as
the press, which, in the eyes of 1960s progressives, was one of the main he-
roes of Watergate and Vietnam and would be an ally when they took the reins
of power. Bill Clinton said as much in an interview after he had left the pres-
idency: “Those of us of a certain age at least grew up with this almost . . . un-
realistic set of expectations (of the press).”39

Hillary was similarly disappointed when the Clintons went to Washington
and consultant Dick Morris told her that she should dress in a more appeal-
ing way and learn to look warmly at the camera. Hillary didn’t like it and said
she had assumed that when she “came to Washington there would be all these
liberated feminist reporters, and I could be myself.” Instead, she found the
D.C. press was “worse than Arkansas.”40

But Hillary was critical of the press as an institution even when she lived in
Arkansas. Incredibly, only three years after working diligently on Nixon’s
ouster, she was arguing against the excesses of the press spawned by Watergate.
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While Bill was attorney general, she gave a number of speeches on various top-
ics, including her belief that the media was preoccupied with investigative re-
porting rather than simply reporting the news. “One of our problems is trying
to control a press that is far out of line because of Watergate,” she said in a 1977
speech to the Little Rock Rotary Club.41

Bill, while he was president and undergoing his own Watergate-like press
investigations, took solace that some earlier presidents had battled the press
as well, although he wasn’t necessarily sympathetic toward Nixon. “He railed
at the scandal mongers in the press with Jefferson,” recalled press aide
George Stephanopoulos, who wrote that Clinton envied John F. Kennedy be-
cause “The press always covered up for him.”42

The press did give Kennedy a major break by not writing about his affairs,
but it was not so much a matter of covering up but of different standards about
what was considered coverable, whether it was out of respect for good taste,
individual privacy, or the institution of the presidency. The Kennedy years
were arguably the high point of press/presidency cooperation in a relationship
that was always fraught with the competing tension between those who want
to report secrets and those who want to keep them. For much of the history of
the United States, relations between journalists and presidents have swung
back and forth between hostile partisans trying to bring down administrations
that they saw as the enemy to unquestioning transmitters of the president’s
policies—almost a public relations arm of the White House.

Clinton was right in finding kinship with Jefferson against the press be-
cause the sage of Monticello had held office during the period when newspa-
pers were rabidly partisan. It was a period when editors routinely mocked the
persons and policies of officeholders and even wrote about private matters.
Jefferson even had his own Monica Lewinsky–style scandal when one editor
wrote about his supposed relationship with a slave. Jefferson, the author of
one of the hoariest quotes about press freedom—that he would rather live in
a country without a government than a country without newspapers—early
realized the power of the press and raised funds and recruited editors to de-
fend his positions and attack his opponents. Jefferson, in a sense, had a “war
room” like Clinton.

Although the extreme viciousness of the party press gave way to an em-
phasis on profits and a gradual professionalization of journalism, newspapers
typically identified with a political party through most of the nineteenth cen-
tury. As late as 1876, some Democratic newspapers, for example, accused the
Republican president Ulysses S. Grant of murdering General George Custer
at the Battle of the Little Bighorn by keeping troops on Reconstruction duty
in the South instead of on the frontier. Some stories even suggested that Grant
had presented Sitting Bull with the rifle that was used to kill Custer. Many
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journalism historians believe the strict party loyalty of the press did not end
until the 1884 election when Republican newspapers abandoned candidate
James G. Blaine because of allegations of widespread corruption.43

Even so, the rise of supposedly objective, or neutral, news pages did not al-
ways produce friendly presidential press relations. Historian James E. Pollard
noted that although Theodore Roosevelt had established open and regular re-
lations with reporters, Woodrow Wilson and Herbert Hoover had both re-
duced contact with the press—Wilson to avoid embarrassing questions dur-
ing World War I and Hoover when relations became strained during the end
of his term.44

But Pollard’s book, which was published in 1947, sounds almost quaint to-
day as he asserted that “the relationship of the White House to the press and ra-
dio is an extra-legal fixture and nothing short of a genuine emergency could jus-
tify Mr. Truman or his successors in reducing its scope, much less abandoning
it altogether.”45 Harry Truman’s successors some 50 years later have not com-
pletely abandoned press conferences, but they certainly have reduced their
number and scope and likely will continue to do so in the foreseeable future.

Pollard, writing in the glow of America’s World War II triumph and before
the stalemate in Korea, saw America’s press system as the best in the world.
“The heads of other states occasionally receive the press, and in rare in-
stances, grant usually harmless and pointless interviews,” he wrote. “The free
and easy interchange of the stated White House press conference is without
parallel. Just as its evolution was no accident, its preservation is a matter of
deep importance to every American who has a genuine belief in the demo-
cratic process.”46

The once free and easy interchange became costly and hard for American
presidents after the Kennedy administration that Clinton had so admired as an
idealistic Boys Nation senator and envied as a beleaguered chief executive.
What had happened? Vietnam, Watergate, and the growth of new media.

Government lies about the cause and prosecution of the war, coupled with
the belief of many journalists that the war was unnecessary and unwinnable,
marked the end of what had been collaboration between the press and gov-
ernment in prosecuting and reporting previous wars. The Watergate scandal
destroyed any remaining trust between the press and the presidency. As
Stephanopoulos wrote of reporters’ suspicions about the suicide of Clinton
aide Vincent Foster: “Our human reactions were read through the prism of
post-Watergate politics: Every president is Nixon until proven innocent.”47

The proliferation of news outlets meant that the White House press corps
had grown so large that no president could expect any comment, no matter
how inconsequential or off-the-cuff, to go unreported. What had once been a
sort of club of mutually respected professionals was now a viper’s nest where
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the pressure to get the story outweighed any privacy considerations. When
Colorado Senator Gary Hart was forced from the 1988 campaign because of
news stories about his affair with a model, the relationship between press and
president (or candidate) had been reduced to that of combatants.

Clinton noted this change from the outside, as a governor contemplating a
run in the 1988 national campaign. He asked journalists and friends, includ-
ing Brantley, whether there was ever a time when “your past is past,” implic-
itly wondering whether his own affairs would be investigated.48 At the last
second, when the national press had been invited to his announcement of his
presidential candidacy, Clinton backed out, saying the time was not right and
he wanted to spend more time with Chelsea. But Betsey Wright told Gail
Sheehy that she had had an intervention with Clinton, telling him he couldn’t
run because of his “sordid record.”49 When he did decide to enter the 1992
campaign, he had to run the gauntlet of “bimbo eruptions” and confess on 60
Minutes, with Hillary by his side, to “causing pain” in his marriage.

Hillary’s presence at Bill’s side and, indeed, her guidance of his answers
during the interview was an extraordinary help to her husband, and it was to
be expected of a candidate’s spouse. But Hillary’s professional career as a
lawyer and her formal position in the White House running the Health Care
Task Force were among a series of unique things that made her different from
previous first ladies. That difference made the White House press corps un-
certain in how to cover her.50

“Presidents’ wives customarily had been portrayed as symbolizing the
heart, not the head, of an administration and were not the subject of news ar-
ticles on governmental policy,” explained journalism historian Maurine H.
Beasley. “Rodham Clinton, however, displayed a perplexing mixture of intel-
lect and emotions and defied placement in any single reportorial category.
Were her activities mainly political or social or symbolic? Should the scan-
dals that dogged her be written off as dubious political intrigue or treated as
subjects for serious investigative reporting? Should the stories of her hus-
band’s infidelities affect her own coverage?”51

In the end, Hillary’s press coverage varied depending upon how she was
involved in the news. If she was involved in scandal stories, she got the Wa-
tergate treatment. When she was involved in more traditional first lady duties,
like entertaining, she got the lifestyle treatment. Because of her intense in-
volvement in her husband’s career, she seemed to get more of the former than
the latter. Hillary’s role was so noteworthy, in fact, that Beasley devoted an
entire chapter to her in a nine-chapter history of the relationship between first
ladies and the press.52

Hillary could have avoided most battles with the press if she had been more
like her predecessors. Like other first ladies, she doubtless would have been
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pained by the mud slung at her husband, but she personally could have re-
mained fairly spotless. One need only contrast her negative press coverage
with coverage of Laura Bush, who remained popular despite her husband’s
troubles over the war in Iraq and other issues. But Hillary put herself onstage
with Bill and that stage was one that, after Kennedy’s presidency, needed
chicken wire around it to protect the first couple from the incoming tomatoes
and broken bottles. It didn’t matter if you were a Democrat or a Republican,
once you were on that stage, you were a target.

After the 1992 election, Barbara Bush and Hillary Clinton, whose hus-
bands had waged a bitter, name-calling campaign, made peace on the day of
the inaugural ceremonies. Barbara hugged Hillary and waved to a crowd of
journalists on the South Lawn.

“Avoid this crowd like the plague,” the outgoing first lady warned the in-
coming one. “And if they quote you, make damn sure they heard you.”

“That’s right,” Hillary replied. “I know the feeling already.”53

Although Hillary shared a similar age and political beliefs with much of the
White House press corps, she in some ways had more in common with the
older woman she was replacing. And after eight years in the White House, she
also would find a few commonalities with Barbara’s son George W., at least
in terms of the way they thought about and handled the press.

The Clintons and George W. Bush were of the same generation; Bill and
George born in 1946 and Hillary in 1947. Bush, however, was a 1960s con-
servative, and never brought the idea to Washington that the press and he
were on the same side. Any positive feelings Bush might have had about the
national press were disabused by the way he felt his father was treated by
journalists.

The Clintons had become part of the establishment they had railed about in
the 1960s, when Bill was elected to office and Hillary became a high-pow-
ered lawyer. But the press on the local level, particularly in a small, rural state
like Arkansas, was more intimate, friendly, and even in some cases, actively
cooperating with and rooting for the Clintons’ programs. Arkansas also had a
miniscule Republican Party, so Clinton basically governed in a one-party
state. During the presidential campaign, Clinton had presented himself as an
outsider who would fix things in Washington. They could still feel like the
outsiders battling on the same side as progressive journalists to shake up the
system.

But to the press, the Clintons were part of the system the journalists had
been reporting on skeptically, even cynically, since the 1960s.

The first President Bush had tried to befriend reporters, thinking they had
some common ground, but in the end felt betrayed (as Barbara’s comment
showed) by negative coverage. George H. W. Bush, as a World War II veteran,
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grew up in an era when the government and press cooperated to achieve na-
tional goals. After the Vietnam War and Watergate, politicians and reporters
didn’t trust each other, and the relationship became one of opposition instead
of cooperation. No longer would the press hide infirmities like Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s polio or indiscretions like John F. Kennedy’s affairs. No longer would
politicians have a few off-the-record beers in a hotel like the elder Bush did in
one of his early campaigns.

Dave McNeely, a longtime reporter and columnist for the Austin American-
Statesman, once said that the key difference between how George H. W. Bush
and George W. Bush related to the press was based on their generational ex-
periences.

“Journalism changed when you had a generation of reporters who came out
of World War II who referred to the government as ‘we,’” explained McNeely.
“And then following the Vietnam War/Watergate it spawned a generation—at
least a decade, maybe a bit more—of reporters who referred to the government
as ‘they.’”54

McNeely was talking about the Bush family, but the explanation applies
equally to Bill and Hillary when they entered the White House. The Clintons
had become “they.”
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When talking about Bill Clinton and his legendary charm, there are two ex-
treme descriptions. Longtime Arkansas newspaper reporter and columnist
Max Brantley said of Clinton: “He has this habit of looking you straight in the
eye. He crawls into your soul for maybe a minute or two, and then he’s look-
ing over your shoulder for the next guy in the room that he’s going to do the
same thing to.”1

When told of Brantley’s description, Paul Greenberg, columnist for the
Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, said, “Only if you have a small soul.” Greenberg
said Clinton could be boring because he talked so much. “His charm was al-
ways lost on me,” Greenberg said. “It seemed ephemeral, superficial, and so
self-absorbed.”2 Greenberg is a longtime Clinton critic—arguably the most in-
tense in the Arkansas press—and Brantley’s family is friends with the Clintons.

But regardless where journalists fall on that continuum of Clinton opinion,
they usually agree that Bill makes the best first impression they’ve ever seen.
And that is not a statement to be taken lightly, because journalists meet a lot
of charming politicians—people who are usually eager to get good press cov-
erage. Many people who run for office, particularly at the national level, can
“work a room”—move deftly from person to person like a bee pollinating a
field of daisies, only in this case they are trying to cultivate relationships,
whether they are with donors, voters, or reporters. Six years of partisan back-
biting and a costly war have given the public a bad case of George W. Bush
fatigue, at least based on the approval ratings midway through his second
term, so it may be difficult to recall that at one time Bush critics had thought
he hypnotized the White House press corps into soft coverage with his
charm.3 In fact, a number of pundits thought Bush’s folksy style in compari-
son to the relatively stiffer Al Gore and John Kerry was a significant factor in
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his electoral success. But as charming as Bush can be when he talks about
sports or pets, bestows a nickname, or drops a self-effacing Bushism, he isn’t
quite up to Clinton’s level.

Wayne Slater, chief political reporter for the Dallas Morning News, cov-
ered both Clinton and Bush. He said that although Bush is very good one-on-
one, Clinton is the best he has ever met.

“I remember the first time I spent much time with Clinton was in 1992
when he was running for president, and the thing that struck me was that, not
only was he such an engaging person but that he naturally wanted to please
you,” Slater said. “And so I remember at one point I was asking questions in-
dependent of the story I was writing to go for a graphic about your favorite—
you know, what’s your favorite color, what’s your favorite movie, what’s the
last book you read and so forth and so on, and he was so gracious. And some
candidates realize how goofy those things are and let you know about it, and
I don’t blame them, but Clinton was so gracious and at one point, I remem-
ber asking, ‘What was the last movie you saw?’ and he couldn’t remember.
Instead of just giving me a fake answer, which is what most candidates would
do, he talked to [press aide] Dee Dee Myers, who was in the car—he said,
‘Dee Dee, Chelsea and I went—what was the name?’—and he kept racking
his brain to try to remember this movie that he had seen. He not only wanted
to give me an expedient answer, he wanted to give me the right answer. He
wanted me to have the right information, and the result of that is, and I think
all . . . all my colleagues who spent much time with Clinton know that his
ability, his sort of desire to want to please you, really pays dividends. That
doesn’t mean that all the stories were good about him because many of them
were not, but he has that natural ability.”4

Bob Steel, who covered Clinton as a television reporter in Arkansas, agreed
that Clinton makes people feel special by focusing on them. “I mean when
you are one-on-one with Bill Clinton, he is charming, and you’re center stage
[even if there is] a crowd around you.” Steel saw Clinton at an event for for-
mer Arkansas governors and was amazed that Clinton remembered his name.
“I introduced my wife. He took her hand, and put his hand on top of her hand
and started talking to her, and she was mesmerized. I mean you could just see
it in her eyes. I mean he is very personable. One-on-one, there is nobody in
the world better.”5

David Gallen acknowledged that as an alternative newspaper reporter in
1990 he had written an embarrassing passage about Clinton, in which he com-
pared the governor to the “Sun King” and asserted that “if you look too long
at him you will be blind, your senses flooded with his gold-spined brilliance.
As e. e. cummings might have said of him, Jesus he is a handsome man . . .
despite his too big head and hands and feet and his roomy, rheumy, allergy-
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ridden nose.” When Gallen published a biography of Clinton four years later,
he wrote it might seem difficult to “stand by” such writing, “but that is the
kind of response Clinton evokes in people.”6

Chris Usher, a freelance photographer who has covered both Bush presi-
dencies and Clinton for major newsweeklies, said Clinton’s charm is hard to
describe, but he believes it is based on his interest in people.7

“What Clinton has is what I call his ‘it,’ and ‘it’ is that indefinable, the
charm where I watch people who would sit there and badmouth Clinton,
couldn’t stand the guy, talking about him, but they were going to meet the guy
in this room or whatever, and by the time . . . he leaves, they’re like, ‘You
know, he’s not that bad a guy.’ And he’s just got that magic kind of—he’s the
perfect politician—I can’t explain it better. . . . He was always late but it’s
mostly that he liked to talk to the little people, the guy with the broom stand-
ing on the side as he was walking down there, and then he would really talk
to him for a while, saying, ‘Hey, do you know about these programs?’ He just
wanted to see what some little guy [thought] that wasn’t set up in some room
for him by the administration officials or whatever.”8

The effect, Usher said, is charismatic.
“He could melt an ice cube in the South Pole, man,” Usher said. “He’s a

big, tall guy, and he takes command of the room the second he walks in, and
it’s one of those things where you’re in peril and once he makes contact with
you and gives you his attention, then you’re saved. . . . It’s not like he’s a de-
ity, and it’s not like he’s a king and it’s not like he’s a president. It’s almost
like he’s a shaman . . . you feel better for being in their presence but you don’t
know why.”9

Reporters have long noticed that Clinton can move easily in different so-
cial circles, which is another hallmark of the excellent politician but one that
Clinton has mastered better than almost any other. Carl Leubsdorf, the Dal-
las Morning News Washington bureau chief, said that both Bush and Clinton
banter with reporters, but Clinton would continue to chat behind the scenes
more often than Bush.10

“President Clinton, you know, on one level he was very friendly with a lot
of reporters, I think it’s fair to say. He always remembers who you are and
you may not see him for two years, but he’ll know exactly who you are, and
so on that level, a lot of reporters had relationships with him, I think,” said
Leubsdorf, who acknowledged that Bush will tease reporters at press confer-
ences, but it didn’t go much beyond what the public sees. “But Bill did like
to schmooze, and he liked to schmooze about almost any subject. He knew so
much about so many things. I mean, I remember one year they had a party out
on the White House lawn for the press—I think it must have been in summer
or spring—for the press corps, and I was sitting with Clinton for a while and
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the NBA playoffs were on, and he was talking at great length about the NBA,
because he knew all about the NBA. And so there was almost no subject that
would come up that he didn’t know something about. I was always struck by
that.”11

Clinton tailors his message not to each crowd but to each person, swinging
from good old boy to wonk in a few seconds.12 Many of Clinton’s associates
have noted his uncanny ability to read people. Biographer David Maraniss de-
scribed how Clinton applied this skill to getting good grades at Georgetown
University. Clinton habitually talked with professors after class to the point
that his friends teased him for brownnosing, but they also realized that he was
able to figure out what the professors thought was important and what they
would put on exams. One classmate “marveled at how Clinton could figure
out what was important to a professor and pick his brain, raising points of
special interest to the teacher . . . doing what came naturally to him . . . work-
ing the room.”13

Clinton was brilliant at human relations because he worked different peo-
ple based on who they were. Professors profess. They spend years immersed
in a study of their field and then try, often vainly, to transmit that knowledge
to uninterested undergraduates. Rare is the professor who can resist the stu-
dent who listens intently to the lecture and wants to engage in the subject af-
terward. Reporters, on the other hand, spend their lives covering the often un-
attractive processes of government, seeing politicians come and go and
gradually becoming convinced they know more about the topic than the offi-
cials they cover. Many reporters are flattered by a politician’s recognition of
their knowledge by asking them for advice.

Leubsdorf said the Clinton administration, like other administrations, tried
to “co-opt” the press by inviting journalists to White House functions. Leubs-
dorf and his wife, Susan Page of USA Today, were invited to a dinner where
Leubsdorf sat at the same table with Bill Clinton and senators Carol Moseley
Braun and Barbara Mikulski. His wife sat at Hillary’s table. Few reporters at-
tended, so it felt like being invited “to the equivalent of a State dinner” at the
White House, Leubsdorf said.14

Not all reporters got that kind of treatment. Clinton was savvy enough to
know who to work on. Ron Fournier said that as a young Associated Press re-
porter in Arkansas, he was not a “player” whom Clinton would try to butter
up with policy discussion. “There were some reporters who he would call up
and ask for their advice, and I think it was basically as a way to flatter their
intelligence,” Fournier said.15

Tom Hamburger, who covered Clinton in both Arkansas and Washington,
said Clinton often flattered reporters by showing interest in what they wrote.
When Clinton was governor, Hamburger, as a Washington correspondent,
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wrote a series about how southern states were shortchanged in federal money
spent on social services compared to defense because the powerful southern
senators like Strom Thurmond were on defense committees but not social ser-
vice committees. “I don’t know if it [the series] was any good, but Clinton
feigned great interest in this, and he asked me and my co-author to come by
his office, by the governor’s office, as I remember,” Hamburger said. “Any-
way, he stopped us some place and talked about it, and we met with some
members of his cabinet.” Clinton, Hamburger said, knew reporters are flat-
tered when they know you’ve read their stuff and want to talk about it. “It was
cool. He was really good at that.”16

Rex Nelson, who covered Clinton in Arkansas and as a Washington corre-
spondent, said Clinton was so good at maintaining relationships with the
press that he borrowed at least one of Clinton’s tactics when he left journal-
ism for public relations.

“Occasionally he would have reporters over to the mansion for lunch, for
breakfast, and especially if you were a . . . small-town editor or reporter, that
was pretty impressive,” Nelson said. “I know when I was editor of the
Arkadelphia paper that I was invited up for lunch or breakfast on a couple of
occasions along with a group of other editors to the mansion.”

Nelson started the same type of program when he became Arkansas gover-
nor Mike Huckabee’s director of communications. “We instituted pretty much
a monthly luncheon with reporters and editors from around the state, because
I remember that as having been so effective to me when I was a reporter.
That’s one thing, frankly, that I just stole directly from the Clinton adminis-
tration.”17

But sometimes Clinton’s tactics were as simple as remembering a journal-
ist’s name. According to Ernest Dumas, a longtime Arkansas newspaper jour-
nalist, Clinton used that ingratiating style even when he was running for Con-
gress in 1974. One day during that campaign, Dumas happened to be in the
secretary of state’s offices, where candidates had to file for election, when he
noticed Clinton “striding” through the room.

“As he approached, he shouted my name and walked over and introduced
himself,” Dumas recalled. “And he said he was a big admirer of mine, of my
writing, my coverage. That’s standard. Everybody does that kind of stuff. But
at any rate, it struck me that he would know who I was because my name, my
picture didn’t appear in the paper much, so anyway, obviously that makes you
feel good.”18

Dumas said that Clinton’s extraordinary memory allows him to recall peo-
ple he’s met even just once in the checkout line at Wal-Mart. “He doesn’t for-
get anyone,” Dumas said. “That is perhaps the biggest secret of his political
success: He never forgets anybody. Never.”19
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Brantley said a few other politicians have that same “parlor trick” ability to
remember names and details about people they meet. But with Clinton, it
doesn’t appear to be a trick because he is intensely interested in people. “With
Bill, you felt like for a second, that he was connecting with you.”20

Pat Lynch, who interviewed Clinton on his Arkansas radio show, agreed
that his knack for names was important to his success. “Oh, my goodness, Bill
Clinton is a remarkable person,” Lynch said. “He has an amazing, almost a
startling memory for faces, and Bill Clinton can seriously remember people
for 20 years or longer. He has excellent recall, and those two things alone give
somebody a tremendous advantage socially, because as human beings, we
love to be talked to by name and to have somebody remember us personally.
I think here in Arkansas, Arkansas being a small state, even today is very
much a state which relies on retail politics. That is, that the politician goes to
the pink tomato festival and goes to the Christmas parade one place or an-
other, and the politician goes to the various county fairs and to the coon sup-
per at Gillette. And you know, there’s just, you know, in real rural life in
Arkansas being very strong as it is, there’s a tremendous amount of ground
that has to be covered, and the successful politician in Arkansas is the retail
politician.”21

Clinton’s retail skills—making personal connections—extended even to
the families of journalists. One time Clinton and Mel Hanks, a Little Rock tel-
evision reporter, were playing phone tag to try to get Clinton’s comments for
a story. Clinton finally tried Hanks’s home, reaching not Hanks but his wife,
Debby, who had recently given birth to their son, Jeff Clinton Hanks. Clinton
talked to Debby, who he had never met before, for about 15 minutes about the
baby. “[The name] was just a coincidence, but he said, ‘Did you name your
baby after me?’ My wife said he was such a flirt and so ingratiating,” Hanks
recalled.22

Clinton was equally accommodating with the girlfriend of Joe Quinn,
KTHV-TV anchor in Little Rock. Quinn remembered that during one of the
gubernatorial campaigns they were in a Tastee Freeze in downtown
Nashville, Ark., getting a burger, running late. Quinn called his girlfriend,
who was a big fan of Clinton’s, and Clinton spent 15 minutes on the phone
with her after he had ordered.23

Other reporters, particularly when they first met Clinton, were awed by his
breadth of knowledge. Sol Levine, a CNN producer, recalled a conversation
on a plane ride with Clinton in which he started explaining the intricacies of
world banking and went beyond the journalist’s comprehension. Levine com-
pared Clinton to Reagan and recalled that it was “neat” to be covering some-
one who mastered such detail.24

32 Chapter 3



Fournier said the national press was more easily impressed on first meet-
ing Clinton because they didn’t see him every day like the Arkansas reporters
did. “By the year he ran, we used to have all the political reporters, you know,
the guys who were doing the job I had a year ago [national political reporter]
come down to Little Rock in . . . ’91 and ’92, to interview Clinton, and they’d
stop by the press room, and me and Joan [Duffy] and the gang would load
them up with what we knew about Clinton and the rumors about women and
what he’d done good for the state but what hadn’t gotten done and basically
load them up with the good and the bad and the ugly,” Fournier recalled.
“And they’d be taking notes and ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank
you,’ and they’d go upstairs, and we’d think we had them properly jaded, and
about an hour later, they’d come almost floating down those marble stairs,
you know, ‘Oh, man, he’s the smartest guy I ever knew, and you didn’t tell
me he was,’ you know, ‘He knew everything about welfare reform,’ and he
would just charm them all to hell. And one after another, we’d see that hap-
pening. It was like a parade of political reporters coming in and being co-
opted by what is a very intelligent, very charming man. But obviously when
you’re covering the governor, you see different sides of him. You bump into
him in a hotel bathroom or you see him chewing out a lobbyist or a staff
member in the hallway, or you know, there were times he’d get very pissed at
me over something I’d write and then you’d see that purple temper. Then it
would blow over right away and he never held it against you, and the next day
he’d be working [you] over again, but you would see, you know, we saw a
more edgier Clinton than he could let anybody see as president.”25

Biographer Gallen noted that most Arkansas reporters were surprised at
Clinton’s strained press relations during his first term in Washington because
he had spent so much time cultivating the press in their state. Most reporters
who covered Clinton in Arkansas felt “courted” by the governor, Gallen
wrote. “Sometimes the recruitment air was thick enough to make some of us
uncomfortable.”26

Philip Martin, an Arkansas Gazette columnist, said Clinton had a “rock star
quality” but like Gallen, said the familiarity at times was “almost embarrass-
ing.”27 The attempt to overwhelm people with his knowledge and attention
sometimes backfired. Maraniss, writing about Clinton’s Georgetown Univer-
sity days, blamed his loss for student council president his senior year in part
on his being seen as “a shade too smooth.”28

That too-smoothness affected reporters as well as college students.
Fournier, for example, had conflicting thoughts about Clinton’s personal-
ity. “I found him to be, yes, very charming, one of the smartest men I’ve
ever been around,” he recalled. “I had a hard time covering him because I,

He Wants to Please 33



especially then [in Arkansas], I didn’t know squat about politics, and I just
don’t have his intellectual heft. It was very intimidating because I couldn’t
keep up with the guy, but I also found him to be . . . in a way, he could be
boorish. He would have the press over to his mansion at Christmas and you
would ask a question, ‘So how’s the weather?’ and for 45 minutes, he
talked. He was a guy who was used to having everyone sitting on his every
word.” Looking back on it, Fournier realizes that Clinton put so much ef-
fort into spending time with reporters “because you were someone who
could help him down the road or hurt him.”29

Greenberg had a similar impression, only more so, saying Clinton “can be
a frightful bore.”30 Greenberg gave as an example the time Clinton button-
holed him at a party they were both attending in 1988 during Michael
Dukakis’s ill-fated presidential campaign against George H. W. Bush.

“He got me aside in a corner and was detailing every mistake Dukakis had
made or was making in that campaign, right down to what Dukakis should
have said at every juncture of the presidential campaign,” Greenberg recalled.
“I mean, he went on and on, and I can’t cite my sources, but I have spoken to
other people who also have not been able to get away from him.”

Greenberg speculated that people who are charmed by that type of conver-
sation have a high tolerance for boredom. Greenberg, an editorial writer and
columnist, said he did not think Clinton was trying to influence his writing
but rather was just performing, practicing for his own presidential run.

“Maybe I have a very low one, and [reporters] have a higher boredom ca-
pacity . . . they were interested in the nuts and bolts of politics and govern-
ment in a way that other people aren’t,” Greenberg said when speculating on
why his reaction to Clinton is different from that of many others. “Maybe I’m
a minority of two or three, instead of one, but I have heard this from other
people. He must have gone on for an hour. The room was full of people, and
people who surely would have been interested in what he was going to say.
He was governor of the state at the time.”31

Carol Griffee, a longtime Arkansas newspaper reporter who was also ac-
tive in freedom of the press issues for the Society of Professional Journalists,
was part of Greenberg’s self-described minority. “Oh, I’ve heard that,” she
said when asked about Clinton’s reputation for charisma. “I don’t understand
it, because he never did have that for me. I’ve been told that he fills a room
when he walks into it. He never did for me. I just have to go on what other
people tell me, because he did not strike me that way.”32

Griffee said she always tried to maintain a professional distance and was
well aware that Clinton was trying to ingratiate himself with her.

“I felt that he was always trying to do that, but he never could do that with
me,” she said. “I’d be tracking him through the halls of the Capitol when the
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General Assembly was in session, and I’d be wanting to ask him a question
about such and such and such and such, and he’d wheel and turn on his heel
to me, and say, ‘Well, what do you think about it?’ Well, it always startled me
when he did that, and I didn’t like it. I think he thought that I thought my
opinion was so hot and so good that I wanted to say it, but I didn’t really, and
when he did that, it was a miscue on his part. I always saw him as a figure to
be covered. I did not want to befriend him. I just wanted to cover him.”33

Hanks thought Clinton was more cautious around investigative reporters
like himself than with beat reporters who he saw more often or editorial writ-
ers who shaped public opinion. “While he was charming, we always had a
kind of distance,” said Hanks. “He knew we were out there to dig deeply. I
think he had the best relationships with columnists.”34

Overall, Clinton seemed to get on well with the Arkansas press corps.
Maria Henson, an Arkansas Gazette reporter, said he seemed to enjoy associ-
ating with reporters and having a good time.35 After his last re-election to
governor in Arkansas, TV reporter Susan Rodman remembered him “party-
ing” with journalists at a pizza joint until 4 a.m., although Hillary retired ear-
lier. He didn’t drink but poured pitchers of beer for the scribes.36

It wasn’t the only instance in which Bill socialized with reporters without
his wife. Memphis Commercial Appeal reporter Guy Reel remembered Clin-
ton leaving his family to schmooze reporters at a restaurant, apparently to the
displeasure of Hillary, which he said was a common sight for reporters.
Hillary, he said, “always looked like she was steamed about something.”37

The conventional wisdom about the differences between the two Clintons is
just that—Hillary is cold while Bill is warm. He is the extrovert; she is the in-
trovert. He is the glad-handing front man, while she is the cautious lawyer.
Aside from the fact that they are both lawyers, and Bill can be as calculatingly
shrewd as Hillary, the reality is more complex. While more than a few re-
porters who’ve covered Hillary describe her as cold or reserved—a label al-
most never applied to Bill—most say that her personality wears better than
Bill’s. Once you get to know Hillary, these people say, she is actually more
charming than Bill because she is more forthright and less interested in herself.

Here again, it is possible to go to Greenberg and Brantley for differing
opinions. Brantley, whose wife was a college roommate of Hillary’s, said the
former first lady is warm and funny in private but doesn’t show that side in
public like Bill does. “She’s gregarious and has an interest in people, but she’s
more discerning. Bill has catholic tastes. He loves everybody. I think Hillary,
if anything, is more like me, for lack of a better comparison. I don’t want to
meet everybody. I’m more interested in meeting and talking with people who
are interesting to me. And I think, to input values to her, I would guess she is
more like me in that regard.”38

He Wants to Please 35



Brantley said her reputation for coldness is a caricature. “This sort of
cold, scheming, heartless bitch—she is no-nonsense, she’s driven, she’s
energetic, she’s accomplished—I think [this] part of her image derives
from the fact that some people aren’t comfortable with women like that,”
he said. “Part of it derives from her extreme caution and what she says be-
cause what she has learned is that overly casual conversations and loose-
ness with information can cause you to come to grief. I have the benefit of
having seen her in relaxed settings, and you know, I find her . . . she’s got
a great sense of humor. She’s warm. She’s funny. She laughs loud. She’s
got a lightning brain. I find her fun to be with. She doesn’t threaten me.
But I mean we have been friendly, so I understand that I come at it from a
different point of view. But I think in a way it’s a shame that she’s had to
discipline herself to be so careful and to be so programmatic in how she
speaks and addresses things because I think she’d do fine being herself, but
I think politically she’s decided that she has to be rigidly disciplined. I’m
not sure, I think it comes off as being that way. But she’s got another side
that’s pretty good.”39

Greenberg, on the other hand, described Hillary in terms of her native
Chicago. “She lacks the warmth even in anger of the South Side, I would say.
She’s definitely a Cubby and not a White Sox person,” Greenberg said.
“There’s a certain coldness to Hillary.”40

Nevertheless, he noted that she had “always been a perfect lady” to him. “I
remember by chance my late wife and I ran into Bill and Hillary out with
Chelsea at the Chinese restaurant across from the University of Arkansas. It
was late at night, because I had just finished teaching a course in editorial
writing, [I’d] do that, and then we’d have supper in a fairly deserted Chinese
restaurant, and there were Bill and Hillary and Chelsea. Like any other fam-
ily that had missed supper, I guess, and were making up for it at the Chinese
place . . . an American institution, a late supper at a Chinese place. [We] got
into a discussion maybe with Hillary about Chelsea’s—I think it was her math
homework. I think it was algebra, but she was just like any other concerned
mom. Gossiped a little about kids at school, the teachers. That may stand out
in my memory, because it was the only time I really saw her very warm and
outgoing.”41

A reporter who covered Hillary during the New York senate campaign had
a similar observation. Ellen Wulfhurst of Reuters said she got the sense that
Hillary didn’t like reporters even when she was telling them thank you for
covering her the day after she had won the election. “She’s not very likeable,”
Wulfhurst told Beth Harpaz, an Associated Press reporter who covered the
race. “She’s very, very distant. She’s in one room, her emotions are in an-
other.”42
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But Noreen O’Donnell, who covered the race for the White Plains, N.Y., Jour-
nal News, attributed Hillary’s style to reserve rather than coldness. “She’s not a
backslapping person. She behaved how a reserved person would behave.”43

Joshua Green, who profiled her for The Atlantic Monthly, also described her
as more reserved or cautious than cold and compared her interview style to that
of a lawyer trying to persuade a jury. Green concluded that she wants the con-
tact with the press, but that “Something politely tells you, ‘Please step back.’”44

But that reserved attitude didn’t necessarily hurt her with the Arkansas
press. She did not have a lot of direct contact with reporters—doing obliga-
tory interviews about the Governor’s Mansion or other traditional first lady
stories—but when she did talk to the press, reporters often appreciated her
straightforward manner.

Dennis Byrd, who covered the Clintons in Little Rock for the Associated
Press, said he has heard the stories about Hillary being cold compared to Bill
but said that was not his experience. “I did not find her to be anything but
charming,” Byrd said. “She was forthright. She was matter-of-fact, but not
cold, and I don’t think as a reporter you can ask for a whole lot more than for
someone to be honest with you, and I liked her a lot. Still do.”45

Arkansas television anchor Gina Kurre said Hillary was actually better
than Bill at making a connection with reporters because she did not talk about
herself as much as Bill did. They would both ask about reporters’ kids, for ex-
ample, but Bill would make the connection and then move on.46

Griffee also said Hillary was more straightforward. “They handled the
press differently,” Griffee said of the Clintons. “Hillary, up until she went to
the Senate, was much more direct. You didn’t get the feeling of slipperiness
around her that you could get with Bill.”47

The most frequently reported episode of Hillary using charm to affect cov-
erage was her solicitation of John Robert Starr, the powerful editor of the
Arkansas Democrat. Starr criticized Bill Clinton so intensely during his first
term that it no doubt contributed to Clinton’s humiliating defeat by Frank
White in 1980. Hillary made an effort to befriend Starr, often eating lunch
with him and providing him inside information. More detail about Hillary’s
relationship with Starr will come in a later chapter, but it is sufficient to note
here that a number of Arkansas journalists think it was instrumental in influ-
encing Democrat coverage. Hillary’s relationship with Starr illustrates that
she knows how to work the press when she wants to.

Hillary can be every bit as solicitous of reporters as the most conscien-
tiously charming of politicians. Bill Clinton served reporters ice cream on his
campaign plane in 1992,48 and George W. Bush’s photograph appeared on the
cover of Brill’s Content during the 2000 campaign serving drinks to his
scribes under the headline, “The Charm Offensive.” In similar fashion during
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the 2000 Senate campaign, Hillary sent a package of candy to her reporters
and at another time handed out doughnuts.49

Hillary has also shown herself to be adept at other accommodating ges-
tures. A New York cover profile of Hillary started with a description of the
senator jumping out of her van in heavy West Village traffic and dashing to
the interview with Secret Service agents scrambling to keep up, all so she
wouldn’t stand up the interviewer. When she arrived, she appeared delighted
to be at the restaurant, and said, “I’ve never been here before!”50

Harpaz, who wrote a book about covering the 2000 New York senate race,
admitted that she was thrilled when Hillary addressed her by her first name
and that Hillary knows how ingratiating that little familiarity can be.51 Hillary
also was aware of the comings and goings of the beat writers around her, ask-
ing Harpaz what she had done on her vacation when she had been absent from
the campaign for a time. When Harpaz blurted out that she had spent her time
off potty training her two-year-old, Hillary turned to the rest of the scribes and
said, “This woman deserves a round of applause!”52

Later on, Hillary, who knew Harpaz was reluctant to go on campaign road
trips and leave her children, gave the reporter a copy of Dear Socks, Dear
Buddy, personally inscribed to her two boys. The gift caused Harpaz some
conflict-of-interest angst, but she later learned that Hillary gave small gifts
like hats and buttons to many reporters. Harpaz wrote she couldn’t decide
whether the gifts were “a nervy assumption on her part that we would care,
or a thoughtful gesture on her part that she cared, or just some innocent but
slightly misguided effort to generate goodwill by distributing favors from her
little party.”53

Many reporters might waste sleep analyzing such actions, but the general
public seemed more receptive to her charm. Griffee said that Hillary can do a
great job winning a live crowd with a speech. She cited as an example a speech
Hillary gave to the National Federation of Press Women when Bill was gov-
ernor. “I was director of it, and I got her to speak—be one of our keynote
speakers at a luncheon,” Griffee recalled. “She came in, and I took her up to
the podium, turned her over to the one who was going to introduce her, and
she stood up there—now mind you, these are old press biddies—and she spoke
without a note for 30 minutes on women’s rights, and absolutely I could hear
a pin drop in that room, so don’t tell me she can’t be mesmerizing.”54

Douglas Turner, a Washington columnist for the Buffalo News who has
covered Bill Clinton as president and Hillary Clinton as New York senator,
disagreed with the conventional wisdom that Bill is better at the so-called “re-
tail politics”—things like greeting individuals in a crowd. “She is better than
he is at working the rope line,” Turner said. “She has tremendous patience. I
saw her standing on her feet for two hours. And every person was someone
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she had been waiting to meet all her life. It didn’t matter, who—little old
ladies in walkers—everybody.”55

Harpaz, who saw both Clintons at a reception line at the White House af-
ter Hillary’s victory, was surprised that Bill seemed like a “robot” while
Hillary demonstrated the memory for face and detail usually ascribed to Bill.
She remembered Harpaz’s husband even though she had met him once very
briefly on the campaign.56

Turner said he liked her on a personal level. “I’ve always liked her per-
sonally,” Turner said. “I’m 75, older than she is, but I find her attractive. She’s
a good-looking girl. She flirts with you a little bit. I think a lot of guys feel
that way. I consider her a friend, if you can be a friend with someone who is
in public office.”57

Turner thought the difference between Bill and Hillary comes across
through the media. “The difference here is that in Bill Clinton you had a guy
who could charm the skin off a snake,” Turner said. “He loves people. At least
I think he loves people.”58

But Hillary is more charming one-on-one because she seems real. “She has
that hard edge that makes you think you are hearing the truth,” said Turner.
“But the persona outside is not that charming.”

Bill’s charm comes through the media, he said. “Something happens when
you put a TV camera on her. She comes on rather harsh with a cadence almost
like a Gregorian chant,” Turner said. “When the camera is on him, it might as
well be Jimmy Dean selling sausage.”59

Hillary, however, can close the sale if she can work on the customer long
enough. Ron Fournier, who covered the Clintons in both Arkansas and Wash-
ington, said that nobody in America is better in the first 15 minutes of meeting
someone than Bill Clinton, but that Hillary impresses you the longer you know
her. “The first 15 minutes, you get the double-handed handshake and the deep
blue eyes, or actually the light blue eyes zeroed in on you—the charm offen-
sive—but for some people, you’ll notice after 15 minutes that now he’s look-
ing over your shoulder at a more important reporter or a better-looking woman
or more important politician,” Fournier said. “Hillary—I always thought that
first 15 minutes—her first impression isn’t very good. . . . On TV, she doesn’t
come across very good, but the more you get to know her, I have always found
her to be much more interesting and a much more complicated person, and a
much easier and better person to have a conversation with over dinner. I’ve al-
ways thought I’d rather sit down and have a beer with Hillary than Bill.”60

USA Today’s Kathy Kiely also thought Bill’s charm was not as long-lasting
as Hillary’s. People who talk about Bill’s magic personal affect are talking
about a brief encounter, the rope-line experience, as opposed to in-depth in-
teraction, she said.
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“The president being the president, has to shake hands with about 80 zil-
lion people at every event, and I think what people are talking about is peo-
ple coming away from that feeling like they had some kind of a personal con-
nection,” Kiely said. “Okay, that is very different from—and I think he was
good at that. But . . . Hillary probably does not give that impression. On the
other hand, if you look at Clinton’s record with Congress, there were a lot of
votes he should have won that he didn’t win, and my theory on that is Clin-
ton and his, if you go one step beyond the superficial rope-line contact and
into the kind of conversations you have, say, with reporters or with members
of Congress, I never felt that he made connections very well in those settings,
that people came away feeling like he wasn’t necessarily listening. And I
think that is reflected in his relationships with members of Congress.”61

Bill reminded Kiely of one of her college professors who was great at large
lectures but terrible at a small graduate seminar. “This guy’s personality was
so dominating that it filled up the room, sucked out all the oxygen, and you
never felt like you were there, you know,” she said. “And I felt like that’s the
way Clinton is, and I think members [of Congress] felt that way, too, and I
think that’s why he was less successful in persuading Congress a lot of times
than he should have been, because for all his reputation of being charming on
the rope-line and all of that, when he actually got into a conversation with
people who felt like they ought to be treated a little bit like equals, he was just
sort of blowing past them. And I don’t think it was intentional, I just think
that’s the way he is.”62

Hillary, on the other hand, is better at one-on-one conversations, and that’s
why she’s been successful in the Senate.

“She has a completely different personality, and she’s not charming but she
will charm you,” Kiely said. “She has, I mean, she has absolutely won over
people in the Senate who thought they were going to hate her, and I just think
that’s a function of a very different personality. Clinton may be great on the
rope-line and he may win over people who he’s going to see for ten seconds,
but the people who you have to do business with, she does better.”63

But does the politician’s fitness as a dinner partner translate into good cov-
erage? In other words, does charm matter?

Mike McCurry, who as one of Bill Clinton’s presidential press secretaries
was tasked with handling media, was skeptical that the personality of the
news source has much impact on coverage.

“I think it establishes some rapport, but it really depends on the reporter,”
McCurry said. “There were some reporters who were certainly charmed by
Bill Clinton in private and then turned right around and wrote the same nega-
tive column they would have written anyhow. But there were others who, get-
ting to know him better and understanding his thinking better, actually would
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give him some benefit of the doubt. I felt on balance, having those kinds of
conversations helped improve the coverage, but good reporters are going to re-
port as they see fit at the end of the day.”64

Which Clinton is more charming in which circumstance, then, might not
really matter in terms of press coverage.

“I would be hard pressed to kind of rate one versus the other on the charm
meter,” McCurry said. “I mean, I think they both are very effective in private
in kind of establishing rapport and connecting with the people that they’re
talking to. I mean, they’re just fun to be around, both of them. They’re dif-
ferent people, obviously, but they’re both fun to be around, and I think re-
porters who get those kinds of encounters with them enjoy them. But I per-
sonally just think that most reporters are careful about that and don’t let that
overly influence their coverage. In fact, to the opposite—I think the more you
look like you’re familiar and social with the candidate, the more you work
harder to demonstrate to your colleagues that you don’t give any quarter. I
used to joke that Brit Hume, who was famously kind of a conservative guy,
he was one of the most fair television reporters on the White House beat be-
cause he bent over backwards to demonstrate that he was not letting any bias
show in his reporting, whereas those that were supposedly the liberal-biased
press, I think, were tougher on Clinton.”65

One of the main tenets of American journalism is objectivity—the idea that
reporters will be fair and keep their personal feelings out of their coverage.
Under that theory of objectivity, personal feelings shouldn’t enter into news
coverage. But journalists, as much as their critics might claim otherwise, are
human beings. And in covering politicians they are covering fellow human
beings, not watching paramecium divide under a microscope.

When asked how the perception of Hillary’s coldness could affect press
coverage, Brantley suggested it could hurt. “Well, she doesn’t have a lot of
people in the press who love her,” Brantley said. “You might find commen-
tators who respect her, who defend her, who say she gets a bad rap at times,
but you don’t—I can’t think right off hand of any major commentator/re-
porter who I would put in the Hillary fan club. And from a strictly public re-
lations point of view, it seems to me that’s not so great.”66

Still, many reporters say the charm factor only has significance on the mar-
gins. It won’t buy good stories, but will at least take that extra step to make
sure the politicians’ side is represented.

“I’ve always felt that the best thing a politician can do is earn the benefit
of the doubt, to have reporters willing to at least listen to your side or what
your aides say is your side, and just stopping to think, ‘You know, maybe
they’ve got a point here,’ again, just earning the benefit of the doubt,”
Fournier said. “So yeah, this would happen: I would think I’d have a story,
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‘Oh, boy, I’ve caught this little item in a bill that he snuck in there.’And if he
wouldn’t talk to me, I would just go write what I knew. But he would always
talk, and he’d always have an explanation. And he would talk and talk and
talk until he thought he had you convinced that it wasn’t a story, and there
were times when I’d come back to the little press room and think I had him
saying something, and I’d listen to it on tape and realize, ‘Well, no, darn it,
he’s left himself a loophole here,’ and then I’d go back and find him in the
hallway and I’d interview him again, and ‘Oh, okay, I’ve got him now,’ and
I’d go back and listen to it, ‘No, I don’t quite have him.’

“You know, again, he was a smart guy who could sell ice to Eskimos and
he would sell himself and his policies to everyone including reporters, so
yeah, there were times when he would at least buy himself the benefit of the
doubt where you’d go out and at least make an effort to get his side in the
story because you knew he was accessible and he had an explanation for
everything. But I didn’t know of anyone who was in the tank for him and
would write flattering stories just because he was next to them in the hall-
ways.”67

Nelson, too, said a charming personality might get a politician the benefit
of the doubt. “Well, I think like everything else, an officeholder-reporter re-
lationship is just that. It’s about relationships, and at least—I mean, you might
not be directly influencing a particular story—but I think human nature is
such that it’s easier to write negative things about people that you really don’t
know and that you really don’t have to face. The more you know somebody;
my experience has been the more you give them the benefit of the doubt on
certain issues.”68

Usher said that the willingness of Clinton to come to the back of Air Force
One on long trips and chat with the press did help influence how journalists
felt about him. “It certainly affected my attitude, mostly because we’re all in
it together and you know, with him and a lot of the people in his administra-
tion, they would come back and once everyone was in the hotel or whatever,
they’d come down and we’d all sit around and drink wine until 2:00 in the
morning and talk about crap that was other than politics, other than White
House, other than—and just be people kind of off the clock,” Usher ex-
plained. “And this new [Bush] administration, never have they really allowed
themselves to completely let their hair down. So finally now, they will actu-
ally consume alcohol with us and have a few, but for the longest time, it was
like they wouldn’t even socialize with us, and definitely [more of] an aristo-
cratic kind of feel that we’re the help, that we’re the enemy in some capacity
and that we’re to be treated with kid gloves to be safe, you know. It’s like they
have the Kevlar gloves on.”69
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Hanks, who did many investigations of Clinton’s Arkansas administration,
said reporters might get “twangs” when they are dealing with a tough story
about a source who is nice to them.

“When someone is nice to your family and is polite to your wife and every-
thing, it’s hard not to identify with people you cover when they are nice to
you,” Hanks said. “And you get more flies with sugar than you do with vine-
gar and that sort of thing. It’s only human, ‘Oh, you talked to my wife the
other day. Yeah, that’s nice, she really enjoyed that’—that sort of thing. But
you put that aside when other things come up if you really have to get a story
because the competition is so fierce. You better get that story or someone else
will beat you to it. So any kind of fond memories and maybe pulling your
punches because of fond memories—that idea kind of goes out the window a
bit because of the competition involved.”70

Hanks recalled having to ask Clinton a question about Fahmy Malak, the
Arkansas state medical examiner who, among other controversies, was ac-
cused of covering up for Clinton’s mother in the case of a girl who died on
the operating table while Clinton’s mother was administering anesthesia. “It
was tough to ask him a question because of that personal contact,” Hanks
said. “He probably knew how to play the press pretty well. And he knew that
we were just human, too, and liked to be liked just like anybody else did.”71

Which style of handling reporters is better? Bill’s rope-line charm or
Hillary’s directness?

“Oh, I think schmoozers do much better,” said Kiely. “They tend to do
much better because they’re easier to talk to. On the other hand, I mean, I
think Hillary is the kind of person who doesn’t distill well into a sound bite,
and that’s just; there are a lot of politicians like that. I think like everything
she does in life, she’s working at it, and I just don’t think she’s as much of a
natural as her husband, but she’s certainly trying and trying to get better.”72

The Clintons’ different personalities have distinguished their approaches to
journalists. The gregarious Bill, with his catholic taste, uses his charm on
everyone. The more reserved and cautious Hillary uses her charm more dis-
criminately and thus more effectively in the long run. Some of the most skep-
tical and experienced of journalists find Hillary more honest simply because
she doesn’t try to be smooth. But the problem for Hillary is that her innate
caution and distrust of the press has led her to control access much more
strongly than Bill, and while reporters can shrug off the surliness of news
sources, they can’t tell someone’s story completely without cooperation from
the source.

The Clintons’ differing approaches on that topic is the subject of the next
chapter.

He Wants to Please 43



NOTES

1. David Gallen, Bill Clinton as They Know Him (New York: Gallen Publishing
Group, 1994), 136.

2. Paul Greenberg, interview by author, Little Rock, Arkansas, tape recording, 
5 January 2007.

3. Robert Reno, “Bush Jr. Creating His Own Image,” Columbia Missourian, 
15 November 2002.

4. Wayne Slater, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 7 February 2007.
5. Bob Steel, interview by author, Little Rock, Arkansas, tape recording, 4 Janu-

ary 2007.
6. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 13–14.
7. Chris Usher, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 13 February 2007.
8. Usher, interview, 13 February 2007.
9. Usher, interview, 13 February 2007.

10. Carl Leubsdorf, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 15 February
2007.

11. Leubsdorf, interview, 15 February 2007.
12. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 113.
13. David Maraniss, First in His Class (New York: Touchstone, 1996), 70.
14. Leubsdorf, interview, 15 February 2007.
15. Ron Fournier, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 26 January 2007.
16. Tom Hamburger, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 30 January

2007.
17. Rex Nelson, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 22 January 2007.
18. Ernest Dumas, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 8 January 2007.
19. Dumas, interview, 8 January 2007.
20. Max Brantley, interview by author, tape recording, Little Rock, Arkansas, 

4 January 2007.
21. Pat Lynch, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 9 January 2007.
22. Mel Hanks, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 12 January 2007.
23. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 117–18.
24. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 138.
25. Fournier, interview, 26 January 2007.
26. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 167–68.
27. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 115–16.
28. Maraniss, First, 91.
29. Fournier, interview, 26 January 2007.
30. Greenberg, interview, 5 January 2007.
31. Greenberg, interview, 5 January 2007.
32. Carol Griffee, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 18 January 2007.
33. Griffee, interview, 18 January 2007.
34. Hanks, interview, 12 January 2007.
35. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 116.
36. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 195.

44 Chapter 3



37. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 174.
38. Brantley, interview, 4 January 2007.
39. Brantley, interview, 4 January 2007.
40. Greenberg, interview, 5 January 2007.
41. Greenberg, interview, 5 January 2007.
42. Beth J. Harpaz, The Girls in the Van: Covering Hillary (New York: Thomas

Dunne Books, 2001), 272–73.
43. Harpaz, Girls, 272–73.
44. Joshua Green, “Take Two,” The Atlantic Monthly (November 2006): 58, 60.
45. Dennis Byrd, interview by author, Little Rock, Arkansas, tape recording, 5 Jan-

uary 2007.
46. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 255.
47. Griffee, interview, 18 January 2007.
48. Gallen, Bill Clinton, 257.
49. Harpaz, Girls, 268.
50. Chris Smith, “The Woman in the Bubble,” New York (13 November 2006): 32.
51. Harpaz, Girls, 127.
52. Harpaz, Girls, 168.
53. Harpaz, Girls, 171–76. Italics in original.
54. Griffee, interview, 18 January 2007.
55. Douglas Turner, telephone interview by author, 13 March 2007.
56. Harpaz, Girls, 282–83.
57. Turner, interview, 13 March 2007.
58. Turner, interview, 13 March 2007.
59. Turner, interview, 13 March 2007.
60. Ron Fournier, interview by author, tape recording, 26 January 2007.
61. Kathy Kiely, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 26 January 2007.
62. Kiely, interview, 26 January 2007.
63. Kiely, interview, 26 January 2007.
64. Mike McCurry, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 27 February

2007.
65. McCurry, interview, 27 February 2007.
66. Brantley, interview, 4 January 2007.
67. Brantley, interview, 4 January 2007.
68. Nelson, interview, 22 January 2007.
69. Usher, interview, 13 February 2007.
70. Hanks, interview, 12 January 2007.
71. Hanks, interview, 12 January 2007.
72. Kiely, interview, 26 January, 2007.

He Wants to Please 45





While Hillary Clinton was famous for wanting the press to give her a “zone
of privacy” even though her husband was in the most public of professions,
Bill Clinton would talk so much to reporters that they would sometimes con-
spire to avoid him.

Rex Nelson, a Washington correspondent for the Arkansas Democrat when
Clinton was governor, worked out an informal agreement with Maria Henson,
the correspondent for the Arkansas Gazette, to handle Clinton’s overloqua-
ciousness. “When one decided, ‘Governor, we’ve got to go,’ and walk away,
the other would do the same, because he’d be up there, and he’d talk for an
hour, sometimes, if you wanted him to, and often you had to get back on
deadline and produce your story,” Nelson said.1

But then a Commercial Appeal correspondent from Memphis showed up
one day for a Clinton press session, necessitating a whole new deal. “Of
course, we were afraid to leave, because we didn’t want them having some-
thing that we didn’t, and we said, ‘We’ve got to cut [the other reporter] in on
this deal, so he’ll know when to leave,’” Nelson said with a laugh.2

Ron Fournier, who covered Clinton as president and governor, said gover-
nors tend to be relatively accessible to the press in most cases, but Clinton
was extremely so. The Associated Press desk was near a window in the Capi-
tol press room from which the reporter could see the exit from the governor’s
office. One of the informal duties of an AP reporter like Fournier was to let
other reporters know when Clinton was going home for the day so they could
catch him for any last-minute questions.3

During the legislative sessions, Clinton would actually stop by the press
room on his way out to see if any reporters had a question for him. “We were
usually so tired of talking to him, it was like, ‘Oh, no, please, just leave.’”
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Fournier once tried to tease Clinton, telling him he had a question and then
in a serious voice asked, “If there’s a popup behind the third baseman in shal-
low left field, whose ball is it?”

Fournier’s audience of reporters snickered.
But Clinton didn’t laugh. He thought about it and bit his lip in his charac-

teristic way. “Well, I don’t play much baseball, but wouldn’t that be the short-
stop?” Clinton said. “Wouldn’t the shortstop have the best angle on that ball?”4

But did Clinton talk a lot to White House correspondents?
“Oh, God,” said CBS’s Bill Plante. “I mean, it is, on these long trips over-

seas where you have an eight- or ten- or 12- or 14-hour ride home, it’s not un-
usual for presidents to wander back from the front of Air Force One back to
where the press cabin is and have a little session usually off the record, but
people came to dread it when Clinton would do it, because he would come
back, sit down on the floor and spend an hour and a half talking. . . . And it’s
the responsibility of the reporters who are on that flight to basically report
what he says even if it’s off the record, you got to say it’s off the record but
you’ve got to give a sense of what was said, and you have to write it all down
for your colleagues. . . . So instead of sleeping or eating or watching a movie,
you’ve got to listen to the president blather on.”5

Arkansas television reporter Steve Barnes said Clinton was always ready
to talk.

“I’m not sure that he ever turned down a request for an interview,” Barnes
recalled. “If it was like a long, lengthy-sit-down and it just simply couldn’t be
scheduled, he would let you know that he would reschedule it, and it would
be rescheduled. He’d find some time. He would stop between speeches. He
would stop in the hallways of the Capitol, in the corridors of the Capitol, in
the parking lot. Bill was always responsive to a request, if not necessarily the
question.”6

Arkansas television investigative reporter Mel Hanks said he would rate
Clinton “high” in terms of accessibility, but that he tended to be careful in
what he said during interviews. “Because he knew I was an investigative re-
porter, I think he was much more guarded,” Hanks said. “He was much more
. . . open with the columnists who would write about his administration. And
I think he was much more forthcoming with them. Whenever I would talk to
him, I think he always thought, ‘What’s your angle? What are you out to get
me on?’”7

The problem with being accessible is that it can get a source in trouble. One
of the most valued skills for politicians is “message discipline,” knowing what
point you want to say and sticking to it no matter what question you are asked.
The best politicians can easily “bridge” from a topic they’ve been asked about
to the topic they want to talk about without appearing to be evasive.
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George W. Bush, for example, is known for being a particular bulldog in
this area to the great frustration of the journalists who cover him. Bush was a
long shot to win his first race for governor of Texas in 1994 against the pop-
ular incumbent, Ann Richards. But Bush developed four campaign themes
and never quit talking about them no matter how much reporters tried to get
him off topic. Liberal columnist Molly Ivins nicknamed him “Shrub,” and
Richards at one point obliquely called him a “jerk.”8 But Bush refused to re-
spond to the personal shots and kept talking about his campaign themes until
he won a surprising victory. He brought this talent to the White House to the
great frustration of the national press. Bush demonstrated his message disci-
pline in several press conferences, most notably on March 6, 2003, the last
press conference before the invasion of Iraq, in which his controlled re-
sponses were so frustrating that one reporter called the White House press
corps “zombies” for not being able to break through.9

The Clintons both have the message discipline skill, but Bill sometimes
doesn’t employ it, either because he can’t resist talking or he enjoys the ver-
bal battle too much, teasing journalists to see if they can catch him in a mis-
quote. Hillary, indicative of her more reserved personality, is more like Bush
than her husband in the area of access and message discipline, but the latter
was a skill she learned through hard experience with a few off-the-cuff re-
marks that turned into damaging stories. She learned rather quickly from in-
teracting with the national press that even a comment about baking cookies
could be translated into an insult to stay-at-home moms.

Bill, who had much more practice than Hillary facing the media, could
control an interview when he wanted to. Little Rock radio host Pat Lynch said
Clinton was very media savvy. “Clinton certainly taught me a few things,
which is that no matter what the question is, answer the question that you
wish had been asked,” Lynch said. “And I remember watching the first time
that Dan Rather interviewed him right after he became president, and I re-
member thinking, gosh, and Dan Rather can’t get a straight answer out of
him, either.”10

John Reed, a reporter with the Arkansas Gazette, also thought Clinton’s ap-
parent accessibility was planned, including what he wanted to say. What Reed
had thought at the time were spontaneous hallway interviews in hindsight
were probably planned by the governor. Clinton knew what he wanted to say
and the kind of news he wanted to make, according to Reed.11

Arkansas newspaper reporter Carol Griffee said Clinton could be difficult to
cover because of the way he spoke. “In terms of covering him you had to cover
him long enough to understand what he meant when he said something, be-
cause Bill Clinton had his own language. I understand what he meant when he
said, ‘It all depends on what the definition of is, is,’” Griffee said, referring to
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Clinton’s infamous testimony about his relationship with Monica Lewinsky. “I
remember my brother, who moved [to Arkansas] in ’94 after being a dentist
for years, and is a right-wing Republican—hates Clinton—I was always hav-
ing to interpret what Bill Clinton said for my brother, because he simply didn’t
understand him. It does take a knack of listening real carefully to him for a
long time to understand what he’s saying and where he’s going, because he
does speak his own language. And the definition of is means, ‘Is it going on
right now?’ not ‘Has it gone on yesterday or tomorrow, or is it going to go on
tomorrow?’ It means ‘Is it going on right now?’ It just takes understanding
that—knowing how his mind works on that kind of stuff—to cover him.”12

Clinton could be a tough interview, but a reporter could get information
with the right questions, Griffee said. “I got to the point where I could un-
derstand Clinton-speak, so I didn’t have the kind of trouble that I heard other
reporters grousing about, and they sure did grouse about how slippery they
thought he was, but I didn’t find him that way.”13

Griffee said he was good at staying on message, particularly in the case of
pushing education reform. “I would say he’s very good at that, and he did that
for ten years running, here—he and Hillary—and if it weren’t for him, I don’t
think Arkansas would ever have made the kind of progress it has made on ed-
ucation, public education, and I’ll tell you why. This state, because of its his-
tory, and it’s a natural thing, has had a low, low regard for education through-
out its history, and that’s why it has such sorry statistics when it comes to
education. This state was settled by trappers and hunters who didn’t have any
use for, as I say, pointy-headed . . . intellectuals who could read and write—
and that has just carried over from generation to generation to generation, but
anyway from 1983 on, he and Hillary talked nothing but public education, the
need to improve public education, the need to add some value for public ed-
ucation, and it finally got through, a little bit, and that’s, in my opinion, the
basis of the progress that Arkansas has made. You’ve got to build a base.
You’ve got to change attitudes, and to their credit, Bill and Hillary saw that it
was an attitudinal problem, and they went out and changed it, but in order to
do that, they had to stay on message, and they did so for ten years. It was very
difficult. I was covering environmental issues, primarily, for the Gazette dur-
ing the period after he was defeated the first time. . . . It was very, very hard
to get Bill Clinton’s attention for anything but education. That’s the degree to
which he stayed on message.”14

Clinton picked up on the idea of message discipline after he had been de-
feated for re-election for governor in 1980, partly because he decided he had
set so many goals for his first term that he ended up not accomplishing many
of them. His aide Betsey Wright told him to focus on three things, not 150, so
he could better communicate with voters.15 Another reason for the voters’ re-
jection of Clinton had been the perceived image of his staff as being unshaven
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hippies in conservative Arkansas. Clinton’s campaign became so protective
of its new clean image that staffers made a sloppily dressed reporter wear a
sign indicating he was with the press so no one would think he was a mem-
ber of the campaign.16 The message was that the staff was clean-cut and ma-
ture, and that message was enforced through image as well as words.

Paul Greenberg noted that when Clinton was in campaign mode, he could
be extraordinarily disciplined. Greenberg cited a memo made public in 1980
written by Clinton aide John Danner as an example of how Clinton and his
team tried to control his message. It recommended things like having the staff
call opinion leaders and speak from a script about important issues. The
memo suggested the administration bypass the press by developing its own
information programs.17

Greenberg wrote that Clinton was so scripted for his presidential campaign
that when you asked him a question you could “almost hear the governor’s
agile mind rippling through the stack of index cards that contain his standard
response.” Greenberg described it as “a little eerie to ask him a question a few
months apart and get the same answer word-for-word.”18

When interviewed for this book, Greenberg reflected that Clinton could be
sometimes rambling and sometimes focused. He acknowledged that Bill
could stay on message, but didn’t think it was necessarily planned. “I don’t
think he does it in an organized fashion, but he had superb instincts,” Green-
berg said when asked about Clinton’s knack for message discipline. “I re-
member talking to Julius Long many years ago—Huey’s brother, Julius
Long—and I asked him why he [Huey Long] was such a great speaker and
why he so captivated audiences in rural parts of Louisiana, and Julius said,
well, he would try it out from whistle stop to whistle stop . . . and he would
try out all these different things, and when the old boys would take their
hands out of their overall pockets and applaud, he would know that he had hit
it. I think Bill Clinton has that kind of instinct. In fact, the indecorous phras-
ing that Mr. Julius used was, if you’ve ever seen a little dog go after a great
big bitch, he tries and tries and tries, then he hits that spot, and then he goes
and goes and goes, and that’s the way Huey did it.”19

Unfortunately for Clinton, he sometimes goes too far in his conversation
with reporters. Newsweek’s Mark Miller said Clinton liked to play “gotcha”
with the press, trying to avoid traps reporters would set to catch him in mis-
leading statements. He would give technically correct answers on things like
the draft but then keep sparring with reporters. Campaign aide James Carville
warned Clinton that he would get caught, but Clinton merely replied, “Yeah,
but they haven’t caught me yet.”20

There’s no doubt that Clinton, who relished the intellectual bull sessions at
Oxford and Yale, enjoyed matching wits with reporters. Other presidents, no-
tably Clinton’s idol, Kennedy, but also both Roosevelts and to some extent

She Wants to Control 51



Reagan and George W. Bush, liked teasing the press. But a better explanation
for Clinton’s loquaciousness is simply that it is his personality. He has much
more energy than the average person, and he loves to talk. Since reporters are
in a sense paid to listen to the talk of politicians, they are always going to be
an attentive, captive audience.

“It was wild because the guy would make up—he was late for everything—
he’d make up the schedule as he’d go along,” said the Los Angeles Times’s
Tom Hamburger, describing Clinton on the campaign trail. “He’d go all night;
he just exhausted the reporters. I mean, he was so unpredictable . . . he’d stop
and talk to reporters, and he’d always work the rope line and find something
interesting, find people to talk to, and a day later, you couldn’t leave because
there’d be some story that would come up. . . . He was such a spontaneous, cu-
rious guy; the trips were just exhausting and the day was unpredictable.”21

Exhausting is a common word journalists use in describing traveling with
Clinton. Photographer Chris Usher said the press would sometimes start fly-
ing with Clinton in the morning, traveling across the country to events and be
up until two a.m. “Clinton would just go 24-7,” Usher said. “We’d be ex-
hausted with Clinton. Absolutely exhausted.”22

Wayne Slater of the Dallas Morning News said he once pretended to go to
sleep just because he was too tired to listen any longer to Clinton, who had
exhausted everyone else on the flight into real sleep, including Hillary. “But
Clinton still wanted to engage because he was a very social person,” Slater
recalled.23

Clinton’s behavior was a stark contrast to that of other presidents, espe-
cially the early-to-bed George W. Bush.

“My favorite example when people ask me the difference between him and
Bush is that, well, first of all, Clinton, if the flight was over three hours, he
would always come back on the plane, on Air Force One and chat with us,”
Usher said. “He would always come back and lean in and, ‘Hey, how you
guys doing, what’s going on?’ Bush, I’ve heard he’s been back there once. I
wasn’t there that day, whenever it happened. I was on that secret trip to Bagh-
dad, and I thought for sure that he would come back and swat our backs, you
know, we’d all slap backs and say, ‘Hey, we did it.’ But all he did was invite
the pens forward and no photos.”24

Clinton, however, came back to chat on the return flight from a lengthy trip
to several countries. “We’d done this, like, ten-day trip to India and some other
places out over there . . . and we had come back, and we were like wheels
down that evening before, and boom, at 7:00 a.m., we were already on the
plane and headed out to L.A. or somewhere for another thing,” Usher recalled.
“And most of us were the same people that were on the trip and so everyone
on the plane was completely zombied and totally knocked out. And the presi-
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dent comes back, and normally I usually never say anything because, you
know, the writers always have something, ‘Hey, Mr. President, what’d you
think of the blah blah blah?’ and then I just sit there and watch it go down. But
this time they were all with their mouths agape and asleep, and he just comes
back, and I was like, ‘Hey, sir, well, how are you handling the jet lag after the
India trip?’ and he said, ‘Aw, man, I couldn’t sleep at all last night, I read three
books.’ I said, ‘Oh, what’d you read, sir?’ And he said, ‘Oh, I read blah blah
and I read this other one blah blah, then I read this fascinating book about the
Anasazi Indians. Do you know that they blah blah blah,’ and went on, and I
was like, ‘Well, that’s really cool, sir,’ and talk, and about eight, ten days later
or whatever, it’s announced that he got together with Babbitt in the Interior and
they’d put aside that ancestral Anasazi Indian land—and protected it from nat-
ural gas exploration and that kind of stuff. . . . He was educating himself on
what he was planning to write off on, make sure it was worthy, and that’s
something that no one would necessarily know about, and I didn’t know it
from the books that I’ve seen him carrying. Most of the time it would be a
book that would be like the equivalent of The Da Vinci Code . . . whatever the
best seller is or something about Jefferson or some of his idols. You know, he
was big into Gandhi and Jefferson and those type people.”25

But making conversation with reporters—even about books—can sometimes
cause a politician trouble. Late one night on the campaign plane in 1992, re-
porter John King got into a conversation about a book Clinton was reading at
the time, The Prince of Tides. Another reporter came in late to the conversation,
and a story subsequently appeared saying that Clinton was so afraid of the press
that he would only talk about things like books. King said later he thought it
was a “cheap shot,” and so did Clinton, who told King that the episode was an
example of why he had become less accessible during the campaign.26

But even though Clinton knew that it was better to be careful, he apparently
couldn’t help himself. He had been loose with reporters since his first cam-
paign back in 1974 when he talked about confidential internal poll results,
much to the chagrin of his staff. His aides wrote a memo to the entire staff
warning them about talking with reporters, although the memo was an
oblique way of trying to get Clinton to watch his mouth.27

Clinton’s spontaneous nature always seemed to get the best of him. One re-
porter said Clinton had a hard time controlling himself and cited as evidence
that he criticized presidential rival Ross Perot, who at that point had dropped
out of the 1992 race, leaving his supporters ripe for Clinton to pluck. There
was no benefit for Clinton in criticizing Perot, but he couldn’t stop himself
from answering press inquiries about him.28

Despite being burned by his own comments on the presidential campaign
trail, he couldn’t curb his appetite for conversation as president. John F. Harris,
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a Washington Post reporter, argued in his book about the Clinton presidency
that Clinton was not a deceptive politician. “On important matters, his real sen-
timents always surfaced, no matter how the staff tried to keep him ‘on mes-
sage.’”29 Harris cited as an example a Clinton foray to the rear of Air Force One,
where once again he talked too long to reporters, eventually producing a gaffe.
Clinton, talking about the national mood, said he was trying to get people out
of their “funk”—a word that made his quote sound too much like Jimmy
Carter’s disastrous “malaise” speech. Clinton had to recant the remark several
days later.30

Clinton had no more control over his staff than over himself. All White
House administrations are prone to leaks as staff members jockey for influ-
ence and power by releasing information anonymously to reporters—infor-
mation they hope will promote themselves or deflate their rivals. CBS White
House correspondent Bill Plante explained that leaks often are generated
when there are internal divisions, like there were in the administration of
Ronald Reagan. “They had two camps, California conservatives and the core
pragmatic people who were aligned with Nancy Reagan, [James] Baker and
[Michael] Deaver, so I mean, it was, every day was Christmas for reporters,”
Plante said. “You call up somebody on either side, whip it all up.”31

Clinton’s White House was equally festive for reporters. “Everybody felt
free to advance their own agendas, which they all thought were compatible,
of course, with his,” Plante said. “There was no internal discipline about who
would say what or who was allowed to talk to the press, and they attempted
it from time to time, but the attempts were feeble and nothing was ever en-
forced. The whole place was very free form, people would go in and out of
the Oval Office; there were lots of demands for his attention. He was fa-
mously tardy, and he would get interested in something and go off on a tan-
gent and spend a long time doing it, and everybody would be waiting to do
the next thing on the schedule.”

Bush, in contrast, brought a lot of people with him from Texas instead of
staffing his administration with Washington careerists. Bush also exercised
his Harvard Business School training to run the White House. “You know,
he’s proud of his business school degree,” Plante said. “He believes that he
can manage them, that he can delegate. He knows what he wants to see com-
ing up and he’s quite willing to administer the discipline going down when he
feels it’s called for, so given that, you know, people don’t, for the most part,
speak out of turn.”32

Edward Chen, who covered both Bush and Clinton for the Los Angeles
Times, said one “very top” Clinton official, whom he declined to name, told
him he was amazed at the success of Bush in controlling leaks. “This person
told me that when President Clinton would have a meeting on some subject
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and there would be some discussion and some back and forth, at the end of
these sessions it was almost always said by somebody, a chief of staff, or sen-
ior person, ‘Let’s please leave this discussion in this room.’ That is, not leak
it, you know, not talk to the press about it. But almost always, more often than
not, this person told me they would read about it the next day in the paper.”33

It’s likely that reporters covering Hillary won’t have as much to put in the
paper. While Bill tends to be undisciplined, Hillary is controlled, and that per-
sonality difference shows up in all aspects of press relations, whether it is
talking too much, talking too often, or letting the staff talk too much.

On the question of talking too much in interviews, Fournier said Hillary is
more careful than Bill, who will sometimes “road test” ideas by thinking out
loud, even in front of reporters. “She thinks and acts a lot more linearly than
Clinton does,” he said. “She’s a much more, ‘Okay, I’ve got to do number
one, then two, then three, then four, then five, and as I do one through 20,
here’s where I’ll be at 20.’ And she’ll work right through that barrage.”34

Nelson said Hillary was much more concise. “Very straightforward, very to
the point,” he said of Hillary. “Whereas, Bill Clinton would take seven min-
utes to answer a question, she might take 45 seconds to answer the same ques-
tion.”35

Bill Clinton wasn’t very good at message discipline. “He always wanted to
talk about everything,” said Dallas Morning News Washington bureau chief
Carl Leubsdorf. “She’ll be better at that.”36

USA Today’s Kathy Kiely said Hillary was the type of source who was very
businesslike in answering questions. “You really have to dig if you want to
get more than just a perfunctory answer,” Kiely said. “You have to sort of stay
on them and keep asking, whereas other senators will sit there and just start
expanding on their answer and tell you maybe things you didn’t think to ask
about. Hillary is much more cautious than that, but I wouldn’t say she’s any
more cautious than some members of the Senate. You know, there are some
senators who are in that category. There are some politicians who are in that
category. She is not as comfortable, I would say, in the public role as—her
husband’s a very public man.”37

Women politicians in general are more cautious, Kiely said.
“There are very few women politicians I can think of who let themselves

really relax, like an Ann Richards [former Texas governor],” she said. “Ann
Richards was very comfortable, she was comfortable being . . . outrageous.
Most women politicians are not like that, because it’s just harder to be a
woman politician. You know, you’re judged on so many things and just gen-
erally it’s harder to be a woman anything. You know, I mean, it’s just harder
because the standards are higher and any little quirks of your personality tend
to be judged negatively rather than somebody looking at it and saying, wow,
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what an unusual, interesting personality. You know, people just tend to be
negative about it, so I think women politicians generally tend to be more up-
tight. So you start from that and then you just figure Hillary’s personality is
just going to make her more that way. She’s just more self-contained.”38

In her memoir, Hillary wrote how she learned early in the 1992 presiden-
tial campaign that reporters take comments out of context. According to
Hillary, Bill was joking when he introduced her to a crowd in New Hamp-
shire, citing her decades of work on children’s issues as evidence that she
would continue to fight for those causes as first lady and the voters could
“buy one; get one free.” But the phrase soon was used instead to support her
“alleged secret aspirations to become ‘co-President’ with Bill.39

“The ‘buy one, get one free’ comment was reminder to Bill and me that our
remarks might be taken out of context because news reporters didn’t have
time or space to provide the text of an entire conversation,” she wrote. “Sim-
plicity and brevity were essential to reporters. So were snappy lines and
catchphrases.”40

Another unintentional snappy catchphrase was coined when NBC’s Andrea
Mitchell asked Hillary whether it was ethical to work for a law firm in Little
Rock that did business with the state while her husband was governor. Hillary
said she could have stayed home and baked cookies and had teas but instead
pursued her career. Her aides suggested she try to explain the remark to the
press. “On the spot, I had an impromptu press conference,” she recalled. “But
it had little effect.”41 Still, in later years, it became somewhat of a joke. In
2007, the Hope Visitor Center and Museum in Clinton’s Arkansas hometown
gave away copies of a recipe entitled “Hillary Clinton’s Chocolate Chip
Cookies.” Fitting Hillary’s penchant for detail, the recipe included a nutri-
tional analysis stating each cookie contained 67 calories. Of course, it would
have been much better for the campaign if the recipe had been released in
place of the caustic comment.

Mitchell wrote in her memoir that the cookie incident was emblematic of
Hillary’s role in the campaign “as a lightning rod” for criticism. “The lesson
Hillary drew from the experience was to become even less accessible to re-
porters—except when she knew she was in control and could charm them, as
she did later in her successful bid for a Senate seat in New York,” Mitchell
wrote. “She was, and is, a formidable campaigner. She is now a virtuoso at
taking the media attention she attracts and making it work to her advantage.
But it took years for her to perfect those skills.”42

The years on the presidential campaign trail and in the White House were
spent in a cold war with reporters over access. On occasion, Hillary would
bend to appear to accommodate journalists, but she never really became com-
fortable—or at least showed the appearance of comfort—until she spent con-
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siderable time campaigning for herself for the Senate. As was noted in chap-
ter 2, Hillary worked in extreme secrecy on the Watergate impeachment in-
vestigation, which was her first serious foray into government work. It’s no
surprise she carried that attitude into the national arena when Bill ran for pres-
ident in 1992.

During that campaign, Hillary “shut down” internal discussions on how to
deal with press queries about Clinton’s avoidance of the draft. Her decision
actually hurt the campaign because the staff didn’t develop a formal strategy.
Biographer Gail Sheehy asserted Hillary’s habit of protecting Bill’s secrets
had been done so often that it “seemed to paralyze her judgment when it came
to revealing almost anything at all.”43

It was a philosophy she would follow for much of the White House years.
For example, it took Helen Thomas, the dean of White House correspondents,
six years to get an interview.44 “I thought that she was really blocking us out,”
Thomas said. “She thought the press was . . . I don’t know, I won’t go so far
as to say, the enemy, but she really avoided us and gave us her widest berth
and so forth. She never understood our role, I don’t believe, or if she did, she
didn’t care about it, and I don’t think she thought of herself as needing the
press.”45

Hillary’s attitude was often in contrast to Bill’s attitude, or at least what he
said to the press. Bill told reporters during a 1994 press conference that his
was an open White House. “I want the American people to see that this White
House is different,” Bill said. “There’s no bunker mentality.” But at this same
time, Hillary’s attitude was to keep the press at bay. According to Sheehy,
Hillary jokingly referred to “full disclosure” as “open kimono.”46

Hillary certainly kept a tightly drawn kimono during her ill-fated Health
Care Task Force, the only major White House program she ran for Bill.
Hillary ran it somewhat like she had seen Doar run the impeachment team
some 20 years earlier. The secrecy policy that Hillary approved forbade in-
terviews with staffers and instructed them to guard task force documents,
reminiscent of the way Doar had specially designated trash cans for sensitive
material to prevent leaks from garbage-can-scrounging scribes. Hillary’s task
force staff would not permit some documents to leave the offices and num-
bered copies of certain memos. The task force even kept phone numbers of
its staffers secret from each other so reporters couldn’t get them.47 Hillary ad-
dressed the secrecy charge in her memoir by claiming the process was open
because hundreds of people participated in it, “but the press, which was not
invited to the meetings, jumped on the issue.”48

Nevertheless, after the health care failure and a resulting negative media im-
age, Hillary admitted she had given White House reporters too little access and
held a press conference to defuse charges flying about the Whitewater issue
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and other scandals. Hillary wore a black skirt and pink sweater—no open ki-
mono—but still an outfit that some reporters wrote was calculated to soften
her image. Hillary wrote that her clothes were usually a last-minute decision
and before the press conference she had simply felt like wearing the outfit.49

Whatever the reason, the clothes were striking enough that the session entered
Clinton lore as the “Pink Press Conference.”

Hillary ate crow at the press conference, essentially apologizing for not
providing better access. She agreed that her reluctance to provide information
to the press had made things worse by giving the impression she had some-
thing to hide. She tried to explain that her penchant for secrecy came from her
parents’ advice to not listen to others.

Hillary said that while that was good advice, it may have led her to be less
understanding of the interests of the press and the public in Bill and herself.
“So, you’re right. I’ve always believed in a zone of privacy. And I told a
friend the other day that I feel after resisting for a long time I’ve been re-
zoned.”50

It was a temporary rezoning. Hillary still tended to keep journalists away
from her or tried to control what they could write about. In 1995 she took an
extended trip without Bill to various countries including India and Pakistan.
A number of women journalists told Sheehy it was exciting to go with the first
lady on the expedition, which CBS’s Martha Teichner called a “chick trip.”
But they were “darkly warned” that none of the conversations on the long
flights could be reported.51

A few years later, during the Lewinsky scandal, Hillary pulled the kimono
tight again. Her aides put reporters in a “press pen” 50 yards from the first
lady, maintaining a “cordon sanitaire around her” when she traveled.52

The press pen, however, backfired when she tried it in New York. At one
of her first public events when she was contemplating running for Senate, her
aides put up a velvet rope at a party at Le Cirque restaurant. A publicist
warned that the New York reporters were not used to being kept behind ropes,
and New York Post columnist Neil Travis left when he saw the setup. Bill
Clinton aide Lanny Davis said of the debacle that Hillary would need to learn
how to deal with the press.53

She was still learning some of those skills by the time she ran for the Sen-
ate against Rudy Giuliani. She started off slow by using a unique tactic for
controlling the way journalists reported her message: the listening tour.
Hillary, a native of Illinois and a first lady of Arkansas, had to overcome her
carpetbagger image of moving to New York just to take the Senate seat. She
embarked on a tour of the state, including the Republican areas upstate, os-
tensibly to listen to the voters’ concerns and to introduce herself at a variety
of community town hall–type meetings.
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Journalists Mark Halperin and John F. Harris, in their book anticipating the
2008 campaign, called the listening tour “the most inspired move” of
Hillary’s Senate campaign for several reasons, not least of which was the way
it deftly handled reporters. The tactic helped Clinton avoid the national press,
which could not complain she was ducking questions because she was an-
swering them in town hall–style meetings. The format of the campaign trip
also tended to focus coverage away from questions about her controversial
tenure as first lady and instead was successful in sometimes “shaming re-
porters” into writing about policy.54

She also improved her interview skills. A friend warned her how tough
Giuliani would be, but Hillary replied that one thing she had learned in the
White House was how to hold her tongue. Instead of blurting out sarcastic re-
marks that could be taken as insults to stay-at-home moms, Hillary was able
to keep her cool even when Giuliani baited her over religion—a topic Hillary
is passionate about. Hillary was “quaking with rage” when Giuliani accused
her of “desecrating religion” for supporting the right of the Brooklyn museum
to display a controversial painting of the Madonna that had dung on it. But
she responded in a controlled manner, saying she was “appalled” at Giuliani’s
attack on her faith.55

Giuliani dropped out when he discovered he had prostate cancer, and his
replacement, Long Island congressman Rick Lazio, was not as good a cam-
paigner as the former New York mayor. Hillary was almost always able to
stay in control and on message, even during a debate when Lazio crossed the
stage and challenged her confrontationally to sign a mutual pledge against ac-
cepting certain types of campaign contributions.

By the time she had finished her first Senate term, she had, as Andrea
Mitchell wrote, perfected her press skills. This was never more evident than
in an Atlantic Monthly cover story by Joshua Green, who noted the difficulty
in just securing an interview, which “requires the Zen patience and preternat-
ural psychological abilities of a hostage negotiator.”56

Green also noted Hillary’s extreme caution in the interview itself. “When
Clinton prepares to answer a reporter’s question, there’s a split-second pause
when you can almost see her imagining, floating cartoon bubbles above her
head, the worst-case headline that a candid answer could yield, and then
pitching her reply in the least-objectionable terms.”57

For example, Green asked Hillary to compare herself to Bill as a politician
in light of the fact that one observer had called her disciplined and a deep
thinker. Hillary “visibly recoiled” at the question Green wrote, and he
guessed that she imagined the New York Times headline for an incautious re-
ply would be “Clinton Calls Husband ‘Shallow,’ Undisciplined.’” Instead, she
said simply, “I don’t talk about that.”58
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And so it went for the rest of the interview, Green probing and Hillary
deftly brushing off the questions with friendly but innocuous replies. The
only time he managed to rattle her came when he asked her about her caution
in her Senate votes, pressing her for when she had taken a risk on an issue.
Hillary’s response was revealing of her understanding of her need to be care-
ful with the media. “Everything I do carries political risk because nobody gets
the scrutiny that I get,” she told Green, adding that she doesn’t have any mar-
gin for error, but she has accepted that fact.59

Although Hillary has learned to live with the need to be cautious in what
she says, reporters have trouble accepting the dearth of quotable material.
Chris Smith, in a New York magazine cover story, noted she was friendly but
“depressingly, off the record. Clinton doesn’t say anything remotely contro-
versial or derogatory.” Although she is talkative and pleasant, “even Clinton
seems bored with what she’s saying.” Smith wrote that the challenge for her
campaign “will be to turn the unscripted Hillary loose now and then, to trust
the human Hillary who’s turned up in every remote corner of New York.”60

Hillary remained scripted to the end of the interview. “She’s looser and
warmer than I’d expected,” Smith wrote, but concluded that, “We’ll never get
a straight answer from her, at least on the record.” Smith tried one last time,
asking “the back of Clinton’s expensively blonde head” as she walked away
why a Democratic voter should hope she runs for president in 2008. Many
other reporters had tried to get Clinton to announce her intentions early, and
Clinton laughed “loud and hard” at Smith’s effort. “Oh, I’ll talk to you about
that if I ever make such a decision,” she said. “Good try, though! That was
clever!”61

The banter, even if an improvement over sarcastic remarks about cookies,
is not enough for reporters. They prize contact with the source, and although
Hillary grants perhaps more than she did as first lady, many reporters believe
she is too inaccessible, and the teasing interviews are too few.

Bill and Hillary have fundamental differences in the way they handle ac-
cess, said Douglas Turner, a columnist for the Buffalo News who covered both
the Clinton White House and Hillary as New York senator.

“Their styles are entirely different,” he said. “Under Bill Clinton, we had a
remarkable level of access in ’93 and ’94. We met regularly with his chief of
staff, Leon Panetta. We had an organization of regional reporters from Cleve-
land, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, Chicago, and St. Louis, that quadrant—we called
ourselves the Rust Belt group—we were called in for periodic briefings with
Panetta, [economic advisers] Mickey Kantor and Bob Rubin. We had tremen-
dous access for regional reporters, and we got access to everybody. We were
invited over to the White House in groups every few weeks. They took us se-
riously. It was a sign of the openness of Bill Clinton’s administration. There
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was nothing like it before or since for regional reporters. We had hard
passes—we could go in and out of the White House easily. We found it ex-
tremely valuable. It was wonderful, then it closed down with the Lewinsky
scandal.”62

But the Rust Belt reporters never saw Hillary Clinton, even when she ran
Bill’s health care reform effort, for which, as noted, she kept press contact to
a minimum. She has also tightly controlled access for reporters to her Senate
office, and in that respect she doesn’t compare favorably with her predeces-
sor, Daniel Patrick Moynihan.63

“Hillary runs an operation that has a lot less access,” Turner said. “We had
had the pleasure of covering Pat Moynihan. You could talk to anyone on his
staff. You could call his office and get any information. It was like having
your own congressional research service. You could call Moynihan’s office
and get sophisticated data. They were just really helpful. Moynihan ran it like
a university.”64

Moynihan had monthly on-the-record sessions in his office on serious pol-
icy issues. “He was back lighted in this dimly lit Senate office with these
opaque lampshades. I called them séances, and the name stuck,” Douglas re-
called with a laugh. “It was great fun and gave us a feeling of community in
the New York State press corps. We would call each other and help each other,
verify information to make sure we got it right. It made Washington reporting
for us a much richer place—not in terms of money—but it gave us a sense of
vocation, which is a treasured thing for a reporter. It wasn’t just a job. He had
class. He was so gracious. He gave us a sense of dignity. We all miss him.”65

Later, when Moynihan became ill, he quit holding the press sessions, but
reporters could still get him on the phone. “When Hillary was elected, we
asked her for these sessions,” Turner said. “I think she would be a better can-
didate, a better senator, if she did them.” Turner said Hillary held only two
similar sessions, and joked that they’d be called “The Douglas Turner Memo-
rial Briefings.” But she didn’t hold any after October 2001.

Other stories have compared her access unfavorably to other senators, in-
cluding her rival for the Democratic presidential nomination, Barack Obama.
Hillary declined an interview for a Washington Post story about the competi-
tion developing between her and Obama in late 2006 as the two positioned
themselves for the upcoming campaign. The writers noted that she rarely ban-
ters with reporters. One anecdote described how Obama “lingered by the el-
evators near the Senate floor, feeding quotes on Medicare and tax cuts to a
gaggle of scribes. Clinton rushed by a few minutes later, flanked by staff
members, and heading straight onto a waiting elevator.”66

Like magazine writers Smith and Green, Turner didn’t find her very re-
vealing in the sessions he did have with her, although she was pleasant. “She
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had a great manner,” Turner said. “I went to her office twice. It was great fun
being with her. She told stories. It was like visiting an old statehouse politi-
cian who would pull open the drawer with a bottle of Jack Daniels in it. No
news developed out of it, but there were some tremendous anecdotes.”67

She doesn’t show that side much in public or on-the-record interviews.
What reporters see instead is rigid discipline, and it may come at a price. “She
is extremely disciplined in her approach,” Max Brantley said. “She will not
be taken off topic. She’s going to stay on topic. She’s going to be an idiot sa-
vant on everything down to farm commodities of whatever upstate New York
county she’s in, and she’s going to do her homework and get it done. I just
think—and I say this as somebody who believes she has it—I think people,
and reporters are people, at the end of the day and the beginning of the day,
want humanity out of politicians. And they want to see a human side. And I
happen to think Hillary has a reasonably attractive human side, and if she’d
show it a little more she might be better, but for whatever reason she has de-
cided that’s not safe. And I guess if you look back at the record it might be
she just doesn’t have a real good touch.”68

Brantley pointed out that often a casual remark of Hillary’s has generated
intense criticism, like the time in the 60 Minutes interview when she said of
her marriage that she wasn’t “some little woman standing by her man like
Tammy Wynette.” (Even country singer Wynette jumped on Hillary for that
one, and got an apology from the recalcitrant candidate’s wife.)

“(Hillary) talks about chocolate chip cookies and the next thing everyone
is tearing her apart whether she’s lying about it—says she’s a New York Yan-
kees fan and a Cubs fan, and they tear her apart about that. Said she thought
about enlisting in the military, and everybody—well maybe she was lying
about all of that—and in which case, pound the crap out of her,” Brantley
said. “Fair enough. Or maybe she was telling the truth about those things and
the reward she gets for revealing a human side of herself is unshirted hell. I
don’t know. It is not easy being Hillary, I think.”69

Hillary has tried to avoid the fires of media hell through controlling her
staff as well as herself. When she was first lady, she frequently railed against
leaks, scolding anyone who gave the press information without clearing it
with her first.70

“You know, they all try to control leaks,” said Dallas Morning News Wash-
ington bureau chief Carl Leubsdorf. “I have a theory about what makes a
leakier White House. My theory is that the more the White House staff is
composed of people who are—the White House staffs tend to be two kinds,
loyalists who are the people who are very loyal to the person who’s in charge,
come in with that person and basically they’re there to protect and help that
person. And the other group are the hired hands. The hired hands are the peo-
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ple who are the up and coming young Democrats and Republicans who want
a job in the White House because that’s the next step up the ladder, and Bill
Clinton had a lot of hired hands and Reagan had a lot of hired hands, and their
White Houses were pretty leaky. And George Bush, in his first two years, the
senior and this Bush had a lot of loyalists and they ain’t leaking. So to the de-
gree that a President Hillary Clinton would surround herself with the loyalists
who are the ones in the campaign, they will be much more controlled about
that because they’re looking out for the president and the candidate rather
than for themselves.”71

Hillary believed the leaks in the Clinton administration came from young
advisors more concerned about themselves than the president.72 Hillary won’t
have that problem because, as a number of sources said, she is surrounded by
loyalists.

“She will have a rigidly loyal, superbly disciplined team of people who will
probably reflect the Bush team in the degree to which they cooperate with the
press in terms in leaks,” Brantley said, who added that his opinion was based
on watching Hillary’s campaign from afar. “It appears to me that she has an
intensely loyal, well-disciplined team of people who have utter loyalty to-
ward her, and they are not going to be the source—it’s not a pack of people
carving each other up like Bill’s group was, racing to be the first one to leak
something. I’ll be very surprised if Hillary has that same kind of (problem).
Every now and then you’ll see a little story developing in which it’s typically
Adam Nagourney (of the New York Times) quoting some unnamed person
who is said to be close to the Clintons, but what I think those people are is re-
ally people twice removed from the true inner circle, but who are wannabes
who are just outside and are trying to gain some favor with the press.”73

Hillary’s staff is not the type to provide anonymous quotes. “I mean that
just ain’t the way it works,” Brantley said. “I don’t think her people are go-
ing to be like the Clinton White House—just all these guys self-aggrandizing
themselves—she’s got a different kind of person around her that is crazy
about her—they love her.”74

When told of Brantley’s description of Hillary’s staff, Turner said, “True
enough,” and added that someone told him Hillary’s people “would walk on
hot coals for her.”75

Kiely said the amount of leaks is controlled only in part by the personality
of the boss, but that outside circumstances also play a role.

“I will say that Hillary inspires tremendous loyalty among her people,”
Kiely said. “It’s really remarkable, and I can think of very few politicians who
have such a really, really loyal staff. There are very few leaks.”

Kiely cited as an example that there were no leaks of her announcement of
her presidential exploratory committee. “I think one of the other things that’s
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notable about her is that even people who leave her staff to go on and do other
things, almost all of them are kind of on call, and you’ll find them coming
back. If she’s on a trip, and suddenly you see somebody you haven’t seen for
a couple of years, and they volunteer for a few days—they’ve taken some
time off from their job. The people who work for her are very, very loyal to
her, so I think that, again, gets to this issue of that (the Clintons are) very dif-
ferent. He has this image of being very charming on the surface but behind
the scenes, he can be very tough. She has this reputation of being kind of an
ice queen because she’s not as affable and not as slap-you-on-the-back kind
of a pol as he is, but her staff, you know, the people who work with her day
in, day out, are incredibly loyal, which tells you she must be a pretty good
boss. And there’s not a huge turnover on her staff, you know, it’s not some
rapidly revolving door. I mean, that’s another thing, there are some people in
the Senate who I can think of who, every two months, they’ve got a different
press secretary, a different chief of staff. She’s still got the same people she
started with.”76

Hillary’s organization is different from other presidential candidates, ac-
cording to New York’s Smith. “Her team is frighteningly disciplined; no one
talks out of turn or without prior approval, and even when they do, aides re-
peat the same anecdotes almost robotically.”77

Smith’s description was very similar to how the Los Angeles Times’s Chen
described the Bush White House in its most locked-down years. Bush’s aides
and cabinet officials were so in sync that it was almost spooky for White
House reporters. “It’s sometimes a little eerie when it happens, but I know I
would call the White House on something, on some matter, and get a partic-
ular set of answers and rhetoric, and then I would call one of the agencies and
talk to a person there and that person basically would give me the same thing,
often using the same words and phrases,” Chen said. “Of course, it’s no acci-
dent. They plan these things. They have morning conference calls to talk
about . . . what to talk about.”78

Hillary, of course, has been able to study both administrations, and it looks
like she patterns her access more after Bush’s than her husband’s. Like Bush
before he ran for president, Hillary saw someone she loved eviscerated by the
national media and then had two terms in office on her own (she as senator,
Bush as Texas governor). She can see that the politician can gain great con-
trol over the message if only he has the discipline and will to do so.

“I equate her much more along the Bush lines,” Usher said when asked to
compare Hillary’s press relations with those of Bush and Bill. “I mean, she
would have it like Bush, I’m sure, if she could. She really doesn’t care that
much for us. I mean, she has her favorite people and she believes that there
needs to be some press coverage, but the way she would rather have it is
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someone that knows the rules and knows how to be, that she is comfortable
with . . . than to have this whole mess of the press corps, you know, one pho-
tographer from each wire, another one from each magazine, and everybody
running around, writers and TV and booms and mikes. I totally understand
that aspect of it, but wherever the president is, it has to be a public thing, and
they just want us to get as little as possible because they really don’t care.”79

Plante also thought a Hillary administration would be similar to Bush’s in
terms of control. “I think that’s exactly right,” he said. “I wouldn’t argue with
that for a minute. I mean, there’s a very controlling aspect to Hillary because
she knows exactly what she wants, she’s very focused and she really doesn’t
want to be distracted getting there or doesn’t want to get, doesn’t want her
message to be distracted from.”80

Fournier said that while Hillary was more disciplined than Bill, some of
that might be attributed to the differences in the type of organization rather
than the personality of the principles. “Any Senate staff is going to be more
disciplined than any White House staff, and any first lady’s staff is going to
be more disciplined than any White House staff,” Fournier said. “I suspect
that she will always have people around her who are more loyal to her than
Bill Clinton did, at least in Washington. If you go back and look at his staffs
in Arkansas, they were incredibly disciplined. Not a lot of leaks came out of
there. I was really good at breaking stories out of the Clinton White House. I
hardly broke any out of the Clinton governorship, and they were very loyal.
He had people who worked with him for a long time down there. When he
got to Washington and the people he brought with him were relatively new to
him except for people like Bruce Lindsey, because someone like Bruce Lind-
sey, you now, never leaked. The people who leaked were folks who had been
part of his political orbit for only a couple years. Well, I think Hillary learned
from that, I think she puts a higher premium on loyalty now than Clinton did,
but then again, Clinton probably learned a little bit, too, and if he were to be
president for a third term, he might surround himself with more loyal folks.
But I think because of the thinker she is and because of the lessons she
learned, my guess is she would have a more disciplined staff and organization
than Clinton, but it’ll still have its own divisions and breaks.”81

Certainly a Hillary administration would have some leaks and get off mes-
sage in some cases. But tactics like message discipline and controlling leaks are
essentially a function of personal characteristics. If the politician is disciplined
in his personal life, he has a better chance of translating that to media skills.

Bill Clinton was a brilliant politician when he campaigned, but as governor
and president, he constantly undermined himself with poor self-control. “I think
he has a supreme sense of what he needs to say,” the Houston Chronicle’s
Cragg Hines said when talking about Bill’s capacity for message discipline. “I
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think he could get a little off message and become a little defensive, but gener-
ally he had a strong sense of the message of the day, you know, or the message
of the week, and kept to it. Did some sort of sideline thing that was of his own
making get in the way of that? Well, yes, of course, they did. . . . That’s why he,
I think, became so exasperated [because] in his own mind, he was a master of
the message, but you know, whatever it was, zipper or whatever else, got in the
way.”82

Wayne Slater once attended a White House dinner where the entertainment
was a female singer who performed a number of Cole Porter tunes. “After the
entertainment in the East Room, Hillary disappears, but Clinton’s still moving
around,” Slater recalled. “There were governors and different people who were
there, and you go out in the White House, and they have the band set up and
there’s dancing. And so I was kind of wandering about, and I wandered down
one of the hallways where these pillars are, you know, not that far away, I see
Clinton, the president of the United States, who is leaning into this woman—
he’s got this singer down at the end of the hall, and he has one hand against the
pillar, leaning into her with his face quite close to her, it’s just intimate, just talk-
ing, conversation, and it looked totally inappropriate. But the thing that struck
me was, he’s doing this, like, semi-public. I mean, if I could walk around and
see this, my God . . . he’s, in a weird way, so undisciplined. All he was doing,
on the one hand, was just talking to her, I understand that, but there was a kind
of body language—it was Bill Clinton with a full court press—and it just struck
me as kind of odd. Let me guarantee you, Hillary Clinton will never make those
kinds of mistakes. Seriously, you’ll never see her do anything other than what
seems calculated and for public consumption, I’ll bet you.”83
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Bill Clinton was elected president in 1992 with the image of a happy-go-
lucky “Bubba” from Arkansas. During the campaign he played the saxophone
on Arsenio Hall’s television talk show, answered a question about his under-
wear style on MTV, and demonstrated a fondness for McDonald’s hamburg-
ers and Fleetwood Mac music—two middle-of-the-road tastes in their re-
spective areas of popular culture.

But the image belied a mercurial temper.
Few of his temper tantrums occurred in public or were caught on TV when

they did, so most episodes didn’t make it into the media. In fact, Nightline re-
porter Chris Burrey said Bill’s flashes of temper were “maybe the most under-
reported or unreported story of the campaign.”1

American politicians must exude a man-of-the-people friendliness to suc-
ceed with voters and journalists, but the reality is that they must also be driven,
demanding people who don’t suffer fools lightly to get to the top level of power.
Once they have climbed that greasy pole to the ultimate political prize—the
White House—it’s sometimes difficult to control the rages of modern life that
lesser citizens succumb to but must keep in check. As long as the politician can
keep his intemperance out of immediate public view, he’s free to vent at will
because there is no one to hold him accountable except the voters.

Photographer Chris Usher said he noticed at times an imperious attitude
among Bill, George W. Bush, and Hillary. He’s seen all three lose their temper
with various aides. “[Hillary] does consider herself presidential, and that is one
thing I notice about all of these people—and I see it more so with Bush, but
even with Clinton—even when they’re like a person of the people and really
get down and clear brush and do all this stuff, they still consider themselves a
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demigod, you know, in some small id ego kind of thing that comes out, that
comes through just now and again,” he said.2

Sometimes irritation explodes into a temper tantrum. “Hillary can be ex-
tremely affable and nice and pleasant, you know, like a den mother,” Usher
said. “I’ve seen her that way. I’m not sure if it’s an act or not sometimes, but
I’ve also certainly seen that when she’s irritated, I mean, she is a bitch on
wheels, man, when she wants shit done and all of that, and the same goes with
Bill, though, too. I’ve seen him snap plenty of times, too, and he’ll get pissed
and when his Diet Coke isn’t cold or something, it’s like, ‘Goddamn it . . . get
me a fucking Diet Coke,’ you know, and just go off. I can’t say that I’ve ever
heard Hillary use profanity other than ‘damn it,’ but she definitely has a short
fuse that I’ve seen.”3

Reports of the Clintons yelling at aides and fighting with each other have
circulated for years, although the Clintons and their partisans often discount
them as politically motivated attacks or gossip. George Stephanopoulos, for
example, called Unlimited Access: An FBI Agent inside the Clinton White
House, a “work of fiction” written as part of a “smear campaign.”4 A story
about Hillary tossing a lamp at Bill in the White House got so much public-
ity that the first lady was asked about it by the press. She dismissed it as a sort
of urban legend, saying there were variations in which she had thrown a Bible
or a Mercedes-Benz.5 The incident, which was supposedly heard by a Secret
Service agent, has been repeated so often as to enter the lore of Clintoniana,
and whether true or not, fits logically with the numerous accounts of their
combative marriage. Hillary has also been accused of cursing at her Arkansas
state trooper bodyguards and Secret Service agents, in one case allegedly
hurling a book at the agent driving her presidential limousine.6

But Hillary could usually keep that sort of rage behind the darkened win-
dows of the limousine and would not direct it toward reporters. In fact, the
Clintons’ differing personalities were reflected in the way they expressed dis-
pleasure with journalists just as surely as it was reflected in the way they tried
to charm them. The disciplined Hillary usually kept the source/reporter rela-
tionship very professional. Disagreements were expressed calmly or through
aides.

But the outgoing, emotional Bill, the candidate who never forgot a person’s
name or information, would as often as not confront the reporter directly.
Sometimes he would write notes on the offending newspaper copy and send
it to journalists or write them a detailed letter, like the one Rex Nelson re-
ceived when he was sports editor of the Arkadelphia, Arkansas, newspaper.
Clinton had come to the area to watch a high school basketball game with his
buddy, Eddie Sutton, who, as the coach at the University of Arkansas, was
trying to recruit one of the players. Nelson wrote a column arguing it was in-
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appropriate for the governor to take sides in the recruiting process by sitting
with the University of Arkansas coach when Arkansas State University was
also trying to get the player. Because he worked for a small paper, Nelson
thought Clinton would never even see the column.

“Lo and behold within days I got . . . a long handwritten—actually I re-
member it was on Governor’s Mansion stationery—note from the governor
explaining that he loved basketball, and he’d just been asked by Coach Sut-
ton to come down, and he really wasn’t taking favorites, and it was this long
letter which was very interesting,” Nelson recalled. “He was very sensitive to
any media criticism in that first term and somewhat thin-skinned actually, and
that was an excellent example of that.”7

Clinton had a sudden and volcanic temper that would erupt on unsuspect-
ing reporters whenever he believed he had been unfairly dealt with. The
tantrum would usually end as quickly as it began as Clinton, the ultimate po-
litical animal, would try to smooth things over.

“The thing about his temper, it would flare up at reporters, but my sense
and certainly my experience, it was never a long-lasting thing,” Nelson said.
“He realized that he really needed you, and in contrast, obviously if you were
covering state government, and he was the governor of the state, you needed
him also, so it was not a long-lasting smoldering thing.”8

Ernest Dumas, the Arkansas newspaperman who recalled being compli-
mented by Bill when he barely knew him, was the target of Clinton’s temper
when he was one of the editorial writers for the Arkansas Gazette.

Dumas said that one morning he had gotten to the office early and was set-
tling in with a cup of coffee when he got a call from Bill Clinton, who didn’t
bother saying hello before letting Dumas have it. Dumas recalled the conver-
sation went something like this:

“I can’t believe you would write such a piece of shit as this,” Clinton said.
“Wait a minute, Governor, what in the hell are you talking about?” Dumas

replied.
“This goddamn editorial this morning,” Clinton said.
“What editorial?” Dumas asked as he flipped through the paper to the edi-

torial page, which usually carried three or four unsigned editorials.
“Well, this lead editorial at the top, the first one here,” Clinton said, refer-

ring to one that, as Dumas recalled, was critical of Clinton’s education policy.
“Well, I didn’t write this editorial,” Dumas said.
“You didn’t?” Clinton said.
“No, no,” Dumas said. “Jim Powell wrote that. He’s back here. Let me get

him.”
Dumas explained that the writer was sitting near him and would be glad to

talk to the governor. But Clinton declined the offer and then chatted with Dumas
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for a half hour on other subjects, not wanting to let the conversation end on a bad
note. At the end of the conversation, Dumas said he would tell the writer about
Clinton’s complaint, but Clinton said, “No, don’t do that. You’ll ruin his day. I’ve
got it out of my system. I don’t give a damn.”9

Arkansas columnist Paul Greenberg described Clinton’s temper as a “hissy
fit” that never bothered him because it seemed so petty; and furthermore,
Clinton lacked the moral authority to make the recipient feel guilty. “It’s not
as if George Washington were losing his temper or Abraham Lincoln was los-
ing his temper,” Greenberg said. “It comes and goes just like a spring shower,
and I don’t think it means a thing. Bill Clinton could yell at me all day long.
I don’t think it would faze me, but if Laura Bush happened to look at me side-
ways, I’d feel a little guilty and disturbed. I would examine my own behav-
ior.”10

Greenberg was the target of Clinton’s wrath when he suggested that the
governor abused his power by appointing a commission of his cronies to look
into the business affairs of his political rival Sheffield Nelson. Greenberg in-
cluded the episode in his book on Clinton called No Surprises, writing that
Clinton’s anger couldn’t be characterized as “rage” because it seems petty, as
if it is coming from an “empty core.” Clinton “does turn the prettiest shade of
azalea-pink at these moments, adding a touch of color to what might other-
wise be just another drab press conference.”11

Greenberg, recalling the incident later, said Clinton’s temper was for the
audience. The governor shook Greenberg’s hand on the way out of the meet-
ing, adding to the feeling that the incident wasn’t very serious. Clinton asked
Greenberg who he would have appointed if he were governor.

“Well, all I could say was ‘Anybody,’” Greenberg recalled. “I think I said
a bunch of used car dealers would have been better than the people you ap-
pointed, not because they’re bad people, but because obviously they’re Dem-
ocratic Party apparatchiks, and whatever they fathom would be dubious from
the start.”12

Clinton’s disinclination to leave a bad impression after an initial burst of
anger was part of his belief that he could win over anyone with his personal-
ity, said Steve Barnes, a television journalist who first covered Clinton when
he represented the George McGovern campaign in Arkansas in 1972. “Clin-
ton would blow and then cool off very quickly,” Barnes said.13

Early in Clinton’s presidency, the White House held a press conference for
Arkansas reporters, and it happened not long after the first American Specta-
tor story appeared about state troopers helping Clinton carry on affairs while
he was governor.

“Most everybody there was a familiar face to him, and so he delivered a lit-
tle impromptu address on what the issues were and how the administration
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was trying to address them, and he looked over at me for the first question,”
Barnes recalled. Clinton might have thought he was among old friends and
was surprised by what he took to be an unfriendly first question. Barnes asked
him whether he ever used the state troopers in the manner described in the ar-
ticle.14

“He got as red as his Christmas tie,” Barnes said. “He had an ugly tie [in
case Chelsea gave it to him, it was a very beautiful tie]. But it was one of
those horrid Christmas ties, and his face got as red as the tie. They were in-
distinguishable, and he . . . snapped, ‘No. That’s all I’m going to say about it,’
and went on to the next question.”

Later in the same press conference, Barnes asked Clinton to explain his re-
lationship with Cliff Jackson, a former friend of his from Oxford who later
supplied damaging information to the media about Clinton’s efforts to evade
the draft.

“I said, ‘Did something happen between you two gentlemen at Oxford to
cause this great breach?’” Barnes said. “Clinton just laughed. He chuckled
over that. It doesn’t necessarily mean he appreciated the question. He didn’t.
He wasn’t mad any longer.”15

Arkansas newspaper reporter Carol Griffee also said that Clinton didn’t
stay mad, at least in their relationship. “He doesn’t hold grudges after a
while,” she said. “It’s just a flash temper.” His temper flashed at her when
they argued about his chronic lateness.16

“Oh, boy, we got into it in 1978,” she recalled. “I’m not the kind of person
who likes to sit around and wait for people. To me, it’s thoughtless if you’re
not on time, thoughtless disregard for others, and I clocked him during that
campaign for governor. He was an average of 26 minutes late for everything.
We got into it. I can’t to this day remember what it was about, but we had it
out on the Fourth of July. It’s hotter than a firecracker up there. It was up in—
I can’t remember if it was Lawrence County or Clay County or Greene
County, but it was up in northeast Arkansas—and we got into it. I think the
basis of it was that I was just damned tired of waiting for him, because it was
so hot.”

Clinton, Griffee said, never held a grudge about the argument. “But he also
knew from that point on that I wasn’t just going to take every bit of crap he
wanted to throw out, either,” she added.17

Arkansas television journalist Mel Hanks found that Clinton didn’t feel
much need to be cordial to him. Clinton didn’t want to see Hanks at a social
function at either the Governor’s Mansion or the White House.

Once Hanks went to the governor’s Christmas party with other people from
his television station at around the same time he had done a story suggesting
that Clinton’s state medical examiner, Fahmy Malak, was incompetent.
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“When I showed up at the Christmas party,” Hanks recalled, “Clinton looked
at me and said, ‘What are you doing here?’” It was obvious to Hanks that
Clinton wasn’t joking. “So I said, ‘Oh, good to see you, too, Governor.’”18

When Clinton became president, Hanks attended a journalism conference
in Washington and decided to call Clinton’s chief of staff at the time, Mack
McLarty, who had once been part owner of the Arkansas station that had em-
ployed Hanks.

“I knew Mack pretty well,” said Hanks, who had brought his teenage son
to see the capital. “I called McLarty’s office, and Mack said, come on over to
the West Wing and we’ll show you around, and that was the same day they
were going to announce the appointment of Madeleine Albright as secretary
of state—the first woman secretary of state—so it was kind of a momentous
day. He said, ‘Come on, you can be with the president when they announce
Madeleine Albright.’ So we went over there, and the atmosphere changed. We
went into the West Wing, past the Marine guards into the interior lobby, and
my son and me waited for about 45 minutes, and pretty soon Mack comes out
and he looks rather nervous, and he says, “Nice to see you. How’s everything
going?” And he met my son. And we talked for a while, but it was obvious
that he was saying ‘Can you leave now?’ without really saying it.”19

Hanks and his son left without seeing the ceremony or Clinton, and he
learned from another source later that Clinton had overruled McLarty because
he was still angry over some of Hanks’s stories. Hanks’s wife later told him
he was naïve.

“My wife said, ‘What do you expect? You did all those stories about him
and now you expect him to welcome you with open arms in the White
House?’” Hanks recalled with a laugh.20

But Hanks liked the fact that Clinton was upfront with his anger. “One
thing is, a lot of politicians hide their bad temper and then get back at you se-
cretively,” Hanks said. “And at least dealing with me he was never secretive
and would always, when he was mad, he’d let you know it, and then he’d
move on. So I thought that was admirable.”21

The Associated Press’s Dennis Byrd said he admired the way Clinton han-
dled an interview in which he had misspoken. “I don’t really remember the
specifics, but it was an education issue, and the answer he gave to my ques-
tion was a flip-flop—different than he had answered other questions about
education, and so obviously that became the lead of the story when I got back
to the AP bureau,” Byrd recalled.22

Clinton called Byrd that night at home after the story had been transmitted
over the wire, telling him he had misspoken and asked what he could do about
it. Byrd said he couldn’t change the original story, but could put in an update that
Clinton had clarified his remarks in a later interview, and that’s what happened.
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“I thought he handled the situation really well. . . . He could have ruined
his relationship with me by demanding or being heavy handed about wanting
to change what he said.”23

But most reporters experienced Clinton’s heavy-handedness at some point,
even Max Brantley, whose family has been friends with the Clintons for a
number of years. Brantley was on the receiving end of Clinton’s temper at a
news conference. “He burns hot, but he burns quick,” Brantley said. Hillary,
on the other hand, “remembers.” Brantley laughed and explained, “She keeps
a book of accounts, I think, whereas Bill kind of moves forward.”24

When Hillary wanted to settle accounts with the press, it was not with the
explosive temper of her husband. Hillary doesn’t use the purple-faced, rag-
ing, finger-wagging displays of her husband. Her methods are much more
subtle, using press aides and surrogates to let journalists know their stories are
being checked carefully.

Hillary’s biographers Jeff Gerth and Don Van Natta Jr. noted that her Sen-
ate aides complained to the New York Times about a story that misquoted
Hillary as criticizing Democrats when she was talking about Republicans.
Later, Hillary ran into the reporter, Ann Kornblut, who was dressed casually.
Kornblut had been on vacation, and Hillary teased her over her outfit, telling
her she looked like she was still dressed for Barbados. Kornblut said she felt
intimidated by Hillary’s detailed knowledge of where she had gone on vaca-
tion.25

Of course, a journalist could also interpret such a comment as a politician’s
interest in the reporters on the beat. As noted earlier, remembering reporters’
names and details about them is often a charm tactic of politicians like Bill
Clinton and George W. Bush. Perhaps the Kornblut incident was another ex-
ample of Hillary’s attempt at humor failing her.

The Associated Press’s Ron Fournier said Hillary will be friendly but hon-
est about what she thinks about a story. “You know, to this day Senator Clin-
ton’s someone who, if I bumped into her in the street, she would say ‘Hi,
Ron,’ and ask about my kids. . . . It would be very charming and courteous,”
he said. “But if I wrote something bad about [the Clintons], she would tell me,
‘I think that was unfair and here’s why,’ and bend my ears back.”26

Hillary didn’t bend radio journalist Pat Lynch’s ears back but did let him
know she didn’t like one of the questions he posed to, as he said, “get her
blasted off center” on his radio show. Bill Clinton had been governor for a
number of years at that point, and Lynch asked Hillary something like, “Mrs.
Clinton, your husband has been governor of Arkansas since 1978. Tell me, are
you as sick of him as the rest of us?”

Hillary scolded Lynch for asking a mean question, and defended Bill by
saying that there was leadership and “followship,” and he had laid out an
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agenda for people to follow, and there was only so much anyone could do. “I
don’t know that she raised her voice, but her disapproval of the question was
pretty abundantly clear, and she was probably understandably displeased with
the question,” Lynch recalled.27

Little Rock TV reporter Tom Atwood said Bill liked sparring over pointed
questions, and reporters sometimes got better answers by provoking him. But
Hillary did not like confrontational questions and once responded “I can’t be-
lieve you asked that” to one of his queries.28

She also found it hard to believe how much the media investigated charges
of infidelity against Bill. “Rumors are a dime a dozen. I could stand out here
and start ten of my own,” she told one reporter in frustration while pointing
to a Little Rock street. “They are titillating, but the fact that they get into the
mainstream media just amazes me.”29

Hillary was particularly upset when the mainstream media began covering
Gennifer Flowers, the woman who sold her story of her long-running affair
with Clinton to the Star tabloid during the 1992 presidential primary. Flow-
ers had worked for the same television station that employed Hanks, and his
station was the only one that had footage of her on the job.

“It was the first time in my career where they actually ran promos of a news
series before I had written one word,” recalled Hanks, who then used his an-
nouncer’s voice to describe the promos: “‘Learn about the mystery of Gen-
nifer Flowers. What is she really like? Coming up Tuesday on Eyewitness
News.’”

Hillary saw the promos and, of course, didn’t like them. “[She] said, ‘I
think this is ridiculous. This is tabloid journalism.’And that was the only time
in my entire career that she commented on any of my stories,” Hanks said.
“And that hadn’t even aired yet.”30

But rather than criticize a story directly, Hillary will more frequently let her
press aides do the slamming, which is the usual practice for high-level politi-
cians. In that way she is more like George W. Bush than she is like her hus-
band, who often fumes directly at journalists. Bush will occasionally snap at
journalists with a sarcastic remark, but he lets his aides tell reporters if he
doesn’t like a story. The Dallas Morning News’s Wayne Slater, who covered
Bush extensively as governor and presidential candidate, never received a
temper tantrum from Bush but did get calls from aides complaining about sto-
ries.31

A good example of the contrasting styles of Bill and Hillary Clinton is to
compare how they handled press concerns with Ernest Dumas. Bill, of course,
let Dumas have it in no uncertain terms when he thought Dumas had criti-
cized his administration in an editorial. But when Dumas was quoted as a
source in a New Yorker piece about Hillary, he never heard from her directly.
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Hillary’s press secretary, Lisa Caputo, did call and asked Dumas if he had
been quoted correctly in the article.

Dumas said he thought Hillary told Caputo to check the accuracy of the
quotes because several of her friends told her they were misquoted. Dumas said
his own quote might not have been verbatim but was an accurate reflection of
what he thought. Caputo thanked him, and that was that. He didn’t take it as an
intimidation tactic.32 Nevertheless, it was a reflection of the way Hillary Clin-
ton’s team followed coverage closely, even when she was not a public official.

Sometimes her aides put on more direct pressure. Douglas Turner, a colum-
nist for the Buffalo News, covered Hillary as senator and wrote several criti-
cal pieces, including a book review of John F. Harris’s biography of Bill, The
Survivor. Turner mentioned the book’s criticism of Hillary and also wrote a
column quoting Helen Thomas’s charge that Hillary tried to deny access to
reporters.

“I never stopped criticizing her,” Turner said. “Eventually, I was removed
from covering her in 2005. There is no doubt in my mind that someone com-
plained about me.”33

Turner said that Hillary’s press aides who were easiest to deal with were
replaced over the years. “The press secretaries who stick are the ones who
make her operation more opaque, they are more protective,” he said.34

Turner said Howard Wolfson, one of Hillary’s press aides during the 2008
presidential campaign, was not a good choice. “He’s a volatile guy,” Turner
said. “He can make enemies quickly. He likes to tell you off. Howard gets de-
fensive.”35

Turner cited as an example how Wolfson reacted to comments made about
the Clintons by David Geffen, a Hollywood mogul who had been one of the
Clintons’ biggest fundraisers during Bill’s presidency but had since had a
falling out with them. “Wolfson took a story that would have been over in one
cycle and stretched it out over a week—just dumb,” Turner said.36

Geffen was mad at the Clintons over a variety of issues, but most observers
trace the falling out to Bill’s last-minute pardon of fugitive tax cheat Marc
Rich—one of a host of controversial pardons he granted his last day in office.
Geffen was upset that Rich was pardoned but not Indian activist and con-
victed murderer Leonard Peltier, whom Geffen had been trying to get released
from prison. Geffen also didn’t like Hillary’s 2002 vote to authorize Bush to
attack Iraq.

For the 2008 campaign, Geffen switched his support to Barack Obama and
called Bill and Hillary untrustworthy in a sensational interview with New York
Times columnist Maureen Dowd. The most repeated quote, among several
slamming the Clintons, was that “Everybody in politics lies, but they do it
with such ease it’s troubling.”37
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Instead of ignoring the story, Wolfson gave it “legs” (second-day leads for
reporters to write about) by attacking Obama, insisting that the Illinois sena-
tor should disavow Geffen’s insulting remarks toward the Clintons and return
the money Geffen raised for him at a Beverly Hilton reception. Wolfson said
the incident reflected on Obama’s character. “How can Senator Obama de-
nounce the politics of slash and burn yesterday while his own campaign is es-
pousing the politics of trash today?”38

Obama, of course, refused to return the money and asked why he should
apologize for someone else’s comments. His press aide said the campaign
would not get in the middle of a fight between the Clintons and a former
donor. Hillary, when asked about the episode, said only: “I sure don’t want
Democrats or supporters of Democrats to be engaging in the politics of per-
sonal destruction.”39

Looking at the incident through the prism of press tactics, you could say,
as Turner did, that the best response would be the least response. Let the story
die. It’s a tactic that worked well for George W. Bush through much of his
first five years in office. Bush, through his lack of response to questions, de-
nied a number of damaging stories the fuel of back-and-forth sniping they
needed to keep them alive on the front page. The tactic, however, can back-
fire if the politician lets his opposition or the press define him in a negative
way, as happened with John Kerry’s delayed response to Swift Boat Veterans
for Truth, the activist group that succeeded in damaging public perception of
his war record.

The Hillary campaign tactic was to fight back, and it was one that Dick
Morris, a longtime political consultant for the Clintons, approved of. The at-
tack was an attempt to sully the main thing the inexperienced Obama had to
sell—“purity”—the idea that he is a fresh face better than the old money-
grubbing pols like the Clintons. Morris wrote admiringly of Wolfson “run-
ning around busting kneecaps” while Hillary remains above the politics of
personal destruction, even though she has long been an expert on digging up
dirt on opponents.40

“Hillary and Wolfson are a match made in heaven,” Morris said. “After
decades of being Bill Clinton’s designated attack dog, Hillary needed one of
her own. She’s the good cop to his bad cop. His Darth Vader, unsmiling coun-
tenance sends chills down the spines of the American public. But his glare
complements Hillary’s grin and makes it unnecessary for the former First
Lady to bare her own fangs, except to smile.”41

But Wolfson’s confrontational manner can be best understood within the
context of Hillary’s lifelong ability and willingness to fight, and her expecta-
tion that her people do the same. One of the most often repeated tales about
Hillary’s childhood is her confrontation with a girl who was bullying her
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when she was only four years old. She came home crying to her mother, who
chastised her by saying, “There is no room in this family for cowards.”
Hillary promptly went back and smacked the kid, earning the respect of the
other kids and her family members, who proudly repeated the anecdote for
various biographers.

That childhood lesson stayed with Hillary when she became a political
wife. She fought against her enemies with everything she had. Morris said
Hillary was the Clinton who was ready to use attack ads to try to salvage
Bill’s disastrous 1980 re-election bid. Morris said that when Bill refused to
use the negative ads and lost the race, “the Hillary Doctrine emerged: Answer
attacks. Always, always, always, always answer. No matter how low the
blow—or, for that matter, how truthful the criticism—always answer.”42

When Bill was beset by his various bimbo eruptions, Hillary was the one
who rallied the troops. After Gennifer Flowers held her press conference,
complete with sensational tapes of Bill talking with her, Hillary organized the
campaign strategy of going on the offensive against Flowers, the Republi-
cans, and the press. Bill had been ready to discount the episode because he
thought no one would believe Flowers since she had been paid for her story
by the tabloid Star. Stephanopoulos recalled that Hillary’s fighting attitude
was “inspirational” at a time when others were down.43

In fact, during the 1992 campaign, Hillary was the one who came up with the
name of the much vaunted “war room,” a group of aides who were always ready
to respond to attacks and counterattack, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.44

During the ultimate Clinton scandal—the Monica Lewinsky affair—Hillary
came up with the idea of an information control operation run out of the Demo-
cratic National Committee. The operation countered allegations, and surrogates
warned of a “day of reckoning” for those who reported unconfirmed rumors.45

That fighting philosophy has transferred to her own political operation.
New York’s Chris Smith described the operation as “a team of tough, re-
sourceful fighters” who “give off a pervasive sense of embattlement that con-
tributes to their leader’s reputation for coldness.” Hillary’s aides have nick-
named her “the Warrior,” which they regard as a compliment.46

Indeed, Terry McAuliffe, longtime Clinton friend and former chairman of
the Democratic National Committee, frequently praised Hillary’s toughness
in speeches promoting his book and her candidacy on a 2007 tour. He con-
trasted her with 2004 Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry, whom he
said did not respond fast enough to the charges of the Swift Boat group.
Hillary would respond faster and tougher, McAuliffe said. “We will hit you
back so hard your head will spin for a week,” he said.47

Midway through the 2008 primary, rival Barack Obama’s head was spin-
ning from smacks applied from the Clinton camp over things like his lack of
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experience, his association with indicted Chicago businessman Antoin
“Tony” Rezko, and his favorable press coverage. Obama’s momentum stalled
and Hillary won the big Texas and Ohio primaries. Hillary (and Bill, although
he was keeping a low profile at that point in the campaign) complained re-
peatedly about biased coverage in favor of Obama. Hillary even joked about
the bias in the February 27 debate with Obama, referring to a “Saturday Night
Live” television skit that poked fun at press coverage of her rival. Hillary said
that she usually got the first question in their debates and said, “Maybe we
should ask Barack if he’s comfortable and needs a pillow.”

Perhaps the heads of journalists, too, started to spin after the continued com-
plaints about favoritism. But there was no doubt that Obama faced tougher
coverage at about this time. It’s debatable whether reporters got tougher on
Obama because of Hillary’s attacks on their professionalism or simply because
they were just ready to go after the frontrunner. Obama faced so many hard
questions in a March 3, 2008, press conference that he fumbled for answers
and complained about Hillary’s “kitchen sink strategy”—throwing everything
at him in hopes that something would work. He awkwardly cut the session off,
complaining he had answered enough questions and saying he was running
late. The Washington Post’s Dana Milbank noted wryly that Obama had ap-
peared during the press conference to speak “like a man who had just been hit
on the head with a heavy piece of porcelain.”48

Hillary no doubt appreciated the press problems of her rival, but it likely
didn’t change her overall opinion of the Fourth Estate. There is little question
that Hillary considers the press in many ways to be the enemy. She certainly
has a low opinion of it.

Just how low was evident in a conversation she had with a friendly
Arkansas journalist, Gene Lyons, shortly after Bill had announced he would
run for president in 1991. Lyons ran into the couple at a University of
Arkansas football game and told them they would sacrifice their privacy by
running. Bill was indifferent, but Hillary emotionally castigated the Arkansas
press as “weasels” who were “working off childish grudges.” Amazingly, this
was before the Clintons had undergone the full treatment by the national
press. “She just talked about her fear of and contempt for the press and char-
acterized them as a bunch of emotionally damaged malcontents, basically—
people who make their living hurting other people,” Lyons told author Jerry
Oppenheimer.49

Later, during the height of the Flowers scandal, Hillary told her aide and
friend Carolyn Huber, that: “The press doesn’t believe you have any feelings.
They sure don’t believe in the Bible.”50

Hillary’s sentiments are strikingly similar to her husband’s opinion of the
press. When campaign consultant Morris asked Bill why the press was so crit-
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ical of Hillary and him, Bill replied that, “They resent us because we are the
same age as they are, we’re all baby boomers, and they’re just jealous and en-
vious.”51 According to Morris, Bill saw each story as a reflection of the re-
porters’ biases. “They love to destroy people,” Bill told Morris. “That’s how
they get their rocks off.”52

Morris, who has known the Clintons since the 1970s and worked closely
with them through most of their electoral battles, said neither one gets on well
with the press.

“Neither Bill nor Hillary really try to develop relationships with reporters,”
Morris said. “Both are ill at ease with them and prefer to keep them at arms’
length. Actually, neither one really reads the newspapers. Bill, in the White
House, liked to read magazines like Atlantic Monthly and New Republic but
eschewed newspapers. He would often not know of front page stories in the
NY Times or Wash Post [sic] that everybody else was talking about. Hillary has
a firm policy of never reading bad news articles. She feels that it undermines
her, and it is part of her discipline to avoid them (at least it was in the ’90s).”53

He added, “Both rely on aides, lawyers, and staff to spin the media for
them and are very conscious of answering attacks promptly and aggressively.
But they like to hide behind staff when dealing with the media.”54

The Clintons’ aggressiveness toward the media has ebbed and flowed over
the years. When the Clintons first arrived in the White House, Hillary wanted
to move the reporters to the Old Executive Office Building, which would
have been “political suicide.”55 But press aide George Stephanopoulos did
close the hallway leading from the West Wing to the press room, essentially
confining the press to the basement. It angered the press, particularly long-
time UPI correspondent Helen Thomas, who said the way had been open
since Kennedy’s administration. Stephanopoulos illustrated the attitude of the
Clinton administration by writing in his memoir that Thomas sounded like the
“Wicked Witch of the West” and that the journalists were “babies” about it.56

David Gergen, a longtime Washington political operative, was brought in to
try to get the administration’s press relationship back on track in 1993. One of
Gergen’s first moves was to persuade Hillary to reopen the corridor between the
press room and the West Wing, and she agreed to that and to do more inter-
views. “The war against the press was moving toward a truce,” Gergen wrote.57

A truce, but no lasting peace. More scandal coverage and more bitterness fol-
lowed. After Clinton’s re-election in 1996, McCurry urged Hillary to reach out
to the press. She said she’d try but was doubtful it would work because their
previous efforts had resulted in “cynicism and more negative coverage.”58

And of course at the time of the Monica Lewinsky scandal, Hillary fa-
mously blamed the Clintons’ troubles on a “vast right-wing conspiracy,” in-
cluding conservative media. She was voicing what both she and Bill believe,
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and it didn’t improve relations with the mainstream press that was reporting
on the scandal.

In the 2008 campaign, Hillary sometimes complained about press cover-
age, but usually in a light or even teasing manner. Her surrogates and aides,
like Wolfson in the Geffen spat, played the heavy. Unlike Bill, she usually, as
Morris said, kept her fangs hidden. In a sense, it was a new role for her be-
cause throughout most of Bill’s career, Hillary often was chewing up oppo-
nents for her husband.

How she did that is the topic of the next chapter.
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The press conference by Bill Clinton’s main rival in the 1990 gubernatorial
primary did not promise to be a scintillating one. But it turned out to be one
Arkansas journalists have not forgotten. If they weren’t there themselves,
they’ve heard other scribes talk about it.

The candidate in this legendary event was Tom McRae, former head of the
Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation, Arkansas’s largest charitable foundation.
But his political experience was limited to serving as an aide to then-gover-
nor Dale Bumpers in the early 1970s. The press described him variously as
patrician, erudite, and professional, but never as a great stump speaker.
Meredith Oakley called him “politically naïve” and wrote that he was “a gan-
gly, affable, intellectual sort who was most uncomfortable pretending to be a
back-slapping politician.”1

Nevertheless, Clinton had been governor for 10 years and had about worn
out his welcome, giving Arkansans a dose of Clinton fatigue.2 McRae’s focus
on Clinton’s long tenure and obvious interest in national office was giving the
unlikely candidate a real chance to unseat the incumbent and thus ruin Clin-
ton’s chances for the presidency.

The state press dutifully showed up for the press conference at the state
Capitol to hear McRae hit Clinton on teachers’ salaries, the environment, and
his extensive out-of-state travel. Belying his stilted image, McRae’s props in-
cluded a cartoon of a nude Clinton with outsized head, looking like a bobble-
head doll. But this cartoon Clinton was no kid’s toy; the caricature’s shame-
faced governor stood with his legs crossed and his hands over his crotch. The
caption read: “The emperor has no clothes.” The clothes were labeled with
the various campaign issues like “teacher salaries.”
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Clinton was in Washington that day, and McRae addressed that fact in his
opening remarks, saying “Since the governor won’t debate me, we are giving
our own answers.”3 What happened next startled the reporters, who were ex-
pecting a run-of-the-mill press conference, and the candidate, who was ex-
pecting all eyes on him.

“All of a sudden you hear this woman’s voice saying: ‘Well, you used to
say nice things about him,’” Ron Fournier of the Associated Press recalled.
“It was Hillary. We turned around, and here’s Hillary with a sheaf of paper in
her hand, and it was basically a sort of talking points put together by the staff
of all the nice things McRae had said about Clinton. . . . And it was very dis-
arming to McRae because he didn’t expect it, and if it had been Clinton—it
would have been easier for him to hit back at Clinton. A little tougher to get
in an argument with the first lady who was the spouse.”4

Hillary called McRae’s press conference a “stunt” because he knew Bill
was out of town and couldn’t debate him. McRae replied that Bill had refused
to debate him. But Hillary pointed out that McRae had not appeared at an-
other debate two weeks earlier. Hillary, who never smiled, aggressively de-
fended Bill’s record and chastised McRae for criticizing him during the cam-
paign when he had praised him in many of his foundation reports. “I went
through all your reports because I’ve really been disappointed in you as a can-
didate and I’ve really been disappointed in you as a person, Tom,” she said.5

McRae, the professorial policy analyst, was no match for Hillary.
“He was totally flummoxed, just gasping for air,” said Little Rock televi-

sion reporter Steve Barnes.6

Hillary quickly turned McRae’s event into publicity for her husband. The
television cameras and the focus of the debate swung back and forth as she
not only rebutted his charges but aggressively promoted the administration’s
achievements, notably using the word “we” to describe them. For example, to
McRae’s charge that state teacher salaries were 50th among all states and the
District of Columbia after seven years of Clinton as governor, Hillary quoted
a report that showed how education in Arkansas had improved. Hillary said
she and Bill were proud of the record and that, “We’ve made more progress
than any other state except South Carolina, and we’re right up there with
them.”7

Hillary so dominated the situation that she got McRae several times to ad-
mit that Clinton had a good record in many areas. “The issue is not whether
he’s done good things,” McRae said. “The final issue is, shouldn’t somebody
else be given a chance to try?”8

The event, which was attended by a dozen journalists, was the dominant
story in Arkansas the next day. The front pages of both Little Rock dailies fea-
tured three-column photographs of Hillary and McRae debating. The event
was covered by local TV as well.
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Afterward, the Clintons and their press aides gave conflicting accounts
about how much, if any, planning had gone into Hillary’s appearance. Hillary
had initially said she “may have heard” about the conference but didn’t re-
member until a reporter mentioned it when she “coincidentally” was at the
Capitol.9 Bill’s spokesman, Mike Gauldin, said the Clintons had discussed
her attending the press conference, but that it wasn’t part of any campaign
strategy. “She wanted to go to see if Tom would look her in the eye and re-
peat the misrepresentations he’s been putting out,” Gauldin said.10 Bill said
Hillary had just gone to “stare” at McRae but couldn’t stand it when he pro-
duced the nude cartoon.11

But Morris wrote that he and the Clintons were concerned about McRae’s
television commercials—one of which showed people waving good-bye to
Clinton as he left on another out-of-state trip, and another that showed Sal-
vador Dali–like clocks stretching time out endlessly. Morris’s polls showed
that voters liked Clinton but thought he had been in office too long, and
McRae was “gaining steadily.” Morris advised Clinton that the election must
be changed “from a referendum on you to an election between you and
McRae.”12

According to Morris, Hillary was the one who came up with the idea in the
meeting on how to change the focus of the campaign. As Morris recalled the
meeting, Hillary said: “If I take him on, it will get a lot of publicity, but it
won’t necessarily signal a deep concern about the race by you. It will just be
your wife expressing her anger at attacks on her husband.”13

Planned or not, most observers credited Hillary with a knockout, some go-
ing so far as to suggest it was mean because she took advantage of a man who
was so much less poised than she was. Arkansas Democrat managing editor
John Robert Starr, who admitted in his column about the press conference
that he was a Hillary fan, wrote that her appearance was unjustified no mat-
ter how McRae had provoked the Clintons. “What she did was gauche and
overwhelmingly unfair,” Starr wrote. “She knew that McRae is ill-equipped
personality-wise to handle any kind of confrontation. Not content to depend
on her wit, she came with an armory of weapons drawn in a four-page pre-
pared statement, knowing she would catch McRae with his bare allegations
hanging out.”14

Columnist Paul Greenberg in fact described it like a boxing match: “Bam!
Kapow! Scratch! Total Demolition!—Hillary Clinton, spouse and knight er-
rant of the incumbent governor, had materialized in the state Capitol to stand
by her man. Or rather in his place.”15 Greenberg, noting that Bill said his wife
gave McRae “a good lickin’,” wrote that the governor sounded like “a fight
manager recounting a protégé’s debut at Madison Square Garden.”16

McRae and his supporters tried to put the best face on his “lickin’” by
claiming it actually got him a lot of publicity, and suggesting that Clinton was

Tag Team: Enter the Secret Weapon 87



so scared he had to send his wife out to do battle for him. “It may be what
they were doing was a smoke screen to get me to participate in a personal
campaign,” McRae said. “It told me they’re very concerned about the mo-
mentum I’m building.”17

But the challenger’s campaign lost whatever momentum it had. Clinton
won the primary easily, besting second-place McRae by about 80,000 votes
out of about 495,000 cast for the four Democratic candidates. The margin en-
sured Bill would not face a run-off election for the nomination, and he went
on to defeat Republican Sheffield Nelson in the general election by about
100,000 votes.

Many journalists credit Hillary’s press conference crashing for tipping the
campaign’s momentum to Bill. Hillary had told Starr earlier on the day of the
press conference that she was angry and disgusted that the press had allowed
McRae to make false attacks, especially about “her baby”—education reform,
and to inflate his own record.18

Since the press wouldn’t do its job, Hillary did it for them. Hillary, in ef-
fect, had taken on the role of investigative reporter and taken over the press
conference, giving the real reporters a story they could not ignore.

“It wasn’t a violent move, obviously, but moving in on his news conference,
coming up to the podium—was kind of in his face,” Fournier said. “She was
very confrontational about it, and McRae was really put back on his heels. And
I think if you go back and look at the coverage of that race, I recall that being
kind of one of the turning points. She was someone who you didn’t see a lot of,
but when there was something really big that needed to happen, you know,
when he needed a secret weapon, he’d kind of pull her out with the press.”19

McRae’s gain in the polls was enough of a risk to unsheathe that weapon.
“I guess they thought McRae was making some inroads with some of the crit-
icism he was making of Clinton,” said columnist Max Brantley. “He was cer-
tainly the more liberal candidate in that race. And she went to the Capitol and
just called him out in public and said, ‘You know, Tom that’s not the truth.’
She knew he was going to be there. It was staged. It was done knowing she
would seize the stage from him. And whether they thought it was necessary—
you know the rap always was they polled everything down to the minutest
level—so whether there was movement they thought they needed to address
or whether Hillary just personally took affront, took offense at something he
said, I don’t know to this day. But I think she knew instinctively that Tom was
this old, courtly Southern gentleman type and probably wouldn’t get into it
with a lady, and didn’t really. Was just kind of flustered, caught by surprise.
She would take on political opponents. No doubt about that.”20

In fact, Hillary would take on not just political opponents, but members of
Clinton’s staff, journalists, and anyone else who got in the way of Bill’s po-
litical success.
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Bob Steel, a former Little Rock television reporter, recalled with a chuckle
the McRae press conference, in which he said Hillary “jumped Tom McRae
pretty good.”

He said she was “very defensive” whenever anyone criticized Bill.
“It was a role,” he said. “It was once in a while that she would jump some-

body, but I think she played a very vital role in his political campaigns. She
was not cooking cookies.”21

In fact, long before she cooked Tom McRae’s goose, Hillary had filleted
another candidate for Bill—Frank White, who was the only man to beat Clin-
ton in a re-election bid. The humbling defeat came just as Bill’s political ca-
reer seemed to have limitless potential. After a near-upset of a longtime con-
gressional incumbent in 1974, Clinton had been elected attorney general of
Arkansas in 1976. In 1978, when he was only 32, he handily won the gover-
nor’s race and gained national attention for being the youngest governor in
the country.

But two years later, he was, as many wags noted, the youngest ex-gover-
nor in the nation, brought low by a combination of mistakes made in youth-
ful arrogance and events over which he had little control. One of those events
was rioting by Cuban refugees—placed at Fort Chaffee by President Jimmy
Carter—a situation that White used to great advantage with some deadly ef-
fective television commercials featuring the rioters, who at one point had es-
caped the fort and panicked the residents of nearby towns.

Bill essentially went into seclusion after the defeat, not granting a lengthy
interview about his defeat until about two weeks after the election. He did ad-
dress the Arkansas Society of Professional Journalists about a month after the
election, acknowledging that journalists had a difficult job in deciding what in-
formation to publish. He challenged the reporters to fight against the type of
censorship of ideas that might be sponsored by the Moral Majority, a religious
group that had contributed to the election of White as well as President Ronald
Reagan. Revealing perhaps a hint of bitterness about his defeat, Bill said politi-
cians tend to “pander to these people.”22 But he didn’t criticize the press for its
coverage of him. “On balance, I have gotten a fair shake,” Bill said.23

Hillary, however, disagreed in some of her comments at a symposium at
the University of Arkansas at Little Rock to discuss the election with White
and others. Bill had been invited to attend, but declined.

To use the metaphor for which this book is named, Hillary went into the
arena, tagging the exhausted Bill so she could wrestle in his place with what
the Clintons believed was his mudslinging opponent and a hostile press. An
observer described Hillary as “feisty” and only “semi-gracious in defeat.”24

She attacked the media, giving it part of the blame for her husband’s de-
feat, saying that the press criticized Bill for hiring out-of-state aides while ig-
noring the fact that White had used non-Arkansas workers supplied by the
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Republican Party. “If Bill Clinton had done that, it never would have gotten
off the front page of the papers,” Hillary told the crowd.25

When Bill ran against White in 1982 to regain the governorship, Hillary
continued fighting for Bill. On one occasion she jumped White in a fore-
shadowing of her evisceration of McRae. She was substituting for Bill at a
political rally in North Little Rock. White was also at the rally, mingling with
the crowd and trying to ignore his rival’s spouse. Hillary would have none of
it. She got on the platform and, as biographer Rex Nelson described it “lit into
him,” yelling, “Frank White, I hope you’re still out there to hear this.”26

White told Hillary biographer Gail Sheehy that there was no way to win
against Hillary because a man arguing with her would look like a bully. Clin-
ton campaign manager Paul Fray credited Hillary’s ambush tactics and trial
lawyer skill with beating White for Bill. “She gets up there on that stump, and
she could kick the dog shit out of you,” Fray said.27

White refused to debate Bill and in vain tried to avoid Hillary. Bill mocked
White for arranging his speaking schedule so he wouldn’t have to appear in
the same venue with Hillary. “If Frank’s smart enough not to speak at the
same time as Hillary, he might not be smart enough to be governor,” Bill said.
Hillary laughed when told of the incident and said White would probably try
to avoid being in the same room with two-year-old Chelsea Clinton, who
“could debate him and win.”28

Bill, with Hillary’s help, won the race handily. It would not be the last time
they would encounter White, however. The 1986 governor’s race was yet an-
other Clinton-White rematch. One of the issues was Clinton’s ties to Dan
Lasater, a contributor under investigation for drug trafficking. Once again,
Hillary interrupted a press conference to show the reporters how to do their
jobs. This time, however, it was her husband’s press conference.

Hillary broke in when Bill was asked about an employee of Lasater’s who
was indicted for cocaine trafficking. “There have been no charges filed,” said
Hillary, who was standing behind the reporters. “The grand jury is still con-
vened.” A reporter then said that one person had been charged, and Hillary re-
mained quiet for the rest of the session.29

After the press conference, she asked Arkansas Democrat reporter Pam
Strickland when she would question Arkansas senators Dale Bumpers and
David Pryor about Lasater’s past campaign contributions to them. Strickland
told her that their brothers, unlike Bill’s brother Roger, had not appeared be-
fore the grand jury.30 The conversation continued for several minutes, and
Hillary lectured the reporter “on the propriety of covering grand jury investi-
gations.”31

In a telephone interview the next day with the Arkansas Gazette’s Maria
Henson, Hillary apologized for interrupting the press conference. “I apolo-
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gize for that,” Hillary said. “I just really misheard your question. . . . My
mouth started before my brain did.”32

But she continued to press her point that journalists should check Lasater’s
donations to other politicians, and that she was concerned about White’s al-
legations. “I am just amazed that White and [Darrell] Glascock spin out of
their imaginations just this increasing string of stories,” Hillary was quoted as
saying, adding that she wished the press would do “more screening” of sto-
ries.33 (Glascock was White’s political strategist.)

According to Clinton biographer Roger Morris, the outburst had the in-
tended effect of chilling news coverage of the Clinton-Lasater connection.34

But when Bill ran for president in 1992, and throughout his presidency,
Hillary could no longer crash press conferences and directly waylay Bill’s op-
ponents. Tactics that are acceptable on the state level don’t play as well in the
national press. Candidates in presidential races do use their spouses and chil-
dren as surrogates, and they often snipe at each other in statements to the
press. But crashing each other’s events would just seem inappropriate. In
presidential debates the spouses usually sit attentively in the front row; they
don’t shake their fists at each other.

But that propriety didn’t keep Hillary from playing the bad cop to Bill’s
good cop. And that role for most of Bill’s presidential campaigns and admin-
istration involved putting a lid on the so-called “bimbo eruptions”—the nu-
merous reports of Bill’s infidelities. Hillary was the one who usually organ-
ized the defenses against these stories, attacked their veracity, and lent
credibility to Bill by the mere fact that she was his wife and she was defend-
ing him.

The two best examples of this genre were Hillary’s role in the Gennifer
Flowers and Monica Lewinsky scandals. Flowers, as was mentioned in a pre-
vious chapter, was a broadcast journalist and nightclub singer Bill had asso-
ciated with in Little Rock. Her story was first reported in the tabloid Star,
which had paid her for her account of the relationship. At a crucial point in
the 1992 primary campaign, Flowers held a press conference and released
tapes of herself and Bill speaking intimately on the telephone.

Hillary wrote in her memoir that she knew the Flowers story had put the
staff “into a tailspin” so she conducted a conference call reminding them that
they were working because they believed Bill could make a difference. She
ended the call by saying, “Let’s get back to work.”35

Her tactic was successful, and foreshadowed a pattern that would continue,
according to Clinton aide George Stephanopoulos, who wrote in his memoir,
“If she was standing by her man, then so were we.”36

In one of the most famous events of the campaign, Bill and Hillary ap-
peared on 60 Minutes to try to defuse the infidelity story, which was killing
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Bill in the polls. They very carefully admitted to problems in their marriage,
but not much more, and the crisis passed. It would not have passed so suc-
cessfully without Hillary’s oversight. She coached Bill in what to say and
watched him carefully during the interview so that he did not go too far in ad-
mitting wrongdoing. She even helped set up the hotel room for the interview,
including the camera angles. 60 Minutes reporter Steve Kroft told Sheehy that
Hillary appeared to be in control. “If you didn’t know she was his wife, you’d
have thought she was his media consultant,” Kroft said.37

Hillary was certainly one of Bill’s main consultants in the Lewinsky scan-
dal, which led to Bill’s impeachment and might have led to his removal from
office had she not helped craft his defense. Again, in one of the more famous
images from the Clinton years, Hillary physically stood by Bill nodding
when he made his finger-wagging statement that he did not have sex with
Lewinsky.

Not long after that statement, Hillary said in an interview with Matt
Lauer on NBC’s Today show that Bill was the victim of a “vast right-wing
conspiracy”—a phrase that has since entered the public lexicon to the point
that some conservatives have adopted it as a badge of honor to belong to it.
Typical examples of this mockery are The Official Handbook of the Vast
Right-Wing Conspiracy,38 which includes a test whether the reader really is
a member of the conspiracy, and The Vast Right-Wing Conspiracy’s Dossier
on Hillary Clinton,39 a critique published in time for the 2008 campaign.
But although Hillary was mocked in some quarters for the paranoid lan-
guage, it did serve as a warning shot to journalists that their work could be
interpreted as biased. Indeed, the comment served as a rallying cry for Bill’s
political base during the impeachment crisis and in later years. Many Clin-
ton apologists now use that phrase to dismiss any criticism of Bill and
Hillary as just more nonsense manufactured to harm their political careers.

Hillary herself believed events proved her theory correct, at least judging
by her memoir. She devotes about 20 pages, according to her index, to the
right-wing and its influence on the Clinton scandals.40

Brantley said Hillary rarely went after the press directly when she was in
Arkansas, but the right-wing comment proved to be right on. “The choice of
words may have been a bit overmuch, but I happen to subscribe to her theory
that there was certainly a right-wing echo chamber that was funded through
any number of Richard Mellon Scaife organizations, and sympathetic publi-
cations and the Wall Street Journal opinion page,” Brantley said. “There were
talking points issued, and they were followed slavishly. I mean it didn’t take
a genius to figure out what was going on. I still hold the mainstream press ac-
countable for dereliction of duty for being manipulated by the right-wing or-
gans on that. I mean Whitewater was nothing; it was nothing. It was a snipe
hunt. Ten years proved it was a snipe hunt.”

92 Chapter 6



Ultimately it was not Whitewater but Bill’s attempted cover-up of his dal-
liance with intern Monica Lewinsky that led to impeachment. Bill was work-
ing late during the budget battle with Republicans and asked Lewinsky to
bring him a pizza. The brief encounter led to an affair that almost brought
down his presidency. “But for an exposed thong and a roving eye during a
budget crisis, it would have ended at absolutely, totally nothing,” Brantley
said. “What did happen had no relation to why the prosecutor was in place.
And there was utter, total exoneration on everything else.”41

Although total exoneration has eluded him, Hillary has always helped Bill
to at least survive his various scandals by manipulating media coverage and
attacking opponents through the press. But she has also played a management
role behind the scenes, riding herd on his aides. She’s been doing this since
his first campaign in 1974.

Bill had challenged John Paul Hammerschmidt for his congressional seat,
believing he could beat the longtime Republican because of his ties to
Richard Nixon, who was embroiled in the Watergate scandal. Hillary and Bill
were not yet married at that time, but she came to Arkansas to help manage
his campaign, although some Clinton aides thought her confrontational style
was more of a hindrance than help for the morale of the staff.42 Bill ended up
losing a close race.

If she unintentionally contributed to his defeat, it didn’t matter because Bill
won by losing. No one expected the political neophyte to defeat the incum-
bent Hammerschmidt, and when Clinton came within about two percentage
points of an upset, he gained a statewide reputation that would launch him to
his first elected office in 1976, Arkansas attorney general.

Hillary, by this time married to Bill and teaching law at the University of
Arkansas, again helped manage that campaign, in part by doing things like set-
ting up Bill’s political rallies with the appropriate number of decorations and
cheering supporters. She also added to her acerbic reputation. One attorney who
worked with her said she called Bill all the time: “She was a cold-blooded heifer,
telling him exactly what he had to do with this group and that, who to dump and
who to charm to win that election, no matter who backed them before.”43

Bill became a popular attorney general and was well positioned for a run
for governor in 1978. Hillary campaigned actively for him. Rex Nelson noted
in his biography of Hillary that she was an excellent speaker who could often
defuse touchy situations. He cited as an example that Hillary calmed an an-
gry crowd of government workers who were incensed over Bill’s quote in a
newspaper story that many state employees weren’t busy. “Hillary claimed
the remark had been taken out of context and explained that Bill had meant
to criticize state management practices, not employees.”44

Despite the occasional misstep, Bill easily won the governor’s office, and the
couple’s plan for his career was on track. Hillary could pursue her law career
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while he pursued his political career. But the plan was derailed by Clinton’s
first-term mistakes, which included Hillary’s keeping her maiden name, a mod-
ern conceit that offended many Arkansas voters.

After Bill’s 1980 gubernatorial loss, Hillary became more involved in pro-
tecting and advancing Bill’s political career to the point that she readily
adopted Clinton as her last name. As one of the first steps in re-taking the
governor’s office, Hillary brought back Dick Morris as a consultant, telling
him Bill needed him to help resurrect his career. Bill had fired Morris in 1979
because he didn’t want to use polling and campaign tactics to govern, but
with the 1980 defeat, he needed to re-focus. Morris described Clinton after
the re-election loss as a pitiable figure who told him it seemed strange to have
to do his own laundry now that he no longer lived in the Governor’s Mansion.
“He seemed so out of place, a big man cramped into a little office in a local
law firm, walking out to the corridor to see whether he could borrow a secre-
tary to do his typing for him.”45

Morris told Hillary biographer Gail Sheehy that Hillary at that time de-
cided to change her focus from her own career to managing “their joint polit-
ical career.”46 But after his re-election, she became involved publicly in a ma-
jor way by leading Bill’s education reform efforts, which included teacher
testing, a facet of reform not popular with the Democrats’ traditional base of
the teachers’ organizations. As she demonstrated on the campaign trail, she
was an excellent speaker with the ability to handle controversy.

Little Rock television reporter Bob Steel covered her while she was stump-
ing for reform and said she was an excellent news source.

“She was terrific,” he said. “She was always accessible, very well spoken,
good quote, very, very bright, smarter than most people I’ve ever been
around, to be honest with you, including him [Bill]. Or as smart—I mean he’s
a very bright person, and she’s a very bright person, so she was a good
quote.”47

In a format that would presage her listening tours to get to know New York
voters in her first Senate run and the “let’s talk” theme of her presidential
campaign, Hillary held a series of successful public hearings on reform
throughout Arkansas. Radio host Pat Lynch said Hillary’s performance as
spokeswoman was crucial to passage of reform in the Arkansas legislature.

“Mrs. Clinton went out and had hearings in 75 counties—that’s how many
there are in Arkansas, they’ve got 75 counties in the state—Mrs. Clinton went
out and had hearings in each of those counties about school standards and
took people’s opinions on things so that there was, by the time the legislature
met, there was solid support for an increase in the sales tax of a penny, and
there was a general sense that the curriculum should be improved and public
schools should be improved,” Lynch said.48
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She testified in front of a legislative committee with such knowledge that,
in a story that has become part of the Clinton lore, Representative Lloyd
George said, “I think we elected the wrong Clinton.” Later that year he said
in a less-repeated story that he was going to print bumper stickers that read:
“Clinton for Governor. Hillary, That Is.”49

When Bill became president, he put Hillary in charge of reforming health care
with the expectation that she would have the same success she had with educa-
tion reform in Arkansas. Her task force developed a huge bill that was roundly
criticized by the health care industry, Republicans, and others and never made it
through Congress. Hillary’s leadership image was tarnished by the episode, and
she had to take a less formal role in the rest of Bill’s administration, exercising
her influence mostly behind the scenes. What is often forgotten is that her initial
performance as spokeswoman for health care before Congress was similar to her
performance before the Arkansas legislature. The Atlantic’s Joshua Green, in
fact, said her testimony made her the “administration’s first star,” and that press
coverage portrayed her as “the more dynamic and impressive Clinton.”50 Failure
came when Hillary and her partner in the process of writing the legislation, Ira
Magaziner, enforced secrecy while developing it. Perhaps if she had held a lis-
tening tour the legislation might have passed in some form.

But a managerial role, more than that of spokesperson, is the one Hillary
fulfilled throughout most of Bill’s career. One of Hillary’s role models is
Eleanor Roosevelt, but journalist John F. Harris said her role in the Clinton
White House was more like Robert F. Kennedy’s. Hillary, like Robert
Kennedy, was the president’s protector, and like him, she skeptically judged
aides, especially press aides George Stephanopoulos and Dee Dee Myers,
both of “whom she regarded as too immature and too worried about currying
favor with the Washington press.”51

When the Houston Chronicle’s Cragg Hines went to Little Rock to cover
the 1992 campaign, he found that it was obvious Hillary was trying to protect
Bill from inquiring reporters.

“I worked in Little Rock, I had many friends in Little Rock across the po-
litical spectrum,” he said, describing the experience. “You would go and talk
to friends or people you knew who were friends of Bill . . . and people would
tell you explicitly, mincing no words, that Hillary had told them personally—
you know, one-on-one, it wasn’t like orders that came down in a memo or
something—that Hillary had told them to be very careful, to be cautious in
dealing with the press, to judge every word they told the press, and in some
ways, I think this was sort of a lawyerly instinct, but it also reflected she did
not trust the media to carry out the great message of Bill.”52

But more than a protector, Hillary has been involved in all aspects of Bill’s
career, including press relations. She has done what needed to be done.
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Brantley said the couple always planned that Bill would have a successful
political career. “During the time Bill was governor, Hillary was certainly a
full partner in their public life,” Brantley said. “From the beginning, she had
a long ambition to be in elected office. But the decision was made both by
virtue of place of birth, and I think probably recognition that men would have
a better chance at public office at that time, that Bill would be the first to pur-
sue public office. And she came home and did the things that were necessary
to support him in that role. One was finding a good-paying job so she could
be a breadwinner because the governor of Arkansas made a relatively small
amount of money. But at the same time throughout their life I mean there is
a synergy between the two—I hate to use that word—it’s kind of a clichéd
word but I think it’s true—where they’re both voracious students and acquir-
ers of knowledge. And, of making contacts with people. And two people, to-
gether, can do a whole lot more than one, particularly with the intellect and
energy that both have. In the days before computers, famously Hillary would
go somewhere on a trip and meet people, and one of the things she would do
on the plane ride back was fill out index cards with names, phone numbers,
contact points, information that would be useful, that all ended up feeding this
vast Clinton data bank that was written about eventually that they carried to
the White House with them that was sort of this . . . kind of a whole Clinton
network.”53

In Arkansas, Hillary didn’t have that much direct contact with the press,
Brantley said. “She gave the standard feature stories on the first lady, what-
ever you had to do, or were forced to do as first lady—decorating the man-
sion for Christmas or whatever,” he said. “She didn’t refuse to talk to the
press. . . . Hillary was polite and friendly but guarded. Bill did most of the di-
rect relations.”54

But when she had to do direct relations, she did it, and did it well. It’s one
of the interesting ironies of the Clintons’ tumultuous relationship with the
press that the first time Hillary—so often derided for her cold, calculating
personality—helped rescue her charismatic husband’s career, she did it
through her personal charm, befriending the man the supposedly more charm-
ing Bill had alienated—the man many observers considered the most power-
ful journalist in Arkansas, John Robert Starr.

Starr had been harshly critical of waste and incompetence in Clinton’s ad-
ministration. In particular, he criticized a state Energy Department retreat for
wasting taxpayer money. Bill defended the retreat in a speech in which he
said “it was a shame that a lazy, lousy journalist like [Starr] could attack a
dedicated public servant like [Energy Department Director] Paul Levy.”55

Starr responded by writing that he “never saw anything as ridiculous as
Clinton defending the indefensible.” Bill, ignoring the political truism that
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you shouldn’t pick fights with a man who buys ink by the barrel, responded
in a speech two days later that Starr was “a regional bigot” because he had
called Levy, who was from Massachusetts, “a Yankee import.” At that point,
Starr recalled in his memoir, “the gloves were off.”56

Starr laid a solid blow to Bill by establishing in March 1980 a “boondog-
gler of the month” award for the worst example of waste in government. Starr
wrote in the column establishing it that he named it the “Sweet William
Award” after Bill, who helped inspire it. The statuette would be a bust of Bill
and would be cast in lead because it was “the most base of metals.” It would
be inscribed with the slogan “Don’t forget the corkscrews” to memorialize the
Energy Department retreat, for which Levy had approved the purchase of 50
corkscrews for the state employees to use on their bottles of complimentary
wine. A cartoon of the statuette, featuring a long-haired, smug-looking bust of
Bill over the slogan and the Sweet William name, illustrated the devastating
column.57

About a week later, Starr wrote a column about Arkansas governors being
the butt of jokes, and of course included several about Bill. The first para-
graph related a joke Starr said was circulating the Capitol: What’s the differ-
ence between Bill’s cabinet and a Boy Scout troop? The Boy Scout troop has
adult supervision.58

Starr wrote in his memoir that he never claimed his columns led to Bill’s
1980 loss, but he knew that Bill and many others thought they were decisive.59

A number of things contributed to the 1980 loss to Frank White; the riot-
ing Cuban refugees at Fort Chaffee that scared voters and a hike in car license
fees that angered them were two significant factors in addition to the inexpe-
rience and arrogance that Bill’s youthful administration displayed. But poor
press relations was undoubtedly a factor as well. Following the election,
Meredith Oakley wrote that appointing the extremely competent Patty Howe
to be press secretary “was one of the few nice things Clinton ever did for
some of us in the news media.” Oakley wrote that her inquiries to the previ-
ous press secretary were often printed in her rival newspaper before she ever
got the answer. Bill might have been re-elected had Howe served longer.60

Certainly the Clintons believed they had to work on their press relations, and
since Starr was the most powerful journalist in the state, the rapprochement
would have to include him.

“Before Clinton ran for—returned to politics in 1982—he told people he
could not run, he did not want to go back into office, to run again, and be gov-
ernor again, and have one of the two state-wide papers just savaging him
every day when the whole editorial pages, the cartoonists, the columnists, and
the news pages were all just a steady scream against him and his staff and his
cabinet,” said Ernest Dumas, an editorial writer and columnist for the rival
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Arkansas Gazette. “And he just couldn’t ask people to serve again if that was
going to be the case, and I think that it was probably Hillary that said that he
could personally turn that around, and she realized that John Robert Starr was
the key because he was so dominant at that paper, and he was an over-
whelming personality at that paper. So that’s what they set out to do, and they
did it.”61

Hillary made an effort to befriend Starr, often eating lunch with him, call-
ing him, and feeding him news tips. Arkansas journalists disagree on the de-
tails and impact of the friendship, but all acknowledge that Starr reduced his
criticism and sometimes even supported Clinton in succeeding years.

Brantley, who at the time also worked for the rival Arkansas Gazette, said
the strategy worked. “Hillary began to pay court to him, I think. Called him.
Talked to him. They fed him some tips from time to time. I remember seeing
her out at lunch with him one day, and I mean for those of us deep in a news-
paper war it was kind of disgusting that somebody would kowtow to Starr,
but then we’re not politicians,” he said. “It was successful. Starr had a much,
a much more, softer tone toward Hillary than he did with Bill, and I think at
times wrote some things that were a result of her lobbying on points to see
things in somewhat different ways. I remember—and I know this was so and
I know this was true—Starr of course is dead now and can’t defend himself,
and I think there’s some people who would take exception to this—but I re-
member this very clearly.”

What Brantley remembered was a column he wrote about the possibility of
Clinton announcing his presidential candidacy in 1991. Brantley wrote, based
on his own discussion with Bill Clinton, that Hillary thought he should run
for president. “Well, Starr went nuts that I would have such a piece of infor-
mation in my column, and he wrote a column more or less saying it must be
nuts, it must be wrong, it must be made up because he simply didn’t believe
that Hillary held such a view, because if she did, she would have told him—
which told me all I needed to know about the success she’d had in working
with Starr, who was a difficult guy to work with, but . . . you find a lot of
tough guys are prone to apple polishing, to use the polite word.”62

Both Bill and Hillary sought him out because he was powerful, but Hillary
was more effective in some ways because Starr was one of the few journal-
ists she talked to extensively. Starr acknowledged in his memoir that he
changed his opinion of Bill in part after meeting Hillary at a local political
roast where Bill was cutting but Hillary was pleasant, even though he had
written a lot of “nasty” things about Bill, who he was sure in turn had said
many similar things about him to Hillary. “She impressed me with her intel-
ligence and quick wit,” Starr wrote, “and I said to myself, ‘If a lady like that
would marry Bill Clinton, he can’t be all bad.’”63
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The Starr episode was a rare instance of Hillary using charm to attain her
press goals, especially on behalf of Bill. As this book has pointed out, her
forte is control and discipline and a toughness to ensure things get done.

Bill himself has always been effusive in praise of his wife and crediting her
for his success. And a crucial part of being elected and governing is handling
the press. Hillary helped.

The danger for a politician is that too much help can make a candidate look
weak. Oakley wrote in a column after the McRae ambush that Hillary had
dominated both Bill and his opponent. “It was as fine a figurative castration
as I’ve ever seen,” Oakley wrote. “Clinton is going to catch a lot of grief
about lacking not only fire in the belly but steel in his spine. Why else would
he send his wife to do his dirty work?”64

Arkansas voters, however, must have seen the two Clintons as truly two for
the price of one, because Bill easily dispatched McRae after Hillary cut him
down to size. On the national scene, it was a different story. Hillary came
across in public as too domineering and at some political rallies seemed to
spend as much time at the microphone as Bill. The campaign kept her out of
sight for a while until they could retool her image to fit more of the traditional
cookie-baking first lady style.

The role of spouses is a delicate balance for the candidates. They want sur-
rogates who are dynamic enough to help them get elected, but they don’t want
ones to overshadow them. In the case of Hillary helping Bill, she had to be
careful not to be unfemininely dominant of the leader of the free world.

The 2008 campaign brought an even greater problem for Bill: trying to
avoid overshadowing Hillary. All presidential candidates have to show they
are tough enough to be commander in chief. The first woman president would
have the double burden of overcoming the stereotype that a woman could not
be that tough. A dominant husband won’t help fight that stereotype. But for
good or ill, Bill has also fought for Hillary’s career. How he has done that is
the subject of the next chapter.

NOTES

1. Meredith Oakley, On the Make: The Rise of Bill Clinton (Washington, D.C.:
Regnery Publishing, Inc., 1994), 391.

2. Dick Morris, Behind the Oval Office: Getting Reelected Against All Odds (Los
Angeles: Renaissance Books, 1999), 62–63.

3. Rex Nelson with Philip Martin, The Hillary Factor: America’s Most Powerful
First Lady (New York: Gallen Publishing Group, 1993), 308.

4. Ron Fournier, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 26 January 2007.
5. Nelson, The Hillary Factor, 309.

Tag Team: Enter the Secret Weapon 99



6. Steve Barnes, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 15 January 2007.
7. Jim Nichols, “Clinton, McRae Debate,” Arkansas Gazette, 17 May 1990.
8. Nichols, “Clinton, McRae Debate.”
9. Nichols, “Clinton, McRae Debate.”

10. Olivier Uyttebrouck, “Governor’s Wife Rebuts McRae,” Arkansas Democrat,
17 May 1990.

11. Bill Bowen and Olivier Uyttebrouck, “Clinton: Hillary Didn’t Plan Rebuttal,”
Arkansas Democrat, 18 May 1990.

12. Morris, Behind the Oval Office, 63.
13. Morris, Behind the Oval Office, 63.
14. John R. Starr, “Hillary Out of Line at McRae’s News Conference,” Arkansas

Democrat, 18 May 1990.
15. Paul Greenberg, No Surprises (Washington, D.C.: Brassey’s, 1996), 219.
16. Greenberg, No Surprises, 220.
17. Bowen and Uyttebrouck, “Clinton: Hillary Didn’t Plan Rebuttal.”
18. Starr, “Hillary Out of Line.”
19. Fournier, interview, 26 January 2007.
20. Max Brantley, interview by author, Little Rock, Arkansas, tape recording, 4

January 2007.
21. Bob Steel, interview by author, Little Rock, Arkansas, tape recording, 4 Janu-

ary 2007.
22. John R. Starr, “Story on Police Pay Draws Surprising Explosion,” Arkansas

Democrat, 23 December 1990.
23. James Merriweather, “Daniels Quit at Right Time, Clinton says,” Arkansas

Democrat, 21 December 1980.
24. Nelson, The Hillary Factor, 225.
25. Nelson, The Hillary Factor, 225.
26. Nelson, The Hillary Factor, 231.
27. Gail Sheehy, Hillary’s Choice (New York: Ballantine Books, 2000), 146–47.
28. Oakley, On the Make, 271.
29. Patrick Casey and Eva Delfos, “FBI Checks on Lasater, Woman Says,”

Arkansas Democrat, 19 September 1986.
30. Meredith Oakley, “Columnist Foresees Vicious Campaign Ahead,” Arkansas

Democrat, 21 September 1986.
31. Casey and Delfos, “FBI Checks on Lasater, Woman Says.”
32. Maria Henson, “White Continues on Conflict Charges; Clinton, Wife Continue

to Deny Them,” Arkansas Gazette, 20 September 1986.
33. Henson, “White Continues on Conflict Charges.”
34. Roger Morris, Partners in Power: The Clintons and Their America (New York:

Henry Holt and Company, 1996), 430.
35. Hillary Rodham Clinton, Living History (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003),

106.
36. George Stephanopoulos, All Too Human: A Political Education (New York:

Little, Brown and Company, 1999), 69.
37. Sheehy, Hillary’s Choice, 199.

100 Chapter 6



38. Mark W. Smith, The Official Handbook of the Vast Right-Wing Conspiracy
(Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing, Inc., 2004).

39. Amanda B. Carpenter, The Vast Right-Wing Conspiracy’s Dossier on Hillary
Clinton (Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing, Inc., 2006).

40. Hillary Clinton, Living History, 556.
41. Brantley, interview, 4 January 2007.
42. David Maraniss, First in His Class: The Biography of Bill Clinton (New York:

Touchstone, 1996), 335.
43. Roger Morris, Partners in Power, 200.
44. Nelson, The Hillary Factor, 204.
45. Dick Morris, Behind the Oval Office, 51.
46. Sheehy, Hillary’s Choice, 143.
47. Steel, interview, 4 January 2007.
48. Pat Lynch, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 9 January 2007.
49. Nelson, The Hillary Factor, 253.
50. Joshua Green, “Take Two,” The Atlantic Monthly (November 2006): 60.
51. John F. Harris, The Survivor (New York: Random House, 2005), 97.
52. Cragg Hines, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 1 March 2007.
53. Brantley, interview, 4 January 2007.
54. Brantley, interview, 4 January 2007.
55. John Robert Starr, Yellow Dogs and Dark Horses (Little Rock, Ark.: August

House, 1987), 170.
56. Starr, Yellow Dogs, 170.
57. John R. Starr, “Bureaucratic ‘Boondogglers’ in Line for Statuette,” Arkansas

Democrat, 3 March 1980.
58. John R. Starr, “Governors, Including Clinton, Are Often the Butt of Jokes,”

Arkansas Democrat, 13 March 1980.
59. Starr, Yellow Dogs, 170.
60. Meredith Oakley, “Press Aide Garners Top-notch Reviews,” Arkansas Demo-

crat, 23 December 1980.
61. Ernest Dumas, telephone interview by author, tape recording, 8 January 2007.
62. Brantley, interview, 4 January 2007.
63. Starr, Yellow Dogs, 188.
64. Meredith Oakley, “There’s a Fire in the Belly of the Wrong Clinton,” Arkansas

Democrat, 18 May 1990.

Tag Team: Enter the Secret Weapon 101





Whenever she runs for office, whether it’s the Senate or the presidency, Hillary
Clinton has access to possibly the best campaign aide in U.S. history—a man
who is one of the best political strategists of his generation, someone who has
been actively working with the media for more than 35 years, and one of the
most attention-getting surrogates ever to hit the trail for a candidate. . . . All
politicians use the more presentable members of their families as surrogate
campaigners, and just like most married couples, political spouses provide ca-
reer counseling and advice—some pieces of advice more valuable than others.
In Bill Clinton, Hillary has a one-of-a-kind spousal support system.

“Oh, yeah, this is completely different,” said the Dallas Morning News’s
Wayne Slater. “This is totally different than everything we’ve seen before it,
where a spouse or family member is just a surrogate. However skilled those
surrogates are, they are, whether it’s a first lady or whether it’s one of the chil-
dren, or in the case of George Bush, his father even, but in the case of Bill
Clinton, here’s a guy who has been there. Here’s a guy who has longstanding
relationships with reporters.”1

Political reporters, who are political junkies, would especially enjoy talk-
ing shop with Bill, he said. “It’s almost like talking to the key advisor in a
campaign who understands the full political dynamic in a way that often sur-
rogates don’t,” Slater said. “So this isn’t just a surrogate. This is a guy who
understands the playing field. That doesn’t guarantee you great stories, but I
think in the right way, he’s the kind of guy who can get to reporters and talk
with them, and it could be very persuasive and at least have the media con-
sider Hillary’s point of view—a story, an idea that’s beneficial or favorable to
Hillary.”2
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As a former president, Bill Clinton can generate media attention for Hillary
just about whenever he wants, and he can use that attention as a vehicle to
promote his wife and punish her opponents.

“He is certainly more of a front man than she is,” said Arkansas journalist
Max Brantley. “But it’s going to be a delicate balancing act for him, not to
overshadow her. It is a cliché to say in the political world: he is its leading
rock star. He still is. I mean our convention here is just one of thousands of
examples. He can bring out a crowd who will hang on his every word, and
hang as long as it takes to touch the cloth. That could pretty rapidly over-
shadow a presidential campaign. So he has to find some way to work his
magic and not step into her spotlight. And I think that’s going to be hard.”3

The convention Brantley referred to was the Association of Alternative
Newsweeklies, which Bill addressed on June 17, 2006. The speech, which in-
cluded some standard themes on globalization, has become a sort of stump
speech for him in his ex-presidency. But the speech illustrates how he can be
a help for his wife’s campaign. His mere presence in front of this sympathetic
crowd tended to remind people in Hillary’s base, and in this case, editors who
reach a lot of people in that base, of good things about his administration.

Alan Leveritt, who introduced Clinton, cited statistics on low unemploy-
ment and inflation and high home ownership and budget surpluses during the
Clinton years. “Bill Clinton understood government and he understood how
to make it work for the people,” Leveritt said. “And he brought a level of
competence to government that the current occupants of the White House can
only envy.”4

The introduction, which concluded with a joke about the Republicans end-
ing the country’s “long nightmare of peace and prosperity,” could have served
as a political speech for the 2008 campaign. Bill’s speech—although he coyly
said that he didn’t even know whether Hillary would run or not—was both a
not-so-subtle endorsement of her possible candidacy and a plea for the as-
sembled editors to cover her correctly.

Bill, under the guise of talking about politicians in general, lectured the
gathered journalists about how to cover candidates. He flattered the crowd by
praising the alternative papers, which he said “are filling a void in American
political life, for citizens, because they tend to first of all cover both local as
well as national and international issues in a way that’s more community ori-
ented and more designed to shed light than heat.”5

The political right, however, has been successful in getting the national po-
litical press to “turn every conflict and every person into a two-dimensional
cartoon,” he said. Bill first cited Republican presidential hopeful John Mc-
Cain as an example of someone who had been turned into a cartoon. McCain,
Clinton said, was “lionized by the press as a moderate” for his positions on
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issues like global warming and campaign reform, issues usually anathema to
the Republican base. But when McCain, who has some deeply held conser-
vative positions, speaks at Jerry Falwell’s university, people criticize it as a
politically motivated speech rather than something in support of deeply held
beliefs. You can disagree with the speech, but don’t turn him into a cartoon,
Clinton said.6

But the politician who has been most cartoonized has been Hillary, who has
been portrayed as “some left-wing crazy” largely because of her efforts on
health care reform, Bill said. The reform was actually moderate but was re-
ported as left-wing, and that liberal label has stuck. “Therefore anytime she
does something that’s not the most liberal thing in the position, it’s a charac-
ter problem subject to calculation,” Bill said.7

He said her support of President Bush in the Iraq War—a position criticized
passionately by many on the left—was an example of taking a principled po-
sition that is then ascribed to political calculation. But Bill said the example of
criticism of her that “tickled” him the most was a report that called her speech
on climate change “too wonkish—which I loved, ‘cause that’s what we need,
we need wonks, we need to know what the heck we’re going to do.”8

Bill suggested that the press tried to give the 2000 election to Bush by ac-
cusing Gore of being “inauthentic” about his positions on issues like climate
change. The press was doing the same thing to Hillary by analyzing, for ex-
ample, her recent climate change speech not on its content, but from its po-
litical impact—whether Hillary was “desperate” to give a climate change
speech at about the same time as the release of Gore’s climate movie, An In-
convenient Truth.

“The truth is, she gave 80 percent of that speech six months ago, and I
thought it was the finest speech she’d given since she’d been a Senator,” Clin-
ton said. “It got no press, you know why? It was the same day Scooter Libby
was indicted.” (Libby was a Bush administration official convicted of perjury
in connection with the investigation of the alleged outing of a CIA agent.) The
end result, Bill said, was that the press coverage of Hillary’s speech was “a
political story rather than a substantive story.”9

Bill urged the journalists to think about the way they cover candidates.
“Try to go at what people are advocating, try to go at the positions they’re tak-
ing, explain it to people. And if you editorialize about it, if you think it’s
wrong, say it’s wrong. But don’t fall into the next step, don’t . . . don’t con-
tribute to the cartoonization of American political issues and American polit-
ical figures.”10

Criticism of the news media’s trivialization of serious issues is nothing
new. Scholars and pundits have long derided the coverage of political cam-
paigns, for example, as often little more than horse race coverage of who is
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ahead in the polls. And presidential press scholar Louis W. Liebovich argues
in his study of the press and the modern presidency that reporters today would
not recognize a great speech like the Gettysburg Address because—as Clin-
ton described the coverage of Hillary’s climate change speech—they would
focus almost solely on how the speech was designed to play politically rather
than its substantive message.11

But criticism coming from a popular former president arguably has more
impact than the same critique coming from a scholar or columnist. In this
way, Bill can play the bad cop to Hillary’s good cop, criticizing her oppo-
nents, negative press coverage, and even individual journalists while she re-
mains stateswomanlike, above the infighting and focusing on how she would
handle the country’s problems. This role is an especially important one for
Bill because one of Hillary’s weaknesses as a campaigner, according to jour-
nalists Mark Halperin and John F. Harris, is that she sometimes “does her own
rhetorical dirty work,” criticizing Republicans harshly herself rather than let-
ting a surrogate handle it. They cited as an example a speech in which she
compared the way the Republicans ran Congress to a “plantation.”12

Bill, as we have seen in examples from the introduction, has a long history
of defending Hillary. He chastised former California governor Jerry Brown
for criticizing Hillary during the 1992 campaign and even suggested, through
a spokesman, that he’d like to punch a columnist who called her a liar. For-
mer Clinton political adviser Dick Morris wrote that Bill “believes in his soul
that she is one of the best people he knows and is unshakably of the opinion
that she can do no wrong.”13 Given such feelings, it would be entirely logical
for Bill to react angrily to any press criticism of his wife, especially since he
has a volatile temper that he is not afraid to reveal to journalists, even if he
liked to hide it from the public as president.

He might also quite understandably lose his temper over criticism of his
administration, which in the 2008 campaign was an implicit criticism of
Hillary. The former first lady, after all, was so closely involved with Bill’s
presidency that she had an office in the administrative West Wing rather than
the East Wing, where previous first ladies kept their offices. In an example
cited earlier, Bill went after FOX news reporter Chris Wallace for asking him
whether he thought his administration could have done more to catch terror
mastermind Osama bin Laden. The September 2006 interview got consider-
able publicity for Bill’s emotional reaction, including jabbing a finger at Wal-
lace’s notes.

Some journalists thought Bill was just being Bill, or just being a husband.
“Everybody was so surprised by that, you know—wow, a temper, the Clin-

ton temper, we hadn’t seen that before,” said former Arkansas television re-
porter Mel Hanks. “I used to see it all the time. That’s exactly like I knew him.
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I guess he was on his good behavior as president because we seldom saw him
lose his temper as commander in chief, but with Chris Wallace, I said that’s
the kind of Clinton I’d seen many a time, the red face, the pounding finger,
his index finger on Wallace’s knee—I mean I’ve experienced that many
times, at least several times, and that was no surprise at all to me.”14

Arkansas newspaper reporter Carol Griffee thought Bill’s tantrum was the
result of built-up anger over a week of criticism of his administration’s pol-
icy on terrorism. When asked if she thought he would take on a sort of bad
cop role in Hillary’s campaign, knocking down reporters like Wallace, she
said: “No, not totally. He may lose his temper every now and then. He’s good
at that, but I think you just have to cross Bill sometimes . . . for him to ex-
plode like that, because—generally Bill is a good-natured guy. I mean, that’s
the way he wants to come across, but he does have a temper, and he does have
a point beyond which you cannot push him, and I think Chris did.”15

USA Today’s Kathy Kiely also thought Clinton’s anger at Hillary’s critics
might be the natural reaction of a husband to someone criticizing his wife.
“People always want to read all this Machiavellian stuff into the Clintons’ re-
lationship, but if you look at other political families, you know, some of that
same dynamic exists there, so that’s what makes me believe it’s . . . probably
just a very human reaction, like if somebody attacks your mother or your kid
or something, you’re going to be much more likely to punch them in the nose
than if they just attack you. And I don’t know why that is, but it is,” she said.
“It’s just going to be an interesting test for Clinton . . . whether his human in-
stincts are going to overcome his political instincts.”16

OpinionJournal.com editor James Taranto argued that Clinton was angry
because he was “used to sycophantic interviewers” and thus could not calmly
handle “Wallace’s moderately tough query.” Taranto cited an interview in
which Wallace himself said he didn’t believe Clinton had planned the attack
because the former president threatened to fire his press aide if he had another
interview like the one with Wallace.17

Of course, Wallace was an eyewitness, so his account must be given seri-
ous consideration. However, it simply strains credulity to believe that a for-
mer president who has been dealing with media as a professional politician
for about 35 years, a former president with assistants to arrange interviews
and prepare him for them, would have been surprised by any question, let
alone something based on the news events at the time. Clinton no doubt felt
some genuine anger at a question suggesting a failure of his administration,
and, given his mercurial temper, it’s no surprise he went into a genuine rage.
He certainly could be aware of the effect of his temper at the same time he
was indulging it. Indeed, we’ve seen in previous chapters how Bill could be
clever at picking the time and place of expressing anger, whether he wanted
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an audience, as he did when he complained about Paul Greenberg’s column,
or vented his spleen privately with Ernest Dumas.

But regardless of Clinton’s intent, a presidential tirade can be significant.
George H. W. Bush, for example, shed his label as a “wimp” during the 1988
campaign by tangling with Dan Rather, who had asked Bush a question about
his role in the Reagan administration’s Iran-Contra scandal. Bush responded
in part by angrily asking Rather if his journalistic career should be judged
only by the time he stomped off the set over a perceived slight, leaving his
station with blank air. The famous interview is widely perceived as one of the
turning points of the 1988 campaign.

Clinton adviser James Carville, one of the masterminds of the 1992 race and
its vaunted “war room,” urged the 2004 John Kerry campaign to send emails
to the press when they had problems with stories because reporters react to
complaints. “When it comes to the media, intimidation works,” Carville said.
His ideas were part of training advice for press secretaries at the Democratic
national convention, where the press secretaries were urged to bully the re-
porter into writing a favorable makeup story for an unfavorable one or “scare
him into changing his tone.” The speakers included conservative-turned-lib-
eral writer David Brock of Media Matters, a left-wing group formed to police
the press for conservative bias.18 Hillary has served as an adviser to Brock’s
group.

When the Wallace interview is examined in the light of standard campaign
press tactics, it looks like a useful defense of Hillary, whether Bill’s loss of
temper was calculated or not. According to FOX News, Bill had been invited
on Wallace’s show with the ground rules that half of the interview would be
devoted to Bill’s Global Initiative foundation and half to any topic Wallace
wanted to bring up.19

Bill appeared on the show already smarting from a recent ABC docudrama
called The Path to 9/11. It included material critical of his administration’s ef-
forts to catch Osama bin Laden. Bill referred to the ABC movie when Wal-
lace asked him why his administration hadn’t been able to “connect the dots”
and put Osama bin Laden “out of business” before 9/11. Bill said ABC “just
had a right-wing conservative run in their little ‘Pathway to 9/11,’ [sic] falsely
claiming it was based on the 9/11 Commission report, with three things as-
serted against me directly contradicted by the 9/11 Commission report.” Af-
ter defending his administration’s efforts, Bill attacked Wallace, “You did
FOX’s bidding on this show. You did your nice little conservative hit job on
me.”20

Clinton accused Wallace of asking him questions that he wouldn’t ask the
Republicans about their failures to get bin Laden before 9/11. “You came here
under false pretenses,” Clinton told Wallace, accusing the reporter of luring
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him onto his show to talk about climate change. The former president even
criticized Wallace’s demeanor.

“You’ve got that little smirk on your face, and you think you’re so clever,”
Clinton said.21

When Wallace segued into questions about Clinton’s global project, he told
the president he had always intended to ask him about it. “No, you intended,
though, to move your bones by doing this first, which is perfectly fine,” Clin-
ton said, adding that he didn’t mind talking about trying to catch bin Laden,
but he didn’t like “one-sided questions.” Clinton said the reason he was be-
ing asked these questions was that a “disinformation campaign” by the right
had sought to create the impression that he didn’t do enough to fight terror-
ism.22

Clinton urged Wallace to ask Republicans the same questions. “If you’re go-
ing to do this, for God’s sake, follow the same standards for everybody . . . and
be flat—and fair,” Clinton said.23

Wallace’s interview was fair because he asked Clinton about his adminis-
tration’s record on 9/11 when the subject was on the public’s mind because of
the ABC movie. Someone as media savvy as Clinton should have expected
the question. But Clinton served notice with his attacks on Wallace’s motives,
methods, and general professionalism that questions probing the competence
of his administration in fighting terror would not be taken lightly. Just as im-
portant, his fighting words served to rally the Democratic base, just like Re-
publicans tend to relish one of their own, like George H. W. Bush, taking on
Dan Rather. A number of left-wing commentators praised Clinton for putting
down Wallace and by extension, FOX News. For example, left-wing come-
dian and commentator Bill Maher said on Larry King Live that Clinton
“showed everybody in that Democratic Party how it should be done.”24

Clinton was showing that style in other interviews as well. In fact, by the
summer of 2007, he had done it at least three times, which is enough of a pat-
tern to suggest it had become a sort of stump response. In an appearance in
San Francisco, Bill shook his finger at KCBS’s Mike Sugerman when the vet-
eran newsman interrupted him. Sugerman had asked Clinton a question about
Iraq, but the former president wouldn’t get to the point. Sugerman, who was
limited in time, broke in to ask Clinton what he specifically would do in Iraq,
and Clinton lost his temper. Sugerman said Clinton gave him the same look
he gave Wallace, using “the exact same finger. It was scary.”25

As was his practice in Arkansas (and sometimes in Washington), Clinton
called the journalist later to make up, saying he would bring his horn next time
to play with Sugerman’s group of journalists called the Eyewitness News Band.
Clinton also tried to explain his finger-pointing display. “Hillary is getting ham-
mered on her vote [on the Iraq War], and I wanted to help explain it.”26
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At the Aspen Ideas Festival, Bill, wearing a “Hillary 2008” lapel pin, sav-
aged journalist and author Elizabeth Drew when she posed a version of the
Wallace question about why, according to the 9/11 Commission, his adminis-
tration didn’t pursue bin Laden more vigorously. “Congratulations on speak-
ing the talking points of the Republican National Committee,” Bill said, us-
ing almost the same language he had used on Wallace. “Let’s just go through
the facts . . . I did not turn down one request for use of force. . . . Did I fail to
get him? Yes. Did I try? Yes.”27

James Bennet of the Atlantic noted that Bill was addressing a friendly, lib-
eral crowd, and that Drew was no friend of the Republicans. But instead of
comparing his record to Bush’s, Bill answered by “feeding [Drew] to the sup-
portive Aspen crowd.” His attack elicited applause and laughter from the au-
dience.28

Bennet wrote that several women told him they were offended by Bill’s
treatment of Drew, and he was puzzled why Clinton was so confrontational.
Several sources told Bennet that Bill was truly sensitive about this topic. Ben-
net himself theorized that Bill, as an ex-president, was not used to being chal-
lenged. He noted that Bill also demonstrated “prickliness” when he was asked
by another journalist whether voters wanted change. Bill replied that all can-
didates would represent change, so that phrase was “just a cheap little slo-
gan.”29 Bill’s comment was made months before Obama’s campaign, which
used a variety of “change” slogans like “Change we can believe in” and
“Obama for Change,” took the lead in the Democratic race. But Hillary’s
campaign used the argument Bill had made months before when it fought
back against Obama, claiming his campaign was more about words than
deeds—it was based on a slogan.

At any rate, political strategy rather than personal sensitivity is a better ex-
planation of the former president’s behavior with reporters. Bill, in fact, has
criticized the media coast-to-coast for Hillary. At a March 2007 fundraiser in
Manhattan, he said the venerable New York Times had not done enough report-
ing on Barack Obama’s position on Iraq, repeating what has become his stan-
dard plea to treat all the candidates the same. “The message point of that day
was that the Times is not being fair to Hillary,” one observer told Newsweek
magazine.30 About a year later, Newsweek addressed Bill’s role as “attack dog”
in the campaign, including a graphic of the former presidents battles with re-
porters, complete with an “anger level” meter ranging from “miffed” to “vol-
canic,” the latter its description of the Wallace interview. In fact, the story led
by describing Bill berating a Newsweek reporter who asked him to respond to
critics who suggested he had tarnished his legacy by attacking Obama. The
story quoted anonymous Clinton campaign advisers, one of whom thought the
“attack dog role” was part of a planned strategy and one who didn’t.31
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The danger, however, is that Clinton’s strength in taking on critics could
make his wife look like she can’t fight her own battles, an especially tough
problem for a female candidate vying to be the commander in chief during a
global war on terror.

“Well, I think, where necessary, he’ll do it,” Brantley said when asked
whether Bill would take on a “bad cop” role. “But you’ve got to be careful
not to emasculate the candidate, to use a bad word for a female candidate. I
mean she’s got to be tough, too. She just can’t let him be her Dick Cheney.
You know, she’s got to show she’s up to the task as well. But anybody who
thinks that he won’t be a part of the process is just wrong. He will be involved
every step of the way in talking it out, working it out.”32

Whether Bill’s part of the process will include media criticism is hard to
say, said Mike McCurry, one of Clinton’s White House press secretaries.

“I guess the general proposition there is a correct one, that when Bill Clin-
ton was president, Mrs. Clinton sometimes was in the position of defending
him against critics, and I suspect the reverse will be true during the campaign,
and when she’s under attack, he will be right there to respond,” McCurry said
when asked whether Bill would be the bad cop. “But I think that’s just kind
of the nature of this amazing role reversal they’re going to have as he’s basi-
cally out there, a spouse of a candidate.”33

When asked the same question, columnist Paul Greenberg said there might
be some merit to the idea of Bill taking on the role of press critic.

“You’d have to be a fly on the wall to know whether they actually decided
to take the bad cop/good cop strategy, and if they did, did they do it con-
sciously or unconsciously?” Greenberg said. “Just judging from one’s own
experiences here at the paper, we’ve got our tough guy reporters and our more
analytical types sitting around. . . . Some of us want to take a harder view and
others, a softer view. I don’t think it’s a calculated strategy. It’s so often a con-
sequence of one’s own personality, and both of the Clintons have very strong
personalities, and each one can play each role.”34

Former Arkansas newspaper reporter Rex Nelson said Hillary’s attack on
Tom McRae could be seen as a good cop/bad cop routine, but that he didn’t
think the Clintons spent a lot of time working on that type of strategy. “I think
there are instances where they do, but they have very different styles, very,
very different styles,” Nelson said. “There are certainly some incidents of
that, but I doubt they spent a lot of time discussing press relations with each
other because they have very different styles, and I’m sure they both have a
lot of confidence in their own style.”35

CBS White House correspondent Bill Plante said he could imagine Bill
Clinton taking on the media for Hillary, although he pointed out that Hillary
has plenty of press aides who could fulfill the same role. He said he has 
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interviewed some and that they are very aware of trying to limit press dam-
age for Hillary. But Bill could take on the media critic role if that is how
Hillary wants to use him.36

“He could go out on talk shows and take a hard line with the opponents and
let her be much more conciliatory. I mean, I can see that happening,” Plante
said. “You know, say she’s nominated, and if they’re comfortable with put-
ting him out front, which is a whole other discussion that would have to hap-
pen first, but he would go out on Face the Nation or Meet the Press and crit-
icize the opposition, the candidate or the party or whatever, for something
they’re doing, in a way that she couldn’t.”37

Arkansas radio host Pat Lynch said that Bill definitely would play the
tough role if Hillary is attacked. “If he needs to come down on somebody
hard for attacking her, he can find a number of different ways to do it, and
sometimes, you know, the best way to slice that is with a scalpel and not a
meat axe,” Lynch said. “He could use just the straight-on sledgehammer ap-
proach, but he can also wrap himself in the dignity of the presidency and use
a more deft and subtle hand to somewhat refute the person and, you know, as
a former president, if he’s careful, he can also belittle people. You know, you
have to be careful in how you—you have to not look overt because nobody
likes a bully, but if you are a former president, there are some ideas that you
can just dismiss out of hand as being ridiculous on the surface and it would
probably have some traction.”38

Bill easily dismissed 9/11 conspiracy theorist hecklers at campaign
speeches for Hillary, skillfully using them to demonstrate his toughness on
defense issues and Hillary’s competence. In Minneapolis in October 2007,
one heckler said 9/11 was an inside job. Bill fired back: “How dare you? I live
in New York and I know who did that. You guys have got to be careful, or
you’re going to give Minnesota a bad reputation.”39 In January 2008, Bill was
cheered for chastising a similar heckler, saying, “Nine-eleven was NOT an in-
side job, it was an Osama bin Laden job. . . . So we heard from you, you go
away.” When the heckling started again, Bill said Hillary had helped pass bi-
partisan legislation for 9/11 victims. “You ask them if they think it was an in-
side job, or whether they are glad they had a Senator like Hillary Clinton who
gave them a chance (so) they could stand up (and) start their lives again.”40

Aside from dismissing critiques of Hillary, Bill can be valuable in provid-
ing press advice to her campaign. But just like having Bill play the bad cop
could backfire if it makes him look like a bully or, even worse, makes Hillary
look weak, Bill’s role as campaign adviser has good and bad possibilities.

Reporters Mark Halperin and John F. Harris called Bill “the best political
strategist in the Democratic Party” when analyzing his possible impact on
Hillary’s candidacy. But on the other hand, they noted that Bill might be too
close to his wife to give the best advice, and his aides might fight with hers.41
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Indeed, the New York Post reported that there was already a split between
the New York and Washington elements of Hillary’s campaign in May of
2007.42 Factionalism is a curse of many political campaigns, and having Bill
and his aides fight with Hillary’s aides might add more trouble than the ad-
vice is worth.

The Buffalo News’s Douglas Turner thought the advice wouldn’t be worth
that much anyway. “I don’t think that he knows the press that well. His press
relations ended badly,” Turner said, referring to the scandal over the last-
minute pardons Bill granted as president. “And it’s been 10 years since he had
good relations—1997 to 2007. . . . But Bill’s lessons on how to work the press
are not current. Things have changed so much, even since the 2004 election.”43

Steve Barnes, an Arkansas broadcaster who has covered Clinton since his
first race back in 1974, said it’s not certain that Hillary will use the advice.
“What’s his profile going to be in that campaign?” Barnes said. “Will she, in
fact, turn to him? Just because he offers advice, does that mean she’ll take it?
She’s her own person.”44

Expert opinions are split as to how much useful advice Bill provided in
Hillary’s two Senate campaigns. The Clintons themselves largely ignore the
subject in their respective memoirs. The index for Bill’s My Life lists exactly
four pages out of a 969-page book as referring to his campaign help for
Hillary. Readers who go to those pages will find about a sentence on each page
mentioning that Bill went to some events for Hillary or was happy to support
her career.45 In similar fashion, Bill is a ghostly figure in the part of Hillary’s
memoir that describes her 2000 campaign. She wrote little more than the state-
ment that Bill “was anxious to be helpful, and I welcomed his expertise.”46 The
Clintons’ accounts are significant for what was not mentioned; they didn’t
write much about each other, leaving the impression that Hillary was indepen-
dent of Bill other than for traditional spousal encouragement.

But other accounts of Hillary’s Senate campaigns indicate that Bill had a
larger role. John F. Harris wrote in his history of Bill’s presidency that during
Hillary’s first Senate run in 2000, Bill proudly came up with the rationale for
her to give to women voters, who, according to campaign polling data, won-
dered why she had stayed with him despite the Lewinsky affair. When Hillary
joked that she wondered why herself, Bill said it was because she was a
“sticker”—staying with the things she cared about.47 Beth Harpaz, who cov-
ered the race for the Associated Press, assumed that Hillary was getting be-
hind-the-scenes advice from Bill. Harpaz noted that whenever Hillary shut off
press queries with the stock phrase “I’ll leave that to others to characterize,”
she knew she must have gotten a reminder from Bill about how to handle
journalists.48 Halperin and Harris concluded that Bill’s presence “loomed
over the race from start to finish” as he gave his wife plenty of advice and the
use of his advisers, but his role was downplayed in public.49
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The campaign literally cut Bill out of the race by removing the name “Clin-
ton” from a banner at a rally. Michael Tomasky, of New York magazine, noted
in his book how even such a simple act became complicated because of the
complex effect of having an ex-president for a candidate’s spouse. Tomasky
wrote that Hillary’s staff cut out the “Clinton” because they wanted the more
folksy image of just the name “Hillary.” Pundits, however, suggested that she
did it to distance herself from her husband, who at that time was still suffer-
ing from the Lewinsky scandal. But if “Clinton” had been left on the banner,
Hillary would have been accused of running on her husband’s name,
Tomasky wrote.50 The first name branding continued through her presidential
campaign, as posters, bumper stickers, buttons, and pins—including one
worn regularly by Bill—say just “Hillary.” If “Clinton” is printed on the cam-
paign material, it is usually in smaller type.

Toward the end of Hillary’s first Senate campaign, Bill’s advice had be-
come somewhat irrelevant. He was a good politician, but not as familiar with
New York issues as Hillary had become. A source told Tomasky that Bill in
fact made Hillary nervous during one of her early debate preps because he
was always interrupting her, telling her she was answering questions the
wrong way. At a later debate prep, after she was more confident, she inter-
rupted his interruption by telling him, “No, Bill, that’s not the way we do it
in New York.”51

Bill followed a similar pattern of staying in the background in the 2006
Senate campaign, something Arkansas reporters who covered the couple for
years were not used to seeing.

“I did notice that on election night when she won the Senate—I was watch-
ing his body language and he was very deferential,” said former Arkansas tel-
evision journalist Bob Steel. “He didn’t say a word, and he stood in the back-
ground. It was so weird to watch. And so that will be the role that we see in
public. I think they’re too close for it to be different behind closed doors, but
I think . . . he will not be out front. He will be deferential and in the back-
ground if she were to win the presidency, but he would definitely play a role
if she wins. She would seek advice. And he is a brilliant politician. Say what
you want about Bill Clinton, but he knows politics and he knows how to
win.”52

Slater also thought Bill’s chief contribution would be supplying advice.
“The biggest contribution that Bill Clinton will make in this is his under-

standing of everything, frankly, political, but certainly the media,” Slater said.
“I mean, it isn’t that he is going to be talking to that many reporters and his sort
of friendly engaging schmoozing will be such a great benefit to her, though that
will happen. It’s his political advice. He is one of the premier political minds in
the country, and the problem I see for the Clinton campaign going into 2008 is
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that there is a sense that this could be the year of authenticity—that voters are
looking for something real, for something authentic. Hillary Clinton, while on
the one hand may argue that that’s her message, that’s not going to be her mes-
sage. In fact, there is some sense that Hillary’s campaign may appear to be over-
managed and in that way run counter to the idea of authenticity.”53

Slater’s thought was echoed by the author Melinda Henneberger, who in-
terviewed women around the country about the 2008 race. She said women
voters were turned off by Hillary’s cautious, calculated approach to cam-
paigning. Many women told Henneberger that they didn’t think Hillary was
real; that she would say anything to get elected.54

“To the extent that (Bill) is a factor, he seems to be an asset; many women,
centrists in particular, said they wished they could vote for him a third time,”
she wrote. “Nor did gender seem to be an obstacle—as on the contrary,
women across the political spectrum declared themselves beyond ready for a
woman in the White House. Instead, it was the issue of authenticity that they
returned to again and again.”55

Slater said Bill is the type of politician who would recognize this mood.
Bill would make recommendations to handle it and would have the influence
within the campaign to get those recommendations followed, he said.56

Kiely, too, thinks Bill could give Hillary valuable advice.
“He’s really a great politician, and even the people who hated him as pres-

ident . . . say he’s a great politician,” Kiely said. “And so to the extent that he
can advise her behind the scenes and be helpful to her, that has to be a plus,
but whether or not he’s going to be a plus in a public way, I think, remains to
be seen. It’s hard for me to figure how they’re going to do that. It’s so com-
plicated.”57

It’s complicated in large part because Hillary’s campaign has to figure out
the equation to balance Bill’s pluses and minuses. On the one hand, he’s pop-
ular, but on the other hand, he’s carrying the baggage of all his scandals. On
the one hand, he’s charming and can schmooze reporters, but on the other
hand he talks too much and can go off message.

The schmooze factor could be a help, although it couldn’t completely make
up for Hillary’s innate coldness, said Griffee.

“Bill contributes to Hillary a factor that I think Hillary just lacks,” Griffee
said. “Even though I like Hillary—she’s fine—she lacks warmth, and she will
never acquire it, because it’s just not in her personality. It’s not in her ego. She
lacks the kind of warm and fuzzy that the American electorate likes. Bill gives
her that.”58

One of the best kinds of warm fuzzies for journalists is an exclusive story.
When Hillary got in trouble during her first Senate campaign, Bill took time
out from the Camp David peace negotiations to personally call New York
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Daily News columnist Michael Kramer and publisher Mortimer B. Zucker-
man to plead her case. Jerry Oppenheimer’s book State of the Union had just
been published with an accusation by former Clinton aides that Hillary had
used an anti-Semitic slur during Bill’s 1974 congressional race. Although the
alleged incident happened more than 25 years ago in another state, it was sig-
nificant for Hillary’s race because of the size of the Jewish vote in New York.

“In 29 years, my wife has never, ever uttered an ethnic or racial slur against
anybody, ever. She’s so straight on this, she squeaks,” Bill told the Daily
News in his folksy style.59

But Bill didn’t hold back when talking about Oppenheimer and his sources
for the anecdote—1974 campaign workers Paul Fray and Neil McDonald.
Kramer’s column noted that Bill “went out of his way to discredit” them. Bill
said they weren’t credible because Oppenheimer had worked for the tabloid
National Enquirer, Fray had become irrational during the 1974 campaign,
and McDonald was a business failure.60

Bill’s talks with the Daily News had an added bonus to the goal of defend-
ing Hillary. By giving the exclusive interview to the Daily News, Bill pun-
ished the conservative New York Post, which had been driving the slur scan-
dal.61 Bill’s ability to make phone calls and dole out scoops in a folksy way
should help whenever he campaigns for Hillary.

Slater traveled with the Clintons for three days on a plane during the 1992
race and noticed the extreme contrast in their styles. “She never said more
than five words at a time,” he recalled. “She put on her sunglasses, she was
icy cold. . . . She was just absolutely awful. Now, this was before the Gen-
nifer Flowers [story], before the scandals had broken, but it was clear that she
was there as a kind of cold, autocratic protector of her husband and she had 
. . . absolutely no people skills or reporter skills.”62

Slater said that even now as a candidate, Hillary is so guarded that Bill
could be a help in smoothing things with reporters. “I really think that [Bill]
Clinton, understanding sort of the mood of the electorate [desiring authentic-
ity], will be in a position not only to talk to reporters and maybe kind of play
the good cop, which may come a little bit, but more importantly, will really
be the kind of experienced advisor inside the campaign that will say, ‘Look,
you’ve got to do this—got to talk to them, you need to ease up here.’ Now
whether she’ll pay much attention to that, I don’t know, but I think that may
be the ultimate contribution that he makes.”63

Bill was already making that contribution some six months before the first
primary. While campaigning in Iowa in early July 2007, the Clintons stopped
at a Dairy Queen near Grinnell, Iowa. Their campaign staff had told the press
that there would not be any stops on that part of the trip, so no reporters were
at the restaurant to witness the Clintons interacting with voters—the press had
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been in a campaign chartered bus that drove ahead of the Clintons. Clinton
press aide Mandy Grunwald told the press that the campaign was filming the
stop for a possible commercial. The New York Times’s Patrick Healy wrote on
his blog that reporters might start leaving the campaign bus to tail the Clin-
tons so they won’t miss future stops.64

The next day, the campaign stopped at a Dairy Treat in Nashua, Iowa,
where Bill made up with the press by plunking down three $20 bills and of-
fering to buy malts for every reporter. Healy wrote that he initially ordered a
vanilla but changed to a chocolate after Hillary and others teased him about
his plain choice.65

Bill said since he was not a candidate, there was no conflict of interest in
him buying malts. Still, Healy wrote, apparently tongue-in-cheek, that he
would check with his editors about whether he should reimburse the cam-
paign. He noted that the Clintons teased the reporters from the New York Post
and its rival tabloid, the New York Daily News that they should share a malt,
but they declined the offer.66

Columnist Robert Novak noted that the light mood on the Clinton cam-
paign contrasted with the aloofness of Hillary’s main rival Barack Obama,
who did not let any of the 30 reporters covering him into his SUV, and cut one
press conference to 10 minutes.67

Of course, the more contact with reporters, the more chance that a gaffe
will be printed. Healy’s blog entries of the ice cream stops indicate that more
than ever in the Internet age, everything the candidate does will be reported
and analyzed.

Former Arkansas television reporter Mel Hanks thought Bill would enjoy
the press relations in his new role, perhaps too much.

“I think it would be a lot more relaxed, unless something happened to re-
mind people what happened in his administration, and he would have to de-
fend himself again,” Hanks said, adding that Bill relates well to journalists. “I
think it probably would be the best of all worlds for him. He would have all
the attention he wanted, but yet he wouldn’t necessarily be responsible for the
policies. I think his relationship with the press would be pretty relaxed, and
pretty open, in fact almost to the detriment of Hillary. She might want to tell
him to shut up sometimes. He does have quite a tendency to go on and on.”68

Hanks laughed when he made that last remark, but it won’t be funny for
Hillary if Bill goes off message. Ron Fournier, who covered the Clintons for
the Associated Press, said that when Bill speaks, there is a risk that the Hillary
campaign won’t be able to control the points he makes.

“Bill Clinton is someone who has a habit of thinking out loud too much,
and he learned to get more disciplined and do less of that when he became
president, and he’s going to have to be very careful about it,” Fournier said.
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“He’s not even lead messenger now. He doesn’t want to be saying anything
[detrimental], and my guess is he won’t be able to help himself, that he’ll step
out of line occasionally. But you know, he’s also one of the smartest turf op-
eratives in town. I think he’ll know at some level that he’s got to be careful
what he says.”69

Lynch said he did not think Bill’s scandal baggage would hurt Hillary.
“The circumstances and the situation change,” Lynch said, noting how

popular Clinton has become as an ex-president. “The attacks on him were so
severe, so personal, it was so harsh that he’s been immunized. I mean, none
of that, none of that works anymore on Bill Clinton, and so he’s got an im-
munity there. He is becoming even more popular as former president, and I
think that he and Hillary Clinton have learned a lot in the school of hard
knocks, and I think they’re both a lot more media savvy now than they were
15 years ago. And certainly Mrs. Clinton . . . you can just see that she, I think
she’s slicker, I think she carries herself better, and she’s obviously very pop-
ular in New York State . . . I sense that she may have a real possibility of be-
ing elected president and I also have the sense that Bill Clinton will know
how to play his cards during the campaign. And I don’t know how that hand
will be played, but . . . she has him as the secret weapon, and I think they’re
smart enough to know how to use the secret weapon. It’s impossible to know
how circumstances will come together, but I think they’re both pretty hip to
getting good coverage by now.”70

Lynch, speaking before Hillary formally announced her candidacy, said the
Clintons have so much versatility in their political playbook that Hillary
would “mess up” if she didn’t run for president.

“They’re both inside-the-beltway experts,” Lynch said. “They have those
kind of strong connections now. So that gives them a tremendous advantage,
and you know, Clinton can even posture himself closer to Little Rock if he
needs to, hang around the Presidential Library and look like he’s not an in-
side-the-beltway insider. And of course, they’re both insiders, but it’s all pub-
lic perception.”71

The conventional wisdom is that John Kerry and Al Gore didn’t take full
advantage of Bill’s popularity when they ran in 2000 and 2004, and that Bill’s
campaign help might have made the difference in those elections. But no one
knows whether Bill will turn out to have been an asset or a detriment to
Hillary in 2008. Will he remind voters of good times or scandal?

Helen Thomas, longtime White House correspondent, said Hillary’s formal
announcement of her campaign, which she did alone over the Internet when
most politicians line up their families with them, was significant.

“I think he’d love to play an important role, but I think it will be up to her
whether she lets him,” Thomas said. “I mean, in the case of the Gores run-
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ning, I think that they kept Clinton out of it, and I think that Al Gore’s wife,
Tipper, didn’t want Clinton there because of the scandal and so forth.”72 She
added, “But I think he’s very popular and he loves the limelight, and I think
he’ll be a big help.”73

The Houston Chronicle’s Cragg Hines also thought Clinton would be an
asset, even though some observers believe he is a polarizing figure. “Is he po-
larizing? Yes. But let’s say that Hillary is even more polarizing,” he said.
“There’s nothing she can do about him, he’s there, so you might as well use
him to whatever benefit is to be gotten out of it. She also knows that her num-
bers, at least in the past, have never been stronger than when there is some-
thing in the media about Bill out catting around. Her numbers have [always]
been higher when he was in some modicum of trouble.”74

So Bill’s press role could be to get in trouble to drive Hillary’s numbers up
out of sympathy for the wronged woman?

“I don’t think it will be by intention, let’s put it that way,” Hines said.75

Whether another scandal will blow up in Bill’s face during Hillary’s cam-
paign is a subject of intense speculation in the media and no doubt inside
Hillary’s campaign headquarters as well. Although, as Hines said tongue-in-
cheek, a Bill scandal could help by driving Hillary sympathy numbers up, it
could also remind voters of the soap opera aspects of the administration that
they would just as soon forget. In January the tabloid Globe revived such
memories with a cover story salaciously claiming that Hillary had ordered
Bill back to sex rehab. Echoing the Star’s stories that nearly derailed Bill’s
1992 campaign, this story included pictures of Gennifer Flowers, Monica
Lewinsky, and Canadian politician Belinda Stronach.76 The Globe in a breath-
less “world exclusive” reported in February 2008, when Hillary’s campaign
was falling behind Obama, that the Clintons would divorce if she lost the
election.77

The problem for Hillary is that such “stories”—true or not—are bound to
keep floating during the campaign. Bill’s reputation sometimes can over-
shadow any good points he is making for his wife. The same Aspen audience
that laughed with Bill when he attacked reporter Elizabeth Drew laughed at
him at the same appearance when he said he did a lot of serious reading in
bed. “It was an innocent remark but some people couldn’t help taking it a cer-
tain way,” a Clinton administration official told columnist John H. Fund.78

Slater said he has gotten the sense from his reporting that Clinton aides are
concerned about a possible scandal. “I get the sense that, despite their public
pronouncements, that there is a concern inside there, will Bill behave? Is he
going to do something that will, because he’s not fully engaged, that will em-
barrass or damage, not intentionally, the Hillary campaign? That’s kind of a
weird thing, and I don’t know how that fits in the mix, but we’ll see.”79
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In 2007, a number of new books came out about Hillary Clinton, indicating
the public’s interest in her campaign. The titles included an anti-Hillary
polemic by Bay Buchanan (Pat Buchanan’s sister) and lengthy biographies by
famed Watergate investigative reporter Carl Bernstein and Whitewater inves-
tigative reporter Jeff Gerth and his partner Don Van Natta Jr.1 But a title that
may be more indicative of American political discourse in 2007 was the
Hillary Clinton Voodoo Handbook by Turk Regan. The handbook included a
packet of pins and a Hillary doll with labels to help the user ruin various parts
of Hillary’s campaign. For example, placing a pin through the label in “Tonya
Twist”—on the back of the doll’s left hip—would supposedly cause Bill to
have an affair with Tonya Harding, the ice skater best known for attacking a
rival athlete.2

Clinton fans might well say that the book reflects the deep level of irra-
tional hatred that has tormented Bill and Hillary since they entered the na-
tional scene. But the fact is that both baby boomer presidents, Bill Clinton
and George W. Bush, have presided over one of the most rancorous periods
in American politics. Both presidents inspired devoted followers and dedi-
cated opponents. And both sides claimed the press was unfair. Clinton parti-
sans say Bill was hounded by a right-wing cabal that spewed vitriolic talking
points about his personal and business affairs, including those of the first lady,
and that those talking points were picked up by the mainstream media. Bush
partisans, on the other hand, claim liberal reporters highlight his every gaffe
to try to make him appear stupid, and emphasize bad news, particularly about
the war and the economy, while downplaying good news.

Clinton fans can find support for their side by the mere fact that every as-
pect of Bill’s life was investigated and reported upon. Common sense dictates
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that if liberal reporters were really in the tank for Clinton, they would not
have reported his scandals so tenaciously. However, common sense also dic-
tates the dominance of liberal political leanings among American journalists,
shown in myriad studies, will have some effect on news coverage to the detri-
ment of a conservative like Bush.

Who is right?
Clinton friend and Arkansas newspaper journalist Max Brantley is dead

certain the media has collectively been much easier on Bush than Clinton. He
cites as an example that reporters did not do a good job investigating allega-
tions that Bush did not honorably fulfill his Air National Guard service dur-
ing the Vietnam War. He called Bush’s coverage during the 2000 campaign
“a sleigh ride.”3

“And 2004 was somewhat of a replay,” Brantley said. “There was a little
bit more inspection than there had been in 2000, but when I think of Bush’s
Guard record against what was done to Bill Clinton over his military service,
the national press should hang its head in shame, except the Boston Globe.
The record is absolutely, abundantly clear that he did everything he could do
to avoid service in Vietnam, that he had political connections to do it, and in
service he failed in any number of areas to carry out the duties of an Air Na-
tional Guardsman, and he got off scot free. And I thought if Bill Clinton had
done the things he [Bush] had done, he’d have been hung out to dry. I’ll go
to my death believing that.”4

But a number of other journalists believed that their comrades on the na-
tional level gave Clinton favorable coverage because he was a member of
their generation and shared their politics.

Arkansas columnist Paul Greenberg wrote a piece asking whether the press
was biased and answered himself: “Is a bluebird blue?” Greenberg argued that
the Clintons were on the same side of social issues as most elites, including
many who work in the media. “The culture gap hasn’t been this clear since the
Lost Generation took on the Holy Rollers in the ’20s, and H. L. Mencken was
covering William Jennings Bryan’s last stand at the Scopes trial.”5

Greenberg argued that the press treated Anita Hill, who testified that con-
servative Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas was a sexual harasser,
like a heroine, but dismissed Clinton accuser Gennifer Flowers as a joke.
Greenberg concluded by imagining that the press coverage of George H. W.
Bush would have been much more critical if he had presided over the execu-
tion of a mentally ill black man as Clinton had done. But that prisoner, Green-
berg wrote, “is not only a dead man but a forgotten one.”6 (The prisoner,
Rickey Ray Rector, was a mentally disabled man who was put to death on
Clinton’s watch as governor. Critics on both the left and the right accused
Clinton of using the episode to show he was tough on crime.)
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Hillary, too, thought she was a victim of bad press. In fact, when she went
on the national stage with Bill, she claimed the press always chose to run pho-
tos of her that made her look mean.7 But Greenberg compared Hillary’s 1992
campaign coverage to that of Marilyn Quayle, the wife of Bush’s vice presi-
dent, Dan Quayle. He noted that both were strong-willed, accomplished
women who had reputations for pushing their husband’s careers. Greenberg
thought Hillary got better press than Marilyn Quayle because of the “liberal
biases of the Beltway press” that liked a strong liberal woman but not a con-
servative one. “When a forceful, aggressive liberal—or even a moderate
one—gets her dander up, she’s a Portia come to judgment. When a forceful,
aggressive conservative starts firing back, she’s a scheming Lady Macbeth.”8

One of the beltway woman reporters admitted a bias. Margaret Carlson
wrote that female journalists were offended by Marilyn Quayle’s statement
that women should stay home to take care of their children. They could not
be objective in such a case, Carlson wrote.9

There is no doubt where the Clintons come down on the debate. The Clin-
tons, like almost all people in public life, believe they have been ill-treated by
the media. In fact, their frustration with the press is one thing Bill Clinton and
his chief Republican rival during much of his presidency, House Speaker
Newt Gingrich, could agree on. Reporter Elizabeth Drew noted that when
Clinton and Gingrich met at one event, they both complained about the me-
dia. Drew wrote that Clinton seemed jealous that Gingrich could break
through the static of the media like no one he had ever seen.10

Even though by most accounts Bill got along quite well with the Arkansas
press, his complaints about the unfairness of journalists date to his time as
governor. Greenberg wrote that as governor, Clinton’s standard tactic, after
first ignoring or dodging an issue, was “Blame it on Them Lyin’ Newspa-
pers.” Greenberg cited as an example Clinton’s reaction to stories that one of
his department heads had not filed a Code of Ethics statement as required by
state law. “The young governor seemed outraged that not all of the Arkansas
press was prepared to treat him with the one-eyed deference of an editorial in
the Arkansas Gazette.”11

When he ran for president, Bill’s attitude became more bitter, especially
when he realized the press would look into accusations of marital infidelity.
Bill “railed against the prurience of the news media” in a session with politi-
cal operatives in Washington shortly before his formal announcement to run
in 1992, complaining that the media wasn’t interested in issues.12

During the 1992 campaign, he was angry that the media had changed the
rules on writing about candidates’ affairs since Gary Hart was caught with his
mistress in the 1988 campaign. It was no longer necessary for the “legitimate”
press to catch you in the act, Bill said, now they would accept the word of
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someone like Flowers, who was paid for her story. “I think it is almost blood
lust,” he said in Newsweek’s book about the campaign. “I think it is an insa-
tiable desire on the part of the press to build up and tear down. And they think
that is their job—and not only that, their divine right.”13

Bill called the press arrogant because journalists acted as if it was up to
them to determine who should win elections. “And they can justify anything,
anything, under the guise of the First Amendment. And there ain’t no way to
win with it.”14

Bill was furious at what he called the “knee-jerk liberal press.” Bill used
that pejorative term in what was mostly a fawning interview with Jann Wen-
ner and Bill Greider of Rolling Stone, a big Clinton supporter. But Greider
made the mistake of not being fawning enough. At the end of the interview,
he told Bill that he had gotten a call from a Clinton supporter who was dis-
appointed in Bill’s first year in office. The man asked the reporter to ask Clin-
ton what he was “willing to stand up for and die on.” Bill’s face reddened and
his voice rose as he told Greider that it “is the press’s fault, too, damn it,” and
raged about how hard he and his administration had been working. The press,
Bill said, had led people to believe he had no convictions.15

“But I do care that that man has a false impression of me because of the
way this administration has been covered,” Bill said. “It is wrong. That’s my
answer. It is wrong. I have fought my guts out for that guy, and if he doesn’t
know it, it’s not all my fault. And you get no credit around here for fighting
and bleeding. And that’s why the know-nothings and the do-nothings and the
negative people and the right-wingers always win. Because of the way peo-
ple like you put questions to people like me. Now that’s the truth, Bill.”16

He later also complained to Dick Morris that “white liberal guilty re-
porters” were biased against him in favor of General Colin Powell, a possible
Republican rival for the 1996 election. The press wouldn’t ask Powell tough
questions, Bill said.17

In fact, Bill believed the whole press system was failing. He told White
House reporters in an informal conversation aboard Air Force One that jour-
nalism was breaking down because traditional news had to compete with
what he called “near news”—more entertainment than news and like near
beer.18

Bill was so disgusted with the press that he literally teared up with laugh-
ter when Russian president Boris Yeltsin, who had been drinking, criticized
American journalists at a joint press conference. Yeltsin told reporters that he
had read stories predicting his meeting with Clinton would be a disaster.
“You’re a disaster!” Yeltsin scolded the journalists.19 A photograph of the mo-
ment was available in 2007 as a postcard at the Clinton Museum Store in Lit-
tle Rock. The postcard doesn’t reference what prompted the laughter, so few
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tourists are likely aware of its literal illustration of Clinton’s feelings about
the press.

After his re-election in 1996, Clinton apparently believed that divine guid-
ance was needed to solve the rift between him and the press. The president
asked a church congregation to pray for politicians and the media, which he
said had fallen into the depths of cynicism.20

Hillary, of course, had long believed the press was biased against the first
couple. During the 1992 campaign, she floated the rumor that George H. W.
Bush had had an affair. According to biographer Gail Sheehy, Hillary changed
topics during an interview “and purposefully planted [the] toxic tidbit in my
tape recorder.” Hillary told Sheehy that the Washington establishment, in-
cluding the press, protected each other, and that is why they would “circle the
wagons” for Bush.21

The Clintons’ staff in 1997 actually compiled a 331-page report called
“Communication Stream of Conspiracy Commerce” that purported to show
that the administration’s bad press was the result of the flow of ideas from
right-wing groups to the mainstream press.22 Of course at the height of the
Lewinsky scandal, Hillary had given wide publicity to this idea with her
iconic quote suggesting the scandal was the work of the vast right-wing con-
spiracy.

Hillary wrote in her memoir that public discourse had become dominated
by “reactionary pundits and TV and radio personalities,” which was one rea-
son she decided to write a newspaper column for a time while she was first
lady. “Despite the right-wing mantra denouncing ‘liberal media bias,’ the re-
ality was that the loudest and most effective voices in the media were any-
thing but liberal.”23

Hillary obviously was making the argument often voiced by the left that al-
though surveys consistently show rank-and-file journalists as overwhelm-
ingly liberal, they are counterbalanced, if not overwhelmed, by what David
Brock called the “Republican Noise Machine.”24 This machine includes a
number of conservative talk radio hosts, the most famous of whom is Clinton
critic Rush Limbaugh, but also the FOX News television network and con-
servative newspapers and websites. Other liberal press critics, most notably
Eric Alterman, argue that even if many individual journalists are liberal, the
owners or heads of media companies are interested in profits above ideology.
In fact, one chapter of Alterman’s What Liberal Media? The Truth about Bias
and the News is titled “You’re Only as Liberal as the Man Who Owns You.”25

Conservatives rely on anecdotal evidence, like Greenberg’s comparison of
the coverage of Hillary and Marilyn Quayle, but also are bolstered by the pre-
ponderance of statistical evidence on the political leanings of journalists. To
cite one example, Joseph Hayden, in his account of Clinton’s relationship
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with the press, noted that 90 percent of journalists in one survey said they
voted for Clinton in 1992, and only 3 percent said that they believed the Re-
publicans’ Contract With America plan for the 1994 congressional elections
was a serious proposal.26 He concluded that the press also favored Clinton in
the 1996 election over Republican Bob Dole, but added that it didn’t matter
in the end because Dole ran such an inept campaign.27

The liberal tilt of the media has continued beyond the Clinton presidency.
Evan Thomas of Newsweek famously said that the media wanted John Kerry
to defeat Bush in 2004, and that it was worth 10 points in the election.28 Con-
servative columnist John Leo wrote that a Pew Research Survey that showed
self-identified liberals outnumber conservatives in American newsrooms by
about 5 to 1 was evidence the news business should be worried about diver-
sity of ideas. But Leo argued that the underlying truth is so well known that
a sensible headline for the survey would be “Researchers ferret out the obvi-
ous yet again.”29

As obvious as the dominance of the working press by liberal politics is to
those who look at the statistics, the question remains whether the politics of
working journalists have any impact on coverage. Again, Clinton partisans
would argue that the mere fact of the intense scandal coverage of his admin-
istration is prima facie evidence that the press did not give Clinton a break.
Many in the press will argue that because of the professional ethic of detach-
ment, reporters who have the same political leanings of the person they cover
will be harder on that person just to show they are not biased in favor of him.
Conversely, those who are politically different from the person they cover
will strive to appear fair and not partisanly critical.

If that philosophy is true, then a liberal press corps should have been tough
on Clinton and easy on George W. Bush. Indeed, a number of scholars, pun-
dits, and media critics have argued that Bush, at least until the federal gov-
ernment’s inept response to Hurricane Katrina, got softball coverage because
of a combination of his personal charm, intimidation of recalcitrant reporters,
and the natural reluctance of reporters to criticize a president during wartime.

Helen Thomas, longtime UPI White House correspondent, argued in her
book Watchdogs of Democracy? that her colleagues didn’t ask Bush the hard
questions on the eve of the Iraq War.30

They had no such qualms asking Clinton the hard questions that they
would not have asked either President Bush, she said in an interview for this
book. “I think they were very tough on Clinton,” Thomas said. His father
(George H. W. Bush) always acted offended when he was asked a question he
thought was inappropriate, she said. “He tried to, you know, put them down
and shame them if he thought the question was out of line or something, and
he would . . . throw back insults, you know, calling a reporter a squeaky wheel
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and that kind of thing. Well, I never heard Clinton—he didn’t insult in rebut-
ting. He took a lot on the chin, I think, and he was, in his own mind, I’m sure
that he was very upset, but he somehow took it.”31

Thomas said the press corps should ask all presidents tough questions in
order to fulfill its function in the democracy.

“I think it’s always right to be tough, but I think you ought to spread it out,
you know,” she said. “Don’t just go light on somebody because they’re in-
timidating or because of 9/11. All of a sudden you don’t ask any questions
that should be asked. I wrote a book panning my colleagues because they
went into total retreat, as did Congress, on the questions that should be asked
at a time when we were in real trauma. They rolled over and played dead.”32

Or at least the living dead.
One of Thomas’s colleagues, Terry Moran of ABC news, said reporters

were so complacent at Bush’s last formal press conference before launching
the Iraq War that they looked like “zombies.”33 The performance of the me-
dia at the March 6, 2003, press conference was widely panned by journalism
critics and became a kind of symbol for the fecklessness of the press in cov-
ering Bush. An American Journalism Review cover story entitled “Are the
News Media Soft on Bush?” emphasized the press conference and suggested
that several factors, including a weak opposition party, a number of strong
right-wing broadcast shows, and a sensitivity of reporters to charges of “lib-
eral bias” indeed “softened the adversarial coverage that defined Bill Clin-
ton’s presidency.”34

On the other hand, conservatives continued to believe the press was biased
against Bush and was far tougher on him than on Clinton. For example, con-
servative media critic Brent Bozell wrote following the 2003 press confer-
ence that the reporters were tough to the point of “lecturing” the president.35

Back to the question at the beginning of this chapter: Who is right? Was the
press as tough on Clinton as it was on Bush? Presidencies are always hard to
compare because each one governs in different historical times—even consec-
utive presidencies like Clinton’s and Bush’s face different circumstances. Cer-
tainly Bush, at least at the time of this writing in early 2008, was not involved
in the types of sexual scandals that led to Clinton’s impeachment. But both
presidents led the country into optional wars—Clinton in the Balkans and
Bush in Iraq. Because leading the country to war is the most important deci-
sion a president can make and the most serious topic journalists cover, it stands
to reason that an examination of press coverage of that process would provide
an indication of how journalists treat the chief executive. The importance of
presidential press relations cannot be overstated in this situation. While the
president is commander in chief of the armed forces, he is not a dictator. The
president must use his persuasive powers to communicate to Congress and the
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public, largely through the mainstream press, the significance of the mission.
Without that public support—support that must be acquired through commu-
nication of purpose, necessity, and goals—the people will not follow the pres-
ident and will eventually pressure him to end or curtail military force or defeat
the president and his party at the ballot box.

A comparison of Bush’s controversial 2003 press conference with Bill
Clinton’s March 19, 1999, press conference, which was held immediately be-
fore he launched the air war against Serbia, would shed some light on how
the White House press treated each president in similar circumstances.36

Clinton ordered U.S. military forces into action a number of times during
his administration, including intensive air attacks on Iraq, but his air war
against Serbia was his most intensive use of force and threatened to draw the
United States into a costly ground war. Clinton’s March 19, 1999, press con-
ference thus provides the best comparison to Bush’s March 6, 2003, press
conference. Granted, there are many differences between the two situations.
Clinton’s use of the military was done with the cooperation of NATO, while
Bush’s action used a coalition that included Great Britain but not France and
Germany. Clinton’s press conference occurred in the shadow of his impeach-
ment and the winding down of his presidency while Bush’s press conference
was held at a time that the nation was focused almost exclusively on the Mid-
dle East and Bush was about midway through his first term. The country had
been attacked by radical Islamic terrorists before Bush ordered the invasion
of Iraq, so he could make an easier case for its impact on immediate U.S. na-
tional security interests than Clinton could when ordering forces to the
Balkans. Nevertheless, both presidents faced the difficult task of persuading
their countrymen of the necessity of war. Clinton’s war turned out to be vir-
tually bloodless for the United States, while Bush’s initial lightning war
turned into a long, bloody occupation of Iraq. But it is important to remem-
ber that at the time of Clinton’s press conference, many feared a wider war
with significant casualties. Reporters at both press conferences had a solemn
obligation to hold the presidents accountable for their plans, no matter how
they might personally feel about the president or his politics.

Press conferences in fact have become one of the most important methods
by which a president communicates with the public. Despite the phenomenal
growth of new media—giving the public a vast choice of information and the
president a vast choice of outlets to reach the public—the formal press con-
ference remains one of the few forums where the public can see the president
get live questions from people who have not been scripted in advance. The
president who masters this format—even if he thinks the reporters are ob-
noxious—knows he is demonstrating confidence, knowledge, and leadership
to the public.
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White House reporters also feel the pressure of the event. Although the job
looks glamorous from afar, the job of covering the president includes long
stretches of boredom in which the journalists are mainly watching the ad-
ministration for news rather than doing investigative work. The press confer-
ence gives the reporters the opportunity to shine (or embarrass themselves) in
front of a national audience. As scholars Steve Clayman and John Heritage
noted, press conferences are important to both journalists and politicians be-
cause their careers often hinge on their performances in them.37 Although var-
ious modern presidents have experimented with changes in the format of the
press conference in terms of location, time, and other elements, the event
“continues to be an enduring publicity forum for chief executives.”38

Some critics argue that while the presidential press conference appears to
be an open forum for reporters, the president maintains control through things
like scheduling and deciding who asks questions.39 Because large numbers of
journalists are involved, the opportunity for follow-up questions is reduced,
and presidents find press conferences easier to control than one-on-one inter-
views.40 As will be shown, Bush joked about his press conferences being
scripted, and various Bush haters and conspiracy theorists took that joke as
fact. But the press conferences only appear scripted because the president
calls on reporters in large part based on tradition and the importance of their
news organizations, and the reporters are constrained by traditional news val-
ues when asking their questions. So both sides have a good idea in advance
of who is likely to be called upon and what the general questions will be. With
the resources of the presidency at his disposal, only a fool would enter the
press conference unprepared for the likely questions, and anyone who has
clawed his way to the presidency is not likely to be that foolish.

Reporters, too, are unlikely to enter the press conference unprepared. And de-
spite accusations that reporters are easy on presidents because they are fearful of
being called biased, recent research has shown that reporters at presidential press
conferences have become steadily more aggressive over the past 50 years. More
specifically, Clayman and Heritage found that reporters had become much more
aggressive and less deferential during the intervening 30 years between the
Eisenhower and Reagan administrations.41 Their most recent research, published
as this book was being written, focused on reporters’ questions asked at presi-
dential press conferences from 1953 to 2000. The study showed that a presi-
dent’s popularity in opinion polls did not predict whether journalists would be
more aggressive toward the president. Instead, aggressiveness was shown to in-
crease in times of economic downturn. Questions about foreign affairs were sig-
nificantly less aggressive than questions about domestic affairs.42

Since both the Clinton and Bush pre-war press conferences focused on for-
eign affairs, we would expect the reporters to treat each president somewhat
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deferentially but to be aggressive when asking questions about domestic af-
fairs.

However, instead of looking at the press conference only from the aspect
of the reporters’ questions, it would be interesting to examine the presidents’
performances as well and whether the press conferences were useful for the
public.

The following analysis of the two press conferences is based on Carolyn
Smith’s critical method of analyzing the quality of presidential press confer-
ences. Smith argued that most press conference critics evaluate them from the
viewpoint of either the press or the president. They then evaluate the press
conference based on one of two standards: whether the president was persua-
sive or whether the press held the president accountable. She argued that crit-
ics should instead evaluate the quality of the press conference from both
sides. Every good press conference should reflect the inherent tension; the
press should be neither hostile nor fawning.43

Smith wrote that the first step in evaluating a press conference is to deter-
mine the agenda of the press conference, which is a combination of the agen-
das of the president and the press.44 The heart of Smith’s approach is the sec-
ond step; analyzing the quality of the reporters’ questions and the president’s
responses to them.45 Lastly, the critic examines news coverage and public re-
action to the press conference to try to determine its effects.46

The president’s agenda, or purpose for a press conference, may be evident
from his opening statement or the news cycle leading to the session, or the
president may have a hidden agenda, hoping to defuse a potential controversy
by addressing it obliquely in the session.47 Press conferences can also be “in-
stitutional,” and have no apparent purpose other than to maintain contact be-
tween the president and the press.48 Both pre-war press conferences con-
cerned persuading the public of the necessity of going to war, although the
news cycle leading up to Clinton’s press conference included a greater vari-
ety of stories than the cycle before Bush’s press conference.

Clinton’s opening statement, however, did not address any issues other
than military action in the Balkans and showed that his main purpose in hold-
ing the press conference was to make the case for war. He said force was
needed to prevent more ethnic massacres and to stop the conflict between
Serbs and Kosovars from spreading to other parts of Europe. Clinton praised
Kosovar Albanians for having “the vision to see that a just peace is better than
an unwinnable war. Now only [Yugoslav] President Milosevic stands in the
way of peace.”49

Bush’s agenda also was clearly to persuade the public of the necessity of
war. Bush’s press conference was among a series of speeches and public ap-
pearances by various members of the administration, including Bush, to make
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the case that the United States must use force if Saddam Hussein did not com-
ply with a United Nations resolution demanding that he disarm. The press
conference was held the day before UN Chief Weapons Inspector Hans Blix
was to deliver an updated report on Iraq. Bush himself clearly articulated his
purpose for the press conference in an opening statement in which he de-
clared there was only one question to ask: “Has the Iraqi regime fully and un-
conditionally disarmed, as required by Resolution 1441, or has it not?”50

The reporters’ agenda for a press conference is easy to discover by reading
the front pages of major newspapers for a few days before the event.51 The
best reporters will ask questions based on current stories because obscure
questions will not make news.52 Clinton’s press conference was his first for-
mal press conference in almost a year, and reporters anticipated asking him
for the first time about his impeachment trial.53 Other major stories widely re-
ported the week of his press conference included the beginning of the 2000
presidential election campaign, Chinese espionage at U.S. nuclear facilities,
Social Security and Medicare reform, and Hillary Clinton’s possible candi-
dacy for the U.S. Senate. On the other hand, Iraq overshadowed all other
news preceding Bush’s press conference. Major U.S. newspapers often car-
ried multiple stories on the crisis in the week preceding Bush’s press confer-
ence.54

In addition to scanning front pages, the scholar can ascertain the journal-
ists’ agenda by noting the first few questions of the press conference, which
are usually asked by senior reporters and set the tone for the event.55 In both
press conferences, the first question actually included several questions in
one rambling statement, but both essentially asked when the United States
would go to war. Out of 25 questions for Clinton, eight concerned the
Balkans, but no other topic received more than four questions. Out of 23
questions for Bush, 21 concerned war with Iraq.56 The more intense focus on
war for Bush was probably because most experts considered Iraq to be a
tougher foe than Serbia, and it was unclear if the United States would do more
than air strikes in the Balkans. The news cycle in March 1999 also simply in-
cluded more dramatic stories than it did in March 2003. Nevertheless, war
also dominated Clinton’s news conference.

The heart of press conference analysis is an examination of questions and
answers. A good press conference will have compelling questions and per-
suasive answers. “The best press exchanges are those which reveal that the
president is exercising legitimate leadership and the press is exercising its le-
gitimate watchdog role,” Smith wrote.57

The first reporter to query Clinton immediately took that role by pointing
out that Yugoslav forces were massing despite NATO threats. “After so many
threats in the past, why should President Milosevic take this one seriously?”
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The reporter also asked Clinton whether he had a deadline and whether he
would bomb until Milosevic complied with “your peace terms.” The presi-
dent answered the first part deftly, stating that his threat was serious because
NATO had already bombed Bosnia. However, he avoided answering how
long the campaign would last by seizing on the reporter’s phrase “your peace
terms.” Clinton emphasized “it is not my peace agreement” but was one all
the parties negotiated. He concluded weakly, “I’ll do what I can” to see the
agreement enforced. After a follow-up question on the deadline, Clinton flatly
declined to discuss it. The first exchange was a good one because it was a di-
rect challenge to Clinton’s determination and intent. Clinton showed his re-
solve and leadership, although he seemed evasive on the details.

A logical second question would have been to press Clinton on whether the
war concerned the national security of the United States and what he would
do if bombing did not force Milosevic to back down. These questions had
been the topic of many stories leading up to the press conference.58 The 
second reporter instead asked Clinton about the Chinese theft of nuclear 
secrets—certainly a legitimate question, but one that could have waited until
Clinton had resolved the war issues. Clinton was sidetracked by two Chinese
espionage questions before a reporter returned to Kosovo with a question
similar to the debate over Bush’s war with Iraq: Should the United States only
act if the Serbs took military action first? The reporter mentioned congres-
sional debate over what would justify military action. Clinton answered the
question well by acknowledging the debate but asserting that the Serbs had
already taken “provocative actions.” When the reporter tried to pin Clinton on
the record that he would act first, Clinton insisted that was inaccurate. “I think
they have acted first,” Clinton said. “They have massed their troops. They
have continued to take aggressive action. They have already leveled one vil-
lage in the recent past and killed a lot of innocent people. I do not believe that
we ought to have thousands more people slaughtered and buried in open soc-
cer fields before we do something.” Clinton said. The exchange was another
effective one. The reporter challenged Clinton on a matter of deep concern,
and the president answered forcefully and clearly.

But the next several reporters failed to press Clinton on his war plans, in-
cluding whether he had an exit strategy once the war started. They instead
asked Clinton a variety of questions, at least two of which were worded so eas-
ily as to be considered softballs about his wife’s possible Senate race and his
feelings about his impeachment. The next reporter to tackle the war wasted the
question by asking a variation of the previous war question—“What level of
atrocities, sir, is a sufficient trigger [for war]?” The reporter mentioned that
Serb soldiers had “massacred 44 civilians” in January, but they ignored Clin-
ton’s demand to withdraw. Clinton smoothly turned the question to his advan-
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tage by saying: “Well, you’ve just made my case. I think the threshold has
been crossed.” The next reporter tried to press Clinton further by asking
whether a move of Serbian troops into Kosovo would trigger air strikes. Clin-
ton repeated that the threshold had been crossed and cut off further question-
ing along this line by saying he would not comment on specific plans. This
round of questions on Kosovo was wasted because it was obvious Clinton had
already been as specific as he would be on a war deadline. Had Clinton wanted
to set a deadline, he would have done so in his opening statement or in re-
sponse to the first question of the press conference. Furthermore, Clinton le-
gitimately could decline to be more specific for military reasons. The ex-
change made the press look foolish but Clinton presidential.

The following six questions covered a variety of newsworthy topics, al-
though none was as crucial as war. The next reporter to address Kosovo chal-
lenged Clinton on whether he had an exit strategy, pointing out that the pres-
ident had made similar statements several years ago about committing U.S.
forces to Bosnia to prevent the war from spreading. “How can you assure the
American people that we’re not getting into a quagmire in Bosnia?” Clinton
responded that 70 percent of American troops had been sent home, so, “It has
not been a quagmire.” He said the Pentagon had been wrong in estimating the
amount of time it would take to “stabilize” Bosnia. “And this business in
Kosovo is not helping any. Keep in mind, there could be some ramifications
in Bosnia, as well as Macedonia, where we have troops. So I can just tell you
that I think we have tried to limit our involvement; we have tried to limit our
mission, and we will conclude it as quickly as we can.” The reporter’s ques-
tion was excellent because it concerned one of the most important issues
when a president contemplates using military force—how long the war will
last. Unlike his previous responses, Clinton stumbled over this question. By
referring to war as “this business,” Clinton did not sound presidential, and the
vague assurance that he would try to limit U.S. involvement while simulta-
neously threatening more action was not reassuring. Furthermore, shifting the
blame for continued involvement on anonymous Pentagon officials was not
evidence of strong leadership.

No reporter followed up after this weak exchange. What would Clinton do
if Milosevic did not back down following the bombing campaign? Were
American lives worth such a risk? The reporters instead queried Clinton on
topics ranging from impeachment to Chinese espionage.

The Chinese espionage case at the Los Alamos nuclear laboratory was a
crucial national security issue, and the reporters devoted four questions to it.
As was noted earlier, the second question of the press conference addressed
the scandal, and the reporter used an attack question to get right to the point:
“Mr. President, how long have you known that the Chinese were stealing our
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nuclear secrets?” The reporter also asked Clinton to respond to Republican
charges that he withheld information about it because of the election and his
trade goals. How would the scandal affect Chinese-American relations? Clin-
ton explicitly denied the accusation that he had withheld information. He said
it was unclear whether there was a “breach of security” or “espionage,” but
he said that the CIA, the FBI, and the Energy Department had all been coop-
erating in investigating the case since he was notified in 1997. He avoided a
direct answer on the effect of the scandal on U.S.-China relations by saying
“We cannot afford to be under any illusions about our relationship with
China, or any other country, for that matter.”

The next reporter followed up aggressively, trying to put Clinton on the
record as to whether espionage had occurred. The reporter pointed out the in-
consistency of Clinton’s assertion that various federal departments were co-
operating, noting the fact that the Energy Department for 17 months had not
implemented FBI recommendations on tightening security. The reporter con-
cluded with the attack: “Can you assure the American people that under your
watch, no valuable nuclear secrets were lost?” Clinton simply ignored the
question about the value of the lost secrets and deflected the other questions
to a report to be done by the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board.
Clinton concluded: “I can tell you that no one has reported to me that they
suspect such a thing has occurred.” The espionage questions were direct, and
although confrontational, legitimate given the seriousness of the topic. Clin-
ton’s responses were weak when one considers his debate over the definition
of the word “is” during his testimony in the Monica Lewinsky scandal. In this
context, a phrase such as “no one has reported to me” sounds suspicious.
Clinton needed to answer more forcefully.

The Lewinsky scandal and impeachment were fair topics for the news con-
ference, but the first question touching on Clinton’s scandals was so biased in
favor of the president as to be ridiculous: “Sir, will you tell us why you think
people have been so mean to you? Is it a conspiracy? Is it a plan? They treat
you worse than they treated Abe Lincoln.” Clinton responded with a folksy
joke about a man who was a victim of circumstance and then said: “I have
been very blessed in my life. Most of us leave this life further ahead than we
would be if all we got was justice. Most of us get a fair share of mercy, too.
And I wouldn’t trade anything for having had the opportunity to be President
and do the work I’ve done.” It was a great answer that showed humor, a lack
of bitterness, and a focus on his job. But the exchange was cheapened because
of the reporter’s obvious sympathy for the president and the questionable
comparison to Lincoln.

Another reporter gave Clinton a ludicrously easy question by asking him
whether he thought Hillary Clinton would be a good senator and how their re-
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lationship was faring. The president could hardly have answered other than
that she would be a tremendous senator, especially if he were, as the reporter
mentioned helpfully, working on his marriage. Clinton affirmed that he and
the first lady “love each other very much” and that “she would be a magnifi-
cent senator.”

However, these too-friendly exchanges were balanced by two that chal-
lenged Clinton directly on charges of rape and lying. One reporter mentioned
that Clinton’s attorney, David Kendall, had denied the rape accusation made
against the president by Juanita Broaddrick, a nursing home operator who had
alleged in a recent national television interview that Clinton had assaulted her
when he was attorney general of Arkansas. The reporter posed a confronta-
tional question: “But shouldn’t you speak directly on this matter and reassure
the public? And if they are not true, can you tell us what your relationship
with Ms. Broaddrick was, if any?” Clinton implied the charges were political
by saying that following the impeachment acquittal he swore he would devote
all of his time to his job but would let others “decide whether they would fol-
low that lead.” He referred to his attorney’s statement for his answer and re-
peated that referral when the reporter insisted: “Can you not simply deny it,
sir?” Clinton answered this distasteful but legitimate question about as well
as he could, although his refusal to deny the allegation, particularly given his
lies in the Lewinsky scandal, was not convincing.

Another reporter asked Clinton to compare himself to the story about
George Washington saying “I cannot tell a lie.” The reporter asked, “How im-
portant do you think it is to tell the truth, especially under oath?” Clinton an-
swered the challenge eloquently, saying that he hoped young people learned
that telling the truth is important and there are consequences for lying. “But I
also think that there will be a box score, and there will be that one negative,
and then there will be the hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of times when
the record will show that I did not abuse my authority as President, that I was
truthful with the American people.”

Overall, the most challenging questions to Clinton concerned his personal
behavior. As previous research on press conferences would predict, the re-
porters were collectively more deferential when asking Clinton about foreign
affairs, even though committing the United States to war had more direct im-
pact on the country than his sexual affairs did.

Of course, Bush had no sexual scandal to investigate on the eve of the Iraq
war. But reporters were not as deferential to him as they were toward Clinton
when grilling him about his foreign policy. For example, one reporter, citing
opinion polls, suggested that many people did not believe the president’s con-
tention that Saddam Hussein was a threat: “A lot of people . . . who agree that
he should be disarmed, who listen to you say that you have the evidence, but
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who feel they haven’t seen it . . . still wonder why blood has to be shed if he
hasn’t attacked us.” Did the reporter want Bush to respond to poll results? Or
did he want the president to explain why the United States should attack if
Hussein hasn’t attacked first? Did the reporter personally believe the evi-
dence for war was nonexistent and was using public opinion to hide behind?
The bias and confrontational nature of the question made Bush look sympa-
thetic, and the confusing question structure allowed Bush to answer any way
he chose. He handled it well by referring to the reporter’s statement that if
people believe Hussein should be disarmed but that he is not going to dis-
arm—then there is only one way to get him to disarm—force. The exchange
was fairly typical of the Bush press conference. Reporters asked legitimate
questions but too often framed them in such a way as to show their own opin-
ion or else simply rambled so much that anyone—including Bush—would
have a difficult time discerning the point.

Nevertheless, the reporters did cover all of the major issues of the crisis.
The first question for Bush, like the first question for Clinton, concerned
when the war would start. It was a rambling statement that took up five lines
of type in the press conference transcript. The question strongly hinted the re-
porter’s own position through the phrasing “And what harm would it do to
give Saddam a final ultimatum?” Bush stated vaguely that the administration
was in the “final stages of diplomacy” and repeated the argument he had
made in his opening statement. Although several critics of the press confer-
ence decried the lack of follow-up questions,59 the next reporter re-stated the
question, “Are we days away?” but Bush, like Clinton, refused to give a spe-
cific date for war, saying, “We are days away from resolving this issue at the
[UN] Security Council.” And as in the case of Clinton’s press conference, the
repeated questions about a deadline were wasted. Had Bush wanted to issue
an ultimatum, he would have done so in his opening statement.

Another reporter challenged Bush on why some U.S. allies did not think
the Iraqi threat was imminent when they were privy to the same intelligence
data that the United States had. The question was important and legitimate
and set up a controversy Bush could settle. But like many others, it was too
long—an incredible 10 lines in the transcript—and indicated the reporter fa-
vored the Canadian proposal to give Hussein more time. Phrases like “that
would give you a little bit of a chance to build more support” implied the re-
porter thought it would be a good idea. The rambling nature of the question
allowed Bush to answer the easier part first and demonstrate his resolve by
saying: “We, of course, are consulting with our allies at the United Nations.
But I meant what I said, this is the last phase of diplomacy.” Bush brushed
aside the intelligence issue by repeating that there were a number of allies in-
volved in the coalition.
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A follow-up question on the intelligence issue would have been justified,
and the next question followed it after a fashion, but in a roundabout way and
with another suggestion of bias by the reporter. The reporter first asked Bush
what he was “waiting to hear or see” before deciding on war. The reporter re-
ferred to peace protestors and seemed to attack Bush by quoting their idea
“that the U.S. was a threat to peace,” asking, “I wonder why you think so
many people around the world take a different view of the threat that Saddam
Hussein poses than you and your allies.” The question was legitimate and
challenged Bush. The president’s response was measured. He acknowledged
the view of the protestors and said he did not want a war. But Bush reasserted
forcefully that he believed disarming Hussein was necessary. “The risk of do-
ing nothing, the risk of hoping that Saddam Hussein changes his mind and be-
comes a gentle soul . . . is a risk I’m not willing to take for the American peo-
ple,” Bush replied.

The next exchange became the most controversial part of the press confer-
ence. Bush called on the next reporter by saying, “We’ll be there in a minute.
King, John King. This is scripted—(laughter).” Bush was joking about the
process of calling reporters from a list—something Reagan, George H. W.
Bush, and Clinton had done as well60—and the correspondents acknowledged
he was joking by laughing at his aside. But critics claimed the exchange
showed the entire press conference was scripted.61 Neither the press nor Bush
profited from the exchange. Although humor is usually a good thing, the sen-
sitivity of the reporters about their role and the ferocious, tinfoil-hat conspir-
acy mindset of a number of Bush critics made this a poor joke for the presi-
dent. It only gave his critics a weapon. Reporters, on the other hand, looked
petulant by complaining about a standard practice. Presidents prepare for
news conferences and know who they will call on. Spontaneity occurs be-
cause reporters are free to ask whatever they want, and indeed they did dur-
ing the pre-war event. King’s question following Bush’s joke was certainly
not one Bush would have scripted: “How would you answer your critics who
say that they think this is somehow personal? As Senator Kennedy put it
tonight, he said your fixation with Saddam Hussein is making the world a
more dangerous place.” The topic was legitimate and phrased in a way to
challenge Bush, but King made the mistake of going on too long after his ini-
tial question by asking Bush to provide details on worst-case scenarios in
terms of casualties and financial costs—something the president was unlikely
to share. Bush answered the question by dramatically raising his hand as if
taking the oath of office and saying: “People can ascribe all kinds of inten-
tions. I swore to protect and defend the Constitution; that’s what I swore to
do. I put my hand on the Bible and took that oath, and that’s exactly what I
am going to do.” The question seemed to anger Bush, and after reiterating
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why he believed Hussein was a threat, he said, “The rest of your six-point
question?” Ordinarily, presidents look bad when they show displeasure in a
press conference because it can make them seem imperious. But King looked
worse in the exchange by asking a question that implied the president would
go to war to avenge his father. The phrasing seemed to be a personal attack
on the president, something Americans instinctively dislike.62

The next question was another lengthy, strongly worded attack question,
following up on previous questions about the rift between the United States
and some of its allies. The questioner was Terry Moran, the journalist who
was widely quoted later for calling himself and his colleagues “zombies.”63

Moran, at least, seemed to have a zombie-like craving for a piece of presi-
dential hide when he asked sharply, “What went wrong that so many govern-
ments and people around the world now not only disagree with you very
strongly, but see the U.S. under your leadership as an arrogant power?” The
question indicated Moran’s view that Bush’s leadership was ineffective. Bush
backed off from his sarcastic tone with King, answering evenly that “a lot” of
nations would be with the coalition, although he understood that France and
Germany disagreed with the United States on the use of force.

The next question was one of the shortest of the evening—one sign of a
good question—and effective in that it tried to hold Bush accountable for past
rhetoric, in this case his famous statement that he wanted Osama bin Laden
“dead or alive.” The reporter asked if the war would be a success if the United
States did not capture Hussein, “dead or alive.” Bush tried to evade the ques-
tion by responding that regime change would improve Iraq. The reporter re-
peated the question in an even more economical way, and Bush repeated that
the “regime” would change. The question was legitimate and phrased well, but
Bush could have answered it better by stating forcefully that American goals
did not depend upon the capture of one man. His answer seemed evasive.

The next question was also brief and effective, asking Bush what would
happen if the United States attacked without UN approval. The reporter’s bi-
ased phrasing, asking Bush if he would be “worried” if the United States was
seen as “defiant” of the UN, worked well by provoking Bush to a revealing
response about his thinking. “No, I’m not worried about that,” Bush said and
added that, “When it comes to our security, we really don’t need anybody’s
permission.”

After several tough questions in a row trying to get Bush to explain aspects
of the possible war, a reporter asked Bush a rambling question about his faith
that critics later cited as an example of a “softball” because it let Bush ex-
pound on his Christianity.64 But the confusing question was really about the
critics of Bush’s policy: “Mr. President, as the nation is at odds over war, with
many organizations like the Congressional Black Caucus pushing for contin-
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ued diplomacy through the U.N., how is your faith guiding you?” The ques-
tion suggested the reporter’s attitude that there was a discrepancy between
faith and support for the war. Bush answered skillfully and emotionally that,
“My faith sustains me because I pray daily.” Bush skillfully connected him-
self with the millions of his fellow citizens who are religious: “One thing
that’s really great about our country, April, is there are thousands of people
who pray for me that I’ll never see and be able to thank. But it’s a humbling
experience to think that people I will never have met have lifted me and fam-
ily up in prayer. And for that I’m grateful. That’s—it’s been a comforting feel-
ing to know that is true. I pray for peace, April. I pray for peace.” The ex-
change definitely favored the president, but not because the reporter was
trying to be his foil. The question was a legitimate attempt to make Bush
comment on the role of his faith in his decisions, an important topic given his
emphasis upon it in his campaigns.

The next question was factually inaccurate because it stated the United
States entered the Vietnam War with the goal of “regime change.” Neverthe-
less, the question challenged Bush “to assure them [the American people] that
you will not lead this country down a similar path in Iraq.” Bush either didn’t
notice or chose to ignore the inaccurate comparison but instead called it a
“great question” and seized on it to distinguish the difference between the
Vietnam War and the upcoming operation, using the word “clear” three times
in five lines of the transcript to describe the war’s mission to disarm Iraq:
“Our mission is precisely what I just stated. We have got a plan that will
achieve that mission, should we need to send forces in.” The question was le-
gitimate and forced Bush to go on the record that he would not let Iraq turn
into a quagmire. Bush’s response showed determination and his understand-
ing of the potential problem.

Bush’s determined responses did not change the minds of his critics, and
Clinton had the same fate in 1999. But the goal of presidential communica-
tion, especially in the hyperpolarized political world that the two baby
boomer presidents inhabited, is not so much to persuade the opposition as to
excite the party faithful and inspire the undecided citizens who so often rally
around a strong, confident president. In that sense, both presidents succeeded.
Clinton and Bush both got the media to lead coverage of the press conference
with their arguments for war. Opinion polls indicated that support of both
presidents increased after their news conferences.

Stories about the Clinton news conference emphasized his point that NATO
was justified in bombing Serb forces. Both the Washington Post and the New
York Times led with a paraphrase of Clinton’s quote that the Serbs had “crossed
the threshold,” and the Dallas Morning News included the quote in the fourth
paragraph of its story.65 All three papers carried sidebars reporting Clinton’s
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comments on his scandals, but the president’s justification for war dominated
the news. Clinton failed to persuade skeptics of the war, however. Even liberal
columnist Anthony Lewis wrote: “Mr. Clinton will have to say more than he
did at his press conference Friday to convince Congress and the American
public of the cost of doing nothing in Kosovo. He will have to convince us,
too, that he has, and will carry through, a serious, long-term policy directed at
the source of evil over many years: Slobodan Milosevic.”66 At least one poll
showed that public support of Clinton’s policy improved after the press con-
ference. ABC News/Washington Post polls on March 11–14 showed that 27
percent believed America’s vital interests were at stake in Kosovo; the number
increased to 41 percent on March 23.67

Most news stories about Bush’s press conference emphasized his state-
ments that the United States did not need the UN’s permission to invade. The
New York Times led with the “permission” quote, saying that Bush “vowed
that he would press for a vote on a new resolution at the United Nations in the
next few days.”68 The Washington Post had a very similar lead about the UN
negotiations, writing that Bush “left no doubt that he would act to oust Iraqi
President Saddam Hussein even without the blessing of the world body.”69

Bush, like Clinton, was unable to persuade critics that war was necessary.
The New York Times argued on its editorial page that the United States should
not attack without broad international support,70 and the Washington Post
likewise editorialized that diplomacy should be given another chance.71

Opinion polls, however, suggested that the public was swayed. A New York
Times/CBS news poll taken two days after the press conference showed that
55 percent of Americans said they would support an invasion without UN ap-
proval. The Times concluded that the results suggested Bush had made
progress in rallying the country to war.72

Did the press achieve its goal of holding the presidents accountable? Al-
though many questions could have been worded better, and the reporters
should have pressed both presidents more forcefully about post-war plans, the
reporters did ask both Clinton and Bush the most important questions about
their respective war plans. Both were asked to justify a pre-emptive strike,
and both were asked the dreaded “quagmire” question that was on most
Americans’ minds after Vietnam. The reporters did grill Bush more thor-
oughly on the war, asking about the costs of war (both financial and human),
the participation of Turkey, the resolution before the UN Security Council,
the effect on the rest of the Middle East, and even whether Bush would attack
Iraq because he was “fixated” on the country.

In fact, a comparison of the two press conferences suggests that the charge
of liberal bias affecting the way reporters treat the presidents has some merit.
Clinton received two blatantly fawning queries about Hillary Clinton and his
impeachment. The obsequiousness was reminiscent of a mini-scandal that
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briefly erupted in the Bush press briefings in 2005. One “reporter” who con-
stantly tossed softballs at Bush spokesmen turned out to have appeared on a
gay escort service website, and had gained admission to the White House
briefings while writing under a pseudonym for an obscure conservative news
website. Bush spokesmen denied planting a propagandist in the press corps,
and the incident was quickly forgotten. In Clinton’s press conference, it
looked like the “plant” was a member of the working press. At any rate, no
reporter asked Bush in the pre-war press conference why people were so
mean to him, even though he was frequently mocked for his “Bushisms” and
was the subject of a vitriolic work that sums up that attitude: The Bush-
Hater’s Handbook.73 No scribe compared him to Lincoln or tossed him a soft-
ball about Laura Bush’s work with Afghan women. And the reporters grilled
Bush much more intensely about his war plans. Reporters did not press Clin-
ton to explain how his military action would benefit the national security or
quote at length various critics of the war (although one reporter did refer to a
Republican legislator).

On the other hand, just because Clinton got a few easy questions does not
mean that the press as a whole was easy on him. The questions about the
Broaddrick rape allegation by themselves show that the White House re-
porters collectively would not let Clinton turn the press conference into a
commercial for his policies. If the bias virus had metastasized throughout the
press corps, Clinton would have escaped unseemly questions about his sex
scandals and gotten nothing but slow pitches about his foreign policy.

The truth is that the White House press corps is so large and diverse, and its
members in general so competitive and imbued with professional standards,
that there will always be someone to ask the tough question and get the presi-
dent—any president—on the record. When you include all the other people
writing or broadcasting in some fashion about the presidency, whether it is on
talk radio, a website like The Drudge Report, or a local newspaper, no president
of either party will escape “taking it on the chin,” as Helen Thomas put it.

Hillary Clinton, if she ever becomes president, can expect the same treat-
ment. If the press corps reverts to its deferential handling of foreign affairs, she
may get a break on Iraq—assuming the troops are still there—and she may get
fawning stories from some blatantly biased reporters. But some reporter who
“wants to move his bones,” as Bill accused FOX News’ Chris Wallace of do-
ing, will be there to keep an eye on her, and if her administration has a scan-
dal, her White House would be Clinton II in more ways than one.

But if Hillary ever starts feeling sorry for herself, if she happens to see the
Hillary Clinton Voodoo Kit in her local Barnes & Noble bookstore and thinks
she’s a special victim, she should look closely at the display. She’ll likely see
next to it a similar box with a different label—the George W. Bush Voodoo Kit.

In American politics, everybody gets stuck at some point.
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When a reporter covers a governor, particularly in a small state like
Arkansas, the politician and the journalist can get to know each other with a
depth that just isn’t possible given the size of the White House press corps
and security bubble surrounding the president. In the case of Bill Clinton,
who was governor for more than 10 years, there were countless opportunities
for reporters to interview him one-on-one or even just bump into him in the
hallway. It’s the kind of access that reporters long for, and, perhaps, the kind
of familiarity that presidents miss once they are caged in the security proce-
dures of the White House, a place the gregarious Clinton once jokingly de-
scribed as a prison.1

The Associated Press’s Ron Fournier covered Governor Clinton and was a
self-described “cub” reporter. Fournier said he enjoyed covering Clinton in
Little Rock.

“I learned an amazing amount covering him just because when you watch
the best for ten years, then, you know, if you can learn to cover Bill Clinton,
you can learn to cover anybody,” said Fournier, who followed Clinton to
Washington to cover the White House. “And then when he went to Washing-
ton, there were a few times where he would look out into the pool of reporters
and there’d be one familiar face. It would be mine. And so for the first six
months or a year, I would be the one familiar face he would see. And it’s not
like I got any stories or anything out of it, but you could tell how much he
kind of missed, in a way, the old ways of doing things.”2

On Clinton’s first trip to Northern Ireland, Fournier found himself as the
only journalist with the president besides a White House photographer. The
motorcade had stopped at a small grocery that had suffered some bomb dam-
age perhaps 18 months earlier.
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“We’re inside and Hillary’s kind of back in the corner just outside of my
view, you know, doing some shopping, and Clinton, his back’s to me just
maybe five feet away picking at some fruit, and I’m—because it was such a
small market, they only had room for one reporter and being the wire guy, I
was in basically representing the rest of the press corps with the responsibil-
ity to present a pool report to everyone else,” Fournier recalled. “So I’m
standing back there, you know, just kind of fading into the woodwork as you
do in situations like that, just a little courtesy stop. There was a White House
camera person in there but no other press. And like I said, his back’s to me
and then he turns around and sees me standing there, and there’s a moment
[that he’s] kind of surprised to see me, a reporter there, and then an acknowl-
edgement of who I was and he just kind of takes a deep breath and a sigh and
says—and it was a pretty overwhelming day, if you remember what was go-
ing on there—he was just, ‘Boy, we’re a long way from Little Rock, huh?
Boy, we’re a long way from Arkansas, aren’t we?’”3

Clinton’s wistful remark could be interpreted many ways. Certainly the re-
lationship he had with reporters like Fournier was far different in Washington
from what he had known in Little Rock. Clinton told journalist Marvin Kalb
that the size of the respective press corps made a big difference in the rela-
tionship he had with reporters. When reporters don’t get to know a source per-
sonally, they have a more difficult time understanding the decisions he makes,
Clinton said. “That was less of a problem for the Arkansas press corps—they
dealt directly with me and, as a result, relied far less on anonymous sources
and leaks,” he said. “They were tough. I’d rate the Little Rock press corps
among the toughest any governor faces, especially so when there was genuine
newspaper competition in the capital. But there was less of the constant
search for ways to belittle those in public service.”4

For much of Clinton’s governorship, Little Rock was served by two major
daily newspapers with differing political leanings—a rarity in the United
States in the 1980s and almost nonexistent in 2008. Still, Little Rock was a
small media market with different standards compared to major metropolitan
areas like Washington, Los Angeles, and New York.

CBS White House correspondent Bill Plante said politicians who arrive in
D.C. from places other than those major markets will have experienced a
much more familiar relationship with the press than they encounter as presi-
dent. “I don’t think the press will hold many surprises for [former New York
mayor] Rudy Giuliani, for example,” Plante said. “I mean, anything he’s go-
ing to see from a national press, he’s already seen in New York. I do think that
in a smaller pond, the fish are more familiar with one another and that prob-
ably makes it a little bit easier, because after a while, you reach the limits of
what you can do and still be civil. You know, there are usually, we hope, in
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every media milieu, a couple of iconoclasts . . . who don’t physically cover it
and observe from afar and write whatever they think. You’ll always hope
there are a few people like that—like Molly Ivins—but for the everyday
working press that has to see and be with the politician, I think civility does
impose certain limits except in a place like New York where, you know, there
are so many people and anything goes, or Washington.”5

According to Fournier, the familiarity at the statehouse level can result in
better coverage because the reporter is more accountable to the people he
covers. “The D.C. press is tougher because it’s bigger and less personal, and
in Washington, what happens—and this happened to me after not too long—
you start covering an institution and a title,” Fournier explained. “You’re cov-
ering the president and the White House, and you stop covering people, so it’s
very easy to take that cheap shot, take that extra dig of the knife when you’re
covering a title or an institution than it is if you’re digging a person.”6

The digs can be subtle, like using the phrase “so-and-so claimed,” which
implies doubt, instead of “so-and-so-said,” which is a neutral form of attribu-
tion. “Just changing a little word like that makes all the difference in a lead,”
Fournier said. “It’s a lot easier to take that dig when you’re part of a big na-
tional press corps. We were tough on them in Arkansas, and nothing that came
out of his presidency was news or a surprise to us, and nothing came out that
hadn’t been vetted in Arkansas. But we were more—since there was only five
or six of us—and I knew at the end of the day I was going to be looking him
in his eyes, I was a lot more careful to make sure I was fair to him. And then
I had both sides of the story and then I would be thinking, you know, ‘Can I
justify this paragraph when he comes in and asks me about it?’ And actually,
I think that’s a healthy thing. I think, you know, when I do that as a national
political reporter for a candidate who I may never see, that’s when I’m at my
best. It’s when I know I’m accountable not only to my reader but to the peo-
ple I’m covering.”7

But being accountable didn’t mean the Arkansas press wasn’t aggressive.
The competition for stories in Little Rock in the mid-1980s was particularly
intense because the two major dailies, the Arkansas Democrat and the
Arkansas Gazette, were engaged in a death struggle. (Gannett, which owned
the liberal Gazette, closed its paper in 1991 and sold its assets to the Demo-
crat, which then became the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette.) Fournier said he
takes offense whenever someone says the Arkansas press wasn’t tough on
Clinton.

“I’m telling you, that was a more competitive environment for me as a re-
porter than anything I’ve seen in Washington,” Fournier said. “We would have
killed for a story that brought down the governor. We would have killed for a
story that would have, you know, brought down a couple of state legislators.”
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Fournier said the Clintons “took some knocks” while Clinton was gover-
nor. “But when they got to Washington, [Clinton] was no longer just gover-
nor of our state and [covered] by the six- or seven-person press corps, but [he]
was president of the United States, where all the stakes are higher, and where
the press is a lot less accountable to the people they cover and a lot more into
the game . . . more into the process in Washington than they are in states. They
feel themselves to be part of the process. Yeah, how could you prepare for the
difference between Arkansas and Washington? I wasn’t prepared for it as a re-
porter. I’m telling you there were two years where I had no idea what was
news and what wasn’t—where there was something I thought was really im-
portant wasn’t important to anybody else, and something I thought was BS
was all of a sudden a federal investigation.”8

Travelgate, in which Hillary was accused of unjustly ordering that the
White House travel staff be fired, was an example of something that at first
blush might not seem to be such a big story to someone from outside the Belt-
way. The travel staff arranged trips for the White House press corps, and re-
porters generally liked the staff and appreciated its services. The record-keep-
ing, however, was sloppy. But the firing, whether warranted or not, was even
sloppier. The employees were not allowed a chance to defend themselves, and
the FBI was brought in to investigate the office—a step most observers, es-
pecially reporters who worked with the staff, thought was at the least overkill.

“I’ll never forget sitting in the booth at the White House when [Clinton
press secretary] Dee Dee Myers called me to tell me that the travel office em-
ployees were being investigated by the FBI,” Fournier said. “My boss was in
the other room. I sat on it until he came in. . . . They were accused of steal-
ing money, so why wouldn’t the FBI be looking into it? It made sense to me.
Policemen, that’s what they do, right? I didn’t realize, you know, it was Clin-
ton’s FBI, and maybe they were going after these travel office people. I didn’t
know how the travel office people had relationships with the press corps and
a lot of them had taken care of the press for years. You know, when my boss
came in, I told him, he says, well, why the hell isn’t that on the wire? You
know, that was a huge story that the FBI was investigating it. I had no clue.”9

Fournier said he also was puzzled why the Clintons’ partnership in the
Whitewater development project in Arkansas became such a big deal. The
Clintons had put Whitewater information in the ethics report that they filed
every year in the Arkansas secretary of state’s office. It was a report that
Fournier had checked every year when he was covering Clinton in Little
Rock.10

“I knew the land wasn’t making any money,” Fournier said. “You know, of
all the things the Clintons could be accused of, there wasn’t a whiff in that
town that they were stealing money. So the Whitewater deal was always a big
mystery to me why it was such a big deal.”11
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At first glance, it also seems a mystery why the Clintons—or at least Bill,
who worked with reporters daily—were not better prepared for the Washing-
ton press. Hillary, as was pointed out in earlier chapters, did not have as much
day-to-day contact with the media as Bill did but instead did standard first
lady interviews or came out as a secret weapon to slash people like Tom
McRae. But Bill, on the other hand, seemed to have a knack for dealing with
the press. He displayed that knack even when he was in his 20s during his ill-
fated congressional campaign in 1974.

Bob Steel, then a young reporter for a Little Rock television station, recalled
that Clinton drove all the way from his home in Fayetteville to Little Rock, a dis-
tance of about 200 miles. The station had invited the various candidates to come
to the studio for interviews on election night, but it was a rainy night, and they
didn’t expect many people to show up. Clinton was one of the few who did.12

“He was very well spoken in the interview, and he was very gracious,”
Steel recalled. “He was very, very good on the air, and I asked him why on
earth did you drive all the way down here when he had lost, and he said,
‘Name recognition. I intend to run for office again someday, and I want peo-
ple to know who I am.’”13

Clinton impressed Steel because he knew at such a young age which tele-
vision station was the most important one in the state, and he also understood
the importance of getting airtime, even though he had lost the election. “I
thought this guy’s really savvy,” Steel said.14

But it may have been this very savviness with the local press that was Clin-
ton’s undoing later with the national press. He developed a good professional
relationship with Arkansas reporters and understood how the media in his
state worked. He had dealt with the national press at times on his frequent
trips out of state—trips that became so frequent that he once announced a spe-
cial session of the Arkansas legislature while he was in Boston.

Rex Nelson, who covered Washington for the Arkansas Democrat while
Clinton was governor, said Clinton traveled to D.C. so much that the
Arkansas reporters facetiously referred to him as the seventh member of the
state’s congressional delegation. Nelson recalled Clinton vigorously net-
working with everyone from journalists like Joe Klein to movers and shakers
like Benjamin Hooks, head of the NAACP.15

“He was always somebody—when he was basically running for president
years before he was formally running for president—that was not wasting a
single second, that was making contacts, media and otherwise, almost every
waking second,” Nelson said.16

But such brief exposure to the national press was not enough solid prepa-
ration for dealing with the national press full time.

“I think that there was probably a bit of a miscalculation on his part when
he went to Washington in ’93 in thinking he could really handle the White
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House press corps as he had the state capital press corps,” Nelson said. “The
fact was he was at really an entirely different level, and the techniques that he
had used on the state capital press corps very effectively for so many years
wouldn’t necessarily work with the White House press corps. There’s a pack
mentality everywhere in journalism, of course, but there’s much more of a
pack mentality in the White House. It is the worst place I have ever seen for
a pack mentality, in that you’ve got the tiny—which they’re remodeling now,
but then tiny White House briefing room—and everybody’s sitting in these
little cubicles right on top of each other, and the fact is there are a lot of days
when there’s very little real news coming out of the White House, and yet
every media outlet in the country with somebody over there is demanding a
story out of there that day—whether it’s NBC, CBS, New York Times, Wash-
ington Post—and that leads to much more of a pack mentality, so I think he
probably wasn’t quite prepared for that change.”17

Kenneth T. Walsh, a longtime U.S. News & World Report White House cor-
respondent, found Little Rock’s political environment to be like that of a
small town when he did interviews there immediately after Clinton’s election
in 1992. Everyone involved in politics seemed to know each other, and the
citizens all seemed proud of the Clintons. “I could see that for the Clintons,
leaving Little Rock would be like leaving the womb,” he wrote. “It seemed to
me that they would find the adjustment to Washington, a harsh and unforgiv-
ing place where they could no longer dominate their political environment,
very difficult indeed.”18

Walsh, like most reporters, found Bill to be charming, intelligent, and en-
thusiastic. But he also found him to be overconfident in all the things he could
achieve. “It was as if he considered Washington a high school political-sci-
ence laboratory where he could test his theories, and he was both the smartest
kid in class and teacher’s pet (which in fact he had been long ago in Hot
Springs),” Walsh wrote. “Yet in Washington many of his rivals would be just
as smart as he was, and the political culture would be much more resistant to
change than he had ever dreamed.”19

That political culture, of course, includes the press, the members of which
are also set in their ways. Carol Griffee, who covered Clinton in Arkansas but
had also worked in Washington, said the values of the reporters in the nation’s
capital are different from those who work outside the Beltway.

“I used to be part of the national press corps, and it’s why I left the District
of Columbia,” Griffee said. “They’re the most arrogant, animalistic people
I’ve ever met in my life. Their values are not my values, by the way, and that’s
why I left Washington . . . the national press corps doesn’t ever listen to any-
body but the cronies within the national press corps, because they have such
contempt for the local press.”20
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Griffee explained that people in Washington tend to be self-absorbed,
whether they work for the news industry or government or some other pro-
fession.

“I left Washington because that city is a magnet for self-centered, power-
happy people, and when I realized that—I was born there by the way, so I
didn’t have any excuse for not knowing it except I finally grew up. When I
realized that, and I thought, you know, this is not what I’m about—I’m about
trying to inform the public, but not for my own aggrandizement,” Griffee
said. “That’s when I said, ‘I want out of here,’ and decided to come back to
Arkansas. But I find the people who stay in Washington who become part of
that culture—and a lot of other people who are attracted to it—not everybody,
understand, but a lot of the people are really, really very self-centered, very
power-hungry people, and I’m just not into that.”21

Clinton, in fact, may have been spoiled by his smaller Arkansas pack, not
because the reporters weren’t professional, but because of the nature of the
state and the context of the times. Clinton, as a small state governor from the
South, had the mentality that he could get away with anything, according to
Darrell Glascock, who worked with Clinton in promoting tourism. Glascock
noted that being governor in a small Southern state is such a big deal that, “It
carries with it the groupie mania, and Clinton is great with the media.”22

The Arkansas press in general didn’t write about Clinton and his groupies
because before the Gary Hart episode, the mainstream press usually stayed
away from covering politicians’ sex lives. The coverage of Hart’s affair that
doomed his presidential aspirations in the 1988 campaign made Clinton’s
sexual history fair game at about the time he entered presidential politics.

“I think in retrospect we were easy on him,” said Dennis Byrd, who cov-
ered Clinton for the Associated Press. Byrd noted how coverage became
more intense in all areas, even sports, as Clinton entered the national stage.
“It’s not to say we didn’t delve into some things, but not the kind of scrutiny
that was put on him during the presidential campaign in ’92. We changed our
focus some at the AP, based on some things that occurred along the way like
the Gennifer Flowers incident. I remember having the unpleasant task at AP
of calling some of the women that Clinton allegedly had had some type of
affair with. They included a former Miss Arkansas, and of course you know
the list by now, so I sat in the newsroom of AP and called all those women,
and of course they all denied that they’d had any kind of relationship with
him.”23

Most local reporters had heard about Clinton’s affairs but did not look into
them. Television investigative reporter Mel Hanks, for example, knew a
woman that was dating Clinton, but didn’t do a story because it didn’t impact
Clinton’s job.24
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“You know, we were tough on him on issues related to child abuse and . . .
his appointment of the medical examiner—whether the medical examiner cov-
ered up for his mother—that’s a whole different issue, too,” said Hanks, refer-
ring to two social service issues in which Clinton’s Arkansas administration
was accused of incompetence. “But I thought that I, at least personally, was
pretty tough on him. Later on, they said, well, gosh, didn’t you know he was
this womanizer?”

Hanks said that not only did the press know about the governor’s woman-
izing, but that Clinton didn’t try to hide it, openly picking up a woman for
dates at Hanks’s TV station.

“But the question always was, well, does it affect the way he is governor?”
Hanks said. “Does he force his subordinates to hire these girlfriends and does
he put them on the payroll of state government? And there was some issue of
that with Gennifer Flowers later on, but in the ’80s, there was never any in-
dication, ever, he was that way. He would come on to our own female re-
porters, and we never did a story because we didn’t feel it was germane to
what was going on. It didn’t affect the public issues or public policy or pub-
lic money. So we knew about it but we didn’t think it was newsworthy then,
and actually, now, I still don’t think it’s newsworthy, unless we could prove
he was using public money to forward the career of his girlfriends.”25

John Brummett, a reporter who is generally considered to know Clinton ex-
tremely well, also noted in his book HighWire that the governor’s affairs were
“commonly accepted truths.” Brummett wrote that the Arkansas press had not
investigated the affairs because—unlike when Clinton became a presidential
contender—there were no tabloids willing to print the story first, no right-
wing publications pushing the story, and no state troopers ready to sell their
versions of the story. “I thought that an article about Clinton’s marital infi-
delity might have been relevant for public consumption only as a psychoana-
lytical illustration of what I already knew, which was that Clinton had a ten-
dency toward personal indiscretion and recklessness, a problem being loyal
and an insatiable need for ego gratification and approval.”26

Cragg Hines, a Washington columnist for the Houston Chronicle, said
there is a strong argument for writing about the affairs. “I hate to use these
sort of psychobabble words, but I think in some ways, the media in Little
Rock was sort of an enabler for Clinton,” Hines said. Some reporters con-
vinced themselves that the more outlandish claims about Clinton’s private life
were not true, or that they weren’t worth covering because they didn’t affect
public business, he said.27

“I know some of the people and their view is, well, it had nothing to do
with the way he performed his public duties and all of that, and I understand
that, but I’m not—and maybe it didn’t have anything to do with it, but it cer-
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tainly did when he got to Washington,” Hines said. “I think it became in-
cumbent at some point to make sure that this did not have some effect on his
public performance, because let’s face it, from what we now know, it was
fairly time-consuming.”28

Clinton himself worried that his time-consuming activities might derail his
career. Most Clinton observers believe he pulled out of the 1988 campaign at
the last minute because longtime aide Betsey Wright convinced him his
“bimbo problem” was too much to overcome when Gary Hart had been
flogged and chased out of the arena for the same thing. By 1992 he had ob-
viously come to the decision that the personal scandals would not keep him
from the presidency. One of the most-repeated stories of Clinton’s path to the
White House was his appearance before the Sperling breakfast, a sort of fo-
rum for Washington reporters to quiz presidential candidates early in the
process. At the breakfast, Clinton admitted that he had problems in his mar-
riage, hoping his statement would inoculate him against the infidelity issue.
His relations with the Arkansas press and the lack of coverage of his private
life must have also given a bit of a false sense of security.

“He thought himself to be very clever in dealing with the press,” Hanks
said, adding that Clinton would be more cautious depending upon who the
journalist was he was dealing with. “I’m sure it was a shock to him dealing
with the national press because very few reporters in Arkansas really gave
him a hard time. We’d ask him tough questions sometimes, but a lot of times
he would cultivate the press, some of them would give him softball questions
and almost give him a free pass, so once he became president of course that
ended, so I think it was somewhat of a shock to him.”29

Clinton assumed he could use that same tactic on the national press. “Clin-
ton, it seemed to me, was really brilliant at the sort of interpersonal stuff and
very calculating too,” said the Los Angeles Times’s Tom Hamburger, who also
covered Clinton for the Arkansas Gazette. “Reporters, as you know, or maybe
all humans, I think reporters specifically—flattery gets you a long ways,”
Hamburger said. “And so Clinton had reporters that [in] the Arkansas press
corps he could manage, in a way. And nationally, the personal charm offen-
sive didn’t quite go as well, and you also had a very aggressive Washington
press corps, very aggressive Wall Street Journal editorial page.”30

Anger didn’t play as well with the national reporters, either. Clinton would
blow up at reporters at the drop of hat in Arkansas, then make up. In a per-
verse way, it was almost the flip side of charm—the reporters and the politi-
cians at the state level are such an intimate group that people on both sides
can show their feelings in an uninhibited way. However, Clinton soon dis-
covered in Washington that his temper tantrums did not seem presidential,
and that they were reported because every move he made was news.

How Could You Prepare for Washington? 155



Washington Post reporter John F. Harris wrote that Clinton’s presidential
honeymoon ended quickly, and the end was symbolized only a couple of days
after the 1992 election when the president-elect yelled at a golf club manager
for letting photographers shoot him while he was teeing up. Evidently Clin-
ton didn’t realize he had to adapt to being the nation’s leader and always be-
ing in the public eye.31 His first press conferences, Harris wrote, were “an ex-
ercise in mutual incomprehension, setting the tone for the contentious
relationship between president and press that was to follow.” Clinton saw the
big picture and pursued big goals while the reporters were focused on details;
they saw him as someone whose every word had to be vetted.32

Arkansas newspaperman Max Brantley recalled watching one of Clinton’s
temper tantrums captured on television. “There was a famous thing early in
his term when he went out for a photo op in Washington or it may have been
Baltimore or somewhere; it was a low-income neighborhood,” Brantley said.
“I can just remember the film. And it was supposed to be a photo op. Some
aide had not set up something right. He just turned and just blistered the hell
out of this aide, and it was of those cases: ‘Whoa, Bill, there’s a camera run-
ning every second up here.’ When you’re president, there’s a camera on you
every minute, a very, very unflattering portrait of him, but it was also an ac-
curate portrait of him.”33

One of the most-repeated stories about his early anger at the Washington
press corps was his overreaction to a question at the formal announcement of
Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s nomination to the Supreme Court, which he had made
only after considering a couple of other high-profile figures like New York
governor Mario Cuomo. Ginsburg gave a moving speech about her back-
ground, and Clinton was dismayed when the first press question afterward
was about the “zigzag quality” of his decision-making process. He angrily
scolded the press and stomped out of the event. Such temper tantrums were
“a failure of presidential optics” to use John F. Harris’s tight phrasing—they
didn’t look right.34

In fact, they seemed not so much intimidating as ridiculous. Clinton once
yelled at CBS’s Bill Plante and another reporter for asking him about Travel-
gate.

“It was a Rose Garden event—I forget what it was—it was a summer day, and
a group of us were standing up, waiting for him to appear, [saying to each other]
‘Well, what shall we ask him today?’And I decided to ask him about . . . whether
he was going to pay the legal costs of the people who they had fired from the
White House Travel Office that were probably going to face a long legal pro-
ceeding, and he got livid,” Plante said. “You know, ‘Who’s going to pay the cost
of all of my people who have been called to testify?’And then the reporter from
the Washington Times jumped in and said, ‘Well, you said you were going to pay
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legal costs. Are you?’ And he got even meaner. And about 30 minutes later,
[George] Stephanopoulos . . . called me and said, ‘Could you meet me and the
president?’ Took me out of the colonnade where I got an apology. Said, ‘I
shouldn’t have gone off like that.’ I said, ‘Well, it’s all right. You’re the president,
you can do whatever you want.’But he didn’t apologize to the Washington Times
guy, interestingly enough, who did the follow-up question.”35

Plante, who has covered every president since Ronald Reagan, said the
episode neither bothered nor surprised him. “I was more amused than any-
thing else,” Plante said. “But I’ve been doing this a long time, and once he
had had his temper tantrum, I knew the minute I picked up the phone and
heard Stephanopoulos’s voice what it was going to be, but of course, I played
along.”36

The self-indulgent temper tantrums were one thing, but trying to stonewall
the national press over Whitewater and other scandals was perhaps an even
more serious mistake. The Clintons habitually delayed or declined to release
some of their tax returns and other personal documents that might have given
the press enough information for some stories that would have been embar-
rassing but then been forgotten. Instead, the press and the public became ever
more suspicious that the Clintons had something to hide in a land deal that
didn’t make any money for them. Carl Bernstein wrote in his Hillary biogra-
phy that for a time it became a Washington parlor game to speculate what
would have happened had the Clintons only made public the related docu-
ments.37

Arkansas broadcast journalist Steve Barnes believed the Clintons’
stonewalling was a major mistake in handling the Washington press.

“How in the world they thought they could withhold all that stuff and shut
down that inquiry is just bewildering to this day, how people supposedly as
sophisticated as the Clintons made a miscalculation,” Barnes said.

He reflected and added, “I guess I came to believe that maybe we [had]
not been as thorough with them as we could have or should have been, be-
cause I don’t ever remember them stonewalling [us] the way they did on
those . . . Whitewater papers . . . and in circling the wagons the way they
did against the advice of people that really knew the lay of the land up
there.”38

Carl Leubsdorf, Dallas Morning News Washington bureau chief, said the
Clintons erroneously thought their controversies had been vetted in the press
coverage of their various Arkansas campaigns.

“I don’t think they were ready for it in the ’92 campaign, because when
certain subjects came up, they said, ‘Oh, it’s all been written about in
Arkansas,’ and I think they had that attitude in the White House, too—you
know, all this Whitewater stuff, they went, ‘It’s all been investigated,’ and to
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some degree that was true,” Leubsdorf said, although he added that all candi-
dates who have not run nationally are not prepared in general for the scrutiny
of a presidential race. The national press, for example, will investigate stories
about Barack Obama that the Illinois senator will consider old news, Leubs-
dorf said.39

“It’s sort of part of the drill, but I think the Clintons were not prepared for it,
which was interesting because Clinton was a reasonably sophisticated candi-
date the first time out,” Leubsdorf said. “Clinton knew a lot because he’d been
studying it for years, and he’d been in and out of the national scene, and he’d
had this in mind long enough so . . . they thought they were ready but . . . I think
they were very surprised.”40

Mike McCurry, an experienced Washington professional who knew the lay
of the land, was hired in 1995 as press secretary after the administration had
gone through a number of communication failures in its first years. When in-
terviewed for this book, McCurry declined to speculate on whether the Clin-
tons were ready for the D.C. press in 1992 because he was not part of the ad-
ministration at that time, so he wasn’t sure what the nature of the relationship
was between Clinton and the Arkansas press. But Clinton told McCurry the
atmosphere in Arkansas was much more relaxed than that in Washington.41

“His point was it was a lot harder for even his hardest critics to write things
about him that were unfair or untrue because people knew him personally,”
McCurry said. “So a lot of the personal criticism, or what they refer to as ‘the
politics of personal destruction’ didn’t work because it was a much more
down-home environment. And then you get to Washington and the rules are
somehow different because it’s just such a large, unwieldy place to do busi-
ness. But truthfully, I don’t honestly know if that’s the way they arrived. I
think they tried some things. I mean, if you ask them, they would say, look,
we tried to reach out and establish relationships with the kingpins of the lo-
cal, the national media in Washington, and we felt like that was not, our ef-
forts at establishing some rapport were spurned. And I think there were two
sides to that story.”42

The press side is that the Clintons, rather than trying to establish rapport,
came to Washington with a hostile attitude. According to investigative re-
porter and author Ronald Kessler, Clinton aide Bruce Lindsey told reporters
after the 1992 election that, “You all have been asses ever since we started.”
Lindsey said the reporters didn’t give Clinton enough privacy, and that the
president-elect was contemplating ways to limit press access.43 Interestingly,
a journalist and longtime Clinton observer Joe Klein used a similar anatomi-
cal pejorative to describe how the Clintons themselves felt about the press.
Klein told Bernstein that their basic assumption of all reporters is that they are
“assholes”; the only difference is that Bill thinks he can “charm” them.44
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The attitude of the boss, or bosses in the case of the Clintons, runs downhill
in any organization, including the White House. Aides pick up on the attitude
and act accordingly. In case there was any doubt, Bill made his feelings plain
in the first days of the Clinton administration. Jeffrey Birnbaum, who covered
the White House at that time for the Wall Street Journal, wrote in his book on
the administration that Clinton told his staff—ironically in a speech to them in
the room where presidential press conferences were held—that the press was
his least favorite group of all the ones in Washington that they had to deal with.
Clinton warned everyone not to leak to the press, and from that moment,
everyone on the staff knew they did not have to treat the press with respect.
Birnbaum concluded that the speech made Myers’s job more difficult.45

Magazine reporter Walsh acknowledged that Myers was hamstrung by her
lack of access to many important meetings and information but wrote that she
was too inexperienced to be the White House press secretary. She had a flip-
pant attitude and appeared to many reporters to be unhelpful. Myers, also, like
most of the Clinton staff, carried a grudge against the press for the campaign
coverage on Clinton’s personal issues.46

The choice of the relatively inexperienced Myers as press secretary and her
assignment to a smaller office than was usual for press secretaries was an ob-
vious sign of the administration’s view of the importance of media relations.
And as was detailed in an earlier chapter, the administration cut off reporters’
access to the press secretary’s office, which was interpreted as an act of war
by many journalists, especially Helen Thomas, the dean of the White House
press corps.

In essence, the Clintons just weren’t ready for the D.C. press. Walsh pointed
out that Bill didn’t even understand how the White House press corps
worked—basic things like how his cavalier attitude toward his schedule af-
fected the reporters. Many journalists were upset that Clinton would jog, play
golf, or eat out at any time without letting anyone know in advance. The White
House reporters would leave work for the day only to be called back to cover
some previously unmentioned event, and some began to think Clinton was do-
ing it just to make their lives uncomfortable.47 Two veteran Washington jour-
nalists, Mark Halperin of ABC and John F. Harris of the Washington Post,
wrote that Clinton was like a naïve, rich tourist, just waiting to be mugged by
the aggressive pack of newshounds in D.C.48 Brummett, in his book about the
first year of the Clinton presidency, described Clinton as a man who was in-
decisive, always trying to please everyone, and often reaching the right deci-
sion through a very messy process. Clinton, Brummett wrote, had once told
him that much of the governor’s job was something you learned by doing.
Brummett concluded the presidency was the same way, at least in Clinton’s
case.49 One of the things Clinton learned was that “he couldn’t always perform
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the presidency as a kind of governor in chief.”50 Brummett was referring to
Clinton’s negotiations with senators over tax policy, but it could be applied
equally to negotiating press policy with journalists.

The negotiations would have been difficult for anyone, no matter how ex-
perienced with the press, because journalism was changing in terms of both
content and technology just as Clinton was entering the national stage. Pub-
lic officials could no longer expect the kind of “zone of privacy” that Hillary
so famously declared she wanted; no detail of the candidate’s life was off lim-
its. And if old-school mainstream journalists still respected some ethical
boundaries, the new Internet virtual town criers, like Matt Drudge, did not.
Old media reporters, because of the competitive pressures of new media writ-
ers like Drudge, increasingly abandoned their old standards, both in deter-
mining what made a story and in sourcing it.

Clinton also had the misfortune to run for national office at a time that re-
porters were becoming more aggressive and the country was becoming more
politically polarized, said the Los Angeles Times’s Hamburger.

“The Washington press corps has always been pretty aggressive, but post-
Watergate . . . there was a really aggressive effort at sort of investigative, even
‘gotcha’ reporting that I think caught Clinton in a way that they just weren’t
prepared for,” Hamburger said. “You know, I keep thinking, and I’m haunted
by that wonderful guy, Vince Foster, who I’d known. He was one of the
Gazette’s lawyers in Little Rock and he was friends with people that I met,
and I remember just thinking of him as such a sweet and smart guy. . . . And
I think the people weren’t ready for the sort of vitriol that would be laid out
on an editorial page and challenging motives.”51

The Wall Street Journal had criticized Foster, Clinton’s deputy counsel,
and a number of other Clinton administration officials in a series of hard-hit-
ting editorials in 1993. One piece even criticized Foster for not providing in
a timely fashion a White House photograph for the paper to use and was il-
lustrated instead with a large question mark where his picture would have
been. Foster committed suicide about a month later; a note found in his brief-
case stated that in Washington people were destroyed for sport.

Scandal stories like the Clintons’ Whitewater investment captivated jour-
nalists even though it wasn’t clear it should be such a huge story because the
Clintons didn’t make any money on the investment, Hamburger said. “There
was a generation of sort of Watergate babies who were coming into their own
as reporters; every bureau, New York Times, LA Times, Wall Street Journal,
were aggressive in their coverage of the White House, and really aggressive,”
he said. “Maybe they were caught in some of that, and Clinton presented a tar-
get . . . that worked in this environment, too, because he was screwing around;
he had his salacious side [so] there were things that may have surprised him.”52
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Hillary, too, was surprised by the coverage, although as first lady she had
the luxury of pulling back from the spotlight, as she did after her failed effort
to revise the country’s health care system. “I hadn’t had enough exposure to
the national press corps to fully appreciate the extent to which the news me-
dia was a conduit for everything that happened on a campaign,” Hillary wrote
in her memoir when describing the 1992 campaign. She added that she since
realized candidates and reporters need each other. “It’s a tricky, delicate and
important relationship, and I didn’t fully understand it.”53

Brummett, in comparing Bill and Hillary, said she had the mind of a lawyer
while he had the mind of a politician, and they didn’t use the same skills in
dealing with the press. Bill could see the political hazards in a situation while
she could not. Brummett wrote that once he needed transportation to get to an
event, and the Clintons wanted him to be there so it would get some public-
ity. Hillary suggested a state trooper drive the scribe; Bill nixed the idea be-
cause he realized it would be an inappropriate use of state funds. Brummett
took a cab.54

But Hillary was influential in Bill’s attitudes toward the press, and not al-
ways in a way that was conducive to good media relations. Bill once sent
Brummett a note saying that Hillary understood journalists like him much
better than Bill himself did. Hillary, the note said, thought Brummett admired
and looked up to Bill so much that he held him to a higher standard than that
of others. Brummett believed Hillary’s opinion demonstrated “a basic lack of
understanding of the press.” At the time, Brummett had to write six political
columns a week, and since Clinton was the governor, he would be subject to
a lot of them, and they couldn’t all be positive.55

Hillary, ever the warrior, took awhile to grasp the futility of fighting di-
rectly with ink slingers. Bernstein described how Hillary, against the advice
of her press aides, ordered an attack plan on the Washington Post when she
felt it was unfairly covering the Whitewater investigation by special prosecu-
tor Kenneth Starr. Hillary wanted to document all the mistakes the Post had
made and then get a journalism review to do an article about them. After
about 10 days of research, her aides were able to convince her it wouldn’t
work, and that most of the things she was angry about were tone, headlines,
and similar things rather than fact errors.56

Helen Thomas said such hostility toward the press was formed by the Clin-
tons watching the attacks on each other. “Well, I think that when you’re a
married couple, you’re always very defensive, obviously,” Thomas said. “I
mean, pick up the newspaper and read something about your husband or your
wife, you obviously get irritated. I mean, Ronald Reagan did, and he was out-
raged about anything that was written about Nancy Reagan and so forth, so I
think it’s very human, and I think that they were both on the same page in

How Could You Prepare for Washington? 161



terms of the press when they came into power in the White House, because
they felt that they had been given a raw deal by the press. So they really had
big chips on their shoulders when they came into the White House against the
press.”57

They didn’t like the national press, but they thought they could handle it,
particularly since they ultimately survived everything that had been thrown at
them in the 1992 campaign. But as Fournier said: “The difference between
Lansing and D.C. or the difference between covering a state capital and cov-
ering D.C., it really is night and day. So every president runs into a bit of cul-
ture shock.”58

And the press is a significant, permanent part of the D.C. culture. While the
presidents are limited by law to eight years, the journalists are not, and many
of them have seen the presidents come and go like football coaches in New
York.

“It’s very institutional,” Fournier said. “You’re the fourth or fifth president
Helen Thomas has seen. She’s the press. . . . That’s Helen’s briefing more than
any other [person’s]. You’re just bowing into four years. You know, some
presidents don’t understand that, although more probably, the staffs don’t get
it. Actually Clinton understood the national press corps better than staff. He
was ill-served by staff in my opinion. The Clintons, especially Bill Clinton,
had a better sense, a better intent on how to deal with reporters than their staff
did. You know, you had a bunch of 25-year-old kids or 30-year-old kids who
thought . . . they had gotten Clinton elected and they were going to take over
the White House, but they did so by shutting off access to people like Helen
Thomas. Well, you know, that was declaring war. That wasn’t Clinton’s deci-
sion. He had nothing to do with that.”59

Still, Clinton was the man in charge and should bear some responsibility
for the mistakes of the people under his command. Max Brantley said every-
one—press and politicians—learned something from the Clintons’ experi-
ence.

“As smart as they are, I don’t think they fully anticipated how bright the
light shined in the Washington circle, and that there is a video camera running
every second, and that there is somebody out there to torpedo every single
thing you say,” Brantley said. “And I think Bill still went up there with some
of the belief that he could kind of sweet talk his way out of just about any-
thing. And pretty quickly, I mean there are entrenched forces there that—
that’s just not going to happen.”

Clinton’s one statewide defeat for office had been a fluke brought on by in-
experience and hubris, Brantley said. (Clinton’s other campaign loss had been
a moral victory because he had almost upset an incumbent in a safe Republi-
can congressional district.) Arkansas was basically a one-party state during
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Clinton’s career, so he didn’t have the experience of electoral combat against
the kind of strong opposition he would face as president.

“So they had a lesson to learn,” Brantley said. “I mean we all did. It’s prob-
ably trite to say, but all of us learned lessons—the press here who thought we
were good, learned we were pretty inadequate, the people here who thought
the national press were at another level, also learned that they were as mortal
as the rest of us and made mistakes as bad as we made and were as easily ma-
nipulated as we were—that there’s no limit beyond which a reporter won’t go
to pry into somebody’s personal life. I mean people in Little Rock got ex-
posed, not just to the Washington press corps—that would have been easy—
but I mean the British tabloid press; it was an eye-opener, and people passing
out big money for stories, it was—until you’re in it, you just can’t imagine. I
was stunned as just sort of an innocent bystander.”60

At one time the Clintons may have been stunned political innocents in the
ways of the national media, but that time is gone. They have a wealth of ex-
perience to apply to the 2008 campaign or any other future political endeavor.
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Hillary Clinton appeared to be so uncomfortable around the press when she
was first lady that one Washington reporter thought she would never run for
office.

Kathy Kiely, who covered the Clintons in both Arkansas and Washington,
said Hillary seemed particularly uncomfortable compared to her husband.
“Bill Clinton is much more of what you’d call a natural,” Kiely said. “I mean,
he always struck me as somebody who was kind of a pro when it came to the
press. He . . . would talk to reporters no matter what they wrote about him,
and he never visibly held a grudge.” Hillary, on the other hand, seemed to
“harbor resentment about things that had been written in the paper.”1

In 1998, Kiely was covering, or trying to cover, Hillary while she was tour-
ing historical sites as part of her first lady project to preserve them in the mil-
lennium.

“She traveled all through places in New York, and then she also dipped into
western Massachusetts; she went to Edith Wharton’s home [and] the recep-
tion was phenomenal . . . everywhere. There was a lot of, ‘You go, girl’ feel-
ing in the crowd, and so anyway, it was a very warm kind of a trip,” said
Kiely, who at that time was working for the New York Daily News. “It was a
very non-threatening subject—she was getting wonderful crowds. The press
corps traveling with her were mostly women of . . . roughly her age, and so
if ever there were a time when you would think somebody would feel relaxed
about talking to the media, it would be then. Well, the thing went on for
maybe three or four days and every, twice a day, I swear, her press secretary
was promising us, ‘Now, she’s going to sit down with you now,’ you know,
‘She’ll—yeah, it’s going to be this afternoon. I’ve carved out some time.’And
every time, something would happen and she wouldn’t sit down with us. In

167

10
Get Used to It



other words, not that anything really happened, she just, I could tell the press
secretary was having a hell of a time getting her to sit down with the press.”

Finally, at a lunch on the last day of the trip, Hillary agreed to meet with
the half dozen or so reporters. They made a space for her at their table. They
cleared the use of tape recorders with Hillary’s press aides.

“So Mrs. Clinton finally comes, she sits down with us, and the first person
pulls out a tape recorder, she jumps up as though a bee had stung her and said,
‘Oh, I have to go see someone on the other side of the room, I’ll be right
back.’ She never showed up. And the only thing that happened—our closest
encounter with her—was we all lined up and had our picture made with her,
but we never got to ask her any questions, and it was just hilarious, you
know,” Kiely said. “And so of course, after an experience like that, when she
was starting to think about running for the Senate, and I thought, oh, she’ll
never do it, you know, because this woman, she can’t bring herself to have
any of the normal kind of relations with the press that you would have to have
as a politician.”2

But after that tour of upstate New York, Hillary not only entered the race,
she won it decisively over Congressman Rick Lazio with 55 percent of the
vote, and in 2006 won a landslide 67 percent in her reelection bid against for-
mer Yonkers mayor John Spencer. In her trademark fashion, Hillary studied
the problem—how to deal with the press—and improved dramatically. She’s
no Bill Clinton, but she’s no longer the stone-faced lawyer she was before she
ran for the Senate. With his help and her own hard work, she turned herself
into a formidable candidate for the presidency.

Dallas Morning News Washington bureau chief Carl Leubsdorf noted the
contrast between Hillary as first lady and Hillary as presidential candidate in
one of her early campaign swings through Iowa in 2007. “You always had the
impression early on that Hillary was sort of anti-press and didn’t like to
schmooze and didn’t like to—didn’t happen to understand that certain things
had to be put out,” Leubsdorf said. “Now she seems in some ways very dif-
ferent as a candidate, you know, since she’s become a public official, and let’s
face it, she was not an elected official in those (White House) days. She cer-
tainly seems to talk to the press a lot. I was struck by the fact that on her first
trip to Iowa, in addition to a couple of open forums and one meeting with . . .
top Democrats, she made time for a session with Dave Yepsen, the political
columnist of the Des Moines Register and the most influential journalist in the
state, so they don’t miss a bet. The coverage in states interestingly, in Iowa and
New Hampshire, I thought, was more favorable and more friendly than the
coverage of national organizations.”3

Hillary has even, to some extent, tried to make friends with members of the
“vast right-wing conspiracy.” Rupert Murdoch, who owns the New York
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Post—a paper that fought especially hard against her during her 2000 Senate
campaign—as well as FOX News, stunned many observers by hosting a
fundraiser for her 2006 Senate campaign, although he did not endorse her
presidential candidacy.

“If Murdoch is sort of hosting a fundraiser for her Senate campaign . . .
that’s a huge sort of recognition on both their parts, well, there’s something
you can do for me and something I can do for you,” said Houston Chronicle
columnist Cragg Hines. “And it sort of mirrors to some extent—not that it
will carry over into the presidential race—but it mirrors to some extent what
Murdoch did with Labor and [former British prime minister Tony] Blair, new
Labor and Blair in the UK, because of course, [Murdoch’s] son was, of
course, the harshest critic sometimes of old Labor. But even the Times [of
London] came around the last couple of campaigns.”4

Longtime White House correspondent Helen Thomas said she thought
Hillary would do a good job handling the press on the presidential campaign.
Hillary has learned to be diplomatic and “dodge the bullets” that come rap-
idly at the candidates, Thomas said.5

“She had to amend her hostilities when she ran for Senate, and I mean, I
admire her very much, I think she’s brilliant and a terrific speaker and so
forth, but there is no question that the handlers told her to smile,” Thomas
said. “I mean, politicians have to act like they like people, and eventually they
will, because the response is always great. When you like people, people like
you. So I think that she learned a big lesson about personality exchanges and
so forth. Very different person as senator, and to win the Senate, she went all
out and she was able to transform herself, in my opinion.”6

The transformation has not made her a “schmoozer”—the kind of senator
who will talk at the drop of the hat. Kiely said some senators, like Lindsey
Graham, Richard Shelby, and Mark Pryor, are always willing to chat. But oth-
ers, like former New Jersey senator and presidential candidate Bill Bradley,
are less talkative. Hillary falls into the Bill Bradley category, Kiely said, but
that does not mean she is unapproachable.

“She’s not like every other senator, she’s not the kind of person who’s go-
ing to talk, stop and schmooze, and she does have kind of a built-in—what’s
the word I want?—bubble, because she has security as a former first lady,”
Kiely said. “But you know, it’s never obtrusive, and you can still walk up to
her. It’s not quite as easygoing as it would be with another less celebrated
member of the Senate, but it’s easy to talk to her, and she’s gotten, I would
say, a lot more comfortable, and I think a lot more of a pro. I think part of be-
ing a good politician is having a thick skin and not taking things too person-
ally, and being willing to turn the other cheek a lot of times if you’re not
happy with your press coverage, you know. . . . I don’t know what [Bill] was
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like early in his career as a politician because that was before my time—but
certainly throughout the entire time I’ve covered him, he’s shown an ability
to be a real pro. But my gut tells me that that just comes a lot more naturally
to him than it does to her, because of the differences in their personalities. But
you know, I would say she’s come a long way.”7

Kiely, like many other reporters, said that Hillary’s personality is more at-
tractive over the long haul and in one-on-one situations than Bill’s is.
Hillary’s staff is extraordinarily loyal with low turnover, which Kiely takes as
a sign of how good she is in personal relations.

“She’s better in an intimate setting than she is in a very public setting, and
that’s always going to be a challenge, you know,” Kiely said. “There are
politicians like that. You know, people said that about Al Gore, ‘Gee, he’s a
great guy, you know, if you get to know him.’ And so the challenge for her is
to make whatever it is, whatever magic it is that keeps those people working
for her—she’s going to have to figure out a way to express that in a wider
arena, and if she can’t, I think she’s not going to succeed.”8

Former Clinton White House press secretary Mike McCurry also said it’s
difficult to convey that sense of personality through the press. “Everyone says
about her, which is true, is that she has such an easygoing manner in private
that that would be something [if] she could effectively find a way to get some
of that captured and out in front of the American public, it would be a very
good thing,” McCurry said. “I think most people who know her and interact
with her in that kind of setting agree that the more that the American public
could see of her kind of informal and kind of self-deprecating style, that that
would be quite effective. And the problem is it’s hard to convey that through
mass media.”9

But in what at least one conservative website suggested was a sign of the
apocalypse, the dour-looking Hillary started to convey a sense of humor in
the summer of 2007. In an article headlined “Hillary Made Me Laugh, End
Times Surely Nigh,” Mary Katherine Ham wrote that the “woman who comes
across as warm as flounder skin” actually made her laugh with her self-dep-
recating humor in a couple of her YouTube videos.10 The videos, which fea-
tured Hillary’s promotion to let Web surfers choose her campaign song,
poked fun at herself by including a promise not to sing the song herself—a
reference to a much-played ambush video that caught a pathetically out-of-
tune Hillary howling the national anthem at a rally earlier in the year.

Hillary followed up those videos with a spoof of the last scene of the series
finale of The Sopranos television show, one of the most talked about enter-
tainment events of that summer. The last scene of the finale showed crime
family boss Tony Soprano meeting his family in a restaurant. Tony sat down
at a table and watched his various family members and a succession of men-
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acing characters enter the restaurant, the tension mounting as Sopranos fans
waited to see whether Tony would be “whacked.” Instead, the show ended
with a startling blank screen, leaving the viewers—many after checking their
cable connection in disbelief—to try to figure out what it meant.

In a role reversal that neatly encapsulated the changing relationship of the
Clintons, Hillary played the head of the family in the spoof while Bill pas-
sively sat by like Tony’s wife. Comparing the Clintons to a fictional crime
family might at first glance seem to be an unfortunate choice of image for a
presidential contender, but many viewers, including Ham, took it for the joke
it was intended to be. Ham noted that, once again—unfortunately for conser-
vatives like her—it showed a “hip” side of Hillary and suggested the Clintons
are as much a part of American culture as the extraordinarily popular TV
show.11

Her website got more than 500,000 hits the day the Sopranos spoof aired.
By comparison, an Obama YouTube video drew about 510,000 hits in a week,
and a six-year-old girl singing on the popular American Idol show drew about
640,000 hits in a week.12

Midway through the primary campaign in 2008, Hillary again turned to hu-
mor to help her stop Obama’s momentum. Before the crucial Texas and Ohio
primaries, she appeared in a “Saturday Night Live” skit and was interviewed
on Jon Stewart’s satirical news program, “The Daily Show,” on the Comedy
Central channel. Her self-deprecating humor made her seem genuine and
sympathetic, and the venues appealed to youthful voters, something she
needed because in Obama she faced an opponent more than a dozen years her
junior. Time’s Joe Klein suggested that the appearances “might have changed
the zeitgeist.”13

Hillary has also been in tune with the zeitgeist through her use of the In-
ternet, which garnered praise from political observers. Hillary announced her
candidacy on the Web, and did so at a time that distracted from the excitement
over the beginning of Barack Obama’s campaign. Hillary’s announcement
made her campaign look modern compared to the old style of candidates an-
nouncing in front of a crowd at their home, or, as Bill Clinton did, in front of
the historic Old Statehouse in Little Rock.

“I think a lot of these announcements, the old-fashioned announcements, in
retrospect, almost look like they’re in daguerreotypes,” said Dallas Morning
News senior political writer Wayne Slater.14

Hillary even took a webpage from the playbook of Matt Drudge, whose
Drudge Report website broke a number of major scandal stories during Bill’s
presidency and is generally considered part of the “right-wing conspiracy.”
But Drudge’s report sets the gold standard for Web influence, and Hillary’s
campaign set up its own version with HillaryHub.com, a news aggregator site
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similar to Drudge’s. HillaryHub.com, of course, carries news with a positive
spin about Hillary. Columnist Ben Smith noted that the website is part of a
trend started by corporate America to control news and go around the main-
stream media.15

Politicians still can’t completely disregard the mainstream media, and they
therefore must rely on some standard tactics in dealing with reporters. One of
these tactics is to appear to answer journalists’ questions without taking posi-
tions that are too controversial, or else be able to appear to offer a little some-
thing to everyone. Bill Clinton was so notorious for his slippery ability to
avoid answering questions that he earned the nickname “Slick Willie.” After
watching Hillary’s performance at a candidate forum held before a govern-
ment employees’ union, Associated Press reporter Ron Fournier wrote that
she might earn the title of “Slick Hillary.” Hillary easily swatted down ques-
tions from moderator Chris Matthews at an American Federation of State,
County and Municipal Employees union event. For example, in response to a
question about whether President Bush should pardon convicted perjurer
Scooter Libby, a former White House aide, she said there was enough talk
about it without her adding to the discussion. “[Bill] had a knack for con-
vincing people on both sides of an issue that he agreed with them,” Fournier
wrote. “His wife may not be as smooth, but Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton is
doing a passable impression of the ever-parsing president.”16

It really shouldn’t be surprising that Hillary has mastered these techniques.
She has been watching Bill for more than 30 years and has been an elected
politician herself for approaching 10 years. She’s not a natural politician, but
she’s a natural student. “She’s learned a lot over the years, and she’s learned
from the master,” said Leubsdorf.17

From watching Bill, Hillary has learned the importance of schmoozing and
answering questions like a politician. She’s also learned how badly the press
can hurt you. That lesson may have led her to structure her press relations
more like George W. Bush’s than her husband’s. Her ability to maintain mes-
sage discipline, control her own staff, and restrict access to the mainstream
national press are all similar to the tactics of the man who replaced her hus-
band in the Oval Office. Hillary also has Bush’s ability to charm one-on-one,
but, like Bush and unlike Bill, she doesn’t have the compulsion to sweet talk
reporters into liking her, nor does she have the belief that sweet talking nec-
essarily results in better coverage.

Slater, who has covered Bush since he was governor of Texas, said
Hillary’s message discipline is very similar to that of the 43rd president. “The
Hillary Clinton operation reminds me very much of the early George Bush
operation in the sense that they were somewhat wary, they were skilled, they
were professional, but they were somewhat wary of the media, and clearly es-
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tablished a message discipline that you didn’t vary from,” Slater said. “Bill
Clinton is just open. You get a sense half the time he’s sort of operating,
sometimes he’s operating on the fly almost, and instinctively. I never get a
sense that Hillary Clinton’s public—anything she’s doing, is instinctive. I al-
ways get the sense that it’s carefully calculating.”18

The Hillary campaign’s message will be tightly managed in the way that
Bush’s closest press adviser, Karen Hughes, ran his early political campaigns,
including the 2000 presidential race, Slater said.

“You’re going to see the Hillary Clinton operation very much like George
Bush and Karl Rove, who do not deviate from whatever the message of the
day or the theme of the week [is],” Slater said. “You’re not going to see any-
body—well, anybody who goes out there and freelances with some com-
ments that aren’t cleared internally is gone. That’s what happened in the Bush
administration. That’s what’s going to happen in this administration.”19

Hines also noted the similarity between Hillary and Bush on message dis-
cipline. “She’s Karen Hughes’s twin sister,” he said. Hines thought Hillary
would continue the pattern of control that she demonstrated when she tried to
influence the coverage of Bill as governor and later as president by telling
people what to say to reporters, or to not say anything at all.

“And you don’t teach an old dog new tricks,” Hines said. “It has absolutely
continued. And I think she has people around her now, Howard Wolfson, for
instance, who [are] very good at sort of message control, and they will adapt
it as necessary.” All politicians try to control coverage about them to some ex-
tent, he said. “Some are better at it, more practiced at it, and some actually
believe in the fundamental principle of controlling the message and the me-
dia,” he said. “And I believe she’s one of them.”20

McCurry agreed that in terms of message discipline, Hillary’s operation
would be more like Bush’s. “I think that her political operation now as sena-
tor and even when she was first lady was much more disciplined and much
better at kind of keeping the sausage-making from spilling over into print,”
McCurry said. “And I think she, I mean, she prizes people who kind of like
stay focused on the things that need to be articulated and don’t rush off to
brief the press on how smart they were to have recommended this policy or
that policy. We had a little more of a chaotic, turbulent environment in the
Clinton White House just because there were so many people who were adept
at dealing with the press. I think we got better at that as time went on, but a
little less of the freewheeling style, I think, helps concentrate your ability to
deliver a message when you’re being scattered across an audience that’s be-
ing pulled in so many multiple directions because of the different sources of
information that are now available. I think the struggle is to be coherent at a
time in which there’s really no easy way to reach mass audiences. You know,
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we’re not gathering around Walter Cronkite’s campfire every night to hear
‘That’s the way it is,’ and we don’t have just a few very large and influential
institutions within the media that set the standard for everybody else the way
we did 20 years ago. And I think that requires a little more discipline, and that
it also requires a little more creativity in how you get your message out.”21

One of the ways to control the message is to control who it goes to—what
medium that the White House chooses to contact when officials want to re-
lease certain stories.

“One of the things that I suspect Mrs. Clinton will do that this current
White House has done effectively is to target select audiences and find chan-
nels of communication that are appropriate for those audiences,” McCurry
said. “I think George Bush has done a lot more select interviews and targeted
communications than is commonly realized. We woke up to that fact, by the
way, pretty late in the game during the John Kerry campaign in 2004. They
were doing underneath the standard campaign, you know, most campaigns
deal day in and day out with the national press corps covering the campaign,
but they were simultaneously doing an awful lot of stuff with regional media,
specialty publications, you know, hobby newsletters and things like that that
were designed to match what some of their political imperatives were.”22

In addition to controlling what comes from her press staff, Hillary has
enormous self-discipline that reminds observers more of the laconic Bush
than the loquacious Bill, who is known for giving overly long answers, al-
most as if he is playing games with the questioner. Bush, on the other, will
simply not answer the question, “bridging” to the message of the day—briefly
acknowledging the question but then talking about the subject he wants to
discuss. In that sense, Fournier’s example of Hillary speaking to the govern-
ment association was more like a Bush speech than a Bill speech.

The self-discipline as reflected in caution during interviews and speeches
is as much a function of personality as anything else. It’s interesting to note
that both Bush and Hillary are early-to-bed types, who are disciplined in their
personal habits, at least compared to Bill, who is legendary for all-nighters
and impulsive behavior.

“Everybody’s personality has strong points and weak points,” Kiely said.
“I mean, I think Clinton at his worst could just kind of ramble on, because
he’s very exuberant. He’s a very exuberant speaker, and so he could get
caught up on some riff and then get lost in it and gas on forever. And we can
all think of examples of that, but Hillary is not—that will never happen to
Hillary, but at the same time, she lacks his exuberance. You know, it’s like
when he’s good, he’s awesome, and she’s never going to reach those heights,
but she’ll never be as awful a bloviator as he can be at his worst.”23
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Oddly enough, the extreme care Hillary exercises in her speeches and in-
terviews may make her susceptible to Hillisms in the same way Bush has be-
come notorious for Bushisms. Speakers who overanalyze what they are going
to say before they say it tend to get nervous and garble their sentences. Speak-
ers who stick rigidly to a written script, instead of speaking spontaneously,
run the risk of misreading it or sounding like a robot. Bush was not particu-
larly known for misspeaking when he was a public figure in Texas as a base-
ball team owner or governor. When he moved to the national scene and used
more prepared texts, and every word was analyzed and recorded by the me-
dia, he gained a reputation for misspeaking.24 What was a minor quirk on the
regional level became magnified to become a source of endless material for
comedians, calendars, and quote books.

Hillary is likely to suffer a similar fate in kind if not in degree. She doesn’t
tend to make outrageous word slips like Bush’s “Is our children learning?” But
she has a tendency to make inappropriate (and unfunny) jokes, like saying Ma-
hatma Gandhi used to run a gas station in St. Louis, or overly mean campaign
rhetoric, like saying someone can’t be a Republican and a Christian. At least
two humor books of Hillary quotes were published before she even announced
she was running for president.25 She already had a swipe of the media’s broad
brush stroke when she tried to crack a joke when someone at a campaign event
in Iowa asked what in her background would allow her to handle evil men like
Osama bin Laden. Hillary repeated the question so the audience could hear,
but her raised eyebrows, nod, and sarcastic tone when she said, “What in my
background equips me to deal with evil and bad men?” brought down the
house. Reporters interviewed audience members, and some thought she was
referring to Bill, while others thought it was Bush, former Republican house
speaker Newt Gingrich, or Whitewater prosecutor Kenneth Starr. Reporters
jumped on the issue at a press conference later in the day. Hillary said she was
thinking of “bad actors” and “our leadership the last six years.” She emphati-
cally denied she was thinking of Bill.

But in the case of Bushisms or Hillisms, the media can make them to be
whatever they want. The conservative New York Post suggested the joke was
on Bill; the liberal Newsday left it as a mystery that the reader would have to
decide.26

Slater thought it was a “gotcha” by the press. “To be honest with you, I felt
sorry for her,” Slater said. “Here she was—now I know I’m probably reading
this different than other reporters, but what I felt was, she was trying to loosen
up a little bit and say something, and although she said later, that wasn’t what
she was saying—you know, there wasn’t that kind of resonance about her
husband—that was exactly the point that she was making in a funny way.
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Then she goes right out and the press starts, we start quizzing her about it, you
know, and she goes, ‘Well, wait a minute, you know, you want me to lighten
up.’ I think what that tells me, though, is she’s not very good at this, that . . .
there are some people who don’t do light very well, and I think that’s her. But
I feel sorry for her because it’s the kind of thing that in a sense we’re asking
these candidates to do, ‘Come on, lighten up sometimes, just kid about,’ but
in the moment they do, then we jump on them.”27

The press will be all over Hillary because she is not only a candidate for
the presidency but arguably the most unusual (a key definition of news) can-
didate we’ve ever had. For such a candidate, a joke is no longer just a joke.
For example, the press examined the Sopranos spoof with the intensity of So-
pranos zealots analyzing the last episode of the Sopranos. One story even
used a body language expert to opine that Hillary must have filmed the bit un-
der duress because of the way she carried herself in the video.28

Gregg Birnbaum, a New York Post journalist who covered Hillary, started a
website called JustHillary.com. The “About the Site” page on JustHillary
.com describes the site as a private venture independent of the Post that pro-
vides “the most comprehensive and up-to-date” information on Hillary and
her 2008 campaign. Incredibly, JustHillary.com links to about 35 other
Hillary sites of varying quality, and from both ends of the political spectrum.
Truly, there is no place for Hillary to hide and nothing about her that won’t
be scrutinized.

But if any candidate could survive that scrutiny, it would be Hillary, who
lived through the most embarrassing presidential scandal of the information
saturation age, and has demonstrated the toughness and adaptability to han-
dle the current media system.

In fact, Hillary may be the most media-experienced presidential candidate
the American public has seen since Franklin Roosevelt. She was an active
campaigner, she was an active adviser (if many times behind the scenes), she
was a warrior when she had to be, and she was always, always in the media’s
eye. Unless the two-term limit rule for presidents is repealed (or another ac-
tivist presidential spouse runs for office), no presidential candidate will ever
have the type of intense media coverage that Hillary experienced—eight
years in the White House fish bowl. She was attacked, vilified, and humili-
ated throughout Bill’s campaigns and administration, which might not have
felt good but was certainly priceless training for a campaign of her own.

Given her additional experience working on Bill’s Arkansas political ca-
reer, it’s hard to imagine a situation she will face that she hasn’t already seen.
Ron Fournier, who covered the Clintons in both Arkansas and Washington,
said an episode at one of Hillary’s debates in her 2000 Senate campaign re-
minded him of the 1990 gubernatorial campaign in Little Rock. Her Repub-
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lican opponent in 2000, Congressman Rick Lazio, walked aggressively to-
ward her during one of the debates, insisting she sign right there on the stage
an agreement pledging to reject unregulated or “soft money” campaign con-
tributions. “It was the same kind of move she made on McRae,” Fournier
said, recalling the Tom McRae press conference that Hillary seized to chas-
tise Bill’s most dangerous opponent for the Democratic nomination for gov-
ernor in 1990.29 Hillary had flustered McRae, making him appear weak and
thwarting his campaign’s momentum. In 2000, the roles were reversed, but
Hillary calmly stood her ground during the in-your-face attack. She ended up
looking strong while Lazio looked like a bully.

In her life in politics, Hillary has been the bully, and, more often, has faced
the bullying coverage of a media-saturated society. That bullying/bullied ex-
perience appears to now be a job requirement for president. Every winning
presidential candidate since 1996—the first election held since the Internet
became widely used by the general public—has been more media savvy than
his opponent. In 1996, Clinton, who had already been the media’s piñata in
1992, easily defeated Bob Dole, a career senator from the World War II gen-
eration used to its friendlier, almost clubby relationship with the Washington
press. Granted, Dole had run for vice president in 1976, and was a serious
contender in the 1988 primaries, but those elections were like the Pleistocene
era in media terms when compared to 1996. The 2000 race featured two can-
didates equally knowledgeable about the media and the White House. Bush
had been a surrogate campaigner for his father’s various races since he was a
kid and was a trusted adviser when the elder Bush was president. He had
watched with dismay as his father’s 1992 campaign fell apart by “running
into a ninety-mile-an-hour media headwind.”30 Al Gore had been through the
Clinton scandal wars as vice president. Gore had even been a reporter him-
self for a while, but he wasn’t able to cultivate the campaign reporters, many
of whom didn’t like him. Bush, on the other hand, knew how important it was
to schmooze reporters and acted accordingly. In a close race like the 2000 bat-
tle, press relations proved a decisive factor. In 2004 the experienced Bush
bested John Kerry, another longtime senator, who demonstrated a Dole-like
obtuseness in his dealings with the press.

When commenting on the 2008 campaign, many pundits have noted that if
Hillary wins the nomination, a Bush or a Clinton would have been on at least
one of the major party tickets as president or vice president in every election
for almost 30 years. People who cite that fact often argue that because Amer-
icans rejected royalty when they rebelled against Great Britain in 1776, they
will likewise rebel against a Hillary candidacy that would confirm a twenty-
first-century monarchy. That argument ignores the fact that Americans not so
long ago elected one man to four terms—dying in office was the only thing
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that prevented FDR from serving as long as Bill Clinton and George W. Bush
combined. And FDR’s elections weren’t even close races. Given FDR’s am-
bitions and his efforts to stack the U.S. Supreme Court to accrue even more
power for himself, who knows how long he would have held onto the presi-
dency if his health permitted, or what efforts he might have made for his fa-
milial electoral succession of a son or wife?

The royalty issue is largely a parlor game of interest to the pundits and po-
litical scientists. The American electorate in 2008 will make its choice, as it
almost always does, based on the future, not the past. If anything, being part
of an American political dynasty is a help, not a hindrance. In the twenty-first
century, presidential candidates need the type of name recognition that can
come with being part of political royalty in order to cut through the informa-
tion saturation to shake voters’ attention away from the bread and circuses of
celebrity gossip. The days are gone when a relatively obscure governor like a
Jimmy Carter, or even a Bill Clinton, could gain the White House without
first undergoing the national media hazing that comes with living in the White
House or going through a presidential campaign. Tom Vilsack, the popular
governor of Iowa, dropped out of the race almost before it started, and Bill
Richardson, governor of New Mexico and secretary of energy under Bill
Clinton, languished toward the bottom of the Democratic contenders in the
summer of 2007. The people who got 24/7 news coverage in 2007 were not
Vilsack or Richardson but celebrities like Anna Nicole Smith, the centerfold
who had married an elderly billionaire, was widowed, then died herself of a
drug overdose, leaving a number of suitors to fight over the paternity and for-
tune of her infant daughter, and Paris Hilton, a hotel heiress who was briefly
sent to jail for violating her probation on a traffic offense. Political parties in
this media environment are increasingly turning to actors and athletes for in-
stant candidates. Such celebrities can jumpstart campaigns with immediate
name recognition among a jaded population. In 2007, Fred Thompson, more
famous for being an actor on a television crime drama than his brief U.S. Sen-
ate career, moved to the top tier of Republican contenders simply by saying
he was considering running for president. Thompson’s campaign imploded
rather quickly, but his failure was due to lackluster effort on his part to build
on the early momentum generated by his celebrity.

Hillary’s association with Bill and the tabloid turmoils of their marriage—
similar to the high jinks of the real royalty in Great Britain—make them the
ideal candidate couple for the information saturation age. Bill and Hillary are
often described as “rock stars” for their ability to generate attention and en-
thusiasm, at least among the Democratic base. Whether she is a rock star or
royalty, Hillary’s fame, linked to Bill’s, is one of her main media assets.
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The other main asset is her experience in dealing with the saturation cov-
erage that accompanies such fame. Since the dawn of the Internet age, presi-
dential contenders must be able to generate enough attention to cut through
the noise yet still have the toughness born of experience to survive the intense
beatdown the media administers to all who would be president.

The Clintons’ experience with the media has certainly taught them how to
handle journalists, but it doesn’t mean they like reporters or the institution
they represent. The left traditionally prides itself as a champion of free speech
rights. The Clintons, as part of the Vietnam War protest movement, were in-
disputably aligned with the philosophy of using free speech to fight against
government and societal policies with which they disagreed. Bill Clinton, as
was mentioned earlier, told one journalist that he and his fellow Democrats
thought the press was on their side because of its coverage of the progressive
causes of the 1960s.

But human nature being what it is, that philosophy changes in a hurry when
a person becomes the subject of newspaper stories rather than an enthusiastic
reader of them. A look at Clinton’s presidential library in Little Rock in early
2007 gives a solid indication of the couple’s current attitudes toward the
press. The small display about Bill’s impeachment essentially blames the me-
dia for causing it. According to the library display, the rise of 24-hour televi-
sion news networks and a blurring of tabloid and mainstream news media cre-
ated a climate ripe for character assassination, and the Internet allowed
“rumors” to spread quickly. The impression left by a visit to the library is that
the media was a creator of scandal rather than a seeker of truth.

In an upstairs display of artifacts related to the first lady and the White
House, a DVD entitled A Time to Laugh: The Clintons’ Humor played con-
stantly. The DVD, which was for sale in the Clinton museum gift shop, illus-
trates, according to the DVD case, how the Clintons “brought good humor to
nearly every challenging day” in the White House. One of the challenges, of
course, was the press. In one skit that was done for the Gridiron Club dinner
in 1995, Hillary spoofed Forrest Gump, the slow-witted character of the pop-
ular movie released the previous year. In satirizing the scene in which Gump
sits on a bench and compares life to a box of chocolates, Hillary compares the
reporters to a box of chocolates, saying “too many of ’em will kill you, but
the sweet ones are awful nice.”31 Of course, the skit was a joke. But humor
can be revealing, and in the case of the DVD illustrates the more serious an-
imosity referenced in the displays downstairs in the library. There are too
many reporters covering the White House in the information saturation age,
and although there are some good ones, the coverage can kill you if you aren’t
careful.
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Hillary’s puckish acting ability in skits, whether for the various White
House journalists’ dinners or campaign videos, is surprisingly good for a
woman who has had to fight an often too-serious public image. But the self-
effacing humor displayed on the Sopranos spoof, and the more accommodat-
ing attitude toward reporters she has displayed as senator, might not indicate
a true change of core beliefs.

Has Hillary gotten better at handling the press?
“Well, I think that’s an interesting question in that has she gotten easier

around the media in sort of a bedrock way, or has she learned how to appear
to be able to be easier in terms of media relations?” Hines said. “I think those
are two different questions. You know, it’s a question of appearance over a
question of sort of basic instincts. . . . We don’t know, do we?”32

We do know something about the Clintons’ past, however. The Clintons
both had good relations one-on-one with journalists in Arkansas, although
Hillary had much less contact with the press than Bill. Those relations soured
beginning with the intense coverage of the first presidential campaign, turned
into a bunker mentality for much of the presidency, and culminated in the
acid, though brief, description of the press in the presidential library. The
White House record is clear that the administration, often at the direction of
Hillary, was reluctant to release information to the press.

The record in Arkansas is also poor on Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
issues. Meredith Oakley wrote that Clinton as governor “had earned a well-
deserved reputation for paying lip service to open government.” Several im-
portant public boards and commissions ignored open meetings and records
laws under the advice of Clinton’s chief counsel. During the 1987 legislative
session, journalists like Oakley were incensed that Clinton had gone back on
a promise that he would not support a proposed state law to seal Arkansas tax
records.33

Clinton friend and Arkansas newspaper journalist Max Brantley said Bill
“certainly wasn’t any paragon of press freedom.” Brantley cited as an exam-
ple Bill’s “very expansive” definition of a governor’s working papers, which
are exempt from media access under the state FOIA.34

“I really credit Bill Clinton for establishing the road map on that, and it’s
really been a bad thing,” Brantley said. “It’s shielded, for example, delibera-
tions on clemency matters, which is one thing they do where internal com-
munications would provide a lot of insight in why one [prisoner] got it and
one didn’t, and I don’t just mean Clinton, I mean all succeeding governors as
well.”35

Brantley said Clinton also backed a change in the FOIA law that made it
harder to examine the personnel records of state employees, something he
said could be useful in investigating, for example, an abusive police officer.
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Clinton and succeeding Arkansas governors have used this rule, Brantley
said. The policy is similar to the Bush administration trying to limit access to
federal executive agency records. Brantley recalled fighting against the
change in the law. “We have rued the day, because it is just one more huge
swath of records that now are off limits to us except under pretty extraordi-
nary circumstances,” Brantley said. “So that was one of his great achieve-
ments in FOI, was making it harder for us to review personnel records of pub-
lic employees—black mark as far as I’m concerned.”36

Another black mark against the Clintons, according to some journalists, is
that they use their power to intimidate or harass reporters. Richard Poe, a con-
servative journalist, detailed such accusations in Hillary’s Secret War, which
reported the claims of several conservative journalists that they experienced
various forms of harassment or even assault while they were investigating
stories about the Clintons. Poe wrote in his introduction that although some
would dismiss his book “as a collection of wild-eyed conspiracy theories,” he
had “strong evidence” for every allegation.37

Most journalists who cover the Clintons complain instead about Bill’s tem-
per or Hillary’s coldness. But one journalist interviewed for this book, Little
Rock television reporter Mel Hanks, did experience an odd episode while
covering the grand jury that was examining drug trafficking, among other
things. An employee of Dan Lasater, a Clinton donor, was indicted by the
grand jury. Chapter 6 described how coverage of Lasater and the grand jury
prompted Hillary to interrupt a press conference and confront reporters about
their fairness.

Hanks said that while he covered the case, a strange man on a motorcycle
started following him everywhere. “It was an effort to find out who was talk-
ing to me, who was the leak inside this investigation,” Hanks recalled. “And,
the only time I was ever suspicious was when [Clinton aide] Betsey Wright
told my news director at the time, ‘We understand you’re trying to connect
this to the governor’s office. We sure want to have a chance to respond to
that.’ And nobody had ever said anything about the governor’s office at the
time.”38 (Wright declined to be interviewed for this book.)

The station caught the motorcycle man on tape, and it made for quite a
story, Hanks said. “But no one ever accused the governor of this publicly, of
being involved in it. . . . There was never anything proven on that,” he said.39

A motorcycle stalker sounds intimidating, but the media policies of the
Clinton gubernatorial and presidential administrations, and the public com-
ments on the media by Hillary, should be more cause for concern among jour-
nalists.

In her book on children, It Takes a Village, Hillary decries violence on televi-
sion, including newscasts and the “tabloid approach” to news. She urges parents
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to control what their kids watch but also writes, “As creators and consumers of
the media, and as citizens of the village, we must be willing to join with one an-
other to press for improvements in what our children see and hear.”40 She doesn’t
say how the village should press for improvements, but her book does praise two
authors for taking broadcasters “to task for evading the consequences of their de-
cisions by hiding behind the First Amendment.”41

A Hillary quote that sounds even less friendly to the First Amendment
guarantees of press freedom was her musing at a February 11, 1998, White
House event that was demonstrating a live cybercast, a technically innovative
feat at that time. After the demonstration, a reporter asked Hillary to comment
on whether the new medium was a good thing in light of the fact that anyone
could transmit anything instantly. Hillary replied that the Internet raised some
serious issues, namely, that “Without any kind of editing function or gate-
keeping function, what does it mean to have the right to defend your reputa-
tion, or to respond to what someone says?” Hillary said that competing inter-
ests must be kept in balance and that when “an invention leaps so far out
ahead of that balance and throws a system, whatever it might be—political,
economic, technological—out of balance, you’ve got a problem. . . . So we’re
going to have to deal with that.”42

Bill’s administration had already tried to deal with the Internet in 1996
through its support of the Communications Decency Act (CDA), which
banned the transmission of indecent material to children over the Internet.
The law was struck down in 1997 by the Supreme Court, which ruled that it
was too vague and chilled free speech.43

It is not hard to imagine a Hillary Clinton administration supporting other
types of restriction on the Internet or other media. At the time of this writing,
left-wing activists and some members of Congress were suggesting a reintro-
duction of the Fairness Doctrine or other similar legislation that would be
aimed at controlling talk radio, a medium favored by the right and one that
had bedeviled the Clintons for years. In 2007, Republican senator James In-
hofe reported overhearing Hillary discussing with fellow Democratic senator
Barbara Boxer the need to do something legislatively about conservative talk
radio. Spokesmen for Hillary and Boxer denied the conversation took place,
but Inhofe stood by his version, although he admitted it had happened several
years ago, not recently as he had first implied.44

Of course, legislation restricting talk radio might not be passed by a Re-
publican or closely divided Democratic Congress even if a President Hillary
Clinton pushed it. Such legislation, like the CDA, might also be struck down
by the Supreme Court. But Hillary’s belief in government regulation to solve
problems—as in health care—and her belief that the media has serious prob-
lems, should give pause to journalists.
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At any rate, relations between the press and the presidency are unlikely to
improve under a new Clinton administration. The Dallas Morning News’s
Slater said the press is going to want something different from the secretive,
controlling tactics of the Bush administration, but is unlikely to get it from a
Hillary administration. The tactics worked well for Bush when things were
going well, but backfired in his second term when he faced a bungled Hurri-
cane Katrina relief effort, a seemingly intractable war in Iraq, and a scandal-
bedeviled Republican Congress.

“In fact, reporters, when things started turning south, I don’t think they’re
giving him any benefit of the doubt,” Slater said. Reporters felt slighted, and
although they were reporting the news “fairly straight” the stories were worse
than they might have been because there was not a good working relationship
between the White House and the press corps, he said. “When things began
to turn south, there wasn’t really much of anything that the White House
could do to try to quickly mend fences or build bridges with reporters who
might be a little more favorably disposed in writing about them. So in the end,
we reporters, if the White House isn’t talking to us, we get the information
from somebody else. In the end, if the administration has decided to essen-
tially freeze out the press, then it is more often than not the administration,
when things go badly, that suffers.”45

But Bush, as a conservative, no doubt believed he had few friends in the
national press corps and thought the best strategy was to go around them
through local and alternative media. Bush had the upper hand through the first
year of his second term and likely would have kept it had not outside events
overtaken him. Even if he’d had sterling press relations, journalists still
would have been reporting bad news because the news was bad. His father
had actively courted the press with parties at the family compound in Ken-
nebunkport, Maine, and numerous press conferences and was still bounced
from the White House after one term. There’s still an argument to be made
that it’s better to try to control the press rather than pamper it. The early indi-
cations are that Hillary feels that way.

Slater, for one, doesn’t think Hillary has learned the lessons she should
have from watching the George W. Bush administration.

“It’s early,” Slater said. “We don’t know what’s going to happen, but my
conversations with her people and what I’ve seen so far is that she may very
well be at the beginning of making this colossal mistake. . . . She may be
about to make a colossal mistake of duplicating, of repeating the Bush ad-
ministration’s kind of message discipline, over-managed effort, and possibly
even secrecy within the White House that in the end could be very damaging,
not so much to the media but to her administration. But I see no evidence that
she’s changed. But . . . who knows? I mean, a year from now, maybe they’ll
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be more open, but part of this, I have to tell you . . . the structures, the appa-
ratus of a campaign or of a White House administration reflects the person at
the top. Bill Clinton’s sort of more open, engaging way of dealing with the
media was a product of the way Bill Clinton is, the way he thinks and the kind
of person he is, the approach. George Bush’s much more disciplined sort of
MBA style of management and where he had a few loyalists around him and
nobody deviated from the message was really a product of George Bush.”46

“Gotcha” moments like the joke about handling evil men will cause Hillary
to go back in her shell despite some efforts to lighten up, Slater said. “We’re
going to see, as they say, a very managed campaign, and the press better get
used to it,” Slater said.47

Presidential press relations have always been contentious. When John
Tebbel and Sarah Miles Watts published their history of the relationship in
1985, they concluded that it was heading for an “imperial” presidency that
could manipulate the press so handily as to nullify the First Amendment.48

When Louis W. Liebovich published his history of the press and the modern
presidency at the beginning of George W. Bush’s first term, he noted that the
relationship was at its lowest point because of the emphasis on the president’s
private life. But Liebovich added hopefully that one president skilled in press
relations might be able to restore the situation.49 In the last year of the Bush
administration, the White House still complains of unfair coverage and the
press still complains of lack of access and message control. The public com-
plains of gridlock, partisanship, and a biased press.

That last complaint is also a common and long-standing one, but it has got-
ten markedly worse during the Internet age as every mainstream press story
is scrutinized and torn apart by an army of bloggers of all levels of skill and
political affiliation. Bias was usually a battle cry of the right, but the left has
recently gotten into the act as well with watchdog groups accusing reporters,
many of whom are sympathetic personally to the left, of being tools of or
fools for the Bush administration. It’s not a happy time in general to be a re-
porter in 2008. Never members of a high-paying profession, journalists at
least had the satisfaction of doing important, respected work. Their work is
still crucial to the functioning of democracy, but they are no longer respected.
Recent surveys show the press as a whole is one of the least trusted institu-
tions in America.50

The Clintons, in an amazing twist of fate, have added yet another layer of
bricks to the towering wall of mistrust between the public and the press. In
the 2008 campaign, conservatives still complained about bias in the media,
and had a great example when the New York Times in February ran a ques-
tionable, thinly sourced story about an inappropriate relationship John Mc-
Cain might have had with a lobbyist eight years earlier.51 Liberals, especially
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the Clintons, still complained about the right-wing attack machine. In fact,
Hillary often said that her experience facing the so-called right-wing conspir-
acy during Bill’s administration was a reason that she would be a more tested
and thus more effective candidate for the Democratic party than Obama
would be. What’s new is that the Clintons and their supporters are now argu-
ing that the media is biased in favor of Obama—a fellow Democrat.

While campaigning in New Hampshire in January, Bill suggested that the
media was not covering Obama and Hillary equally, and that would force her
campaign to go negative on Obama to even things out.52 Hillary’s closest ad-
visers believe press critics have a sexist double standard; for example, casti-
gating Bill for vigorously defending Hillary but making “barely a peep when
Michelle Obama plays the role of hard-hitting surrogate for her husband.”53

But Hillary supporters were just as upset, if not more so, as the political pro-
fessionals about the perceived media bias. ABC’s Karen Snow told Newsweek
that Hillary fans often curse her when they see her TV mike because they be-
lieve the media is ruining her campaign.54

Whether the bias was perceived or real is certainly worthy of study but is
beyond the scope of this book. Nevertheless, preliminary studies and anec-
dotal evidence indicate that the Clintons are probably right that the press col-
lectively was easier on Obama, at least early in the campaign. One study done
by the Center for Media and Public Affairs showed that from mid-December
2007 to mid-February 2008 the evening news shows on ABC, CBS, and NBC
gave 83 percent “positive evaluations” of Obama but only 53 percent positive
of Hillary. Bill received only 24 percent positive press, according to the study.
The study noted Obama’s good press had dropped to 67 percent during the
period after Super Tuesday but Hillary’s positive coverage remained about 50
percent.55

Anecdotally, a casual reading of the 2008 campaign coverage midway
through the primary season indicates that Obama was not scrutinized as closely
as the Clintons. Ironically, just as Bill Clinton was able to hide his temper for
the most part during his initial 1992 campaign, Obama has rarely appeared as
anything but cool and calm in 2008. But at least one reporter who covered
Obama when he was an obscure Illinois state legislator recalled a more con-
frontational side to Obama, although the reporter noted that he admired Obama
at the time and still does. In an article for the Dallas Observer, Todd Spivak
wrote that Obama once called him an “asshole” at a political event and later
screamed at him about a story during an early morning phone call. “It’s the first
time I’ve ever heard him yell, and I’m trembling as I set down the phone,”
wrote Spivak, who at the time worked for a string of community newspapers in
Chicago. “I sit frozen at my desk for several minutes, stunned.”56 Spivak’s ar-
ticle appeared in an alternative weekly. Such warts-and-all portraits of Obama,
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particularly of his background in Chicago, were comparatively hard to find in
the mainstream press during the early primary season. Most stories instead fo-
cused on Obama’s charisma and the passion of his worshipful followers.

Critical stories on Bill and Hillary were easier to find, especially as a num-
ber of pundits, many of them liberals, expressed shock over what they be-
lieved was negative campaigning by the former first couple. Jonathan Chait,
a liberal columnist for the Los Angeles Times, went so far as to question
whether the conservative enemies of the Clintons had been right about them
all along.57 Conservative Rich Lowry, on the other hand, argued that many
Democrats and the media conveyed “a palpable impatience with Clinton’s
continued presence in the race,” hoping she would withdraw so they could
“consummate” their love affair with Obama.58

At the time this book was being written, the Democratic Party had not yet
decided whether to marry its fortunes to Obama or Hillary. If Hillary does not
get the nomination, it is a mistake to assume that voters will have, as a num-
ber of conservative commentators hopefully described, driven a stake through
the heart of the Clintons’ political ambitions. Hillary will have a lot of polit-
ical options remaining.

One of the least likeliest is that she would be Obama’s running mate. Com-
mon sense would dictate that he choose someone who could better appeal to
Republicans and moderates than the controversial Hillary. But if Obama does
choose to run on what many Democrats were calling the “dream ticket,”
Hillary, as the vice presidential nominee, would be the frontrunner in 2012 if
Obama loses or in 2016 if he wins two terms.

If Obama doesn’t choose her as his running mate, she could run in 2012 or
2016 if the circumstances were right. She could even run in 2012 against an
incumbent Obama if he suffers a Jimmy Carter-like implosion in his first
term. Many observers have said that because of Hillary’s age, she would be
finished as a presidential candidate if she loses the 2008 nomination. But in
2016 she would be about three years younger than McCain was in 2008, and
he secured the Republican nomination after his second try.

If the presidency doesn’t work out, she could probably hold her New York
Senate seat for as long as she wants, becoming a female Strom Thurmond if
she so chose. Democratic Senate leader certainly is a reasonable goal. A
Supreme Court seat is not out of the question, either.

All of those roles will require dealing with the press to some degree. If the
past is any guide, she will be handling the press effectively as part of her life-
long partnership with Bill. The Clintons are the most experienced political cou-
ple the American press has ever seen. But whatever she and Bill do in politics,
they will be twice as effective because they are part of a team. They have sur-
vived the most brutal and aggressive coverage any politician could imagine.
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They have learned how to control their message and alternately sweet talk or
bully the press as the need arises.

Win or lose in 2008, the Clintons are going to be around for a long, long
time. The press better get used to that.
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