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				Our politics, religion, news . . . have been transformed into congenial adjuncts of show business, largely without protest or even much popular notice. The result is that we are a people on the verge of amusing ourselves to death.

				AMUSING OURSELVES TO DEATH: PUBLIC DISCOURSE IN THE AGE OF SHOW BUSINESS

				—NEIL POSTMAN, 1985

				From this day forward, a new vision will govern our land. From this moment on, it’s going to be America first!

				INAUGURAL ADDRESS OF THE FORTY-FIFTH PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES

				—DONALD J. TRUMP, JANUARY 20, 2017

				If you asked Babe Ruth how he hit home runs, he was unable to tell you. I do things by instinct.

				—DONALD TRUMP TO THE NEW YORK TIMES IN 2004

				We are all enrolled in Trump University now.

				—TOM TOLES, WASHINGTON POST CARTOONIST, NOVEMBER 11, 2016

				A certain grasp of military affairs is vital for those in charge of general policy.

				—CARL VON CLAUSEWITZ, ON WAR
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			A NOTE ON SOURCING

			This book is based on some one hundred interviews with current and former officials in the Trump administration, current and former senior US military officers, senior officials of foreign countries, and others who have worked with or interacted with Trump administration officials. Most of those interviews were recorded. The interviews were largely conducted on background because of the sensitive nature of the topics, although some interviewees did go on the record. A number of individuals were interviewed on multiple occasions, while others kept contemporaneous notes, diaries, and emails that were useful in establishing timelines and the details of meetings. All quotes in the book are based on at least one person’s account of a meeting or event. In a number of cases, I spoke to multiple people who were at the same meeting or event.

			Much of the action of this book takes place in Washington, DC. I also reported from some of the key countries that are discussed in the book such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia, each of which I was able to visit at least twice during the course of my reporting. I also read some seventy books related to the Trump phenomenon. The notes at the end of this book reference the books and articles that I have drawn upon. Otherwise, all the information in the book comes from the interviews that I performed.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				THE WAR ROOM

			

			Gentlemen, you can’t fight in here! This is the War Room!

			—President Merkin Muffley in the movie Dr. Strangelove

		

	
		
			
			The day began well enough. Six months into his young presidency, Donald Trump arrived at the front steps of the Pentagon on a muggy Thursday morning in late Juy. Alighting from “the Beast,” the heavily armored presidential limo, Trump was greeted by his favorite general, Secretary of Defense James “Mad Dog” Mattis. Mattis didn’t care for this nickname, but Trump, whose experience of the military was limited to a stint at a military-style boarding school, reveled in the four-star generals on his team, especially the “killers.” Trump respected the raw power embodied by the US military.

			As Trump ascended the front steps of the Pentagon on the morning of July 20, 2017, a reporter shouted, “Mr. President: Are you sending more troops to Afghanistan?” An intense and largely hidden battle was then consuming Trump’s war cabinet about precisely this question.

			At the top of the Pentagon steps, flanked by an honor guard and towering over his secretary of defense, the president responded with one of his favorite lines, saying, “We’ll see.”

			Trump was at the Pentagon for a briefing that was planned by Mattis; Trump’s chief strategist, Steve Bannon; Trump’s national security adviser, Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster; the secretary of state, Rex Tillerson; and Trump’s chief economic adviser, Gary Cohn. They all felt it would be useful for Trump—the first American president not to have served in public office or the military—to receive a briefing about what exactly the United States was doing around the globe as well as its economic relationships and security arrangements. They also wanted Trump to understand the tools at his disposal as the commander in chief, from the eleven US aircraft carriers to American nuclear weapons capabilities.

			Trump’s key advisers all had quite different goals for the briefing. Bannon was the standard-bearer of Trump’s “America First” populism and he hoped that the briefing would show Trump how overextended and overcommitted the United States was overseas. Mattis and Tillerson wanted to make the case for the United States’ alliances that had shaped the world order since World War II. Those alliances, in their view, had benefited the United States tremendously, not only by hastening the peaceful implosion of the Soviet Union, but also more recently when a US-led NATO force had formed after 9/11 to oust the Taliban from power in Afghanistan. Cohn wanted to make the case for the economic rules-based international order that was built on free trade and had created unprecedented prosperity around the world.

			On the surface, Bannon and Mattis didn’t have much in common. A laconic, publicity-shy general and lifelong bachelor, Mattis had enlisted in the US Marines when he was eighteen and had spent his entire career in the military. Bannon, a voluble ringmaster of a man who had landed on the cover of Time for his role in guiding the Trump administration’s strategy, had served an eight-year stint in the navy and then gone to work at Goldman Sachs and later as a Hollywood producer. More recently he had run the far-right media site Breitbart News.

			Despite their different temperaments and experiences, both men shared a love of books and military history. If Bannon wasn’t discussing American politics, he was almost a different person talking knowledgeably about Asia, financial markets, and Alfred Thayer Mahan, the American historian who was the most influential naval strategist in the world in the run-up to World War I.

			A four-star general was likely to move around some two dozen times during the course of a long career. Typically, the general would move his family and household effects from one posting to the next. General Mattis instead moved his books—all seven thousand of them. In 2003 during the Iraq War, Mattis explained in an email to a fellow officer why deep reading about the history of warfare could help to save American lives on the battlefield: “By reading, you learn through others’ experiences—generally a better way to do business—especially in our line of work where the consequences of incompetence are so final for young men.”

			Bannon met with Mattis and two of his top aides, senior adviser Sally Donnelly and chief of staff retired Rear Admiral Kevin Sweeney, in Mattis’s Pentagon office at 7:00 am on Saturday, June 24, to discuss the United States’ military posture around the world. During the course of a several-hour discussion, Bannon said to Mattis, “We’re talking about putting in Special Operations Forces from North Africa to the Saudi Peninsula to Asia. You’re all over the place. And there’s no strategy to back it up. It feels like we’re in something like seventy-three countries. We’ve got to pull the camera back and we’ve got to set a strategic framework.”

			Bannon was obsessed by the long-term threat posed by China. He drew a diagram on a piece of paper for Mattis and his staff showing how China posed a rising challenge to American global supremacy, in particular, because of its ambitious “One Belt, One Road” policy that was designed to build transportation infrastructure that intertwined China deeply with the Middle East, Africa, and Europe.

			The solution, Bannon said, was to build up “the Quad,” which was an emerging alliance between the democratic Pacific powers: Australia, India, Japan, and the United States.

			Bannon kept a dog-eared, marked-up copy of Unrestricted Warfare, a treatise that was published by two Chinese army colonels in 1999. It laid out a surprisingly prescient strategy about how China could undercut the militarily far-superior United States through economic warfare and information operations. Bannon gave a copy of the book to Trump. At the White House, Bannon also handed out copies of Michael Pillsbury’s 2015 book The Hundred-Year Marathon: China’s Secret Strategy to Replace America as the Global Superpower. A longtime scholar of China, Pillsbury argued that the Chinese were stealthily and patiently building up their economic, political, and military power with the ultimate aim to take their “rightful place” as the world’s sole superpower, but they were doing it in such a way that they weren’t, for the moment, directly challenging the United States.

			Bannon also diagrammed for Mattis other key threats that he believed were in the ascendant, such as Iran. As he sketched out these threats, Bannon said, “Look, this is the dark valley. This is the 1930s all over again, right?”

			In college, Bannon had studied the historian Arnold Toynbee, who argued that history was an endless cycle of the rise and decay of civilizations. Was the United States going to be the next hegemon in the also-ran category? An obscure tract published in 1997 also influenced Bannon, The Fourth Turning: An American Prophecy—What the Cycles of History Tell Us about America’s Next Rendezvous with Destiny. It was a work of pseudohistory purporting to have found the secret to the ebbs and flows of American history, and it prophesied a looming catastrophe for the United States. The Fourth Turning helped to confirm Bannon’s belief that the United States, and indeed the entire West, was in a phase of deep civilizational decay and was on the road to ruin until Trump had come along to save it.

			Bannon was raised as a devout, orthodox Catholic and he believed strongly that “Judeo-Christian civilization” was under attack. Bannon’s apocalyptic vision du monde was underlined in an address he delivered via Skype to a group of conservative Catholics who were meeting at the Vatican during the summer of 2014. To the group at the Vatican, Bannon asserted, “We’re at the very beginning stages of a very brutal and bloody conflict, of which if the people in this room, the people in the church, do not bind together and really form what I feel is an aspect of the church militant, to really be able to not just stand with our beliefs, but to fight for our beliefs against this new barbarity that’s starting, that will completely eradicate everything that we’ve been bequeathed over the last two thousand five hundred years.”

			Back in Mattis’s vast office at the Pentagon, Bannon said that Trump should be briefed on all of America’s global commitments from “the Pacific, all the way to the Gulf, to NATO. And let’s talk about the commercial relationships, the capital markets, the trade deals, the military-security alliances, and what we have as far as weapons, manpower, and bases.”

			Bannon suggested that they do these presentations in “the Tank,” a bland conference room deep in the bowels of the Pentagon where the chiefs of the various branches of the military conducted their most important, classified business.

			Bannon told Mattis that Trump “loves the Tank, because that’s where FDR and General Marshall ran World War II. It’s very historic.”

			Mattis replied, “That’s a great idea.”

			A day before the July 20 briefing in the Tank, Mattis went to see Tillerson in his seventh-floor conference room at the State Department to prep for the meeting with Trump. Neither Mattis nor Tillerson was a Trump guy. Both in their midsixties and outsiders in Trumpland who had never met Trump before they started working for him, they had formed a tight alliance that was cemented over a weekly breakfast that took place on Thursdays in the magnificently appointed formal reception rooms on the top floor of the State Department. Both cabinet secretaries were concerned that the United States was pulling back from the world. Already Trump had pulled the country out of the Paris climate agreement and the Trans-Pacific Partnership, the trade deal between a dozen Pacific countries that was designed in part to contain the rise of China. Trump was also questioning the value of having a large military footprint overseas, whether it was in Europe or Asia. Mattis and Tillerson wanted to give Trump a primer about what the United States was doing around the world and how it benefited America’s security and kept international trade flowing.

			For the briefing in the Tank, they sat Trump, of course, at the head of the conference room table. Sitting next to him was Mattis, and close to him was General Joseph Dunford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the top military adviser to the president and the most senior officer in the US military. During the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, then-Colonel “Fighting Joe” Dunford and then-major general Mattis had worked closely, leading their marines in the fight to seize Baghdad.

			Because the briefing was also going to outline American trade deals and financial commitments, in attendance were Cohn and Treasury Secretary Steve Mnuchin, who were both enormously rich veterans of Goldman Sachs. Sitting on the “backbenches” around the wall of the room were Bannon, who placed himself close to Trump, and Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, as well as a slew of senior military and national security officials.

			Not present to discuss this overview of American national security was the national security adviser, H. R. McMaster, who was taking some rare time off for a family vacation.

			This absence suited Tillerson, who barely spoke to McMaster. When McMaster was presiding over a “principals” meeting of Trump’s war cabinet, Tillerson would routinely “table-drop” documents at the last minute that hadn’t been circulated ahead of time to cabinet officials, which was Tillerson’s not-so-subtle way of trying to take control of the meeting and to sideline McMaster.

			McMaster’s absence also suited Mattis, who pointedly referred to him as “Lieutenant General McMaster” in meetings. This was understood by officials at those meetings to be an intentional reminder that Mattis was an exalted, retired four-star general, while McMaster was an uppity officer of more junior rank. Also, Lieutenant General McMaster remained in uniform while he was the national security adviser so, in a sense, the secretary of defense was his boss. Mattis’s experience of being micromanaged by the Obama White House while he ran Central Command (CENTCOM) also seemed to have influenced his thinking about the role that the national security adviser should play in managing the Pentagon, which in his view was as little as possible.

			For his part, McMaster felt that Mattis “slow rolled” any of the president’s priorities he disagreed with, such as providing a range of options for potential military strikes against North Korea.

			McMaster began referring to Mattis and Tillerson as the “Club of Two.”

			Both Tillerson and Mattis refused to send State Department and Pentagon officials to work for McMaster, a tactic that seemed designed to weaken the National Security Council, an unprecedented effort to undermine it since it was routine in every administration for Foreign Service officers and Pentagon officials to be detailed to work there.

			Trump also found McMaster—a brilliant officer with a history PhD and a penchant for making multiple carefully constructed, professorial points about any given topic—to be something of an irritant. If McMaster presented on the Middle East to Trump, he might begin with the Ottoman Empire, showing scant instinct for his audience’s zone of interest or aptitude.

			Bannon had warned McMaster before he took the job as national security adviser, “Whatever you do don’t be professorial. Trump is a game-day player. Trump is a guy who never went to class. Never got the syllabus. Never bought a book. Never took a note. He basically comes in the night before the final exams after partying all night, puts on a pot of coffee, takes your notes, memorizes what he’s got to memorize. Walks in at eight o’clock in the morning and gets whatever grade he needs. That’s the reason he doesn’t like professors. He doesn’t like being lectured to.”

			For Bannon and McMaster it was even simpler; they held each other in considerable mutual contempt. Bannon described McMaster as a “fucking globalist and a professor,” while McMaster could never figure out exactly what Bannon’s deal was. What was Bannon actually trying to accomplish? Bannon was the smartest and most well-read of the America First faction in the Trump administration, while McMaster was the smartest and most well-read of the internationalist bloc. The arguments between them about the United States’ proper role in the world would in many ways define the debates about American foreign policy and national security strategy during Trump’s presidency.

			

			—

			In the Pentagon Tank, Mattis prefaced his “laydown” of US troop deployments around the world by telling Trump, “The greatest gift of the greatest generation is the post-war, liberal, international rules-based order.”

			It was Mattis’s and Tillerson’s firmly held view that the United States had greatly benefited from the post–World War II order that it had largely created. One of the legacies of that order was a substantial American troop presence in countries around the globe, from Afghanistan to Germany and from Iraq to Japan.

			Using two giant screens as aids, Mattis laid out American military commitments in Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and the Pacific. Mattis also touched on American nuclear weapons strategy, speaking for about half an hour. Tillerson followed with an explanation of America’s alliances. Cohn emphasized the strategic importance of strong trading relationships with allies in challenging regions such as South Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait.

			Trump was uncharacteristically silent during these presentations, asking no questions and making no comments. When Cohn finished, Trump finally spoke up. His voice rising to a shout, Trump harangued his cabinet, “You guys have just walked through exactly what we’re not gonna do! We’re not doing this! The whole thing is on our shoulders. We’re everywhere. It’s our dollars! We’re going bankrupt! If NATO is so afraid of Russia, somebody must stand up and write some checks! Show me an ally. Get me an ally. Get me a guy that’s really pulling their weight. You got Israel, and you got UAE, right?”

			For Trump, mutual defense alliances such as NATO were largely worthless. The real estate developer from New York City saw relations with other countries as transactions in which there could only be a winner and a loser, and he fervently believed that the United States was getting stiffed by some of its closest allies.

			It was a strongly held belief that Trump had nurtured for at least three decades. In 1987, Trump had even paid for a full-page open letter in the New York Times in which he claimed, “For decades, Japan and other nations have been taking advantage of the United States. . . . Make Japan, Saudi Arabia, and others pay for the protection we extend as allies.” That same year, Trump gave a speech at a Rotary club in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, asserting that Japan and Saudi Arabia were “ripping us off” and should pay off the United States’ then-$200 billion deficit.

			Trump believed that the United States had taken upon itself a mandate to maintain world order instead of looking after the well-being of Americans. The United States had ended up solving everybody else’s problems by opening up its markets and by taking on security commitments that were well beyond its ability to pay for, and ultimately had created a world in which America was providing benefits to many other countries but was getting very little in return. It was unfair, Trump thought, and he resented it.

			Trump was correct that many American allies were indeed “freeriding” on the United States in the era of Pax Americana. After World War II, which had devastated much of Europe and Asia, the United States accounted for about half of all global economic output. By the time that Trump met with his cabinet in the Tank, the United States produced just under a quarter of global output. This didn’t mean that the United States was producing fewer goods and services, but rather that Europe and Asia were now producing far more after they had rebuilt their war-torn economies. Britain, France, Germany, and Japan were all now economic powerhouses, yet it was the United States that continued to be the world’s policeman.

			President Obama had privately pushed for NATO allies to spend at least 2 percent of their GDP on defense, which few did. Of the twenty-nine countries in NATO in 2017, only six hit this target: Estonia, Greece, Poland, Romania, the United Kingdom, and the United States. NATO European countries collectively spent around $250 billion on their own defense while the United States spent around $700 billion. Trump publicly berated NATO allies to spend 2 percent or more of their GDP on defense.

			

			—

			In the Pentagon Tank, Trump then turned on Cohn, who had spent his career at institutions predicated on the belief that free markets and free trade ineluctably led to greater American prosperity. Trump was having none of it. He railed against the United States’ large trade deficits with countries like China.

			Gesturing to the charts on the screens that showed American trade with the world, Trump said, “Look at this, Gary. We’re upside down everywhere! I don’t get your stuff about how trade deficits don’t count. Let’s assume these minus numbers count! They’re ripping us off, right?”

			The businessman from Queens was just asking the same kind of questions that many of those who had elected him were asking.

			If there was a core tenet of a “Trump Doctrine,” it was that economic power wasn’t just about prosperity, it was also a form of hard, national power, which is why Trump often focused on trade issues. Trump told his advisers, “Look, national security is a function of two things. It’s the military stuff, and I’m rebuilding the military, but it’s also economics. It’s trade. It’s finance.”

			For the first twenty minutes of Trump’s tirade in the Tank, Bannon was silent. He’d never been prouder of Donald J. Trump than now. Bannon later told White House colleagues, “Fuck, this guy was so good. Their fucking heads were blowing up.”

			When he saw an opening, Bannon lit into the treasury secretary, Steve Mnuchin, who would be responsible for implementing financial sanctions on Iran if, as seemed very likely, Trump decided to pull out of the Iranian nuclear deal that had been painstakingly negotiated by the Obama administration.

			Bannon told Mnuchin, “The Iran deal, you know he’s ripping this fucking thing up. As soon as he puts sanctions on Iran, I want you to name me one fucking European country that is with us.”

			Mnuchin tried to respond, but Bannon interrupted him, saying, “They’re not allies, they’re protectorates. Name me one meaningful country. Give me a country that’s going to support us on Iran, in particular on sanctions. Name me one country. They’re making money hand over fist in Iran. They’re supposed to be allies. Give me one name. Well, they’re not there. Fuck you. They’re not going to be there.”

			This was not the kind of discussion FDR had presided over in the Tank during World War II.

			Trump turned on Tillerson, who was visibly uncomfortable with the discussion of the Iranian nuclear agreement, which he was trying to preserve.

			Trump said, “I told you, Rex: I want that fucking thing redone. Rex, you’re a globalist.”

			In Trump’s lexicon, a globalist meant somebody who was undercutting the America First campaign that he had run on.

			Tillerson, who had made a vast fortune by striking agreements with countries around the world as the global CEO of Exxon, was discombobulated by Trump’s attack. A systems-oriented engineer who had spent four decades at Exxon, Tillerson considered Trump to be quite undisciplined, and he was puzzled that the president didn’t like to read briefing books or to get into the details of things.

			As Trump continued to harangue him, Tillerson conceded defeat, leaning back in his chair and saying in his broad Texas accent, “It’s your deal.” At this point, Tillerson wasn’t even looking at Trump. “It’s your deal, if that’s what you want. It’s your deal, just tell me what to do.”

			During these heated discussions Vice President Pence kept his mouth shut. National security issues were not his deal either. When it came to foreign policy, Pence only really cared about one issue, which was the persecution of Christians in the Middle East.

			Trump didn’t directly attack Mattis, the only member of his cabinet that he then seemed to truly respect, but he did criticize American military commitments overseas, saying, “General, I disagree with all of this.”

			By now, after six months on the job, many of the “principals” in the cabinet knew the kind of roller-coaster ride they could be on with Trump, but this ride was about to get a whole lot stranger.

			Trump started yelling, “Generals, I love you, but you don’t know business, you don’t know economics. We’re getting crushed. Look at this. We’re upside down. We’re fucking bleeding. Look at the fucking Chinese. They’re making money hand over fist. They’re fucking us.” Referring to the Afghan War, Trump demanded to know from General Dunford, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, “Why don’t we win anymore? Why are we not winning?” Three years earlier Dunford had been the commander of the Afghan War, a fact that Trump either didn’t know or didn’t care about.

			Taking on General Dunford in the Pentagon was like haranguing the Pope in the Vatican; a certain decorum and a great respect for rank prevails at the Pentagon, and the Tank was regarded as a sacred space. Yet here was the commander in chief ripping into the nation’s top military officer in front of some two dozen of the nation’s most senior military and national security officials. It was hardly the Pentagon’s fault that some 190,000 American soldiers were deployed around the world, or that the United States was party to all sorts of global trade deals. These were the legacies of more than seventy years of bipartisan American policy making.

			After a couple of hours, the meeting in the Tank ended. Trump left the room to pose for some happy snaps with a group of smiling servicemen and servicewomen who were waiting for him outside the room. Trump then left for the White House, as did Bannon, Kushner, and Trump’s chief of staff, Reince Priebus.

			In the car back to the White House, Bannon was euphoric, telling Kushner and Priebus, “This is Lincoln and his generals.” A Civil War buff, Bannon thought that Trump had just fired the first volley to force his generals to follow his lead, just as President Lincoln had exerted increasingly more control over his generals as the war against the Confederacy had ground on. The meeting in the Tank marked Trump’s decisive break with the “axis of adults” such as Mattis and Tillerson who were, in Bannon’s view, constraining Trump.

			The mood in the Tank after Trump left was funereal. The president had just launched a cruise missile through seven decades of American national security policy and trade agreements.

			Remaining in the Tank were Mattis, Pence, and Tillerson. To no one in particular, Tillerson said, “That guy’s a fucking moron.”

			A version of this observation would soon leak to the media, and it was only a matter of time before Tillerson would be fired.

			In the Tank, there was a desultory discussion of redoing the briefing, which everyone agreed was a fiasco. It should have been a predictable fiasco because Trump loathed being lectured to and he also hated getting managed in any way. Trump’s professional experience before becoming president was running a relatively small family real estate company in which he was the sole and unquestioned boss. The cabinet officials briefing Trump in the Tank had treated the president like he was a schoolkid who needed remedial coaching.

			Cohn walked back into the White House complex, where he found Bannon. “Well, that was pleasant,” Cohn observed drily.

			Bannon replied, “When are you prepared to get real and drop all this crazy shit you believe on this free trade bullshit? Gary, the day that I can convince you and convert you about the reality of trade and what deficits really mean is the day I’ll support you to be chairman of the Federal Reserve.”

			Bannon thought, “This guy has never seen a factory in his life. For him, trade deficits don’t matter.”

			Trump and Bannon went to the Oval Office, where they savored their victory at the Pentagon.

			Trump told Bannon, “Steve, that was spectacular. We had them on the ropes. Rex is a globalist. Rex didn’t have any idea what to say.”

			Bannon replied, “He’ll never get it, Mr. President. He’s totally establishment in his thinking.”

			“Totally establishment,” Trump agreed. “That’s the perfect way to put it: completely and totally establishment. Everyone in the room was completely and totally establishment.”

			Trump then needled Bannon about not speaking up earlier during the meeting in the Tank, saying, “Where the fuck were you when I was getting clobbered? Where were you, tough guy?”

			Bannon replied, “Hey, you had it handled. It didn’t look like you needed any help. I didn’t want it to be an unfair fight.”

			The Tank meeting was one of the most important moments of Trump’s presidency. Trump had for the first time laid down a marker in front of pretty much his entire cabinet that an isolationist, protectionist America First policy really was the Trump Doctrine.

			No president had ever appointed so many generals to cabinet posts. Trump had never served in the military or in political office and so he needed the cover of senior officers around him with plenty of fruit salad on their chests. But Trump’s romance with his generals would eventually turn disastrously sour and the meeting in the Tank marked the beginning of the end of that romance.

			Trump was now six months on the job and he had heard all the highly classified briefings about national security that he needed, and he wasn’t going to get railroaded by the establishment Council on Foreign Relations types anymore. They were part of the problem, not the solution. From now on, Trump was just going to be Trump.

			The “axis of adults” would just have to go along for the ride. Or be thrown off the bus.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				IN THE BEGINNING

			

			Just before the fifth anniversary of the operation that had killed Osama bin Laden, President Barack Obama was sitting at the head of the conference room table in the White House Situation Room. This author asked Obama, “Donald Trump: What are your thoughts, if he was to be sitting in this chair, about how he would be handling these decisions?”

			Obama replied: “Well, I don’t have those thoughts. Because I don’t expect that to happen.”

			He doesn’t have a birth certificate, or if he does, there’s something on that certificate that is very bad for him. Now, somebody told me—and I have no idea if this is bad for him or not, but perhaps it would be—that where it says “religion,” it might have “Muslim.”

			—Donald Trump on The Laura Ingraham Show discussing President Obama, March 30, 2011

			I wouldn’t believe Donald Trump if his tongue was notarized.

			—Manhattan hotelier Leona Helmsley in 1990

		

	
		
			
			In the beginning was the lie. And it was a brutally effective one: that the first African American president of the United States wasn’t an American and was born outside of the States, which made him ineligible to be the president. He was also a secret Muslim.

			The lie achieved several purposes for the billionaire reality TV show host. First, and above all, it brought Trump what he always craved: attention! The lie also positioned him as a political player. Suddenly Trump was the toast of a growing ecosystem on the right consisting of Fox News and talk radio, and to the right of them, the emerging “alt-right” movement. The lie also played well into American fears of “the Other,” in particular, of Muslims, a fear that could only be understood in the context of the 9/11 attacks, one of the hinge events of American history.

			The 9/11 attacks were the backdrop for Trump’s ascension to the presidency. A large majority of Americans considered them the most memorable events of their lives, just as an earlier generation was haunted by the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. The fear of another 9/11 helped to explain the anxiety that grew up around Muslims in the United States in the years afterward. Just under 60 percent of Republicans polled had negative views of Muslims, and among respondents of all political persuasions, Muslim Americans polled less favorably than Americans of any other faith.

			Another poll, from 2015, found that nearly a third of Americans, including almost half of Republicans, believed President Obama to be a Muslim, despite all evidence to the contrary. A virulent minority also believed that Obama was seeking to populate his administration with members of the Muslim Brotherhood as part of a secret plan to bring sharia law to the United States.

			Trump’s presidential campaign brought these prejudices and conspiracy theories into the mainstream of American politics. During the campaign, Trump claimed that he had watched “thousands” of Muslims cheering the 9/11 attacks from their rooftops in New Jersey. There was, of course, no evidence for this.

			The prejudices that Trump played on were amplified by the rise of ISIS, which took place as his campaign started to gather steam. The story of ISIS’s rise out of the simmering mess of post-invasion Iraq and the wider instability of the Middle East after the Arab Spring was a narrative that Trump would weaponize to great effect.

			In 2011, then-secretary of state Hillary Clinton had pushed for US intervention in Libya and ISIS later gained a significant foothold there following the anarchy that engulfed the country after the fall of the Libyan dictator Moammar Gaddafi.

			The collapse of the Libyan state following the ouster of Gaddafi greatly influenced President Barack Obama’s subsequent approach to Syria, which was to do little. Obama said that the Libyan intervention was the foreign policy decision he most regretted. Clinton proposed a robust plan to combat the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad, including a no-fly zone aimed at Assad’s air force, but Obama overruled her.

			Obama believed that Iran was going all-in in Syria to prop up their ally Assad and using their proxy force, Hezbollah, which had fought in Lebanon for thirty years, while those who favored arming the “moderate” Syrian opposition were wasting time on a fantasy that involved turning a bunch of carpenters, dentists, and farmers into a major fighting force. And what would happen the day after Assad fell in the unlikely event that he was overthrown? Would it replicate the brutal civil wars in Iraq after Saddam Hussein was deposed, or the chaos in Libya after the fall of Gaddafi? Obama’s view of overseas adventures in the Middle East was best encapsulated in his pungent aphorism “Don’t do stupid shit.”

			The rise of ISIS was partly a result of Obama’s unwillingness to intervene in a decisive manner in the Syrian war and also of his haste to disengage from Iraq at the end of 2011, which helped pave the way for a vacuum in the country into which ISIS inserted itself three years later. It was in the chaos of the deepening Syrian civil war that the group that became ISIS was able to gain battlefield experience, which the terrorist army then put to good use in Iraq.

			During 2014, seemingly out of nowhere, ISIS’s terrorist army stormed across Syria and Iraq, seizing territory the size of Portugal and lording over some eight million subjects—more than the population of Bulgaria. ISIS declared its caliphate in Mosul, the second largest city in Iraq, in July 2014. A month later, the group videotaped its beheading of the American journalist James Foley and broadcast it around the globe. According to a Wall Street Journal-NBC News poll, the murders of Foley and other American hostages held by ISIS was the most widely followed news story of any kind during the previous five years in the United States. Those murders provoked widespread outrage among Americans.

			Trump’s presidential campaign took place during a wave of mass-casualty terrorist attacks in the West directed or inspired by ISIS. On November 13, 2015, ISIS-trained terrorists launched attacks at several locations in Paris, killing 130 people.

			The night before the ISIS terrorists attacked in Paris, Trump had addressed a raucous campaign rally in Iowa, where he explained his plan to defeat ISIS: “I have a plan, but I don’t want to tell ISIS what it is. . . . So I was on one of the shows, and I said, ‘ISIS is making a tremendous amount of money because of the oil that they took away, they have some in Syria, they have some in Iraq.’ I would bomb the shit out of them.”

			Two weeks after the Paris attacks, sixty miles east of Los Angeles, Syed Rizwan Farook and his wife, Tashfeen Malik, stormed into a holiday party hosted by the San Bernardino County health department. Wearing military-style clothing and black masks and wielding assault rifles, the couple unleashed a barrage of bullets, killing fourteen people. Just before the shootings, Malik had pledged her allegiance to ISIS’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, in a post on Facebook. She and her husband then carried out what was, at the time, the most lethal terrorist attack in the States since 9/11. Two days after the attacks, an ISIS radio station embraced Farook and Malik as “supporters.”

			The massacres in San Bernardino and Paris presented an opportunity for Trump’s campaign to lock up the Republican nomination. Five days after the San Bernardino attack, Trump called for a “total and complete shutdown” of Muslim immigration to the States. Trump also asserted that many Muslims have “great hatred towards Americans.” Other Republican presidential candidates condemned Trump’s call. Jeb Bush tweeted that Trump was “unhinged,” while Senator Lindsey Graham said that Trump’s rhetoric was “putting our troops serving abroad and our diplomats at risk.”

			Bush and Graham had unwittingly stumbled into a well-laid trap. According to Trump’s campaign manager, Corey Lewandowski, “We wanted none of the other candidates to move to the right of us on immigration.” This stratagem worked. Polling in early 2016 showed that half of all Americans supported banning Muslims from traveling to the United States and more than two-thirds of Republican voters supported it. Among Trump supporters, more than 80 percent backed the ban.

			Worries about terrorism continued to help propel the Trump campaign during the spring of 2016. Early in the morning of June 12, 2016, a 911 operator in Orlando received a strange call. The caller said, “My name is ‘I pledge allegiance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.’” The mysterious caller was Omar Mateen, and this was his way of announcing to the world that he was systematically murdering patrons at Pulse, a nightclub that catered to Orlando’s gay community. During his three-hour rampage, Mateen killed forty-nine and wounded fifty-three people. It was not only the worst terrorist attack on American soil since 9/11, at the time, it was also the deadliest mass shooting in the United States to date.

			Later that same morning, Trump tweeted, “Appreciate the congrats for being right on radical Islamic terrorism, I don’t want congrats, I want toughness & vigilance. We must be smart!” This self-congratulatory tweet didn’t mention the many victims of the Orlando massacre.

			A day after the Orlando attack, Trump gave a speech in New Hampshire that his campaign billed as a major statement on counterterrorism. Trump renewed his call for a travel ban, saying, “I will suspend immigration from areas of the world where there is a proven history of terrorism against the United States, Europe, or our allies.” He also accused Hillary Clinton, his Democratic opponent, of having a plan to bring in hundreds of thousands of refugees every year from the Middle East with “no system to vet them,” a false claim that Trump frequently made during the campaign. In fact, Clinton planned to admit sixty-five thousand Syrian refugees, who were overwhelmingly women and children, out of a total of some five million Syrians who had fled their country. Syrian refugees were already subject to the most intense vetting of any group coming to the United States, a screening process that could take as long as two years.

			During a campaign speech in Florida in August, Trump even accused Obama and Clinton of playing on the same team as ISIS: “ISIS will hand her the most valuable player award. Her only competition is Obama, between the two of them.”

			During the final months of the presidential campaign, terrorist attacks continued across the West. On July 14, 2016, an ISIS-inspired terrorist in Nice, France, used a truck as a weapon to kill eighty-four people. Two months later Ahmad Khan Rahami of Elizabeth, New Jersey, set off a bomb in the Chelsea neighborhood of Manhattan, injuring thirty-one bystanders. ISIS terrorists then killed twenty-six people at Istanbul Airport. All of these attacks received exhaustive TV news coverage.

			Many Americans felt threatened by these terrorist attacks, which could occur seemingly anywhere without warning, and Trump channeled their fears far better than any other politician. During the presidential campaign, just over half of Americans said they were “very” or “somewhat” worried that they, or a member of their family, would be victims of terrorism. This was the largest number to feel this way since just after 9/11.

			Even though Trump was adept at exploiting the fears that many Americans had about terrorism, he had a major electoral problem compared to Clinton, a former secretary of state, which was his complete lack of experience on the world stage. When Americans elect a president, they are also electing their commander in chief. Could enough Americans really see Trump in that role?

			This uncertainty was compounded by the appearance of the “Never Trump” movement. This consisted of more than one hundred Republican national security officials and prominent Republican thinkers who warned that Trump would make an appalling commander in chief. The Never Trumpers were led by Eliot Cohen, who was a senior State Department official in the George W. Bush administration. They published an open letter in early March 2016, charging Trump with being “wildly inconsistent and unmoored in principle. He swings from isolationism to military adventurism within the space of one sentence. . . . He is fundamentally dishonest. Evidence of this includes his attempts to deny positions he has unquestionably taken in the past, including on the 2003 Iraq war.” Signatories to the letter included Republican national security heavyweights such as Frances Townsend, George W. Bush’s top counterterrorism adviser; Michael Chertoff, Bush’s secretary of homeland security; and Michael Mukasey, Bush’s attorney general. No other serious contender for the presidency had ever received such a public thrashing from his own party elders.

			The Trump campaign realized it had a problem. It needed to get some national security experts on board, and fast. At a meeting with the Washington Post editorial board on March 21, 2016, Trump pulled out a list of his national security advisers, who were revealed to the world for the first time. Trump told the Post editorial board that his team included “Walid Phares, who you probably know, PhD, adviser to the House of Representatives. He’s a counterterrorism expert. Carter Page, PhD. George Papadopoulos. He’s an oil and energy consultant. Excellent guy. The honorable Joe Schmitz, inspector general at the Department of Defense. General Keith Kellogg.”

			The reaction that national security experts had to this list was, Huh? It was a group of, at best, figures on the margins and, at worst, a bad joke. Kellogg had commanded the storied Eighty-second Airborne Division, but that was during the pre-9/11 period and he was now long retired. Before he was tapped by the Trump campaign, Kellogg wasn’t doing much of anything. Phares was a Fox News talking head, but he had no experience working in government. Papadopoulos had highlighted his representation of the United States at the Model UN in Geneva in 2012 as one of his achievements on his LinkedIn page. It was the sort of qualification a college student applying for an internship on Capitol Hill might list.

			Bannon called Trump’s campaign manager, Corey Lewandowski. “Corey, what the fuck did you just do?”

			Lewandowski replied, “Well, we had to put up some names. We’re getting heat.”

			Bannon said, “Corey, it’s better not to put up something than to show the world you don’t know anybody. I never heard of most of these clowns. Joe Schmitz, I knew Joe, the IG [inspector general] for the army. This is the biggest guy you’ve got? Fuck.”

			The striking absence of serious players on Trump’s national security team and the large number of Republican national security heavyweights who came out as Never Trumpers explained why retired lieutenant general Michael Flynn became so vitally important to the Trump campaign. Unlike anyone else on Trump’s campaign team, Flynn was a genuine war hero, with the blood of the Afghan and Iraq Wars on his hands. If a recently retired three-star general such as Flynn backed Trump, that helped considerably with those voters who were wavering on the commander-in-chief issue. Bannon told Trump, “All we need to do is give people permission to vote for you as commander in chief.”

			Trump and Flynn made an unlikely pair. One was the son of a multimillionaire real estate developer from New York City who had avoided service in Vietnam and whose knowledge of the military and national security was close to zero. The other was one of nine children who had grown up in a one-bathroom house in Middletown, Rhode Island, who went on to run intelligence for the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), which includes the Navy’s SEAL Team Six and the Army’s Delta Force. But Trump and Flynn found common cause in their worries that “radical Islam” was in the ascendant, and they shared a deep contempt for the Obama administration and Hillary Clinton. Flynn also looked the part. Flynn’s aquiline features gave him the air of a Roman senator and his buzz cut and ramrod bearing were those of a battle-tested officer.

			During his military career, few could have predicted the path that Flynn would eventually take. As a colonel in charge of intelligence for JSOC, Flynn was a well-loved, effective team leader and an intensely hardworking officer who deployed constantly to Iraq and Afghanistan. Flynn used to joke that he lived at the JSOC base in Balad, Iraq, and took his vacations at the JSOC base in Bagram, Afghanistan.

			Flynn prided himself on being a maverick and an out-of-the-box thinker. His peers found that he would generate ten ideas, nine of which were kind of nutty and one that was absolutely brilliant. In the JSOC environment, Flynn had a team to vet these creative ideas, which was not the case after he left military service.

			The hours working for JSOC were brutal—seventeen-hour days every day of the week—but the mission was clear. Flynn and his boss, then-major general Stanley McChrystal, understood by 2005 that the United States was losing the war in Iraq and that JSOC wasn’t configured at all well to destroy the industrial-strength insurgency it was facing, which was led by Al-Qaeda in Iraq.

			Al-Qaeda in Iraq wasn’t a traditional military opponent operating with a top-down bureaucratic hierarchy, but rather was a loose network of like-minded jihadists. McChrystal’s mantra became “It takes a network to defeat a network.” To become a network, JSOC would have to get much flatter and more agile, not qualities often associated with the bureaucratic hierarchy prevalent in the US military. McChrystal and Flynn reconfigured JSOC so it communicated more seamlessly with all the components of the intelligence community and it also more quickly processed the intelligence gathered on raids so other raids could be immediately launched based on what was gleaned from the initial operation. The results were startling; JSOC went from doing only a handful of raids a month to doing hundreds of raids every month. Al-Qaeda in Iraq took a huge beating.

			When McChrystal was tapped by Obama in 2009 to run the war in Afghanistan, he flew into the country with now-major general Mike Flynn, whom he had selected to be his top “intel” officer. Also on the same flight was Colonel Charlie Flynn, Mike Flynn’s brother, whom McChrystal had appointed to be his executive officer.

			The McChrystal team agreed to a request from a Rolling Stone reporter, Michael Hastings, to do a story about their work. Hastings spent months profiling McChrystal and his team in Afghanistan. When the article finally appeared under the headline “The Runaway General,” it was studded with unflattering, anonymous quotes about Obama’s cabinet by members of McChrystal’s staff.

			Obama immediately summoned McChrystal back to Washington. Obama felt strongly that President George W. Bush had given a blank check to the military and to officers such as General David Petraeus when he was the commander in Iraq. He also felt that the military had boxed him in early in his first term by leaking a tightly held assessment overseen by McChrystal that described the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan. Obama felt that the leaked assessment had helped to force his hand to send tens of thousands of additional troops to the country. Obama wanted to send a clear message that the civilians were now back in control of the Pentagon.

			The Flynn brothers were watching TV together in Kabul on June 23, 2010, as Obama walked out of the White House to the Rose Garden to make an announcement. Obama said that he had just accepted McChrystal’s resignation. The brothers were stunned. Charlie and Mike Flynn both revered McChrystal; they had fought in combat together and they had buried soldiers together. Mike Flynn and his wife, Lori, had recently celebrated Stan and Annie McChrystal’s thirty-third wedding anniversary on a rare night off in Paris. Flynn was a registered Democrat, but the firing of his friend and mentor sparked his increasing disenchantment with the Obama administration.

			Three years later, after tours at CENTCOM and the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Flynn, now promoted to lieutenant general, was appointed to run the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA). Pentagon officials who had worked with Flynn admired his passion when he was a colonel in JSOC, but were concerned about his propensity to flit from subject to subject in a superficial manner. One of them warned colleagues at DIA that they should “buy neck braces” because Flynn was going to swivel from one topic to another topic in meetings and he wasn’t going to be an effective manager.

			Flynn wanted to turn DIA into something more like JSOC, with more of its officials deployed “forward” in the war zones. This was an excellent idea; after all, if you were supposed to be providing intelligence on a war, it would help if you were not working in an office six thousand miles away from where the conflict was actually happening.

			The DIA desk jockeys pushed back against Flynn and his plans to deploy many of them to the war zones. DIA wasn’t JSOC. Unlike JSOC, whose soldiers and sailors had to follow orders, DIA was a largely civilian organization. DIA was also a bureaucratic behemoth of some seventeen thousand employees that was ten times larger than JSOC. Most DIA employees were quite content living in the Washington, DC, area as opposed to, say, working at Bagram Air Base in the windswept, mountainous deserts of central Afghanistan.

			Flynn had never commanded a giant organization like DIA. The first rule of bureaucratic politics is if you want to make big changes, you need to enlist folks to help, and Flynn didn’t make much of an effort to do that at DIA, which ruffled bureaucratic feathers and irritated his bosses at the Pentagon and in the intelligence community.

			At DIA, Flynn also began developing some eccentric notions. Flynn became convinced that the jihadist attack against the US consulate in Benghazi in Libya in 2012 in which four Americans were killed was orchestrated by Iran. On the face of it this made little sense since the Shia regime in Iran rarely cooperated with Sunni militants. There was also no evidence for this fanciful notion, but Flynn pushed his analysts at DIA to find a link. Flynn’s failure to distinguish between conjecture and truth led analysts at DIA to coin the term “Flynn facts.”

			Flynn also became convinced that the Obama national security team was only selectively publicly releasing documents recovered in the May 2011 SEAL raid at the Pakistani compound where Osama bin Laden was killed. Flynn thought that the Obama team was only releasing those documents that portrayed al-Qaeda and its affiliates as on the ropes and was not releasing documents that showed that leaders of al-Qaeda were living in Iran.

			In fact, there was a more prosaic reason for the disclosures that were made and when they were made, according to the director of the National Counterterrorism Center, Nick Rasmussen, who served in that role for both President Obama and President Trump: if any of the documents still had some operational utility to the CIA, they were not released.

			When Flynn was running DIA, the Obama administration’s view of the terrorism threat was best encapsulated by Obama’s statement to New Yorker editor David Remnick in January 2014 that the group that would evolve into ISIS was merely a “jayvee” team.

			Flynn had a far less sanguine view, warning that the global jihadist movement was not waning in the wake of bin Laden’s death, as was then the conventional analysis. Flynn made this case publicly in congressional testimony on February 11, 2014. Oklahoma Republican senator James Inhofe asked him if al-Qaeda was indeed on the run, as the Obama administration was claiming.

			“They are not,” testified Flynn.

			A few months later, Flynn made a similar public statement at the Aspen Security Forum, a conference held annually in July in the pleasant, green mountains of Aspen, Colorado, that attracted top US national security officials and the journalists who covered them, all happy to have fled the sweltering swamp of Washington, DC, at the height of summer.

			CNN’s Evan Perez asked Flynn, “Are we safer today than we were two years, five years, ten years ago?”

			“My quick answer is we’re not,” Flynn replied.

			Flynn went on to say that focusing only on the declining fortunes of “core” al-Qaeda, the group that had attacked the States on 9/11, was to gloss over the fact that jihadist ideology was in fact “exponentially growing.”

			As ISIS conquered much of Iraq during the summer of 2014 and imposed its brutal totalitarian rule, it was clear that Obama and his national security team had underestimated the strength of ISIS, while Flynn had understood the threat better than many of his peers. But Flynn had angered his two bosses, Michael Vickers, the overall head of intelligence at the Pentagon, and James Clapper, the director of national intelligence. Vickers and Clapper thought that Flynn’s efforts at trying to shake things up at DIA were sabotaging morale at the agency. They decided to force Flynn out of office a year early. Vickers summoned Flynn to his Pentagon office, where he was joined by Clapper; together they told Flynn he had to go. Flynn understood that when you are a general officer and your civilian bosses tell you it’s over, you salute and move on.

			Flynn was bitter and embarrassed about the way he had been fired. In his own mind, he was forced out because he wasn’t playing along with the Obama administration line that the war on terror was largely over. For Vickers and Clapper, it was much simpler: they fired him because he was a bad manager. Either way, Flynn, a highly decorated officer with thirty-three years of service in the army, much of it in special operations, at the age of fifty-five had his career abruptly terminated, and in an inglorious manner to boot.

			Perhaps by way of compensation, once he was out in the civilian world, Flynn aimed to be a rainmaker. Flynn set up Flynn Intel Group, which took on all manner of clients. Out of some combination of naiveté and arrogance, Flynn, the maverick who came out of the insular world of Joint Special Operations Command, did not play by the rules when it came to the lobbying work he did for his foreign clients, for which he was supposed to register as an agent of a foreign government.

			Flynn also began dipping his toe into politics. In August 2015, what was supposed to be a half-hour meeting with Trump turned into a ninety-minute discussion. Flynn came away deeply impressed. He found Trump to be a good listener who asked smart questions and seemed truly worried about the direction that the country was heading.

			Flynn became a prominent presence on the Trump campaign and a vocal critic of Obama’s supposedly “weak” policies on ISIS. This, of course, dovetailed very neatly with what Trump was saying. Flynn’s support of Trump was all the more important because he was the only person on Trump’s campaign team with any battlefield experience of America’s post-9/11 wars grinding on at various levels of intensity in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen.

			Like Trump, Flynn thought that the United States could work with Putin and sat next to the Russian president at a black-tie gala dinner in Moscow in December 2015 that celebrated the tenth anniversary of Russia Today (RT), the Kremlin-sponsored TV network, an appearance for which Flynn was handsomely paid. Flynn later said that he wasn’t paid by the Russians for the speech. This was true only in a jesuitical sense because the Russians paid Flynn’s speaking agency, which deducted its standard commission and then paid Flynn $33,750.

			Flynn also sat down for an interview with an RT anchor and critiqued Obama’s plan to defeat ISIS. Flynn later told a Washington Post reporter that this wasn’t a big deal as RT was similar to CNN, a bizarre claim given that RT was effectively an arm of the Kremlin.

			In the spring of 2016, Trump started to seriously consider Flynn to be his running mate. The three-star general would certainly help on the commander-in-chief issue. At the time, the leading candidates to be Trump’s running mate were former House Speaker Newt Gingrich,* New Jersey governor Chris Christie, and Flynn. Indiana governor Mike Pence was seen as only a distant possibility for the number two slot on the ticket.

			Flynn made his major debut on the public stage when he made a fiery speech of support for Trump at the Republican convention in Cleveland on July 19, 2016. Flynn angrily charged Obama and Clinton with endangering the United States and even lying about the nature of the terrorist threat: “Tonight, Americans stand as one with strength and confidence to overcome the last eight years of the Obama-Clinton failures such as bumbling indecisiveness, willful ignorance, and total incompetence. . . . Because Obama chose to conceal the actions of terrorists like Osama bin Laden and groups like ISIS, and the role of Iran in the rise of radical Islam, Americans are at a loss to fully understand the enormous threat they pose against us.”

			As he spoke, Flynn led the crowd in chants of “U-S-A! U-S-A!” and incited them to “Get fired up! This is about this country!”

			Flynn declared, “I have called on Hillary Clinton to drop out of the race because she put our nation’s security at extremely high risk with her careless use of a private email server.”

			The crowd started chanting, “Lock her up! Lock her up!”

			Hesitating only slightly, Flynn added his voice to the chants, declaring, “Lock her up, that’s right! Damn right, exactly right. And you know why we’re saying that? We’re saying that because if I, a guy who knows this business, if I did a tenth of what [Clinton] did, I would be in jail today.”

			Generals who had served with Flynn were dismayed by this performance, which went against their code not to take such clearly partisan positions, even in retirement. McChrystal watched Flynn on a TV monitor at an airport. McChrystal had heard what Flynn was saying at Trump’s rallies, but now, watching Flynn at the convention rail against Clinton with such a level of vitriol, it felt like his old companion-in-arms had crossed a Rubicon in front of a large, national TV audience. The angry man onstage didn’t seem like the Mike Flynn that McChrystal knew so well. A SEAL Team Six officer who had served with Flynn watched Flynn’s performance with a similar mix of shock, confusion, and dismay.

			Some of his peers felt Flynn had succumbed to a case of “Obama derangement syndrome” after he was fired from running the Defense Intelligence Agency. That might have been a partial explanation for Flynn’s impassioned rhetoric against Obama and Clinton, but it is also clear that in the years after he was pushed out of the military, Flynn became increasingly enamored of leading neoconservatives as well as right-wing conspiracy theories.

			Flynn coauthored a book, The Field of Fight: How We Can Win the Global War Against Radical Islam and Its Allies, with Michael Ledeen, an academic who was a longtime, bitter critic of the Iranian regime. In Field of Fight, which was published just before the 2016 Republican convention, Flynn claimed that the United States was in a “world war” with “radical Islam,” a war that “we’re losing,” that could last “several generations,” and he asserted that “political correctness forbids us to denounce radical Islamists.” Flynn also claimed that American Islamists were trying to create “an Islamic state right here at home” by pushing to “gain legal standing for Sharia.” Flynn cited no evidence for this claim, which was a common right-wing conspiracy theory.

			Flynn also wrote for the New York Post about a supposed “enemy alliance” that included Cuba, Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela, as well as al-Qaeda, ISIS, and the Taliban. This was George W. Bush’s “axis of evil” on steroids and even less convincing since ISIS and Iran were at war, as were al-Qaeda and ISIS, and none of these terrorist groups had any relationship with the North Koreans or with the leftist regimes in Latin America.

			Flynn became increasingly gripped by conspiracy theories. In August 2016, Flynn claimed in a speech that Democratic members of the Florida legislature were trying to install sharia law in their state. This was nonsense. Flynn also tweeted that fear of Muslims was “rational,” and in another speech Flynn said that Islam was really a “political ideology” rather than a religion. When he was in uniform, Flynn had never made these kinds of assertions about Muslims and Islam.

			Flynn’s inability to distinguish easily between facts and obvious falsehoods seemed to worsen as the presidential campaign went on. Flynn claimed in a radio interview in August 2016 that there were Arabic signs along the United States–Mexico border to guide potential terrorists into the States and that he had seen evidence of these signs. Flynn said, “I have personally seen the photos of the signage along those paths that are in Arabic. They’re like waypoints along that path as you come in. Primarily, in this case the one that I saw was in Texas and it’s literally, it’s like signs, that say, in Arabic, ‘this way, move to this point.’ It’s unbelievable.” It was unbelievable because it was completely false.

			Flynn’s son Michael, who was Flynn’s chief of staff during the presidential campaign, passed on false news on Twitter that claimed that Clinton and her campaign chairman, John Podesta, were running a child sex ring out of the basement of the Comet Ping Pong pizzeria in northwest Washington, DC.

			This patently absurd story prompted twenty-eight-year-old Edgar Welch of Salisbury, North Carolina, to travel to Washington to “self-investigate.” On December 5, 2016, Welch walked into the popular pizza restaurant carrying an assault rifle and started firing shots. He pointed the firearm in the direction of a restaurant employee, who fled and called the police, which arrested Welch in short order. Welch told investigators that he had come armed to help rescue the abused children. He also told a reporter, with masterful understatement, “the intel on this wasn’t 100 percent.”

			After the shooting incident, Michael Flynn Jr. tweeted, “Until #Pizzagate proven to be false, it’ll remain a story. The left seems to forget #PodestaEmails and the many ‘coincidences’ tied to it.” This proved too much for the Trump team and the younger Flynn was quietly fired.

			

			—

			During the campaign, Flynn forged a strong connection with the TV pundit Sebastian Gorka. Of British-Hungarian extraction, Gorka styled himself an “irregular warfare strategist.” It was never clear what this meant as the only wars that Gorka fought in were on television, as a frequent, bombastic guest on Fox News. Gorka’s full goatee, three-piece suits, and braying English accent gave him the look and feel of a villain from a Victorian melodrama.*

			Gorka insisted on being called “Dr. Gorka” because of his doctorate from Corvinus University, a college in Hungary so obscure that it didn’t appear on US News & World Report’s list of the 1,250 universities that it tracked around the world. Gorka’s PhD about terrorism would never have been granted at an American university because it was a glorified clip job with no original research. Per Google Scholar, which tracks all citations of work by scholars—the currency of the realm in academia—no expert has ever cited Gorka’s PhD on terrorism. Compare this to the work of terrorism scholar Marc Sageman, who published the book Understanding Terror Networks three years before Gorka published his PhD: other experts have cited Sageman’s book more than three thousand times.

			Gorka submitted his dissertation under the name Sebestyén L. v. Gorka. The “v.” was a nod to the fact that Gorka was associated with the Vitézi Rend, a Hungarian far-right group that was aligned with the Nazis during World War II. Despite Gorka’s association with such a group, which could have led him to be denied entry to the United States by immigration authorities, Gorka subsequently secured a post teaching at Marine Corps University. Thomas A. Saunders III, a major Republican donor, funded his chair there. It later emerged that Saunders and Gorka were related by marriage, although Saunders claimed he didn’t intervene in Gorka’s hiring.

			The FBI funneled more than $100,000 to Gorka’s consulting firm between 2012 and 2016 for counterterrorism training he gave FBI employees, but the bureau abruptly terminated the arrangement when FBI officials determined that Gorka’s classes included diatribes against Muslims, whom he described as either already radicalized or soon to be radicalized. Gorka also left a post at the National Defense University in Washington, DC, a branch of the Pentagon, that hosted many foreign midcareer military officers who would go on to become generals in their home countries. Officials at the National Defense University felt that Gorka’s views about Muslims did not represent the US military and government well.

			During the fall of 2015, Gorka wrote position papers for the Trump team about terrorism, for which he was paid $8,000. Gorka also published a book during the campaign that sounded many of the same themes as Flynn’s Field of Fight and echoed some of Trump’s positions on terrorism. Gorka’s book, Defeating Jihad: The Winnable War, was not much more than a pamphlet that bizarrely reprinted both the entire text of George Kennan’s famous “Long Telegram,” which provided much of the intellectual basis for the strategy of containment of the Soviet Union, as well as the text of NSC-68, the Truman administration’s blueprint for how to roll back the Soviets, as if to suggest that Gorka was providing a similar, groundbreaking blueprint for defeating jihadism.

			Defeating Jihad also made spurious claims, such as that Saddam Hussein had operational ties to al-Qaeda, a claim that had been exhaustively debunked by the Senate Intelligence Committee following the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Gorka also claimed that ISIS posed “a direct existential threat to America and the whole of Western civilization.” Two years after the publication of Gorka’s book, that existential threat to the West was largely out of business. Gorka also advocated for vague measures such as fighting an “ideological war” against ISIS without saying how exactly that would be accomplished.

			The books by Flynn and Gorka were long on slogans and short on solutions, but both men made frequent appearances on TV and on social media amplifying one of Trump’s core messages, that the United States was purportedly losing the war against the terrorists because Obama and Clinton wouldn’t name the enemy as “radical Islam” because of their “political correctness,” and that by failing to do so they were doomed to wage an ineffective war against ISIS and similar groups.

			Obama responded to this line of argument by saying that his administration had made a great deal of progress against ISIS. While Obama’s administration was slow to recognize the rising ISIS threat, during the summer of 2014 it had surged on the problem with a vengeance. According to Lieutenant General Sean MacFarland, who was the ground commander for the fight against ISIS under Obama’s watch, by August 2016, five months before Obama stepped down as president, the US-led coalition had killed an estimated forty-five thousand ISIS fighters. Also, Obama asserted that expressly linking the religion of Islam with terrorism was counterproductive and actually helped ISIS’s narrative that the United States was engaged in a “war against Islam.”

			

			—

			
			One of the strangest episodes of the strangest of presidential campaigns was the furor surrounding the Gold Star Khan family. Humayun Khan was a Muslim American captain in the US Army who was killed by a car bomb in Iraq in 2004. Khan was posthumously awarded a Bronze Star for bravery because he shielded his fellow soldiers from the blast. His father, Khizr Khan, made a rousing speech memorializing his son at the Democratic convention in Philadelphia on July 28, 2016.

			With his wife standing beside him wearing a blue headscarf, Khan said, “If it was up to Donald Trump, [Humayun] never would have been in America. Donald Trump consistently smears the character of Muslims. . . . Have you ever been to Arlington Cemetery? Go look at the graves of the brave patriots who died defending America—you will see all faiths, genders, and ethnicities.”

			Brandishing a copy of the Constitution, Khan addressed Trump directly, charging, “You have sacrificed nothing. And no one.”

			Trump wasn’t going to take this lying down, even if the target of his ire was a Gold Star dad and mom who would surely always hold the moral high ground in a contest in which it was well known that he had taken five deferments from serving in the Vietnam War. Trump had even joked with Howard Stern on his radio show that his own personal Vietnam was avoiding contracting a venereal disease when he was playing the field during the eighties. Bronze Star–level heroism this surely was not.

			On ABC News, Trump claimed that Khizr Khan had delivered the speech because his wife had been silenced, saying, “If you look at his wife, she was standing there, she had nothing to say, she probably—maybe she wasn’t allowed to have anything to say, you tell me.”

			In fact, Mrs. Khan didn’t speak because she was so overcome by emotion when she saw a giant photograph of her son on a TV screen at the convention.

			During his ABC News interview, Trump went on to say that he had made his own sacrifices to the country: “I think I’ve made a lot of sacrifices. I’ve worked very, very hard. I’ve created thousands and thousands of jobs.”

			Comparing the sacrifice of losing a son in combat to building a business that he had inherited from his enormously wealthy father was jarring for many Americans, who were horrified by this attack on a Gold Star family. Trump didn’t apologize.

			A week after Trump had his spat with the Khans, a second public letter appeared from the Never Trumpers and it was even harsher than the first. John Bellinger III, a product of St. Albans, Princeton, and Harvard Law School who had served as the legal adviser both to George W. Bush’s National Security Council and the Bush State Department, took the lead in recruiting key members of the Republican establishment to sign on to a letter decrying Trump.

			Bellinger’s family had a long record of public service; his father was an army officer and his mother a CIA analyst, while Bellinger himself had worked in government beginning in the Reagan administration. Bellinger had stewed about Trump since the fall of 2015, growing increasingly concerned about his verbal attacks on Muslims and his musings that the family members of terrorists should be killed.

			Trump’s view contrasted with that of Bellinger’s former boss, President George W. Bush, who had visited the main mosque in Washington, DC, a week after the 9/11 attacks and had declared there, “The face of terror is not the true faith of Islam. That’s not what Islam is all about. Islam is peace. These terrorists don’t represent peace. They represent evil and war.”

			Bellinger wrote a letter stating that if elected, Trump “would be the most reckless president in American history” and “would put at risk our country’s national security and well-being.” He then recruited senior Republicans to join him in signing the letter.

			At the annual summer meeting of the Aspen Strategy Group in Aspen, Colorado, Steve Hadley, George W. Bush’s national security adviser, argued to fellow Republicans gathered there that signing this letter would be a mistake because it would play into the hands of Trump supporters campaigning against the foreign policy elite. Signatories would also be eliminating their ability to serve in or influence a Trump administration should candidate Trump be elected president.

			In the end, fifty leading Republicans signed the letter, which included many of the signatories of the first Never Trump letter, while additional national security heavyweights also added their names such as General Michael Hayden, who was George W. Bush’s CIA director.

			The same month that the second Never Trump letter appeared, Trump’s campaign manager Paul Manafort was forced to resign when a story in the New York Times revealed he had secretly taken millions of dollars from a pro-Russian Ukrainian politician. Trump was now down seven percentage points from Clinton in the polls with only three months before Americans cast their votes. The Trump campaign looked like it was in a death spiral.

			Into the vacuum left by Manafort’s abrupt departure stepped Steve Bannon, who would run the campaign for the next three months until Election Day. Bannon had served in the navy and his daughter was a graduate of West Point who had served in Iraq. His first piece of advice to Trump was to stop picking fights with the Khan family. Waging a war with a Gold Star dad and mom was unseemly; their son was buried in Arlington National Cemetery. Trump agreed with Bannon, saying, “We’re going to move on to another topic.”

			Every September, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) brings pretty much every head of state and foreign minister from around the world to Manhattan. At first, Bannon was reluctant to have Trump attend UNGA on the basis that he only had to make one fuckup—Trump didn’t know the name of an obscure foreign leader—and the media was going to jump on him for being unprepared. But then Bannon learned that Clinton was planning to take off valuable time from the campaign trail to go to Manhattan for several days to attend UNGA and hold court there with a variety of foreign leaders as the presumptive president of the United States.

			Bannon said, “Fuck, this is not going to look good. They’re all going to sit there going ‘She’s fabulous.’ And Trump is a reality TV guy running around Ohio.”

			In the end, Trump went to UNGA and met with foreign leaders such as Israeli prime minister Bibi Netanyahu to burnish his image as a possible commander in chief.

			Bannon counseled Trump not to worry about what the media was portraying as the death spiral of his campaign, telling him that the two most significant polling numbers were actually working in his favor: “Don’t forget two-thirds of the country still thinks we’re on the wrong track. Seventy percent of the American people for the first time think that the country is in decline and this is the key point; the working class and middle class will follow someone they think will turn America towards its former greatness. Voters liked Obama, but they didn’t think he delivered the change the country needed.”*

			Bannon continued, “All we’re going to do starting tomorrow is we’re going to compare and contrast Clinton as a representative of a corrupt and incompetent elite and you are the tribune of the people. You are the spokesman for the country, the little guy. And we’re just going to compare and contrast how venal she is and how corrupt the Clintons are and also her warmongering foreign policy.”

			Bannon explained that the Trump campaign would stay relentlessly on message around three themes: “Number one, we’re going to stop massive illegal immigration and limit legal immigration to get our sovereignty back and protect our workers. Number two, we’re going to bring manufacturing jobs back from China. And number three, we’re going to get out of these pointless foreign wars. That’s the mantra.”

			Trump didn’t need much prodding about any of these topics. They were among the key issues that he hammered repeatedly on the campaign trail, both before and after Bannon’s arrival as his campaign manager.

			

			—

			
			Exit polling during the presidential election found that terrorism was one of the top four issues that voters cared about. Those who thought terrorism was a priority overwhelmingly voted for Trump. Many voters clearly trusted that what Trump termed his “secret plan” to defeat ISIS trumped Hillary Clinton’s many years of experience as secretary of state.

			That Mike Flynn never really expected Trump to win the election was strongly suggested by an article he wrote that appeared in The Hill newspaper the morning after Trump’s election triumph. In it, Flynn compared Fethullah Gulen, a Turkish cleric living in exile in Pennsylvania, to Ayatollah Khomeini. For the government of Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Gulen was an obsession. It had fingered Gulen for purportedly masterminding a botched military coup in Turkey in the summer of 2016. Flynn’s article suggested that Gulen, who had very good reasons to fear for his safety if he ever returned to Turkey, should not be allowed to remain in the United States.

			No one who really expected that he would be the next US national security adviser would have published a provocative piece in a relatively obscure publication the same day that his candidate was just elected to the most powerful job in the world. The article also was likely to draw attention to the fact that Flynn’s consulting firm had been paid more than half a million dollars by a company close to the Erdogan government. Flynn hadn’t registered as an agent of a foreign government as required by law, which was an issue of particular significance for retired senior military officers. And Flynn’s alignment with the Turks seemed to affect his policy choices. During the presidential transition, Flynn had pushed back against a plan that the Obama administration was developing to partner with Kurdish forces in Syria to fight ISIS. This was also the position of the Turks, who opposed the United States partnering with Kurdish forces that they regarded as terrorists.

			Two days after Trump was elected president, Obama sat down with Trump in the Oval Office and warned him that the biggest national security problem he would face was the mercurial, nuclear-armed regime of North Korea. Obama also warned Trump against hiring Flynn in any senior role. A week after meeting with Obama, Trump offered Flynn the key job of national security adviser. He would not be in the position long.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				ALL THE BEST PEOPLE

			

			I’m going to surround myself only with the best and most serious people.

			—Presidential candidate Donald Trump, August 8, 2015

			Who do you talk to for military advice right now?

			—Chuck Todd, NBC News, August 2015

			Well, I watch the shows. I mean, I really see a lot of great—you know, when you watch your show and all of the other shows and you have the generals.

			—Candidate Donald Trump

		

	
		
			
			The day after the presidential election, on Wednesday, November 9, a dozen or so officials from the Trump transition team showed up at Trump Tower in Manhattan. Clutching multiple binders in their hands, they went to the fifth floor, where they spent the first two days in a conference room, doing nothing.

			For the past seven months, Governor Chris Christie of New Jersey had managed a traditional transition process. Trump had paid no attention to the transition planning, believing superstitiously it was “bad juju” to make any plan for what might happen in the event that he won the presidency. The planning for the transition was, however, mandated by federal law and it was a large effort; there were more than four thousand positions to fill. Hundreds of those jobs were the most senior positions in the government, and the candidates for those jobs, in particular, needed to be extensively vetted.

			It was only when Trump read in the newspaper that Christie was raising money to pay for the transition that he focused on the effort. Trump thought it was not only courting bad luck to focus on the transition but he worried it might divert resources away from his campaign. He asked Christie how much money he had raised for the transition. Christie told him that it wasn’t much more than a million dollars. Trump asked Christie if he could close down the transition effort. Christie explained that federal law mandated that the campaigns prepare and pay for their own transitions in preparation for the moment when one of them took over the government. Bannon, who had heard Trump talking about the transition with Christie, pointed out that if Trump closed down the transition team, it would look like he wasn’t running a serious campaign. Trump allowed the transition planning to proceed.

			Christie and his team had assembled short lists of candidates for cabinet-level and senior staff positions. They also prepared rollout plans for how to repeal Obamacare, implement tax cuts, and overhaul infrastructure. All this planning was contained in some two-dozen binders. For Trump’s national security adviser, Christie had short-listed General Peter Pace, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs, and Admiral Bill McRaven, the architect of the raid that had killed bin Laden five years earlier. Christie considered Flynn to be a loose cannon and was adamantly opposed to his taking a senior role in Trump’s cabinet. The Christie transition team had also short-listed a number of other heavy hitters for cabinet posts, such as the former governor of Indiana, Mitch Daniels, and Wisconsin governor Scott Walker.

			For all his diligence in planning for the transition, by the final weeks of the Trump campaign Christie was on the outs with Trump and his inner circle. On October 7, 2016, an Access Hollywood video from 2005 leaked, on which Trump boasted that his fame was such a magnet that he could grab women by their genitals. Christie, who was the first major Republican politician to endorse Trump, appeared on a New York radio station and said of the Access Hollywood video, “It’s completely indefensible, and I won’t defend it, and haven’t defended it.” This earned Christie no plaudits in Trumpworld.

			On the morning of November 10, Bannon summoned Christie to his office on the fourteenth floor of Trump Tower. Bannon was concerned that Christie was pitching a bunch of Never Trumpers for senior jobs. Bannon told Christie, “We decided to make a change.”

			Christie replied, “Good. What are we changing?”

			“You,” said Bannon.

			Bannon went on: “The vice president is going to be the new chairman of the transition and you’re out. Going forward, you have no position of any kind in the transition, and we do not want you in the building anymore.”

			Christie realized he wasn’t just being fired; he was being vaporized.

			That evening, Rick Dearborn, the chief of staff for Senator Jeff Sessions, a close Trump ally, went to the conference room where the Trump transition officials were gathered, closed the door, and said, “I don’t know what you guys are doing, but I’m going to need you here all night. It’s not yet public but Chris Christie is out. The vice president is in. I am taking over as executive director. I need to look at everything that’s going on.”

			Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, had shoved a shiv in Christie’s back because more than a decade earlier Christie was the federal prosecutor in New Jersey who had put Kushner’s father in jail for two years for tax evasion and witness tampering.

			In an episode that seemed lifted from The Sopranos, Jared’s father, Charles Kushner, was convicted of witness tampering because he had arranged for his brother-in-law to be secretly videotaped while having sex with a prostitute. Kushner Sr. then sent the tape to his sister and her husband, who were cooperating with the feds who were investigating him for tax evasion and illegal campaign contributions. Welcome to Jersey!

			With Christie gone, all the planning for an orderly transition was thrown out with him. The two dozen binders were literally consigned to the garbage. David Bossie, deputy campaign manager of the Trump campaign, said, “Everything that Chris had done was thrown out. There was no ‘Hey, let’s evaluate it.’ It was ‘Let’s start from scratch.’”

			The jockeying for power and position at Trump Tower was intense. “It really felt like a mix of Survivor meets Big Brother meets The Apprentice, because it was highly competitive,” a transition official recalled. As he chose his cabinet, Trump drew on many of the tropes of reality TV that he knew so well. Trump presided over a beauty pageant of men and women contestants who looked the part and who all had to walk the gauntlet of TV cameras in the lobby of Trump Tower before they ascended to Trump’s aerie high above Central Park to audition for some of the most powerful jobs on the planet. This was the same building where The Apprentice had been filmed, which had turned Trump from a blowhard local businessman well known to the readers of the gossipy New York Post into a national celebrity who hired and fired aspiring moguls on network television.

			Just as on The Apprentice, as Trump made his cabinet picks there were celebrations of the winners and the ritual humiliations of the losers. The former Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney, who was auditioning to be secretary of state, even subjected himself to the ultimate reality TV convention of a candlelit dinner with Trump at the Trump International Hotel in Manhattan that played out for the cameras. Romney, who had called Trump a “fraud” during the campaign, didn’t make the cut.

			Frances Townsend, who was George W. Bush’s top counterterrorism adviser, was one of the most prominent Republicans who had signed a public letter on behalf of the Never Trump campaign. Townsend was a serious contender for the key post of secretary of homeland security. When she spoke with Trump for about an hour at his Trump Tower office, the president-elect never mentioned Townsend’s opposition to his presidential run. Instead, Trump was charming and asked a number of sharp questions about national security, presenting quite a different persona than the boorish tycoon known to the public. Townsend decided to bow out of consideration for the job because of personal reasons.

			Mattis wasn’t Trump’s first choice to be “Sec Def,” nor even his second. Mattis was his third choice. Trump loved “killers,” and if ever there was a real killer it was retired four-star general Stanley McChrystal, who led JSOC during the Iraq War. McChrystal had turned “Jay-sock” into one of the most efficient killing machines in history.

			McChrystal seemed to be the ideal candidate to run Trump’s Pentagon; not only had he overseen the final moments of uncounted thousands of jihadist militants, he had also resigned as the commander of the Afghan War in 2010 for disparaging remarks that some officers on his staff had made to a Rolling Stone reporter about top Obama administration officials.

			The fact that McChrystal had to resign when he was working for President Obama was a huge plus for Trump. McChrystal had also worked closely with Lieutenant General Michael Flynn when they were both serving in Afghanistan and Iraq. Flynn was now the de facto leader of the Trump national security transition team.

			Eight days after Trump won the election, on the afternoon of November 16, 2016, McChrystal was taking the train from Washington, DC, to Manhattan when his phone rang.

			On the line was a Trump transition official. “We want you to come over to Trump Tower now. The president-elect is very excited to meet you and talk to you about the secretary of defense job.”

			McChrystal replied, “Listen, I’ve been watching the campaign, and I don’t think I’d be a good fit for the president-elect’s team. I don’t think I’d be happy. Also, I’m not sure you’d be happy in the end.”

			After a long silence, the Trump official asked, “Are you sure?”

			“I’m absolutely sure,” McChrystal replied.

			McChrystal wasn’t making his views publicly known, but he was disgusted by Trump’s rhetoric and conduct during the campaign and felt that he would likely serve as a president with much the same characteristics.

			Around the same time that McChrystal took himself out of consideration to run the Pentagon, Vice President-Elect Mike Pence called Jack Keane, another retired four-star general and a frequent Fox News talking head, telling him, “The president-elect is very interested in you being secretary of defense.”

			Keane’s wife, Terry, had died only a few months earlier. Terry Keane had had Parkinson’s for the past decade and a half and Keane had taken care of her. Keane told Pence, “I’m not able to do that because of my wife’s recent death.”

			Pence replied, “Well, I’m fairly confident that when I tell them this he still is going to want to talk to you.”

			Keane met with Trump on November 17 at his Trump Tower office, overlooking Central Park.

			Trump said, “I understand about your wife passing away. How long were you married?”

			Keane replied, “Fifty-one years. I was actually with her for fifty-five years. We met when we were both eighteen.”

			Trump pushed himself back in his chair. “Oh my, you are really going through something.”

			Keane went on, “I’m not in a position to do this emotionally and even financially. I had issues with my wife’s long-term health care. To go back and live on a government salary right now is not possible.”

			Trump asked Keane, “Who do you think should be the secretary of defense?”

			Keane asked Trump if he was insisting on a former senior military officer for the role. Keane believed that the United States was long past the Eisenhower and Marshall era when it made much sense for top generals to play in the political arena. Trump indicated that a retired four-star general was still his preference.

			“What do you think of Jim Mattis?” Trump asked.

			“Jim Mattis is somebody who could do the job,” Keane replied.

			Retired now for three years, Mattis was volunteering at the Tri-Cities Food Bank in his hometown of Richland, Washington, when he received an unexpected call from a man who said, “Hi. It’s Mike Pence. I’d like to talk to you about coming and having a conversation about secretary of defense.”

			Mattis told Pence: “Well, I’m doing food bank stuff. Can I call you back?”

			On November 19, Mattis traveled to Trump’s golf club in Bedminster, New Jersey, to talk to the president-elect about the Defense job. They quickly had two important disagreements. On the campaign trail, Trump had campaigned on the promise of bringing back torture for suspected terrorists and had even talked about killing the families of terrorists.

			Mattis had a very different view of how to interrogate terrorists. In real life, he told Trump, “you can get more with a pack of cigarettes and a cup of coffee.”

			During the campaign, Trump had also repeatedly dumped on the NATO alliance, deeming it “obsolete.” Again, Mattis begged to differ, telling Trump, “If you didn’t have NATO, you’d have to build it.” Their disagreement about NATO would linger and intensify over time.

			An issue that Trump and Mattis were in total agreement about was the need to annihilate ISIS. Asked if he could destroy ISIS in a year, Mattis said yes. “If you let us off the chain, we can do it.”

			After the meeting, Trump came out to talk to the press. Framed by the white columns of his golf club, he and Mattis posed for pictures. Reporters shouted questions at the president-elect about whether Mattis was being considered for a cabinet job.

			“He’s just a brilliant, wonderful man,” Trump replied. “What a career! We’re going to see what happens, but he is the real deal.”

			In picking Mattis to be his secretary of defense, Trump said, he had found his “General George Patton.” That label did not capture what made Mattis a distinctive choice. Mattis’s “call sign” on the battlefield was “Chaos” in part because of his ferocity in battle and his colorful aphorisms, such as “Be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill everybody you meet.” After the 2003 invasion of their country Mattis told Iraqi military leaders, “I come in peace. I didn’t bring artillery. But I’m pleading with you, with tears in my eyes: If you fuck with me, I’ll kill you all.” But he was also an intellectual, a general who easily quoted the Roman stoic Marcus Aurelius as well as Eliot Cohen, the Republican military historian who was a leader of the Never Trump movement.

			Mattis had worked with General David Petraeus on the 2006 counterinsurgency manual that helped to revolutionize the US approach to the Iraq War by emphasizing that fighting insurgents required assuming greater risks for American troops, who had to get out of their massive bases and live among the Iraqi people if they were to have a chance of really understanding and ultimately defeating the Iraqi insurgency.

			In the summer of 2010, soon after Mattis took charge of CENTCOM, which oversees all American military operations in the Middle East, President Obama asked him what his top priorities were. Mattis said that he had three: “Number one Iran. Number two Iran. Number three Iran.”

			A year later, an Iranian jet shot at an American drone flying in international air space over the Gulf. Mattis wanted permission to shoot down any Iranian aircraft that was attacking American drones. This permission was denied. Obama wanted to initiate the talks that eventually led to the Iran nuclear deal, and an attack on an Iranian target would surely undercut that. The Obama team forced Mattis to retire from the military early because of his hostility to Iran.

			Mattis first learned about his defenestration when he was passed a note by one of his aides telling him that the Pentagon was announcing his replacement as the commander of CENTCOM. Neither the White House nor the Pentagon had bothered to give Mattis notice of his termination.

			Mattis joined Flynn in that select category of senior generals whose careers were cut short by the Obama administration who would join Trump’s cabinet. Obama officials didn’t push General John Kelly out of office early, but he did occasionally clash with them when he was the commander of Southern Command (SOUTHCOM). Kelly championed the expansion and renovation of the prison camp at Guantanamo, which was in SOUTHCOM’s area of operations, at a time when the Obama administration was trying to close the prison. Kelly would serve as Trump’s secretary of homeland security and later his chief of staff.

			Shortly after Trump’s surprise victory, Kelly was at home on a Saturday afternoon watching college football with his wife, Karen, when the phone rang. On the phone was Reince Priebus—the man that Kelly would later supplant as White House chief of staff—who told Kelly, “Mr. Trump would like to have an opportunity to talk to you about maybe going into the administration.”

			After serving forty-five years in the marine corps, General Kelly was only eight months into his retirement. Kelly consulted with his wife about the possible offer from the Trump team. Karen said, “If we’re anything, the Kelly family is a family of service to the nation. If they think they need you, you can’t get out of it.” She added jokingly, “Besides, I’m really tired of this quality retired time we’re spending together.”

			Kelly met with Trump, who told him, “I’d like you to take the hardest, and what I consider to be the toughest, job in the federal government.” Trump said he was asking him to run the Department of Homeland Security. Kelly was surprised by the offer: he didn’t know Trump at all and he didn’t know anyone who knew Trump. Kelly took the job because he felt it was his civic duty to do so. If Hillary Clinton had won the presidency and made him a similar offer, he would have worked for her.

			Running the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) was indeed one of the toughest jobs in the government. DHS was an ungainly giant of twenty-two federal departments and agencies that merged together in the wake of 9/11; it was made up of 240,000 employees who handled everything from hurricanes to cybersecurity to border security to terrorism. Illegal immigration was an issue with which Kelly was quite familiar, as his last job in uniform was as the four-star general in charge of SOUTHCOM, which was focused on Central and Latin America and protecting the southern border.

			

			—

			When Jack Keane turned down the secretary of defense job, Trump had pressed him for advice about his national security team and the type of security challenges that his administration would be confronting. It was an advisory role that Keane was quite comfortable with. Keane, a Vietnam vet who had served as the vice chief of staff of the army, had played a key role in advocating the measures that had changed the course of the Iraq War, which the United States was clearly losing three years after Saddam Hussein was removed from power. In December 2006, Keane, recently retired, had gone to the White House to advise President George W. Bush that he needed to adopt a counterinsurgency approach to fighting the war, as well as surging the number of American troops in Iraq and selecting General David Petraeus to be the war’s new commander. Bush implemented all of those suggestions, and within three years the tide of the war had turned in favor of the American military.

			Keane was determined to give honest counsel to the president-elect. He told Trump that he wasn’t the first commander in chief with scant foreign policy or national security experience: “Most post–World War II presidents have not had a significant background in these areas. George H. W. Bush is probably the exception to that. All presidents are quick studies, but it’s critical what you’re doing now in selecting leaders who understand that world.”

			Keane grew up in a housing project in Manhattan and he connected easily with Trump as a fellow New Yorker. Keane went on, “You’ll start spending more and more time with the national security team because the world has a way of intervening regardless of what your domestic agenda is. So pick the team not only for their experience and knowledge, but pick them because you’re comfortable being around them; you’re going to spend a lot of time with them.”

			Trump started sounding Keane out about the long wars he would soon be inheriting. Trump observed, “We have been in the Middle East for a long time. And we’ve lost thousands of soldiers and it’s cost trillions of dollars.” Keane acknowledged that this was true.

			Trump asked, “Is the situation worse now or better?”

			Keane said, “It’s worse.”

			Trump asked, “Why?”

			Keane replied, “The Middle East is the most dangerous neighborhood in the world. It is very challenging. But we did make it worse when we forced Mubarak out of Egypt and we got a Muslim Brotherhood government followed by a military coup; when we pulled all US troops out of Iraq and we got ISIS who established a sanctuary in Syria and invaded Iraq; we failed to help the Syrian moderate forces in any consequential way and the war raged on resulting in a humanitarian crisis; we deposed Gaddafi in Libya but failed to help the elected regime that followed and the radicals destroyed the US consulate, killed our ambassador and three other Americans, and forced the closure of the US embassy; and we made a bad deal with Iran where they received billions of dollars to fuel their malign aggressive behavior. Yes, it’s worse.”

			Keane continued, “The alternative is that we could just pull away and leave it to themselves. I think about the 1930s in Europe. And you look at what leaders in Europe did by ignoring what was happening in Germany. They helped light a match to the greatest calamity in the history of mankind, which was World War II.”

			Keane said that there was now “this ideology that sits inside the Middle East and it’s a breeding ground for radicalism worldwide. We have the radicalism of Iran, which is trying to achieve regional hegemony. And they have two objectives to achieve that—one is to drive the United States out of the region, and the other is to destroy the state of Israel.”

			Trump talked about the massive US trade deficit with the Chinese. Keane then shifted the focus to China’s rising military power, saying, “President Xi intends to replace the United States as the world’s global leader. They have a brilliant asymmetric strategy to take away some of the military and technology advantages the United States has in air and maritime power. I think the Obama administration did not take on the challenges that China was presenting, despite the fact that we were supposedly pivoting to Asia to do that very thing, but you couldn’t see that in the Obama military defense budget. We need new airplanes, missiles and ships and also improved ground fighting capability. We can’t do this for just a year or two. This is a five- to six-year minimum investment to dig us out of this big hole.”

			Shifting to Afghanistan, Trump observed, “No one can win there.”

			Keane disagreed. “No, Mr. President, this is not true. That’s a myth: that somehow thirty thousand Taliban soldiers that used to run a brutal regime are now going to take it back. You’ve got to understand something: eighty-five percent of the people don’t want the Taliban to be in charge. That’s been true for all the years we’ve been there.” Trump indicated that this was news to him.

			Keane said, “I don’t want to take too much of your time, but I did a lot of assessments in Afghanistan.” Keane observed that it was Obama who had sabotaged the Afghan War by publicly announcing in 2009 a premature withdrawal date of the forces that he had surged into the country. “That decision doomed us to a protracted war in Afghanistan.”

			The foreign policy issues Keane discussed with the president-elect that day would indeed prove to be some of the biggest and most contentious questions Trump’s national security team would wrestle with in the months to come.

			

			—

			
			The Trump team was casting around for a confirmable nominee for secretary of state. One possibility was former New York City mayor Rudy Giuliani, but his consulting company had dealings with countries and businesses around the world and presented many potential conflicts of interest; it would likely make for a messy confirmation process.

			Keane saw that Trump was struggling to find the right candidate for secretary of state. Keane thought that David Petraeus, the retired four-star general with a history PhD from Princeton who had turned around the faltering Iraq War and was now working for the global investment bank KKR, would be excellent as the country’s top diplomat.

			Keane made the case first to Kushner and then to Trump about why Petraeus was so well qualified to run State.

			Trump asked Keane, “Is he a Democrat?”

			Keane replied, “I don’t have a clue. Petraeus and I have something in common: neither of us votes.”

			Trump seemed surprised. “You don’t vote?”

			Keane responded, “Because we want to stay out of politics.”

			Henry Kissinger had also told senior Trump transition officials, “You’ve got to take a hard look at Petraeus.”

			On November 28, Petraeus took the well-trodden path to Trump’s office on the twenty-sixth floor of Trump Tower where he met with the president-elect, Bannon, Kushner, and Priebus. Both Trump and Petraeus had brought lists of questions to the meeting to ask each other. It was the first time that the two men had met, and they were feeling each other out.

			Trump asked the general, “Should we build a wall?”

			Petraeus replied, “Sure, we should build a wall if it’s part of a comprehensive approach to improving border security, such as relationships with the Mexicans, better intel-sharing between the intel agencies.”

			Petraeus asked Trump, “Mr. President-Elect, you are not against trade? You are just against unfair trade, right?”

			Trump replied, “Yeah.”

			Everybody at the Trump Tower meeting was blown away by Petraeus, who gave a cogent tour d’horizon of the world and had a strong command presence. After their friendly meeting, Trump tweeted, “Just met with General Petraeus—was very impressed!”

			If Trump selected Petraeus to be secretary of state, retired generals would now have a lock on all of his key national security cabinet posts, with Mattis at the Pentagon, Kelly at Homeland Security, and Flynn as the national security adviser.

			Trump’s top advisers didn’t think it was much of an issue that Petraeus had handed over classified materials to his biographer and mistress, Paula Broadwell, which had led to his resignation as Obama’s CIA director in 2012. But when they consulted Mattis and Kelly about whether Petraeus should head the State Department, they both gave an emphatic, hard no. They said selecting Petraeus as secretary of state would send a terrible signal to the officer corps that mishandling classified materials and extramarital affairs could be glossed over.

			Two days later Kelly met with Trump at Trump Tower and told him, “Cannot happen. I think it would have real morale issues for the non-field-grade officers.” The next day Mattis also made the same points to Trump in person. Within three days of his meeting with Trump, Petraeus’s possible nomination as secretary of state was over.

			Robert Gates arrived at Trump Tower on December 2. Gates had served as secretary of defense for both George W. Bush and Barack Obama and had worked in Washington going back to the time of the Lyndon Johnson administration. The Trump team saw Gates as a “Bush guy.” Even though he hadn’t signed a Never Trump letter, the fact that he was a Bushie was a major strike against him, as was his service in the Obama administration. The Obama team had nicknamed Gates “Yoda,” after the diminutive Star Wars character who was both wise and powerful. Gates was certainly the wisest of the wise men in the Republican Party, which was why he was at Trump Tower to advise Bannon, Kushner, Priebus, and the president-elect.

			Trump asked Gates to evaluate each of the candidates he was considering for secretary of state—Giuliani, Petraeus, and Senator Bob Corker, the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Gates didn’t give ringing endorsements for any of them. Trump asked Gates who he would suggest as most qualified if he were starting with a clean sheet of paper.

			Gates replied, “A guy with experience in a couple of administrations and who understands the Defense Department because Defense is such a big part of what the State Department is now. Knows the Hill. Knows intelligence.”

			Was Gates—also a former CIA director—making a pitch to be Trump’s secretary of state?

			Gates added half jokingly, “If I can humbly say, it’s someone like myself.”

			There was dead silence. Trump just sat there and didn’t say anything. The silence went on for almost a minute; it seemed like an eternity.

			Finally, Gates pivoted to a new subject. “Of course, I don’t need another job! I’ve talked extensively with Condi [George W. Bush’s secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice]. And we think a guy to look at is Rex Tillerson, the CEO of Exxon.” Gates said Tillerson was a tough negotiator and he already knew a lot of leaders around the world. Trump seemed intrigued.

			Pence called Tillerson and asked him to come to meet the president-elect. Tillerson asked if he could skip the gauntlet of cameras that were always staking out the Trump Tower lobby and meet with Trump discreetly. Tillerson was whisked from a private entrance in Trump Tower to Trump’s office, where Bannon, Kushner, and Priebus were waiting with the president-elect.

			Tillerson owned the room. The silver-haired Texan came off like a head of state. And in a sense he was. ExxonMobil had revenues exceeding $250 billion a year; if it were a country, it would be the forty-first largest economy in the world, putting it on par with Pakistan.

			Tillerson had spent decades working in the Middle East and in Russia and he could speak with great knowledge about them. When he was a young oil engineer, Tillerson had lived in Yemen! Exxon was the largest taxpayer in Saudi Arabia! Tillerson had known Russian president Vladimir Putin for almost two decades! For his work developing oil fields in Russia, Putin had given Tillerson an Order of Friendship award!

			Tillerson dazzled Trump and his inner circle. On the spot, Trump offered Tillerson the secretary of state job.

			Bannon looked at Tillerson, asking him, “You’re surprised?”

			Tillerson replied, “Yeah. I already have a job.”

			Trump observed, “Yeah, but you’re going to retire soon, aren’t you?”

			Indeed, Tillerson was supposed to retire to his Texas ranch in a few months, where he would get to spend time with his grandkids. He said he would have to discuss the job offer with the Exxon board and his family.

			Back at home, Tillerson’s wife said to him, “I told you God’s not through with you.”

			Kushner told colleagues that his father-in-law’s best cabinet choice was tapping Tillerson to be secretary of state. That halo would soon dim.

			Although Trump made his cabinet choices relatively quickly, below that level the key national security agencies were dealing with the most chaotic transition in memory. At the State Department and the Pentagon, the Trump “landing teams” that were supposed to come in to ease the transition from one administration to the next barely showed up. At the State Department, no one in the counterterrorism bureau had any contact with the Trump transition team, despite the fact that Trump had made the fight against terrorism such a key part of his campaign. Similarly, at the Pentagon, few of the members of the Trump landing team held top-secret clearances, which meant that most of the team could not be briefed on the key programs at the Department of Defense.

			A civil servant who worked at Obama’s National Security Council for a year and then for Trump’s NSC for several months summarized the transition from Obama to Trump as a “shitshow.” Another NSC staffer who worked for both Obama and Trump was even blunter, describing the transition as a “a total goat fuck.”

			It wasn’t supposed to have been this way. Susan Rice, Obama’s national security adviser, summoned an all-staff NSC meeting in the spring of 2016, at which she declared, “The Bush team gave us a very good transition and our role is to meet and exceed that bar that they set for us. You NSC staffers are going to work very hard for the next eight months in setting up the incoming team, whoever that may be.” Over the following months, NSC staffers churned out memos for a variety of scenarios, such as what a war might look like on the Korean Peninsula.

			The morning after Election Day, some Obama staffers were weeping openly in the halls of the West Wing and the adjoining Eisenhower Executive Office Building, the massive gray, wedding-cakelike nineteenth century building where the National Security Council staff is housed. Staffers who had worked for many hundreds of hours on Obama initiatives such as the Iran nuclear deal or the Paris climate change agreement knew that all their work was likely to go up in smoke.

			Obama consoled his staff, telling them, “The people have spoken. We need the best possible transition.” But nobody from the Trump team showed up at the NSC during the month of November. By early December there were a couple of meetings between Trump staffers and NSC staffers. It was an oddly quiet holiday season at the White House.

			An early indicator of the likely trajectory of Trump and his inner circle was the dumping of former congressman Mike Rogers from the Trump transition team. Rogers, who had chaired the House Intelligence Committee, was one of the first serious players in Congress to endorse Trump, but he was deemed to have been insufficiently zealous in his prosecution of then-secretary of state Hillary Clinton during the Benghazi hearings. Meanwhile, the star of Representative Mike Pompeo rose because Pompeo had filed his own blistering report about the Benghazi attack and had publicly claimed that the Benghazi matter was “worse” than Watergate. Pompeo would be tapped to be CIA director.

			Another early indicator about where the Trump administration was headed was the dual appointment of the head of the Republican National Committee, Reince Priebus, as chief of staff and Steve Bannon as “chief strategist” in the White House. Those appointments signaled that Trump would sometimes heed the establishment types and at other times the ideologues in his administration. It also created a White House with major competing power centers. This was compounded by the large portfolio that Jared Kushner accorded to himself, taking responsibility for relations with China, Mexico, and the Middle East, which effectively made him the shadow secretary of state.

			The chaos of the transition was so profound and the Trump administration had so few of its senior officials in place when it assumed office that to keep the national security apparatus running with a semblance of order, the Trump administration asked a handful of senior Obama administration officials to stay on. Among them was Nick Rasmussen, who ran the National Counterterrorism Center, which coordinated counterterrorism strategy and intelligence across the government. In this, the Trump administration was following an honorable post-9/11 bipartisan tradition when it came to counterterrorism. Rasmussen had previously served in the George W. Bush and Obama administrations in senior White House counterterrorism roles. Joshua Geltzer, the senior director for counterterrorism at the White House for Obama, was also asked to stay on in that role by the Trump administration, as was Brett McGurk, who oversaw the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS at the Department of State.

			It was clear, however, that any contender for a senior job in the Trump administration was subject to a litmus test: you would not be considered for a role if you had criticized Trump in the past. This meant that many qualified candidates were passed over by the Trump team, and certainly the many dozens of leading Republican foreign policy experts who made up the Never Trumpers. This set up some immediate conflicts between the Trump White House and Mattis, who didn’t want Trump loyalists who were either amateurs or weirdos serving at the Pentagon.

			Mattis wanted Michèle Flournoy to be his top deputy. Flournoy, a Democrat who had worked in defense policy in Washington for decades, would likely have been tapped to be Hillary Clinton’s secretary of defense if Clinton had won the election. Flournoy would have been the first woman to serve in that position. Flournoy knew the Pentagon and its massive bureaucracy well because she had served in the key role of undersecretary for policy in Obama’s Pentagon.

			Flournoy was torn about taking the job. Her father had served in World War II, her husband was a naval officer, and she was the mother of a soon-to-be naval officer. She felt it was her duty to serve and she and Mattis were close. But then there was Trump and his treatment of women and his demonization of refugees, immigrants, and Muslims. Added to that was his complete lack of understanding of the United States’ historical role as the leader of a rules-based international order and the unique strategic value of America’s alliances. For Trump, every country seemed to be judged only through the narrow lens of its bilateral trade balances with the United States. Not least, there was Trump’s impulsiveness, which Flournoy found deeply worrisome in a commander in chief. Flournoy went to meet with a couple of officials on the Trump transition team at Trump Tower in Manhattan, but in the end she decided to drop out of consideration for the job given all of her misgivings.

			To fill the important job of undersecretary for policy, Mattis wanted to bring on Anne Patterson, a recently retired career diplomat. The White House nixed Patterson because when she was US ambassador to Egypt, she had performed typical ambassadorial functions with the democratically elected Islamist government of Mohamed Morsi. This made Patterson suspect in the eyes of some Trump officials and supporters. They thought she was some kind of closet Muslim Brotherhood fan, when in reality Patterson was a seasoned diplomat simply doing her job.

			At the State Department, Tillerson faced some of the same issues Mattis did. Tillerson wanted Elliott Abrams, a sharp observer of the Middle East who had worked in Republican administrations going back to Reagan, to serve as his number two. Abrams hadn’t signed any of the Never Trump letters, but he had written an opinion piece in the Weekly Standard with the self-explanatory title “When You Can’t Stand Your Candidate” after Trump had clinched the Republican nomination. Tillerson felt he needed someone seasoned like Abrams to help him navigate Washington’s tricky shoals. Kushner and Republican senator Tom Cotton of Arkansas, who was closely allied with Trump, also pushed for Abrams.

			Tillerson brought Abrams to meet Trump at the White House and they had a cordial exchange. Trump wasn’t happy about appointing Abrams but went along with it because Tillerson wanted him.

			Trump later watched Tucker Carlson on Fox who was interviewing the isolationist senator from Kentucky, Rand Paul, who railed against Abrams saying, “He said that the chair that Washington and Lincoln sat in, that Trump was not fit to sit in it. . . . Elliott Abrams is one of the key architects of the Iraq War. We don’t need people with the failed policies back in. Donald Trump does represent something new and different, I think a welcome relief from the neocons. So I hope he doesn’t appoint someone who doesn’t really agree with him.”

			Trump called Tillerson saying, “Fire your buddy.”

			Tillerson said, “I can’t do that. I just offered the job. The city will go nuts. We told everybody.”

			Trump replied, “He’s fired. You get rid of him.”

			In mid-November 2016, Obama ordered a full review of the Russian meddling in the election to be finished before Trump’s inauguration on January 20, 2017. Media reports soon emerged that the CIA had concluded in a secret assessment that Russia had intervened in the election to help Trump win the presidency, rather than merely to spread doubts about the American electoral system. The intelligence agencies also had identified individuals with connections to the Russian government who had provided WikiLeaks with thousands of hacked emails from the Democratic National Committee, which WikiLeaks published for maximum effect on July 22, 2016, just before the Democratic convention.

			Around Christmas, the Trump transition team dismissed these findings in a statement: “These are the same people that said Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction. The election ended a long time ago in one of the biggest Electoral College victories in history. It’s now time to move on and ‘Make America Great Again.’” Trump was famously unpersuaded that the Russians were behind the hacking, saying, “I don’t believe they interfered . . . it could be Russia. And it could be China. And it could be some guy in his home in New Jersey.” This put him in the unusual position of rejecting the findings of the CIA even before he took office.

			There were also significant differences between the CIA’s weapons-of-mass-destruction fiasco a decade and a half earlier and the evidence that was offered by the American intelligence community about the Russian hacking. Unlike the Iraqi WMD case, which relied on dodgy defectors and shaky circumstantial evidence, the evidence in the election hacking case was based on “digital fingerprints” that pointed definitively to Russian involvement.

			In late December, the FBI and Department of Homeland Security took the unusual step of publicly releasing an account of the Russian hacking efforts (code-named by the US government GRIZZLY STEPPE), which went into detail about how and when the hacking was accomplished. The report portrayed a sophisticated set of spear-phishing campaigns that began in the spring of 2015 that targeted the Democratic National Committee. The report said that spear-phishing emails “tricked recipients into changing their passwords” and through the harvesting of those credentials the Russians were “able to gain access and steal content, likely leading to the exfiltration of information from multiple senior party members.”

			On December 29, 2016, Obama sanctioned top Russian officials for their role in the election meddling in the States, ejected thirty-five Russian diplomats who were alleged to be intelligence operatives, and denied the Russians access to some of their diplomatic facilities in New York and Maryland. It was the most robust response the United States had ever made to a cyberattack.

			Trump reacted to the news of the Russian sanctions and expulsions with nonchalance, saying, “It’s time for our country to move on to bigger and better things.” Trump seemed unable to separate his narcissistic fears that the Russian hacking might tarnish his presidential victory from the very real problem that the Russians had successfully undermined one of the bedrock principles of the nation, its ability to have free and fair elections unhampered by outside interference. Trump’s intransigence set the stage for what was shaping up to be the most serious crisis of any presidential transition in memory, pitting the CIA, FBI, and National Security Agency (NSA) against the incoming president.

			The showdown was set to climax with CIA director John Brennan, Director of National Intelligence James Clapper, NSA director Admiral Mike Rogers, and FBI director James Comey all briefing the president-elect at Trump Tower on January 6, 2017, about the Russian hacking. In the days leading up to this meeting, Trump sent out a number of tweets, including one that quoted Julian Assange of WikiLeaks, an archenemy of the US intelligence community because of his role in the leaking of tens of thousands of classified US government documents. Trump tweeted that “Julian Assange said, ‘a 14-year-old could have hacked Podesta’—why was DNC so careless? Also said Russians did not give him the info!” In an interview with the New York Times, Trump said, not for the first time and certainly not for the last, that he was the victim of a “political witch hunt.”

			Trump also claimed that he had “secret” intelligence he would soon reveal about the hack. He also took time out from dissing the intelligence community to dis the new star of Celebrity Apprentice who had replaced him on the show, tweeting, “Wow, the ratings are in and Arnold Schwarzenegger got ‘swamped’ (or destroyed) by comparison to the ratings machine, DJT.”

			By now, senior members of Trump’s national security team were seriously worried that Trump might come out of the briefing and say or tweet something that would irretrievably harm his relationship with the CIA, FBI, and NSA and also render the future president suspect among anyone who took the nation’s security seriously.

			At the intelligence briefing, Brennan, Clapper, Comey, and Rogers laid out for Trump the case that the Russians had seriously meddled with the election. In an extraordinary unclassified version of the briefing that the CIA, FBI, and NSA released immediately after Trump was briefed, they said that the hacking was personally ordered by Putin “to undermine public faith in the US democratic process, denigrate Secretary Clinton, and harm her electability.” They also said that the Russians had developed a clear preference for President-Elect Trump and that Putin’s animosity against Clinton sprang from the belief that she was to blame for the mass protests against his regime five years earlier and also because he nursed a grudge against her for some unflattering comments that she had made about him.

			The US intelligence community concluded that Russian intelligence had gained access to the Democratic National Committee networks and had harvested a large amount of data from the personal email accounts of Democratic Party officials. US intelligence officials also laid out the close links between WikiLeaks, which had released the hacked emails, and the Russians. They also explained the key role that the Russia Today (RT) television network had played in an information warfare campaign against Clinton. This latter point must surely have discomfited Mike Flynn, given his friendly relationship with RT. The classified version of the intelligence report said that senior Russian officials were caught on phone intercepts cheering Trump’s victory, including some of the officials who knew of the secret hacking campaign.

			After the Trump Tower briefing, Trump released his most conciliatory statement about the issue to date: “I had a constructive meeting and conversation with the leaders of the Intelligence Community this afternoon. . . . While Russia, China, other countries, outside groups and people are consistently trying to break through the cyber infrastructure of our governmental institutions, businesses and organizations including the Democrat [sic] National Committee, there was absolutely no effect on the outcome of the election. . . . Whether it is our government, organizations, associations or businesses we need to aggressively combat and stop cyberattacks. I will appoint a team to give me a plan within 90 days of taking office.”

			This statement was enough to head off a complete rupture between Trump and the intelligence community, but it was far from the end of the story. Four days after the Trump Tower briefing, CNN broke the news that a classified annex to Trump’s briefing contained uncorroborated information from a trusted former British intelligence officer that the Russians had acquired significant derogatory information about Trump, including that he had allegedly consorted with prostitutes on a business trip to Moscow in 2013. There were also allegations that officials in the Trump campaign had conspired with the Russians to undermine Clinton’s campaign and that as a quid pro quo Trump would not criticize Putin for his annexation of parts of Ukraine, and would also attack NATO in his public statements.

			From Trump’s point of view, the Democrats were simply going to use Russia to explain why they lost the election, and he didn’t appreciate that one bit. Trump did not want his presidency to be understood as the fruit of a foreign intelligence operation rather than a historical achievement of extraordinary consequence. This also colored how he viewed the US intelligence and law enforcement communities, as well as the measures taken by the Obama administration against the Russians. All this had created such a negative environment that Trump thought that his ability to engage personally with Putin was going to be severely limited. Trump resented all of this.

			

			—

			The “lead pens” on Trump’s inaugural address were Steve Bannon and Stephen Miller. They were Trump’s America First brain trust. They had both spent key parts of their lives in the uber-liberal Los Angeles enclave of Santa Monica on the Pacific Ocean. As a teenager, Miller had rebelled against what he thought was the knee-jerk liberalism being rammed down his throat at Santa Monica High School. At the same time that Miller was railing against liberalism at his school, from his own perch in Santa Monica, Bannon was producing conservative, nationalist films with titles such as In the Face of Evil about Reagan’s struggle with communism, which Bannon connected to America’s post-9/11 struggle with “radical Islam.”

			A key message that Trump wanted in the inaugural address was that the fight against ISIS wasn’t going to take a generation. As commander in chief Trump would take down their physical caliphate as quickly as feasible and would “eradicate completely from the face of the Earth . . Radical Islamic Terrorism.”

			As they were writing the speech, Bannon told Trump, “This is an inaugural address. People are going to be talking about this a hundred years from now, right? You’re saying eradicate radical Islamic terrorists from the face of the earth. This is one they’re going to hold you accountable. This is a declarative sentence. This is much bolder than Kennedy’s address.”

			In his bleak inaugural speech, Trump painted the United States as a crime-ridden economic basket case that he had come to rescue. Trump declared, “This American carnage stops right here and stops right now.” In fact, crime was at a twenty-year low and the economy was at an eight-year high. Trump went on to trumpet: “From this day forward, a new vision will govern our land. From this moment on, it’s going to be America First!”

			After the speech, Miller told Bannon, “You know, it was just perfect. Just perfect.”

			“There’s only one problem,” Bannon replied. “We should have turned the podium around and had it face the group of assholes on the platform.”

			The irony appeared to be lost on Bannon that the inaugural address, a manifesto of America First populism working in the service of the common man, was delivered by a multibillionaire and cowritten by a multimillionaire many times over and the scion of a wealthy Santa Monica family.

			Following his inaugural address, at a lunch on Capitol Hill, Trump pointed to his new secretary of defense Jim Mattis and said, “This is central casting. If I was doing a movie, I pick you, general.” Mattis certainly “looked the part,” which was a matter of crucial importance to Trump, the former reality TV star and beauty pageant impresario.

			

			—

			The day after he was installed as president, Trump traveled from the White House to CIA headquarters just across the Potomac River in Langley, Virginia. The visit was intended to build bridges to the CIA, but Trump squandered the opportunity by bragging (falsely) about the size of the crowd at his inauguration, a speech that he made in the CIA’s main lobby in front of the Memorial Wall of stars, representing all the CIA officers who have died in the line of duty.

			Former CIA director John Brennan, who had stepped down from his post a day earlier, dispatched an aide to NBC News to say that he was “deeply saddened and angered at Donald Trump’s despicable display of self-aggrandizement in front of CIA’s Memorial Wall of Agency heroes.” The bridge building was clearly still a work in progress.

			Four days after his inauguration, Trump hung a portrait of President Andrew Jackson in his office. The choice was significant. Bannon found that he could talk to Trump through history. Bannon told Trump, “You are a historical figure, a transformational figure—you are Andrew Jackson. You’re an outsider, fucking tough as boot leather. Women love you, you’ve got animal magnetism, and you’ve got charisma. You’re Jackson and, trust me, the fucking elite hated Jackson and they hate you.”

			The first foreign leader to visit the newly inaugurated President Trump at the White House was British prime minister Theresa May. As they were discussing over lunch what was happening in Ukraine, May asked Trump, “Have you spoken with Putin?”

			Trump said, “No, I haven’t.”

			Mike Flynn leaned in and said, “Sir, we’re arranging that call now. President Putin called several days ago, but we haven’t been able to get it on your calendar yet.”

			Trump looked down the table and said, “Are you kidding me? Vladimir Putin tried to call me, and you didn’t put him through? What the hell were you thinking?”

			Flynn replied, “Well, sir, you know, you have a lot of calls coming in, and we’re trying to manage who you talk to.”

			The president said, “Vladimir Putin is the only man on earth who can destroy us, and you didn’t put the call through?” Trump realized that this was not the discussion to have in front of Theresa May, so he changed the subject.

			After the lunch, Trump called his senior staff together, asking them, “What kind of bullshit is this? How is it possible that Putin calls me and you don’t put the call through? I don’t know what you guys are doing.” Then the president stormed out of the room.

			A week into his presidency, Trump signed a National Security Presidential Memorandum that gave Bannon a full seat on the National Security Council. The same order also bizarrely removed the director of national intelligence and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs from having a permanent seat on the NSC. They could only attend the NSC on an ad hoc basis rather than as a “principal” such as Bannon. Not having the leading intelligence official and the top military officer attend every NSC meeting as a matter of course was unprecedented.

			Bannon later said he was appointed to the NSC to keep an eye on the national security adviser. “I never went to one NSC meeting. I was just kind of there to keep an eye on things and make sure crazy shit didn’t happen,” Bannon recalled.

			The Obama White House had a well-deserved reputation for micromanaging military operations from the West Wing. Sometimes this made sense to ensure a thorough process to consider the risks of any operation, but combat commanders generally understood what was happening on the ground far better than officials in the White House, and waiting for West Wing approval for an operation could be time-consuming.

			Bannon told Flynn, “We are de-operationalizing the NSC. We need to go to the [former national security adviser Brent] Scowcroft model, which is the curation of an interagency process that gives the president a wide range of options. We ain’t running any fucking wars out of the West Wing. That’s over. We’re devolving those powers back to combatant commanders with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and particularly Mattis. Mattis is on board to eradicate ISIS.”

			Bannon and Flynn were both surprised by how bloated the NSC staff had become. Flynn asked Bannon, “How many guys do they have at the NSC?”

			Bannon said, “I don’t know, one hundred, max?”

			Flynn told him, “Four hundred and fifty.”

			“We’re going to get rid of all the Obama appointees and detailees out of here ASAP and get our own people in,” Bannon responded.

			While he was national security adviser, Flynn never sent out an all-staff email, and he didn’t hold his first all-staff meeting until two weeks into his brief tenure. At the all-staff, Flynn gave a rambling speech that included the observation, “If you get out in the country, and I know because I have been traveling the country with the president throughout the campaign, you just know things are really messed up.” Flynn’s speech sounded like a Trump campaign rally. If the national security adviser had a substantive view about how he would go about implementing the president’s vision, he didn’t speak to it.

			At the meeting, a State Department detailee to the NSC asked Flynn, “What about the president’s attack on the media and the ‘deep state’? Any advice for those of us conducting relations with other countries that are cracking down on their media? How should we deal with this?”

			Flynn replied. “Well, that’s how our republic works, and the president won. Civil servants who don’t like it should get out.”

			Another NSC staffer asked Flynn, “What does an ‘America First’ foreign policy look like?”

			There was a long pause. A couple of hundred key foreign policy and national security officials waited for an answer. Suddenly, it became painfully obvious that the national security adviser of the United States couldn’t explain what the Trump administration’s foreign policy actually was. This was quite surprising. Even alarming.

			Flynn turned to the deputy national security adviser, K. T. McFarland. “K. T., do you have an answer?”

			McFarland was a longtime Fox News talking head who had been out of government since she had worked as a speechwriter in the Reagan administration. Flynn appointed her to be the deputy national security adviser despite scant relevant expertise or experience.

			McFarland didn’t answer the question directly. Instead she addressed the room. “Wow! Look at all these people! I didn’t know there were so many people on the NSC staff. Together we are gonna Make America Great Again!”

			NSC staffers found McFarland to be charming, but unversed in substantive issues. McFarland told the staffers that she wanted instructions about what to do in meetings at the White House. “I am a TV person,” she said. “Give me the script and tell me what to say. Tell me what to do at two minutes, what I do at five minutes, and what I do at ten minutes.”

			McFarland did attempt to bring some order to the first chaotic weeks of the new administration, calling the first “deputies” meeting of subcabinet officials in the Trump administration to focus on North Korea. She also was able to interpret Trump well, warning the NSC team that getting Trump to commit to the war in Afghanistan was not going to be easy.

			Adding to the overall sense of confusion about the national security policy-making process, parallel to the NSC, Bannon headed up something called the Special Initiatives Group (SIG), which also involved fellow Breitbart alumnus Sebastian Gorka. Gorka grandiosely described his work to CNN as “doing long-range initiatives of real import to the president.” But it wasn’t at all clear what the SIG’s actual role was. A senior White House official described it as not much more than “two people going to lunch.” After a few months, the SIG simply faded away.

			Now that he was without a real role, Gorka spent much of his time on television pontificating about the “new sheriff in town” and asserting that “the alpha males are back.” Meanwhile, at the White House, those with the most sensitive clearances stayed away from Gorka and didn’t invite him to meetings about counterterrorism, his supposed specialty, because they found him to be an uninformed blowhard. Other White House officials deemed Gorka to be “harmless.” Most NSC staffers could never figure out what Gorka actually did.

			Flynn, who had the reputation of building smart teams when he was an army officer, appointed a group of NSC officials who were deeply knowledgeable in three areas key to American national security interests: China, the Middle East, and Russia. The top NSC official on Asia was Matthew Pottinger, who spent many years in China working as a Mandarin-speaking reporter for the Wall Street Journal. After leaving the Journal, Pottinger joined the marines and served as a captain in Afghanistan, which is where he met Flynn. Together they wrote an influential paper, “Fixing Intel,” which made the entirely reasonable case that American intelligence agencies had to do a better job of getting “outside the wire” if they really wanted to understand what was happening in countries such as Afghanistan. The paper’s publication in 2010 by a Washington, DC, think tank caused quite a ruckus, especially as it was published outside of normal government channels.

			Pottinger became a key architect of the Trump administration’s more skeptical approach to China. He had experienced the authoritarianism of the Chinese firsthand during his seven-year stint as a reporter in China. When Pottinger was reporting on the sale of Chinese nuclear fuel, he was confronted by a government goon in a Starbucks in Beijing, who punched him in the face.

			During the Obama administration, China was largely framed as a “frenemy.” Under Trump, the framing shifted to focus more on the “enemy” side of that equation. Indicative of where Trump was going to take the relationship with China was the phone call he had during the transition with the president of Taiwan, Tsai Ing-wen. The Chinese were panicked by the call because they regarded the island of Taiwan as part of “One-China” and here Trump was treating them as if they were a separate country. Top Chinese foreign policy official Yang Jiechi flew over to New York immediately to meet with Kushner, Flynn, Bannon, and Priebus. Yang told Trump’s top advisers, “Would you mind if we say something at the beginning? The territorial integrity and sovereignty of China will not be questioned.” He then spent the next hour lecturing them in perfect English about the history of China and its various humiliations by Western powers over the past century and a half.

			

			—

			Flynn appointed Colonel Joel Rayburn as the NSC senior director for Iraq, Iran, Lebanon, and Syria. An intelligence officer and historian who had served in Iraq as an adviser to General David Petraeus, in 2014 Rayburn published Iraq after America, a must-read book for anyone who wanted to understand how Iraq had descended into chaos following the American troop withdrawal three years earlier. Michael Bell, a retired colonel with a PhD who had served as the head of Petraeus’s internal advisory group when he was the commanding general in Iraq, was appointed to oversee the Gulf States and Yemen. The NSC’s top official on Russia was Fiona Hill, a frequent critic of Vladimir Putin who had worked as a US intelligence officer focused on Russia under President George W. Bush and President Obama.

			The overall director for the Middle East at the NSC was retired colonel Derek Harvey, an intense intelligence officer who had served as the head of the US military cell examining the insurgency in Iraq in 2003. Harvey concluded after talking with a number of insurgent leaders that the decisions by the Bush administration to disband the Iraqi military and to fire tens of thousands of members of the Baath Party were pivotal to fueling the insurgency, as the military and Baath Party were dominated by Sunni Iraqis who largely ran the country under Saddam Hussein. Their abrupt dismissal had flipped the social, economic, and political order on its head, creating a large group of disenfranchised men willing to take up arms against the new rulers of Iraq. It was Colonel Harvey who first laid out for President George W. Bush at the White House in the winter of 2004 the real scale and nature of the Sunni insurgency at a time when the Bush administration wouldn’t use the word “insurgency,” as it implied that they were facing something much more serious than the “dead enders” that Vice President Dick Cheney was then publicly talking about. Later CENTCOM’s intelligence chief under Obama, he came to feel strongly that the Obama administration’s dominant narrative after the death of bin Laden that al-Qaeda was on the run was dangerously out of whack with the growing and metastasizing jihadist threat that he was observing in the Middle East.

			Bell, Harvey, and Rayburn were all protégés of General Petraeus, with whom they had worked closely during the Iraq War, and they all brought much experience and expertise to their new jobs. An understandable bias they shared was their visceral disdain for Iran, forged during the Iraq War, which saw hundreds of American soldiers die as a result of sophisticated Iranian-supplied roadside bombs or fighting against Iran-backed Shia militias.

			Flynn also brought on Christopher Costa, a retired US Army intelligence colonel with extensive special operations experience in the field in Afghanistan, for the crucial role of running counterterrorism at the White House. Costa largely kept in place a consummately professional counterterrorism directorate at the NSC that he had inherited from Jen Easterly, a retired army lieutenant colonel and Rhodes scholar who had worked for the National Security Agency in Iraq, and who had directed counterterrorism during the Obama administration. Costa made a point of avoiding the bluster of typical incoming senior administration officials, who often took the position that the previous administration had gotten it all wrong and the new team was coming in to fix everything. Costa understood that in the CT (counterterrorism) realm, the tactics and personnel he was inheriting from the Obama team were sound.

			During the first days of the Trump administration, senior national security officials immediately had to make a tough call about a possible SEAL Team Six raid in Yemen. Joint Special Operations Command, of which SEAL Team Six is a key component, had launched only two previous ground raids in Yemen. There were good reasons for that. Yemen was in the grip of a brutal civil war and pretty much every adult male was armed with an AK-47, so ground operations in the country were quite risky. The two previous JSOC raids in Yemen were both in 2014 and authorized only when the lives of American hostages held by the local al-Qaeda affiliate seemed to be at risk. In the first operation, eight Yemeni, Saudi, and Ethiopian hostages were freed, while in the second raid, both Luke Somers, an American photojournalist and Pierre Korkie, a South African citizen, were killed during a botched rescue attempt.

			In part because of the risks of ground operations, Obama had vastly expanded the CIA drone program in Yemen targeting Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), a branch of al-Qaeda that was quite capable. AQAP had tried to bring down an American passenger jet over Detroit during the first year of Obama’s first term, deploying a suicide bomber wearing an “underwear bomb.” The device didn’t detonate properly, but the threat posed by AQAP was an intense preoccupation for the remainder of the Obama administration.

			During the waning weeks of Obama’s second term, the planning for a third SEAL ground raid in Yemen was quite advanced, including rehearsals by the SEAL Team Six operators who would eventually deploy for the mission. But Obama didn’t authorize the operation because the first moonless night in Yemen came on January 28, a week after he would be out of office. A moonless night gave the SEALs, kitted out with night vision equipment, a great advantage.

			On January 25, Bannon and Kushner attended a dinner at the White House where the decision to authorize the Yemen operation was weighed with President Trump. Also at the dinner were Mattis, Joint Chiefs chair Joseph Dunford, and Flynn.

			Trump asked the group, “Why are you coming to me with this decision? General Mattis can decide if this goes ahead or not.”

			During the Obama administration, decisions about even relatively small-scale but risky ground operations in countries such as Yemen were decided by the White House. Trump was serious when he said he was going to empower his commanders to make their own decisions rather than micromanaging them. Typically, a decision about a ground operation involving significant risks would be weighed in the White House Situation Room, but Trump wasn’t going to be running a typical administration. Trump gave a verbal okay to the mission at the dinner and signed the order for the operation the following morning.

			On a moonless night in the early morning hours of January 29, some thirty SEALs along with a group of Emirati special forces raided a well-defended al-Qaeda complex in a remote area of western Yemen, their target an al-Qaeda leader. The SEALs encountered heavy resistance and during a firefight Chief Petty Officer William “Ryan” Owens was killed, three SEALs were wounded, and a $75 million Osprey helicopter that took a “hard landing” had to be destroyed. Ten children and six women were also killed. One of the victims was the eight-year-old daughter of the militant Yemeni American cleric Anwar al-Awlaki, who was killed six years earlier in a US drone strike. Their target either evaded capture or hadn’t been there.

			When news of the raid became public, White House press secretary Sean Spicer said, “It’s hard to ever call something a complete success, when you have the loss of life or people injured,” but he concluded, “It is a successful operation by all standards.”

			The Pentagon released a video made by AQAP that was recovered by the operators on the ground in Yemen to make the case for the valuable “intel” that was supposedly recovered by the SEALs. It quickly emerged that the video was about a decade old and could be easily found online.

			Joshua Geltzer, senior director for counterterrorism at the National Security Council at the time, says, “It’s obviously insufficient to use an already-public video to make the case that an operation with those costs is a success. The bar for me is very, very high when you lose a US service member to call something a success.”

			A senior US military officer shared that assessment of the operation, saying, “It didn’t yield what we had wanted it to do, and of course we paid a heavy price for it and lost a helicopter and ended up killing civilians and losing a valued operator on the ground.” A senior special operations officer also lamented, “The SSE [Sensitive Site Exploitation] intel: We hoped for a bigger take.” This wasn’t a successful operation; it was a failed mission.

			Owens’s body was transported back to the United States, to Dover Air Force Base in Delaware. President Trump was there to pay his respects, but Owens’s father refused to meet the president. Bill Owens felt that the Yemen operation was badly botched and certainly wasn’t worth his son’s life.

			The trip to Dover unsettled Trump. It was the first time that as commander in chief he had to confront the death of a serviceman that he had sent into harm’s way. There would be no more casual greenlighting of such operations over dinner. Trump thought the generals had presented him with an in-an-out operation in Yemen that wasn’t a big deal. Now he realized that the generals weren’t always right.

			Famously, President Harry Truman kept a sign on his desk in the Oval Office saying “The buck stops here.” For Trump the buck stopped somewhere else. Trump told Fox News, “This was a mission that was started before I got here. This was something [the generals] wanted to do. They came to me, they explained what they wanted to do—the generals—who are very respected. . . . And they lost Ryan.” All of which was true, but Trump was commander in chief and so he was ultimately responsible for all the military operations on his watch.

			A month after the botched raid in Yemen, Trump invited Owens’s widow, Carryn, to sit in the audience during his first address to Congress. Trump lauded Owens and his sacrifice, saying, “Ryan was part of a hugely successful raid that generated large amounts of vital intelligence that will lead to many more victories in the future.” Owens’s weeping widow received several standing ovations during Trump’s peroration.

			Trump’s speech was great TV, so effective that even Van Jones, a CNN commentator and frequent Trump critic, praised the president, saying, “He became President of the United States in that moment, period.” Trump, ever the showman, had taken a failed special operations raid and refashioned it into the emotional highlight of his young presidency.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				ENTER MCMASTER

			

			Above all President Johnson needed reassurance. He wanted advisers who would tell him what he wanted to hear . . . those that expressed views counter to his priorities would hold little sway.

			—H. R. McMaster, Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies that Led to Vietnam

		

	
		
			
			Mike Flynn was only twenty-three days on the job as national security adviser when he was forced to resign because he had lied to Vice President Mike Pence. Flynn told Pence during the transition that he hadn’t discussed lifting Obama-era sanctions against Russia with the Russian ambassador to the United States when, in fact, he had. Misled by Flynn, Pence then went on CBS’s Face the Nation and asserted that Flynn hadn’t discussed lifting sanctions with the ambassador. In an interview at the White House, Flynn also lied to FBI agents about the same issue.

			Bannon told Trump that he liked Flynn, but Flynn had to go as he wasn’t “salvageable.”

			No American national security adviser had served as briefly as Mike Flynn. Losing Flynn was a bitter pill for the president; it was his first experience with how his own law enforcement agencies could hurt him.

			Retired vice admiral Bob Harward, who was Mattis’s top deputy when he was the CENTCOM commander, was Trump’s first choice to replace Flynn as national security adviser. Appointing Harward as the national security adviser would have given Mattis a close ally inside the White House. But Harward, who was making serious money for the first time in his life in a senior job with Lockheed in the United Arab Emirates, declined, citing family reasons to White House officials. He took a look at the chaos then unfolding at the White House and pronounced it “a shit sandwich” to a friend.

			Trump officials flirted with the idea of offering the national security adviser position to Petraeus, but having had Harward already turn down the job, they were not looking to have the news cycle dominated by another bad story. They already knew that Petraeus had turned over classified materials to his biographer, Paula Broadwell. Now Broadwell suddenly popped up on CNN, where she observed to Anderson Cooper that Petraeus was still reporting to a probation officer, having pled guilty to a misdemeanor about his handling of classified materials.

			For the time being, Trump appointed retired lieutenant general Keith Kellogg to be acting national security adviser. Trump started seriously considering offering the retired general the top national security job. Kellogg, seventy-two, was a Trump favorite. Kellogg was one of the five obscure national security advisers Trump had announced a year earlier during the campaign and Trump valued his loyalty. Where others on the campaign had started abandoning what looked like a sinking ship a month before the presidential election when the Access Hollywood tape had aired, Kellogg had kept the faith.

			After the election, Bannon had asked Kellogg to join the National Security Council staff in a senior role as the chief of staff for the council. Kellogg regularly traveled around the country with Trump on Air Force One, keeping the president company and shooting the shit with him. Kellogg didn’t read briefing papers, but neither did the president.

			NSC staffers found Kellogg to be lazy, uninformed, and not smart. The national security adviser’s office had a peephole and staffers would look through it to see if Kellogg needed something, but he would be asleep at his desk. If he wasn’t napping, Kellogg was watching Fox News. To the extent that he had firm foreign policy views, Kellogg was an isolationist.

			Kellogg also had the reputation of being a loose cannon who catered to Trump’s worst instincts. During one Oval Office meeting, when Trump was receiving the highly classified President’s Daily Brief, he expressed some concern about what to do about the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad. Kellogg told the president, “Just bomb his fucking compound.” Since bombing Assad’s residence would contravene longstanding American laws about assassinating the leaders of other countries, another official gently steered the discussion in a different direction, saying, “You know, you should really look at taking out Assad’s infrastructure or military installations.”

			Concerned about Kellogg’s competence and inclinations, a small group of NSC staffers decided they would slow roll anything of substance getting to Kellogg. They tried to reduce the amount of times that Kellogg could get in to see Trump in the Oval Office, and they cut back on his calls with senior foreign officials, figuring there was no way that Kellogg would be tapped for the key role of national security adviser and the best way to mitigate any damage he might cause was to keep him as much out of the loop as possible.*

			The Trump White House was now in full scramble mode to find a new national security adviser as soon as feasible to tamp down the multiplying stories of White House chaos. Candidates for the job were summoned to Mar-a-Lago, Trump’s Florida estate, over the weekend of February 18 and 19, 2017. They included Lieutenant General Robert Caslen, the superintendent of West Point; John Bolton, a neoconservative who had served in Republican administrations since the Reagan era; and Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster, who was recommended by Republican senator Tom Cotton of Arkansas, a veteran of the Iraq War and a key early supporter of Trump. When McMaster received the call from the White House to go to Mar-a-Lago, he was preparing to retire from the military.

			Caslen came for his interview with Trump straight from central casting, dressed in his full dress uniform and looking like Clint Eastwood. Trump told aides that Caslen was “the best gunfighter in the US Army. This guy’s a soldier’s soldier.” But Caslen dealt himself out of consideration, telling the president, “Look, I’ve spent one tour in Washington and it’s really not my deal.”

			Jared Kushner urged his father-in-law to move fast on the decision, telling him, “We’re getting so much heat in the media because we don’t have a national security adviser. We’re getting lit up on Morning Joe.”

			Up next was McMaster, who was wearing a suit, not his dress uniform. Trump asked the general, “Can you stay in uniform, or do you have to retire?”

			McMaster explained that if he remained active duty in the role it wouldn’t set a precedent: Colin Powell had served as Ronald Reagan’s national security adviser when he was an army lieutenant general.

			Trump chatted with McMaster for twenty minutes and concluded by saying, “You’re terrific. I love my generals, so it’s good to meet you.”

			After the interview, Trump turned to Bannon, asking him, “Is that guy really a general?”

			Bannon assured the president that McMaster was indeed “a very highly decorated general. Silver Star.”

			Trump focused on the cut of McMaster’s suit, saying, “He looks like a beer salesman.”

			The final candidate was John Bolton, a ferocious bureaucratic infighter who had worked in the Washington swamp since the era when Olivia Newton-John’s “Physical” was America’s number one song. Bolton was a frequent Fox News talking head, memorable for his distinctive, massive walrus mustache. Trump, always hung up on appearances, didn’t appreciate the mustache. Trump was also concerned about Bolton’s proclivity to call for preemptive wars against enemies of the United States, as he had recently advocated for publicly with both Iran and North Korea.

			Trump told Bolton during their interview, “John, there are huge problems everywhere, but, John, you can’t be bombing everywhere, John.”

			Despite his qualms about McMaster’s suit, Trump appointed him to be his next national security adviser. White House press secretary Sarah Sanders talked to Trump about doing an official announcement in the Oval Office when he returned to Washington.

			Trump said, “Well, how about we just do it right now? We’ll pull this couch over here.”

			Trump started directing staff to rearrange the furniture in one of the grand reception rooms of Mar-a-Lago. Sitting next to McMaster, who was now in his dress uniform, Trump said he was “a man of tremendous talent and tremendous experience.”

			McMaster wasn’t a surprising choice for national security adviser. After all, he was arguably the most capable military officer of his generation. McMaster had led American victories on the battlefields of both the 1991 Gulf War and the Iraq War more than a decade later, and he had also served in Afghanistan, running an anticorruption task force.

			During the Gulf War, then-captain McMaster had led a US tank troop in what became known as the Battle of 73 Easting on February 26, 1991. McMaster’s armored forces, acting as scouts, suddenly encountered a large force of the Iraqi army. McMaster could see the enemy with his naked eye; they were at very close range. In a battle that lasted only twenty-three minutes, McMaster’s force destroyed more than thirty Iraqi tanks, some twenty personnel carriers, and more than thirty trucks. Young US military officers continue to study this battle as the exemplary case study of high-intensity conventional combat.

			After the shooting was over, McMaster suddenly became aware of how filthy he was; he hadn’t bathed in six days. McMaster stood naked on the back deck of his tank and took a crude bath with a washcloth in front of a group of Iraqi prisoners that his tank troop had captured. McMaster recalled, “The prisoners, from a culture which imbues them with physical modesty, were visibly shocked by my behavior.”

			McMaster’s tank troop had taken no casualties. McMaster and his soldiers offered prayers of thanks to God. “We did not gloat over our victory,” recalled McMaster.

			According to McMaster, the lesson of that victory was “there are two ways to fight the United States military: asymmetrically and stupid. Asymmetrically means you’re going to try to avoid our strengths. In the 1991 Gulf War, it’s like we called Saddam’s army out into the schoolyard and beat up that army.”

			Almost a decade and a half later, McMaster was back in Iraq. This time he wasn’t fighting the orderly tank regiments of Saddam Hussein’s conventional army, but instead the guerrilla forces of Al-Qaeda in Iraq, which had taken over much of western Iraq and were proving to be a far harder nut to crack than Saddam’s military. Al-Qaeda had also learned from the Gulf War and wasn’t fighting “stupid,” it was fighting “asymmetrically” and not engaging the US military in a conventional war.

			In 2005, then-Colonel McMaster led the first successful full-scale battle against al-Qaeda in the western Iraqi city of Tal Afar, a city of two hundred thousand people. McMaster recalled that al-Qaeda had turned Tal Afar into a living hell: “All the schools were closed because of violence; all the marketplaces were closed. There was no power. There was no water. The city was lifeless. People lived in abject fear.”

			McMaster established twenty-nine small outposts in the city. His regiment lived among the Tal Afar population and partnered with tribal elders to offer protection against al-Qaeda. The citizens began to trust the Americans and provided them with intelligence on al-Qaeda’s movements. Within a few months, al-Qaeda had retreated from Tal Afar.

			McMaster’s approach was the exact opposite of the dominant US strategy of the time, which was to hand over ever more control to the Iraqi army and withdraw the bulk of American soldiers to massive bases. Instead of reducing the American footprint, McMaster pursued a strategy in Tal Afar of increasing the US military presence there in an effort to tamp down the intensifying Iraqi civil war and to undermine al-Qaeda. McMaster also implemented “clear, hold, and build” counterinsurgency operations.

			McMaster’s Tal Afar campaign was considered by many military experts to be the classic example of counterinsurgency tactics during the Iraq War. His work there would become a model for the George W. Bush administration’s new military strategy in Iraq. In October 2005, Bush’s secretary of state Condoleezza Rice in congressional testimony said that “our political military strategy has to be to clear, hold, and build. To clear areas from insurgent control, to hold them securely, and to build durable national Iraqi institutions.” This approach would also soon be codified in the US military’s new counterinsurgency manual, written by General Petraeus with an assist from General Mattis.

			A key to McMaster’s thinking was his 1997 book, Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That Led to Vietnam. Published two decades before McMaster assumed his role as national security adviser and when he was only a major, Dereliction of Duty caused something of a sensation in the US military because it took the Pentagon’s leaders to task for their derelictions of duty during the Vietnam War. McMaster painted a devastating picture of the Joint Chiefs, who told President Lyndon Johnson only what he wanted to hear about how the Vietnam War was going. He described how they went along with Johnson’s ill-considered attempt to find a middle ground between withdrawing from Vietnam and fighting a conventional war there that—divorced from on-the-ground realities—had no chance of success. The Joint Chiefs never provided Johnson with useful military advice about what it might take to win the war. Instead, they accepted Johnson’s preference for what the president termed “graduated pressure” against the North Vietnamese. This took the form of a gradually escalating bombing campaign that did not bend the North Vietnamese to American will and instead confused activity—bombing raids and body counts—with progress on the battlefield.

			The major problem Johnson and his military advisers had was that they went to war in Vietnam without a strategy. McMaster explained: “The war in Vietnam was not lost in the field, nor was it lost on the front pages of the New York Times or on the college campuses. It was lost in Washington, D.C.”

			Despite McMaster’s record of battlefield success in two wars as well as his groundbreaking book about the Vietnam War, the army in 2006 and again in 2007 passed him over for promotion from colonel to the rank of one-star general. McMaster wasn’t the typical army officer that promotion boards favored. McMaster was a wounded war hero with a PhD, but some of his superior officers whispered that he “wasn’t a team player.” It took the intervention of General Petraeus, who was then the commander of the Iraq War, for McMaster to be promoted to brigadier general. Petraeus traveled from the Middle East to the United States to chair the army’s 2008 promotion board that awarded McMaster his first star.

			

			—

			
			After Trump announced McMaster as his national security adviser, Dereliction of Duty became an instant best seller on Amazon. Its lessons weighed on McMaster as he entered the White House. The problem with Johnson, in McMaster’s mind, was that he wanted a Vietnam policy that conformed to his domestic political priorities. As a result, there was never an examination of a broad range of options about what to do in Vietnam, nor was there an exploration of the advantages and disadvantages associated with different courses of action.

			McMaster was determined not to make the same set of mistakes. He always aimed to present multiple options to Trump, and he believed that the president was ill served if those on whom he relied for advice didn’t tell him what they really thought. This was all driven home for McMaster the first day he arrived at his new White House office; it was exactly the same office where Johnson’s national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy, had once sat and coordinated the policies that ultimately led to the failures in Vietnam.

			McMaster quickly moved to make Trump’s National Security Council a more professional institution. Bannon was removed from his permanent seat on the NSC because it gave the appearance that politics would play a role in national security decision-making. Another NSC official McMaster sidelined was Deputy National Security Adviser K. T. McFarland. She was offered the consolation prize of ambassador to Singapore, but McFarland withdrew her nomination after it stalled in the Senate because of misleading answers she gave to lawmakers about the Russia investigation.

			McFarland’s farewell party from the NSC was a warm affair. Jared Kushner spoke and gave a homily about the nature of the US government. “This morning I was meeting with these congressmen and a bunch of them had Texan accents and some of them had California accents and some of them had New England accents and I was just like, this country is so amazing! This is how the Congress works. They come from all corners.” NSC staffers, most of whom were longtime civil servants, found Kushner’s sermon faintly amusing: Whad’ya know—congressmen come from all corners of the country!

			The day after he started as national security adviser, McMaster called an all-hands staff meeting in the basement auditorium of the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, which adjoins the White House and is where most of the White House staff work. McMaster held up a copy of Peter Rodman’s book Presidential Command and urged everyone to read it. Rodman was a longtime Republican national security official who had made a deep study of how to make the NSC function well. McMaster aimed to follow the “Scowcroft Model.” Brent Scowcroft, the only national security adviser to have served in two administrations in that role, saw his job as acting as an honest broker between key departments such as the Pentagon and State Department with an eye toward teeing up a good range of policy options for the president to choose from.

			McMaster told the group that he wanted to end the use of the pejorative term “holdovers” employed by some Trump staffers to refer to putative Obama-era “deep state” enemies of the Trump project who were working at the NSC. In fact, the vast majority of the NSC staffers were not political appointees. They were intelligence officials, military officers, or career civil servants who were detailed to the NSC from the CIA, Pentagon, and State Department.

			In his address to the NSC staffers, McMaster cited Sir Halford Mackinder, the British geographer who more or less invented the modern concept of geopolitics with a paper he published in 1904, “The Geographical Pivot of History,” which explained that whoever controlled the Eurasian landmass controlled the world. McMaster said the two revisionist powers of Russia and China were the key strategic problems the United States faced, notwithstanding the continuing threat posed by transnational terrorists.

			“We’re not going to call it radical Islamic terrorism,” McMaster told the NSC staff, “because what that does, it just plays into their hand. This terrorism is not Islamic. It’s irreligious; a perverted interpretation of Islam to justify criminal acts mainly against their own people.” McMaster preferred the term “Islamist terrorism,” which underlined that the terrorists were espousing “Islamism,” a thoroughly politicized version of Islam that was not fundamental to Islam.

			Sebastian Gorka, however, remained on a jihad to name the threat “radical Islamic terrorism.” And when Trump gave his speech to the joint session of Congress five weeks after taking office, he pointedly said that his administration was taking steps to protect the nation from “radical Islamic terrorism.” Even as Trump was still speaking, Gorka tweeted triumphantly, “‘RADICAL ISLAMIC TERRORISM!’ Any questions?” The day after Trump’s speech, Gorka tweeted, “After 8 years of obfuscation and disastrous Counterterrorism policies those 3 words are key to Victory against Global Jihadism.”

			It was unclear why Gorka believed that using different terminology would in itself be crucial to the defeat of ISIS. The defeat of ISIS in Iraq and Syria was actually accomplished by tens of thousands of Iraqi special forces soldiers and Kurdish fighters, advised by American special forces, all backed up by considerable US airpower, in a concerted effort that began in the summer of 2014, two and a half years before Trump had assumed office.

			

			—

			McMaster beefed up the NSC, appointing a top deputy for strategy, Egyptian-born Dina Powell, who had served in the George W. Bush administration, spoke Arabic, and had worked at Goldman Sachs. Powell was widely respected; she was also close to Ivanka Trump and Jared Kushner.

			McMaster also brought on defense expert Nadia Schadlow to write the Trump administration’s national security strategy. Schadlow had recently published a book, War and the Art of Governance, which examined how to turn “combat success into political victory,” a relevant question as ISIS was beginning to crumble and the Trump administration started planning for what the “day after” ISIS looked like in Iraq.

			As McMaster settled into his job, he told NSC staffers they needed to adapt to the style of the commander in chief. Trump was not going to read seventy-page briefing papers. He might read one-pagers, but even so, the staff should aim to fit an issue onto an index card. The NSC wasn’t a faculty lounge; it had to compress complex issues into an elevator pitch. And when a “decision package” about a particular national security issue was sent up to the president, it would be smart to include some suggested tweets.

			NSC staffers found McMaster refreshing. He had done his homework and he had strategic ideas about the world beyond the sloganeering of Make America Great Again. He also wasn’t obsessed with some supposed “deep state” conspiracy that was purportedly undermining the Trump administration as some of the more conspiracy-minded Trump officials were, and he quickly went about creating a solid process to bring some order to the chaos that had engulfed the White House during its first month. Emblematic of that chaos was the rollout of the travel ban.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				THE TRAVEL BAN

			

			For every complex problem there is an answer that is clear, simple, and wrong.

			—H. L. Mencken

			It’s not a Muslim ban, but we were totally prepared. It’s working out very nicely. You see it at the airports, you see it all over.

			—President Trump on January 28, 2017, a day after the travel ban went into effect

		

	
		
			
			A week after Trump’s inauguration, on January 27, 2017, Jim Mattis was ceremonially sworn in as the twenty-sixth secretary of defense of the United States at the Pentagon’s Hall of Heroes, a hallowed space that memorializes the names of every service member awarded the Medal of Honor, the highest award for valor in the nation.* Vice President Pence administered the oath of office to Mattis, after which President Trump remarked, “Mattis is a man of honor, a man of devotion, and a man of total action. He likes action.”

			After Mattis was sworn in, Trump used the backdrop of the Hall of Heroes to sign an executive order for the set of measures known as the travel ban. As he signed the order, Trump said new vetting would be instituted “to keep radical Islamic terrorists out of the United States of America—we don’t want them here. . . . We only want to admit into our country those who will support our country and love, deeply, our people.”

			It was the first time a president had employed the Hall of Heroes as a political prop, much less in the context of the swearing-in ceremony of a new secretary of defense. As the commander in chief, Trump could do pretty much as he liked at the Pentagon, but it was an odd display as far as Mattis was concerned, though he kept his views largely to himself. Mattis strongly believed that the military needed to remain apolitical because that’s how you maintained the trust of the public. If the military was seen as a political pawn of a particular administration, you chipped away at that crucial public trust.

			One of Trump’s signature ideas on the campaign trail, of course, had been a ban on Muslim immigrants from countries that were known to harbor terrorists. During the presidential transition, Abdul Razak Ali Artan, an ISIS-inspired terrorist, rammed a car into a group of students at Ohio State University, injuring eleven. Artan was a legal permanent US resident originally from Somalia. Days later, Trump spoke at a massive victory rally in Des Moines. He said the Ohio State attack was “yet one more tragic reminder that immigration security is now national security. No more games, folks, no more games. A Trump administration will always put the safety and security of the American people first.”

			Following an attack in Germany by an ISIS supporter at a Christmas market in Berlin that killed twelve, Trump made remarks at Mar-a-Lago that appeared to again call for a crackdown, telling reporters who asked him about his proposals to ban Muslim immigration, “You know my plans. All along I’ve been proven to be right. One hundred percent correct.”

			The executive order that Trump signed on January 27 banned the entry of any Syrian refugees into the United States indefinitely. It was widely pointed out that it was highly unlikely that there were terrorists among the few Syrian refugees who were then settling in the United States. The United States had accepted only a very small number of Syrian refugees: at the time Trump signed the order, the United States had taken in only around fifteen thousand Syrian refugees, the large majority women and children, less than 1 percent of the total number of Syrian refugees, estimated to be nearly five million people. It was also widely noted that not only were these Syrian refugees not terrorists, they were fleeing the brutal state-sponsored terrorism of the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad as well as the brutal nonstate terrorism of ISIS. These refugees were the victims of terrorism, not its perpetrators.

			Any ISIS terrorist with an ounce of common sense was quite unlikely to try to infiltrate the United States posing as a Syrian refugee. Officials from the Department of Homeland Security, FBI, National Counterterrorism Center, Pentagon, and State Department scrutinized any Syrian refugee trying to get into the United States. They also had to give up their biometric data—scans of their retinas, for instance—submit their detailed biographic histories, and undergo lengthy interviews. These refugees were also queried against a number of government databases to see if they might pose a threat. The whole process could take two years, sometimes more.

			Leon Rodriguez, a top US immigration official, testified at a 2015 hearing of the Senate Homeland Security Committee that of all the tens of millions of people who were trying to get into the United States every year, “refugees get the most scrutiny and Syrian refugees get the most scrutiny of all.” By contrast, Syrian refugees fleeing to Europe did not go through anything like the rigorous process experienced by those who were coming to the States, and the volume of Syrians fleeing to Europe was orders of magnitude larger than it was to the United States.

			Along with the ban on Syrian refugees, the Trump executive order also suspended travel from seven Muslim-majority countries for a period of three months: Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen. Nationals of those countries would be subjected to what Trump described as “extreme vetting.” Many of these countries didn’t have US embassies, either because the situation on the ground was too dangerous, as with Yemen, or because they didn’t have diplomatic relations with the United States, as with Iran, so enforcing a higher degree of scrutiny on the citizens of those countries was sensible.

			As a counterterrorism measure, however, it didn’t make sense. None of the terrorists who had conducted deadly jihadist attacks in the United States since 9/11 had emigrated from or were born into a family that had emigrated from a country that was the subject of the Trump administration’s travel ban. Indeed, all of the post-9/11 terrorists in the United States who had carried out lethal attacks were “homegrown” American citizens or legal permanent residents. Of the twelve terrorists who carried out these lethal attacks between 9/11 and when Trump assumed office, three were African Americans, three were from families that hailed originally from Pakistan, two came from Russia as children, one was born in Virginia to a family that had emigrated from the Palestinian Territories, one emigrated from Egypt and carried out an attack a decade after arriving, and one each had families that originally came from Kuwait and Afghanistan. None of these countries was on the travel ban list. The travel ban was, in short, a solution in search of a problem that didn’t exist. No matter, it was a campaign promise and the Trump administration moved quickly to implement it.

			The execution of the travel ban order was a textbook case of how not to govern because it caught the agencies that were supposed to implement it completely by surprise. National Security Council staffers received a copy of the executive order on the morning of Tuesday, January 24, and were given forty-five minutes to send in their comments. For any such order to be successful, it needed to be vetted carefully by all the departments and agencies affected by it, which is why such orders are usually months in the making. Steve Bannon and Stephen Miller, Trump’s thirty-one-year-old domestic policy director, largely drafted the executive order, and Gorka reviewed it. Between them they had scant experience about how the government actually operated. The order was simply dumped on the departments and agencies that would have to make it work.

			The executive order completely blindsided the counterterrorism directorate at the NSC because it included Iraq as one of the countries that was subject to the ban, despite the fact that Iraqi soldiers were leading the fight against ISIS.

			Joshua Geltzer, the senior director for counterterrorism at the White House, recalled, “The inclusion of Iraq seemed crazy. We feared what then actually happened, which is that the Iraqis would be baffled and deeply insulted by this.” The United States’ key allies in the fight against ISIS were being treated like potential terrorists.

			The rollout of the ban was a fiasco. It was publicly announced on the afternoon of Friday, January 27, and the Department of Homeland Security, the key agency in charge of enforcing the ban, was barely consulted about it. Even John Kelly, the secretary of homeland security, had almost no time to review the executive order. Kelly was on a coast guard plane flying from Miami to Washington and had dialed into a White House conference call to discuss the order as a work in progress. One of the officials on the call looked up at the TV in his office and saw that Trump was already signing the order at the Pentagon. “The president is signing the executive order we’re discussing,” said the official.

			When he was in uniform, Kelly had served on Capitol Hill as the liaison between the marines and Congress. Kelly knew you didn’t just surprise senators and representatives with this kind of new directive; you briefed them ahead of time.

			There was a great deal of confusion initially about who exactly was covered by the ban and whether green card holders were also included in it. When the order came down, planes were already in the air carrying the citizens of countries on the list. Chaos swiftly unfolded at airports around the United States, scenes that were carried on live TV.

			Foreign leaders were flummoxed by the travel ban. British foreign secretary Boris Johnson called up Stephen Miller to tell him, “I’ve got an Iranian who has lived in the UK for thirty-five years, and he’s the world’s greatest expert on electromagnetic conduction. And he’s trying to get to Harvard for a conference, and you guys won’t give him a visa? Can you fix this for me?”

			At the White House the day after the ban was announced, Trump claimed that everything was, in fact, going to plan, asserting, “It’s not a Muslim ban, but we were totally prepared. It’s working out very nicely. You see it at the airports, you see it all over.”

			None of the normal government stuff had been done to lay the groundwork for the ban, such as informing the various countries around the world that would be affected by it. Four days after the order was issued, some one thousand State Department officials signed an unusual “dissent channel” cable protesting it. The channel had been set up during the Vietnam War so that diplomats could protest foreign policy decisions they opposed without fear of retaliation. It was the largest number of State Department officials ever to sign on to a dissent cable.

			Senior Trump officials saw the dissent cable as a deeply unprofessional response to the unexpected transfer of power, which many Foreign Service officers didn’t handle well. Trump’s advisers felt that State Department officials just couldn’t get over the trauma of the former secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, not having won the election. It was not an auspicious start to the relationship.

			The sense of chaos was magnified when the acting attorney general, Sally Yates, announced that she was advising Department of Justice lawyers not to defend the ban. Yates’s reasoning was based in part on a Trump comment that he favored the entrance of Christians from the banned countries, implying that the ban was what Trump had promised all along during his campaign: a ban on Muslims from entering the United States, which seemed to contravene the bedrock constitutional principle of freedom of religion.

			Trump immediately fired Yates and found someone more compliant to act in her stead, but a few days later a federal judge stayed the executive order approving the ban, which meant that the Department of Homeland Security could no longer enforce it. Trump, without regard for the separation of powers, immediately attacked the judge on Twitter, writing, “The opinion of this so-called judge, which essentially takes law-enforcement away from our country, is ridiculous and will be overturned!” Trump also tweeted that “many very bad and dangerous people may be pouring into our country. A terrible decision.”

			Trump’s call during his campaign for a “total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United States” hung over his advisers’ attempts to craft a ban that could withstand legal scrutiny. Miller was the most hard-core of Trump’s advisers on immigration, telling another White House official at one point, “I would be happy if not a single refugee foot ever again touched American soil.” Miller often claimed in meetings that refugees were an economic burden on the United States. In fact, an interagency review of the issue had found that refugees contributed more to the US economy than they took out.

			Miller instructed Trump administration officials working in press relations to look for stories about immigrants involved in crimes and promote them to the media. Miller admonished the press relations officials: “You comms people need to get us more stories of immigrants doing bad things. You need to highlight the criminality. You’re not doing enough to get those stories out.”

			The US intelligence community was asked to fix the intelligence so that it meshed with the travel ban policy and to “deliver an ex post facto intelligence justification for that which we had already decided to do,” according to a senior US intelligence official.

			Again, the problem was that the intelligence actually showed that terrorist attacks in the United States didn’t involve anyone from the countries targeted by the travel ban and instead were the work of second-generation immigrants or green card holders who had largely arrived in the country as children. The terrorism problem was caused by “homegrown” American militants who were radicalizing in the United States, not by the infiltration of foreign-born terrorists from overseas as had happened on 9/11. (The ban wouldn’t have stopped the 9/11 attacks either, since the perpetrators were mostly Saudis or from other Arab countries that were not targeted by the ban.)

			This senior intelligence official worried that he would be called to testify to defend the travel ban, but to his relief that never happened. The Republicans, then in control of both houses of Congress, were not eager to call witnesses who might impugn the administration’s line that the travel ban was going to make the United States safer, as opposed to a pointless exercise at best.

			A Department of Homeland Security internal report that leaked in February 2017 showed that the department that was supposed to enforce the ban also found that it made little sense. The report stated that citizens of the travel ban countries were “rarely implicated in U.S.-based terrorism.”

			Kellyanne Conway, the counselor to the president, who coined the memorable term “alternative facts,” defended the travel ban on MSNBC on February 2 by pointing to “the Bowling Green massacre” that had been carried out by two Iraqi refugees in Kentucky. Conway added, “Most people don’t know that because it didn’t get covered.” There was a good reason for the lack of coverage of this “massacre.” It never happened. There was, in fact, plenty of media coverage of what actually did happen, which was that the two Iraqi refugees in Bowling Green had attempted to send money and weapons to Al-Qaeda in Iraq in 2011, for which they were arrested and given long prison sentences.

			To help sell the travel ban, the Trump administration continued pushing the story line that the media wasn’t giving enough coverage to terrorism. Three days after Conway’s “Bowling Green massacre” remarks, on a visit to the key US military base overseeing the war on ISIS—Central Command in Tampa, Florida—Trump claimed that the media wasn’t reporting on terrorism for “reasons” the president didn’t elaborate upon. Trump told the CENTCOM audience, “You’ve seen what happened in Paris and Nice. All over Europe, it’s happening. It’s gotten to a point where it’s not even being reported. And in many cases, the very, very dishonest press doesn’t want to report it. They have their reasons, and you understand that.”

			To “prove” that the media wasn’t covering terrorism adequately, the Trump administration, still fighting in court to reinstate the travel ban, released a list of seventy-eight “major” anti-Western terrorist attacks since September 2014, claiming that “most have not received the media attention they deserved.” The only problem with this line of argument was that the list of terrorist attacks, which was “declassified” by the Trump administration, was itself based on media reports.

			In fact, the total number of media hits in the Nexis media database for the seventy-eight terrorist attacks was more than eighty thousand, or an average of slightly more than one thousand media mentions per incident. And those numbers understated how much coverage the media had given these incidents because a Nexis search can only display a maximum of three thousand media citations for any given search. There were sixteen terrorist attacks on the White House list of purportedly undercovered attacks that each elicited more than three thousand media mentions. The terror attacks in Paris and Nice that Trump had cited in his CENTCOM speech, for instance, each received more than three thousand media mentions.

			The terrorist attacks that didn’t get as much coverage were the ones where there were no deaths, or that took place in countries such as Saudi Arabia, where there was little independent media reporting.

			The White House’s terrorism list underlined the arbitrary nature of the travel ban because, by the White House’s own account, the countries that were generating the most significant number of terrorists threatening the West were from the West. Conspicuous by their absence on the White House list of terrorists carrying out major attacks against Western targets were Iraqis, Somalis, Sudanese, and Yemenis, four of the seven Muslim countries from which the Trump administration was seeking to suspend travel.

			Of the total of ninety terrorists on the White House list, at most nine were from travel ban countries. Fifty of the terrorists—more than half—were from Christian-majority countries in the West. The countries with the most terrorists carrying out or plotting anti-Western attacks were Belgium, France, and the United States, according to the White House’s own terrorism list.

			Attorney General Jeff Sessions, an immigration hard-liner and a mentor to Stephen Miller, who had worked for Sessions when he was a senator, was one of the key officials pushing for the travel ban. Mary McCord, a career prosecutor who was running the National Security Division at the Justice Department that oversaw all terrorism cases, told Sessions, “Our terrorism statistics don’t support a heightened threat from the seven countries that are on the travel ban list.” McCord told Sessions that the real threat coming from overseas was the many hundreds of French and Belgian citizens who had been recruited by ISIS over the past couple of years. McCord said, “They can come here easily because they’re from France and Belgium. That’s honestly where I see a threat.” Because they were from European “visa waiver” countries, these ISIS recruits could enter the United States with little or no scrutiny.

			This point didn’t seem to have any impact on Sessions, who had a deep distrust of immigrants and anyone who was from a Middle Eastern country. When he was briefed on a terrorist investigation, the first question Sessions would ask was “Where is this person from?” The next question was “Where are his parents from?”

			The inclusion of Iraqis on the travel ban list was particularly galling to those in the administration who had served in Iraq. Mattis pushed back against the travel ban on the Iraqis. He well understood the key role that Iraqi forces were playing in the fight against ISIS. Sessions was adamant about the need to keep the Iraqis on the travel ban list.

			The idiocy of the Iraqi travel ban was underlined when Lieutenant General Talib Shaghati, the commander of the Iraqi special forces division known as the Counter-Terrorism Service that was spearheading the military operations against ISIS, couldn’t get a visa to visit his family members living in the United States.

			McMaster asked Kelly, Mattis, Tillerson, and Sessions and all of their “plus-ones” to come into his office to discuss the Iraq travel ban issue. The backbenchers filled up the sofas on the perimeter of the room, while the principals sat around a small table.

			Since Sessions was leading the charge to apply the travel ban to the Iraqis, McMaster explained to the attorney general that American soldiers were fighting alongside Iraqi soldiers against ISIS in Iraq, and the travel ban was an affront to many of these Iraqis. It was an affront that could engender bad blood between the Americans and the Iraqis and therefore put US service members in a potentially dangerous situation.

			Tillerson’s view was that his country team in Iraq and other specialists from the State Department could get the visa system for Iraqis brought up to the right standard so that any potential threat from those applying to travel from Iraq to the United States would be dealt with.

			Sessions said, “I’m not impressed.”

			In response, McMaster pulled a photograph off the wall, the only personal item in his office, and put the photo in front of Sessions and said, “Let me tell you about this man.” When McMaster had led the anti-al-Qaeda fight in Tal Afar, Iraq, in 2005, he had grown close to the mayor of the city, Najim al-Jubouri. The photograph was of Jubouri, surrounded by a sea of smiling Iraqi children, taken shortly after McMaster’s regiment had liberated their city from al-Qaeda in 2005.

			McMaster told the crowd of officials in his office the story of Jubouri, how the McMaster family had sponsored him and his family on a special visa to move to the States, where he had taken a job in DC and bought a home in Northern Virginia. When ISIS seemed poised to seize all of Iraq, Jubouri had volunteered to go back to fight ISIS and was now a major general in the Iraqi army. To keep his green card status, Major General Jubouri had to return every quarter to the United States, and when he came back under the proposed travel ban, he was going to get hassled every time.

			Sessions finally relented. “All right. All right. I’ll support taking Iraq off.”

			In parallel, a furious Mattis went to the White House to confront Bannon in his office about the Iraqi travel ban, telling him, “We should take Iraq off the list because these guys are fully in the fight against ISIS.”

			Bannon was noncommittal. “Okay. We’ll go into the Oval. The president is going to be upset because he wants to stick to this, as we should. And we’ll win in the courts with this.”

			Mattis and Tillerson met with Trump in the Oval Office and made a compelling case that the Iraqis were full allies in the takedown of ISIS. Trump didn’t like anything that suggested that the list wasn’t 100 percent aboveboard, but he was willing to change his mind in the name of the fight against ISIS. “Okay,” Trump said, “if this is what we need to win, I’ll take them off.”

			Trump bitched and moaned about this decision later. He would always feel that he should have gone with the first version of the travel ban.

			

			—

			On February 28, during the same speech to the joint session of Congress in which Trump had lauded the sacrifice of the Navy SEAL Ryan Owens, the president also claimed that “the vast majority of individuals convicted of terrorism and terrorism-related offenses since 9/11 came here from outside of our country.” This was beyond fuzzy math; it was nonsense. The only way Trump could make his figures work is if they included individuals who had come to the United States as children, those who were naturalized citizens, and terrorists who had been extradited to the United States. The real problem was no longer foreign-born terrorists entering the United States, as had happened on 9/11, it was now American citizens and legal residents who were watching ISIS propaganda online and becoming radicalized in the United States.

			On March 6, the Trump administration put forward a new executive order banning travel for three months from six Muslim countries, but not Iraq, a victory for Mattis and McMaster. Two days later the state of Hawaii filed a motion to block the travel ban on the grounds that it was discriminatory.

			In early June, shortly after news broke about a terrorist attack in London, President Trump tweeted: “We need to be smart, vigilant and tough. We need the courts to give us back our rights. We need the Travel Ban as an extra level of safety!”

			On September 24, 2017, Trump issued a third version of the travel ban, updating the policy to apply travel restrictions to the citizens of eight countries: Chad, Iran, Libya, North Korea, Somalia, Syria, Venezuela, and Yemen. As with the two earlier versions of the travel ban, this version would not have prevented a single death from jihadist terrorism in the United States since 9/11, but by adding Chad, North Korea, and Venezuela to the list of countries facing travel restrictions, the administration was adding non-Muslim majority countries. The number of North Korean visitors to the United States was negligible, and the Venezuelan ban affected only a relatively small number of the country’s government officials and their families, but the inclusion of non-Muslim majority countries would likely shore up the legal defense of the travel ban working its way to the Supreme Court.

			A reminder of what constituted the actual jihadist terrorist threat to the United States came on October 31, 2017, when Sayfullo Saipov plowed a vehicle into pedestrians walking on a crowded bike path in Manhattan not far from the World Trade Center, killing eight people. Saipov was a legal US resident who had emigrated from a non–travel ban country, Uzbekistan, seven years earlier and had radicalized while living in the United States. Saipov had downloaded thousands of ISIS images on his cell phone.

			Trump said he was considering sending Saipov to Guantanamo, then changed his mind, tweeting, “Would love to send the NYC terrorist to Guantanamo but statistically that process takes much longer than going through the Federal system . . .” The Guantanamo military tribunal system was indeed a complete mess. The operational commander of 9/11, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, known as KSM, had been captured in Pakistan in 2003. Fourteen years later, KSM’s trial at Guantanamo had yet to begin.

			On June 26, 2018, the Supreme Court would uphold the third version of the travel ban. The decision was not entirely surprising since the judiciary tended to be quite deferential to the executive branch when it came to matters of national security. That same year, the Trump administration admitted only sixty-two Syrian refugees to the United States. It was estimated that some five million Syrians had been forced to flee their homes in one of the worst humanitarian crises of the modern era.

			Nine decades earlier, one desperate migrant, Mary Anne MacLeod, left the quasi-medieval world of the Outer Hebrides islands in Scotland, one of the poorest regions in Europe, to find work as a servant in New York. Mary would have passed the Statue of Liberty; she may even have been familiar with the promise of the United States written on its base, from the Emma Lazarus poem: “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” Mary later married Fred Trump. They had five children, including a son named Donald. The United States has not traditionally been the cramped, frightened country of Trump’s travel ban.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				ASSAD AND ISIS

			

			Fear, honor, and interest.

			—Thucydides on why nations go to war

			I know more about ISIS than the generals do. Believe me.

			—Donald Trump campaigning in Iowa in 2015

		

	
		
			
			In the early morning hours of April 4, 2017, dozens of civilians were killed in a suspected chemical weapons attack in Khan Sheikhoun, a town in northwestern Syria held by rebel forces. The attacks were carried out by Assad’s air force.

			The first meeting with Trump about what to do in response took place in the Oval Office. It was clear that this was a mass-murder attack by the Assad regime, but it wasn’t clear what weapons had been used, though accounts by eyewitnesses suggested that the planes had dropped a powerful nerve agent.

			The CIA gathered more intelligence and also examined social media postings made after the attack. The French intelligence service also weighed in. The Trump administration concluded that Assad had used sarin, a nerve agent of the type that had been banned by international treaty for almost a century.

			Trump was angered and upset by the attack, particularly when he watched images of children who were dying and were taking their last gasp of breath. Trump told staffers in the Oval Office that Assad was “a sick son of a bitch.” The president wondered aloud, “What do you do when you’ve got animals like this running a country?”

			Trump blamed Obama for not enforcing his own “red line” on Assad’s use of chemical weapons five years earlier. Trump told the staffers, “I’m having to enforce ‘red lines’ he drew and then wouldn’t enforce himself.”

			Trump met with his war cabinet in the White House Situation Room. Bannon was known to be a skeptic of military action and Trump told him, “You got to speak up.”

			Bannon said, “Look. First off, I don’t buy it. You got to show me much more evidence than this. Also, if this is our new standard—children being abused—let’s start in sub-Saharan Africa and work our way north. If we want to go do this, we can go do it all over the world. Guess what? The world’s a bad place. A lot of bad shit happens.”

			The NSC developed a range of options for Trump. The “low end” option was diplomatic protests, but this relative inaction carried its own risks in the views of both Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and McMaster, who made the case that the Obama administration had been paralyzed by the risks of doing something in Syria but were at the same time blind to the risks of inaction.

			Obama’s unenforced red line helped to explain why impressive veterans of America’s post-9/11 wars such as Mattis and McMaster were willing to work for Trump. They collectively felt that Obama had failed to manage the growing problems of the Middle East, epitomized by his not enforcing his own red line, and that the world was a less safe place as a result. In their view, Obama’s dithering over Syria was weakness that Putin took advantage of when he moved Russian forces into Syria in 2015 to prop up the Assad regime, secure in the knowledge that the Obama administration wouldn’t do much of anything to push back. Similarly, Iran had sent its forces into Syria to bolster Assad and was now the dominant regional player in the Middle East.

			Now, McMaster emphasized to Trump the importance of deterring the future use of chemical weapons, saying, “This isn’t just about Syria. We’re on the hundredth anniversary of World War I. This hasn’t been used since then and if this becomes normalized, what happens? It’s a threat to all the civilized world.”

			The “high end” option that the NSC prepared included attacks against targets associated with Assad himself as well as against Assad’s chemical warfare unit. McMaster, Tillerson, and Trump pushed for aggressive action against the Assad regime, but Mattis wanted to ensure that any attack didn’t inadvertently kill any of the Russian forces in Syria that were propping up the Assad regime. Mattis argued against military operations that would get the United States “pulled into a war.”

			Derek Harvey, the retired colonel who oversaw the Middle East at the NSC, pushed for a consequential strike against Assad rather than just the pinprick of eliminating a fraction of Assad’s air force, which was one of the options on the table. Harvey advocated for taking out a larger target set of Assad’s air force and helicopter fleet as this would dramatically curtail the dictator’s ability to bomb his population at will.

			Bannon confronted Harvey outside of the Situation Room and told the retired colonel, “We don’t want you fucking neocons starting a war.”

			Mattis called McMaster, scolding him, “You let this get too far down the road.”

			McMaster spoke with Reince Priebus, Trump’s chief of staff, about the timing of the strikes, the optimal moment for which in McMaster’s view happened to be soon after Trump arrived at Mar-a-Lago, where he was hosting a long-planned summit with Chinese president Xi Jinping. Soon after Trump touched down in Florida on April 6, the president along with Kushner, Mattis, McMaster, and Priebus all entered into a dark blue tent that was pitched inside one of the rooms in the palatial Mar-a-Lago building. The ultrasecure tent had noise-making devices and opaque sides to prevent anyone eavesdropping on what was happening inside. The tent was connected to the White House Situation Room on an encrypted video line.

			In the tent, Trump and his national security team talked over the options on the table, joined remotely by the officials in the Situation Room. After hearing the options, Trump said, “Okay, I’ll let you know in a few minutes.”

			Trump selected the strike option that would take out about a fifth of Assad’s air force. This had two goals: to restore deterrence against the use of chemical weapons and also to diminish the Syrian regime’s capacity to launch more chemical weapons attacks from the air.

			Trump told Mattis, “Do it, General.”

			Mattis went to his room, where there was a mobile SCIF set up, a Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, a secure facility that was hardened against electronic surveillance. From the SCIF, Mattis oversaw the operation in Syria as it unfolded half a world away.

			At 5:30 pm, Mattis called CENTCOM, ordering, “Go ahead: option one. Execute.”

			Because the Russians had tens of thousands of servicemen in Syria propping up Assad’s regime, CENTCOM sent them a warning about the strike that was about to take place at the Shayrat Airbase, which was where the Syrian planes that had carried the chemical weapons for the April 4 attack had taken off.

			As the fifty-nine cruise missiles targeting the Syrian airbase “spun up” in their tubes, Trump and his team went to the formal welcome dinner for Xi. At one point an aide handed a note to McMaster that read, “The strikes occurred.” McMaster walked to Trump and gave him the note. As Xi was eating a piece of chocolate cake, Trump leaned over to him and told him about the strikes.

			There was some concern that the Russians might use their sophisticated surface-to-air S-300 missiles that they had deployed in Syria, but they didn’t. The Syrians did deploy their own air defenses, which consisted of older Russian missile systems, but they were entirely ineffectual.

			Afterward, in a distant echo of the famous photo of President Obama and his national security team watching the US Navy SEAL operation that killed Osama bin Laden in Pakistan in 2011, a photograph was taken of Trump and his national security team as they listened to an after-action report about the effects of the strikes in Syria. The reports were that all the targets were hit. The mood in the room was sober.

			Trump’s announcement that he had ordered the cruise missile attacks in Syria was one of his best speeches. Visibly moved, Trump said, “My fellow Americans, on Tuesday, Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad launched a horrible chemical weapons attack on innocent civilians. Using a deadly nerve agent, Assad choked out the lives of helpless men, women, and children. It was a slow and brutal death for so many. Even beautiful babies were cruelly murdered in this very barbaric attack. No child of God should ever suffer such horror. Tonight, I ordered a targeted military strike on the airfield in Syria from where the chemical attack was launched. It is in this vital national security interest of the United States to prevent and deter the spread and use of deadly chemical weapons. There can be no dispute that Syria used banned chemical weapons, violated its obligations under the Chemical Weapons Convention, and ignored the urging of the U.N. Security Council. Years of previous attempts at changing Assad’s behavior have all failed, and failed very dramatically. As a result, the refugee crisis continues to deepen and the region continues to destabilize, threatening the United States and its allies. Tonight, I call on all civilized nations to join us in seeking to end the slaughter and bloodshed in Syria.”

			Even his critics showered Trump with praise for the strikes. Fareed Zakaria, the CNN host who frequently took Trump to task, gave him a rousing endorsement, saying, “I think Donald Trump became president of the United States. . . . For the first time really as president, he talked about international norms, international rules, about America’s role in enforcing justice in the world. It was the kind of rhetoric that we have come to expect from American presidents since Harry Truman.”

			It was the brutality that Assad had unleashed against his own citizens, symbolized by his use of nerve agents against them, that had played a key role in the rise of ISIS. Al-Qaeda in Iraq had largely been defeated by 2010, but it lingered on in a vestigial form, and after Assad started violently attacking Arab Spring protesters in 2011, members of the Sunni militant group slipped from Iraq into Syria to fight Assad’s brutal rule.

			Assad emptied his prisons of jihadists in order to justify his war against his own people as a war against supposed “terrorists.” Over time, this became a self-fulfilling prophecy as the released prisoners then joined Sunni armed groups. Eventually Al-Qaeda in Iraq morphed into ISIS, which was essentially a marriage of convenience between Iraqi Baathist military officers and militant jihadists burning with zeal to oust Assad and what they saw as a “Shia” government in Baghdad. By 2014, ISIS was a terrorist army that had formed its own quasi state across great swaths of Syria and Iraq.

			On the campaign trail, Trump said that within thirty days of taking office he would task the generals fighting ISIS to come up with a new plan to defeat the group. During the campaign, Trump also suggested that he would fire the generals who were then leading the campaign against ISIS.

			If that were the case, the first to go would have been General Joseph Votel, who had led the ISIS fight as the commander of CENTCOM since early 2016. Votel had previously commanded JSOC, Joint Special Operations Command, the umbrella group for all US special operations forces, including the SEAL team unit that had killed bin Laden. Votel, a lanky six foot two, whose black glasses and earnest demeanor gave him the look of a very fit Clark Kent, had also spent more than a decade fighting ISIS and its precursor groups such as Al-Qaeda in Iraq, and he well understood what was needed to defeat them.

			As CENTCOM commander, Votel was effectively the American proconsul in the Middle East, flying across the region in his modified C-17 with his political adviser, who was a senior diplomat, and a bevy of colonels who kept him on schedule. On his C-17, which was the size of a large passenger jet, Votel worked and slept inside an Airstream trailer that was bolted to the floor of the plane; it was specially modified so that he could stay in touch with his commanders spread out over the twenty countries in the Middle East and Central Asia, his area of operations, as well as his headquarters in Tampa. When working in his small but comfortable cabin, Votel could be found hunched over a couple of classified computers monitoring the war against ISIS.

			When ISIS started seizing large chunks of territory in Iraq during the first half of 2014, initially the Obama administration dithered. There was a debate at the White House about whether to carry out airstrikes to support the Iraqi army. The debate went on for many weeks until ISIS fighters surrounded ten thousand Yazidi civilians on a mountain in western Iraq. It was the height of summer and ISIS’s genocidal fanatics now seemed poised to wipe out the Yazidis, a religious sect that ISIS deemed to be infidels. Obama authorized CENTCOM to carry out airstrikes to prevent the massacre of the Yazidis. In retaliation, the terrorist group murdered the American journalist James Foley, which galvanized the Obama administration to ramp up the fight against ISIS.

			The Votel-led campaign against ISIS resulted in the deaths of many ISIS leaders in Iraq and Syria and also of tens of thousands of ISIS fighters. A critical ally in Votel’s campaign against ISIS was Iraqi lieutenant general Abdul-Wahab al-Saadi, who was virtually unknown outside Iraq, but was a hero in his own country. When the three-star general walked into the lobby of a guesthouse in Baghdad in late 2017, well-wishers who wanted to take selfies with him quickly surrounded him. Saadi, a tall, thin man with deep, dark circles under his eyes that were a testament to his long years of fighting against ISIS, was a key to the campaign that defeated ISIS. It was his storied Golden Division of Iraq’s Counter-Terrorism Service, the Iraqi version of US special operations forces, which did much of the fighting and dying to defeat ISIS.

			Indeed, Iraq’s US-trained Counter-Terrorism Service and its elite Golden Division played a key role in the defeat of ISIS, while the wider Iraqi army ignominiously fled from the ISIS militants who seized much of Iraq in 2014. Saadi explained why that was, “We have zero tolerance for sectarianism.” Iraq’s minority Sunni population had long viewed the Iraqi security services as one big armed Shia group with a deeply sectarian agenda. The Counter-Terrorism Service, which consisted of about ten thousand soldiers, also demanded continuous training for its soldiers, unlike the Iraqi army, which required only basic training. The prestige of the CTS could be gauged by the fact that when the Iraqi government launched a recruitment drive in May 2017, three hundred thousand men applied to be part of the force. Only around one thousand would end up being accepted into training at a joint US-Iraqi facility.

			Saadi said American logistical and intelligence support and US airpower accounted for “fifty percent of the success of the battle” against ISIS. American bombs inflicted heavy casualties on ISIS and were a morale booster for Saadi’s troops. Another important factor was the training of the CTS by US special forces. It was arguably one of the most successful training missions that the US has ever conducted.

			Saadi led the Golden Division into battle in key phases of the war against ISIS, liberating first Iraq’s key oil refineries in Baiji in June 2015 and then significant Iraqi cities such as Fallujah, Ramadi, and Tikrit. It was, above all, his role in the fight for Mosul that cemented Saadi’s reputation among Iraqis. The fight for Mosul was never going to be easy. The second largest city in Iraq, the old section of the city in western Mosul was a warren of narrow medieval-era streets and buildings. The battle for Mosul lasted nine months—in part, Saadi said, because Iraqi forces didn’t want to level the city: “We were very careful to preserve the infrastructure and also the lives of innocents remaining in the city.”

			The fight in Mosul was also complicated because ISIS deployed more than one thousand VBIEDs—vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices—cars and trucks driven by suicide bombers. These VBIEDs were greatly feared by the Golden Division troops. Also, many of ISIS’s most competent fighters, numbering around ten thousand, decided to make their last stand in Mosul where ISIS’s self-styled caliphate was first proclaimed in 2014 by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the elusive leader of ISIS. Mosul finally fell to Iraqi forces in July 2017. Five months later, the Iraqi military released a statement saying Iraq was “fully liberated” from ISIS’s reign of terror. Three years earlier, ISIS had controlled 40 percent of the country.

			In the waning months of the Obama administration, as the US-backed Iraqi forces moved closer to wresting control of Mosul from ISIS, Votel was already deep in the planning for striking the heart of the terrorist group’s “caliphate,” the Syrian city of Raqqa.

			Votel, a native of Minnesota and a big Vikings fan, explained, “The importance of Raqqa is that is where ISIS plans their external [terrorist] operations. That is what is driving us to get on this as quick as we can, because this is where the plotting takes place. That doesn’t mean we necessarily know that there is a specific plot we are trying to disrupt now or in a couple of weeks, but Raqqa is recognized as the financial, leadership and external ops center of the Islamic State.”

			Both Mosul and Raqqa were the major objectives in the American military strategy to defeat ISIS’s terrorist army in the Middle East. Rather than committing substantial land forces, the Obama administration and later the Trump administration provided special forces, intelligence resources, and airpower to Iraqi and Syrian fighters on the ground. The last time the United States had used this approach in a substantial manner was a decade and a half earlier in Afghanistan, where a similar combination of US special forces working with their Afghan allies on the ground combined with large-scale American airpower led to the overthrow of the Taliban in Afghanistan in the months after 9/11.

			Mattis told Trump, “If you want to take down the physical caliphate, we have to take down the physical caliphate. There will be a lot of destruction. And there will be civilian casualties.” Trump and Mattis agreed that the goal was not to “defeat” ISIS as it was under Obama, but to “annihilate” the terrorist army. This was something of a distinction without a difference, since defeating ISIS would surely entail destroying it. Nor was “annihilate” a conventional military doctrinal term, but the Pentagon certainly got the point that Trump wanted to destroy ISIS’s caliphate as soon as feasible.

			Ten days before Trump’s inauguration, Brett McGurk, who oversaw the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS, and his deputy, retired lieutenant general Terry Wolff, went to the Trump transition headquarters in Washington to meet with Mike Flynn and Keith Kellogg, also both retired lieutenant generals, and Tom Bossert, Trump’s homeland security adviser. Using a couple of maps as aids to describe where ISIS was positioned in Iraq and Syria, McGurk and Wolff explained, “There is an opportunity for Team Trump in the first six months or so. You guys can speed this up a little bit if you are willing to allow everyone to do things a little faster, without coming back and asking ‘Mother, may I?’ all the time.” McGurk and Wolff laid out a plan that would speed up the tempo of operations against ISIS. The trio of top Trump national security advisers was enthusiastic.

			A week after he was inaugurated, Trump issued National Security Presidential Memorandum 3, which mandated an updated campaign plan against ISIS within thirty days. The new plan was largely the Obama plan to defeat ISIS, but it focused on a faster tempo of operations and devolved the authority to conduct operations down to the combatant commands, which in this case was CENTCOM commander General Votel, who no longer needed to check in with the White House when he was launching operations.

			Two weeks after his inauguration, on February 6, 2017, Trump visited CENTCOM headquarters at the MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa. Special Operations Command (SOCOM), which supported the largely special operations forces–led fight against ISIS, also had its headquarters at MacDill. Trump was there to be briefed about the fight against ISIS as well as the war in Afghanistan. At CENTCOM, General Votel and the SOCOM commander, General Raymond “Tony” Thomas, gave Trump and some of his top national security officials—including his as-yet-to-be-fired national security adviser, Mike Flynn—a high-level, one-hour briefing about US military operations in the greater Middle East using a large map of the region.

			To emphasize the strategic importance of the region, Votel pointed to the Strait of Hormuz between Oman and Iran, the key choke point for oil coming out of the Middle East. A third of the world’s sea-borne oil transited the Strait of Hormuz.

			Trump told the generals, “The next time Iran sends its boats into the Strait blow them out of the water! Let’s get Mad Dog on this.”

			The generals let that one slide. CENTCOM was not about to launch a preemptive strike against Iran without a direct legal order from the commander in chief.

			About ten minutes into the briefing, Trump asked the generals, “Shouldn’t we have taken the oil when we were in Iraq the last time?”

			Trump believed that Iraq’s oil should have been used to compensate the United States for the money it had spent invading and occupying the country.

			The generals also let that one slide, as plundering another country’s resources was a crime under international law. It would have also played into the common conspiracy theory that the United States had invaded Iraq in 2003 “for the oil.” Also, the Iraqis hadn’t exactly asked for the American invasion of their country that had precipitated a brutal civil war that had lasted in one form or another for the past decade and a half.

			There tended to be very little difference between what Trump said in public and what Trump said in private when it came to his key obsessions, and the missed opportunity to seize Iraq’s oil was one of them. It would be a common refrain.

			

			—

			The Trump administration made a substantial shift in the fight against ISIS in Syria. The Obama administration was so concerned about “mission creep” in Syria that it had put tight limits on what US commanders could do there. One limit was that there could be only three American helicopters in Syria at any given moment. This severely constrained the Pentagon’s ability to support the Syrian forces fighting ISIS. McMaster removed this restriction. The Obama administration had also capped the number of US soldiers in Syria at five hundred special forces trainers.

			In the waning months of Obama’s second term, his war cabinet had debated about whether to arm the Kurds in northern Syria with light weapons. The Kurds would be key to taking Raqqa back from ISIS, but arming them, even only with light weaponry, would anger neighboring Turkey, with its large and sometimes restive Kurdish minority. It was the least bad option on the table, however, since without an effective ground force there was no way to retake a city the size of Raqqa from ISIS. Obama’s national security team also debated whether to employ Apache attack helicopters in Syria to support the relatively small number of American troops there.

			The Obama team debated these options for so long that it eventually ran out of time to implement them. Three days before he left office, on January 17, 2017, Obama directed that the plans be given to the Trump team, so they could make their own decisions. (President George W. Bush had done something similar when he left office at the end of his second term: his war cabinet had developed plans for a surge of troops into Afghanistan, but he left the decision about its implementation to President Obama.)

			In May 2017, Trump approved a plan to arm the tens of thousands of Kurdish forces fighting ISIS in Syria with rifles, machine guns, and lightweight mortars. The Trump plan also lifted Obama-era caps on the size of the US military presence. During Trump’s first two years in office, American forces in Syria would rise to two thousand troops.

			

			—

			At the same time that the Trump administration was ramping up the fight against ISIS, it also deftly defused an ISIS plot to slip hard-to-detect bombs disguised in laptops onto flights bound for the United States, bombs that would then be detonated personally by the terrorists on those flights. Israeli government hackers had learned of ISIS’s plans when they had hacked into a cell of ISIS bomb makers in Syria. Israeli spies then passed on this intelligence to their American counterparts.

			In March, the Department of Homeland Security announced that eight Middle Eastern and African countries that had direct flights to the States could not allow passengers to carry on electronic devices larger than a cell phone. DHS also announced enhanced security measures at all 208 airports around the world that had direct flights into the States, including greater scrutiny of electronic devices and the use of more bomb-sniffing dogs. In late July, the laptop ban was lifted following the implementation of enhanced security procedures at airports in the eight affected countries.

			On October 20, 2017, US-backed forces announced that Raqqa was liberated from ISIS. No American soldiers were killed during the liberation of Raqqa. As Raqqa was falling, President Trump took a victory lap during an interview, claiming that ISIS hadn’t been defeated earlier because “you didn’t have Trump as your president.”

			Was this claim true? Yes and no. In August 2016, Lieutenant General Sean MacFarland, who was the ground commander for the fight against ISIS, said the US-led coalition had killed an estimated forty-five thousand ISIS fighters. About a year later, at the Aspen Security Forum in July 2017, the commander of Special Operations Command, General Raymond “Tony” Thomas, said that an estimated sixty thousand to seventy thousand ISIS fighters had been killed since the campaign against the terror group began. According to these senior US military officials, by the summer of 2017 the bulk of ISIS fighters had been killed during the pre-Trump period.

			This wasn’t surprising since the campaign to eradicate ISIS first began two and a half years before Trump assumed office, when Obama had ordered ISIS positions to be bombed during the summer of 2014. The operation to take back Mosul, the second-largest city in Iraq where ISIS had first declared its “caliphate,” began in October 2016 while Obama was still in office, and was long planned. Under Obama, ISIS also lost significant Iraqi cities such as Fallujah, Ramadi, and Tikrit.

			Saadi, the Iraqi special forces commander, seemed genuinely puzzled when asked if he had noticed any changes in American support during the more than two years that he had led the Iraqi fight against ISIS. Saadi said, “There was no difference between the support given by Obama and Trump.”

			There was certainly considerable continuity between the Obama plan against ISIS and the Trump plan in Iraq, but Trump did push down to his military commanders the authorities for taking action against ISIS so that they were no longer micromanaged by the White House, as was often the case under Obama. Also, the Trump administration did away with the self-imposed limits that the Obama team had put on military action in Syria.

			So Trump could certainly take credit for hastening the demise of ISIS’s geographical “caliphate,” but ultimately both presidents approached the ISIS problem in the same essential way. First, they didn’t commit large numbers of American boots on the ground in either Iraq or Syria. Second, using US special forces as trainers and advisers, they operated “by, with, and through” local forces. In Iraq, those forces were the Counter-Terrorism Service and its elite Golden Division, while in Syria it was the largely Kurdish fighters of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). American fighters and helicopters provided significant air support to both of these local ground forces. During the five-year campaign against ISIS that began in 2014, the largely Kurdish Syrian Democratic Forces lost eleven thousand soldiers, while seventeen American servicemen were killed in Iraq and Syria.

			Trump tended to define any course of action that he took as being markedly different from Obama, but in the case of the anti-ISIS campaign, there were more similarities than differences between the two presidents’ approaches.

			ISIS once attracted an estimated forty thousand militants from around the world eager to join its so-called caliphate in Syria and Iraq. The Obama and Trump campaigns against ISIS pushed that number close to zero. No one wanted to join the losing team.

			The geographical defeat of ISIS in Iraq and Syria did not end the influence of ISIS, however. In a January 2019 report to Congress, the director of national intelligence, Dan Coats, wrote that “ISIS still commands thousands of fighters in Iraq and Syria, and it maintains eight branches, more than a dozen networks, and thousands of dispersed supporters around the world, despite significant leadership and territorial losses.”

			Three months after Coats’s report was published, a Sri Lankan jihadist group inspired by ISIS carried out multiple suicide bombings across the country in churches packed with worshippers who were celebrating Easter Sunday. They also attacked luxury hotels frequented by foreigners, killing at least 250 people. It was one of the most lethal terrorist attacks since 9/11. Any reports of ISIS’s demise were premature.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				THE LONGEST WAR

			

			Let’s get out of Afghanistan. Our troops are being killed by the Afghanis we train and we waste billions there. Nonsense! Rebuild the USA.

			—Tweet from Donald Trump in 2013

			The first, the supreme, the most far-reaching act of judgment that the statesman and commander have to make is to establish the kind of war on which they are embarking; neither mistaking it for, nor trying to turn it into, something that is alien to its nature.

			—Carl von Clausewitz, On War

		

	
		
			
			During his campaign, Trump repeatedly complained about the purported “six trillion dollars” that the United States had spent on its post-9/11 wars in the greater Middle East. Trump made it quite clear that he wanted to extricate the US from foreign entanglements such as Afghanistan. On the one hand, Trump was advocating pulling America out of its wars—an Obama position and one of the several commonalities on national security that existed between the two presidents once you got beyond Trump’s rhetoric—and on the other hand, Trump was also advocating for a more powerful Pentagon with more funding to fight an unconstrained war against terrorists.

			Shortly after Trump was elected, Afghan president Ashraf Ghani called to congratulate him and to make him a pitch about American interests in Afghanistan. Ghani, a savvy technocrat with a PhD in anthropology from Columbia University, told Trump that the Chinese were exploiting Afghanistan’s vast potential mineral wealth, thinking that this might capture Trump’s attention. Ghani calculated that dangling Afghanistan’s minerals might change Trump’s calculus about Afghanistan. Trump was intrigued: perhaps the United States could be repaid for its hundreds of billions of dollars of investment in the Afghan War, which was already long past the point of being America’s longest war. Estimates of the size of Afghanistan’s mineral wealth went as high as one trillion dollars; it was rich in copper, gold, iron ore, and rare earth elements.

			Trump tasked commerce secretary Wilbur Ross to look into it. Ross wrote a memo to the president that poured a great deal of cold water on the notion of exploiting Afghanistan’s minerals, citing the continuing violence in the country and its rudimentary infrastructure that made extracting the minerals a tricky business proposition. A decade earlier, China had made an expensive effort to exploit Afghanistan’s minerals, purchasing with great fanfare a $3 billion long-term lease on a massive copper mine in eastern Afghanistan, but by the time Trump assumed office it still hadn’t produced any copper owing to the poor security conditions around the mine.

			The need to make a decision about what to do in Afghanistan loomed large. In his first months in office, when Trump encountered a national security problem he tended to ask the same five questions: “Why do we care?” “Why does it matter to the American people?” “Why can’t others do it?” “Who’s paying for it?” “Why can’t others pay?” On Afghanistan, he asked a further question: “Why are we there sixteen years later?” These were all very good questions. They were also unsettling questions for many in the foreign policy and national security establishment in Washington because they hadn’t been asked in a long time.

			The simple answer as to why the United States was still at war in Afghanistan was that the only thing worse than staying in Afghanistan was leaving and letting the country revert into a brutal civil war in which the Taliban would take over ever-larger chunks of the country and would then play host to a wide range of jihadist groups, some of which might plot against the United States. After all, ISIS already had a foothold in the country.

			Leaving Afghanistan ran the risk of repeating what Trump and his top advisers saw as the big mistake Obama had made in Iraq, which was to not maintain some kind of enduring American military presence there when the Obama administration ended its Iraq mission in the winter of 2011. At that time, General Mattis was the CENTCOM commander overseeing all US military operations in the Middle East. Mattis had advocated leaving eighteen thousand soldiers in Iraq, but he was overruled. Together with his hawkish position on Iran, this made Mattis an outlier among the generally dovish Obama national security team.

			McMaster had also been concerned in 2011 that the withdrawal of US troops from Iraq would provide an opening for al-Qaeda. He had forwarded to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs an intelligence assessment that predicted that al-Qaeda was going to come back in a new form and would take over large swaths of territory.

			If there was one argument that Trump often found a winner, it was to do the opposite of his predecessor. Trump had already pulled out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)—the trade deal with a dozen nations in Asia that was designed to contain the rise of China—as well as the Paris climate accord. Now he could buck his predecessor by reversing the drawdown of troops in Afghanistan instigated by Obama, but this also ran the risk of doing something that Trump hated, which was admitting in some shape or form that his campaign rhetoric about the wasteful wars in the greater Middle East was wrong.

			

			—

			In 2015, Obama had seriously considered completely withdrawing all US troops from the country. After all, Obama himself had run on a promise of drawing down from America’s expensive overseas wars. Susan Rice, Obama’s national security adviser, saw her role as executing Obama’s vision to get the United States out of Afghanistan and to leave only a vestigial American military presence there to guard the massive US embassy in Kabul.

			However, once you got into the details, that plan didn’t make much sense. American troops were needed to protect the vital Kabul International Airport and also to support US counterterrorism operations, including CIA drones that continued to deploy to Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas along the border with Afghanistan to hunt for members of al-Qaeda and Taliban leaders who had found safe haven there.

			Also, always in the background of the discussion of the Afghan drawdown in the Obama White House was the fiasco that had unfolded in Iraq after all US troops there were pulled out of the country at the end of 2011. This had contributed to a vacuum in Iraq that ISIS had taken great advantage of during the summer of 2014. No one wanted a replay of that in Afghanistan.

			The rise of ISIS across the greater Middle East and the fall of the northern Afghan city of Kunduz to the Taliban in late September 2015, which held the city for two weeks, as well as the extended political crisis between the Afghan president Ashraf Ghani and his political rival, Afghan chief executive officer Abdullah Abdullah, had made Obama realize that going to zero troops could be very destabilizing. Obama might then get blamed for “losing” Afghanistan, just as he was blamed for pulling out of Iraq four years earlier.

			At President Obama’s final strategy meeting on Afghanistan, it was obvious how distasteful this decision was for him. While Obama wanted to withdraw, he couldn’t just zero out troops in Afghanistan shortly before the next president assumed office, as that would leave his successor with little flexibility for maneuver. Obama cut off any further discussion of a withdrawal, saying simply, “I’m leaving the decision to my successor.” As he left office, Obama authorized a force of 8,400 troops to remain in Afghanistan.

			Shortly after Trump had assumed office, General John “Mick” Nicholson, the overall commander of the Afghan War, testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee that this troop level was insufficient. “We have a shortfall of a few thousand” advisers to train and assist the Afghan army, Nicholson testified. Nicholson also noted that the war was in a “stalemate” with the Taliban. Those comments irritated White House officials as they thought that they had boxed Trump in even before a decision was made about what to do in Afghanistan, in much the same way President Obama had felt boxed in early in his first term in office when a top-secret Pentagon assessment had leaked that asserted that the Afghan War effort needed significantly more troops.

			McMaster had a deep interest in Afghanistan. He had led an anticorruption task force there from 2010 to 2012, handpicked by General Petraeus, who had taken over command in Afghanistan from General McChrystal. Fixing corruption in Afghanistan was like trying to stop hurricanes from landing in Florida, but McMaster—a man of enormous energy who didn’t so much enter a room as bound into it—gave it his all and recruited a small group of civilian experts to help him. McMaster and his team targeted the patronage networks that were looting and undermining the Afghan state. When a problem came up in Afghanistan, McMaster told his team, “We’re going to crush this.”

			His time in Afghanistan deeply informed McMaster’s views about what to do there once he was in the White House. McMaster had been very frustrated with the Obama administration policy in Afghanistan to publicly announce withdrawal dates from the country. Obama had surged tens of thousands of additional US troops into Afghanistan, but when he gave a speech at West Point on December 1, 2009, announcing the new surge of troops, he also simultaneously announced their withdrawal date. For the Taliban, the Afghan government, and Afghanistan’s neighbors such as Pakistan, the headline of Obama’s West Point speech was not the surge of new troops but this withdrawal date. In McMaster’s view, this had encouraged the Taliban, undermined confidence among Afghans, and affected the hedging strategy of Pakistan’s military intelligence service, Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), which had long supported elements of the Taliban.

			It was not only Trump who was skeptical about the Afghan War. Much of the American public had tuned it out as an endless, unwinnable quagmire. On April 13, 2017, Afghanistan was suddenly back in the news because a 22,000-pound Massive Ordnance Air Blast bomb—known colloquially as the “Mother of All Bombs,” or MOAB—was dropped near the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, aimed at ISIS militants who were hiding out there in caves and tunnels in the mountains. The MOAB, designed to blow up underground tunnel and cave complexes, was the most lethal nonnuclear bomb in the American arsenal.

			ISIS had established a presence in eastern Afghanistan two years earlier, consisting mostly of former members of the Taliban who had rebranded themselves as ISIS. The dropping of the MOAB was ordered by General Nicholson as part of Operation Green Sword, the name that the US military gave to its operations against ISIS. Nicholson had the authority to drop such a bomb, but the deployment of the MOAB, which received a great deal of press coverage as it seemed to presage a more aggressive Trump-led Pentagon, in fact, caught the White House by surprise. Trump’s national security staffers had no idea it was going to happen.

			The deployment of the MOAB underlined that the Afghan War was not going well. ISIS and al-Qaeda had both established footholds in Afghanistan, while the Taliban controlled around 10 percent of the population, some three million people, and they contested with government forces for control of a much larger proportion, about a third of the population, or around ten million people. Whereas a few years earlier, Kabul, the Afghan capital, had enjoyed a bustling restaurant scene and Westerners could live there and lead relatively normal lives, all that was now gone as a result of the multiple bombings in Kabul by the Taliban, compounded by their targeted kidnapping of Westerners. The resulting exodus of Westerners from the country damaged investment and development efforts in Afghanistan. The war in Afghanistan was now at its lowest point for the Afghans and their American allies since the Taliban were overthrown in the months after 9/11.

			The key point of McMaster’s book Dereliction of Duty was that the Pentagon brass had told President Lyndon Johnson only what he wanted to hear about how the Vietnam War was going. McMaster was not going to make the same mistake with Trump, whose natural inclination was to pull the plug on Afghanistan. It was obvious to McMaster what the United States should do: bulk up its military presence in the country and make no premature promises of withdrawal. Also, because the Taliban had long enjoyed sanctuary in neighboring Pakistan, it was time to turn up the heat on the Pakistanis. Finally, something needed to be done about the endemic corruption marbling the Afghan state.

			Faced with the worsening situation in Afghanistan, the Trump administration started a strategic review, led by McMaster, of what to do there. As part of his review, McMaster wanted to visit Afghanistan and neighboring Pakistan to get a sense of what was happening on the ground. This idea angered Mattis, who felt he owned the issue as secretary of defense. It also irritated Tillerson, who felt he owned the issue as secretary of state. Both of them tried unsuccessfully to torpedo McMaster’s trip. Yet neither Mattis nor Tillerson presented his own substantive views about what to do in Afghanistan during the review process.

			In mid-April 2017, McMaster left for Kabul with a team of officials from the CIA, Pentagon, and State Department. In Kabul, the Afghan interior minister briefed McMaster. After half an hour, McMaster told him: “Thanks. Well, you know, I’m really disappointed. These are the same bullshit talking points that I heard five years ago. You guys have major issues in your organizations to do with corruption.”

			McMaster asked his team to put together a page of talking points to sell the strategy to increase the troop levels in Afghanistan and also to drive home that there were considerable risks to US counterterrorism operations if there was a precipitous drawdown from the country since much of the infrastructure to locate and kill al-Qaeda and allied groups in the region had been built up in Afghanistan over the past decade and a half.

			McMaster’s team added to the talking points a packet of photographs of what Afghanistan had looked like under Taliban rule and what it looked like more than a decade and a half later. The CIA provided photographs of the streets around Massoud Circle, a key traffic intersection in Kabul, during the time that the Taliban were in power and had turned the city into a ghost town and also photographs of how it looked now in 2017 jammed with traffic and pedestrians.

			McMaster showed Trump some forty photographs of Afghanistan in various phases over the past half century; a third of the photos were before the Soviet invasion in 1979, when the country was a quiet, bucolic place untroubled by the violence to come. Another third of the photos showed Afghanistan under the Taliban regime, and a third were of more recent vintage. The photos were a visual reminder that Afghanistan hadn’t always been the hopeless case so many believed it to be.

			McMaster felt that for too long US officials working on the Afghanistan account pushed for policies that effectively favored the Taliban. Also lingering over all this in his mind was the Obama experience of pulling all US troops out of Iraq, which helped pave the way for the collapse of the Iraqi army in the face of ISIS. This was an important counterargument to the common view that the US should just leave Afghanistan on the grounds that “it’s always going to be a shithole, and they’re killing each other and always going to be killing each other.” McMaster pointed out that an American withdrawal might lead to the collapse of the Afghan state, which would pose a risk to the civilized world and provide a psychological victory for the Taliban and other jihadist terrorist organizations.

			Trump wanted to “win” in Afghanistan, but the Pentagon wasn’t really offering a win against the Taliban, which enjoyed a comfortable safe haven in neighboring Pakistan and some measure of support in rural Pashtun areas. What the Pentagon was offering was a strategy to manage the conflict so that the Taliban didn’t take over much of the country and host a number of jihadist groups that they’d long had relations with, including al-Qaeda.

			The Pentagon brass knew that a rough rule of thumb to defeat an insurgency was a ratio of twenty troops per thousand of population. Afghanistan had a population of thirty million so that meant six hundred thousand troops were needed to stabilize the country. The roughly four hundred thousand Afghan soldiers and police meant there was still a shortfall of two hundred thousand troops, and filling that gap with American servicemen was a nonstarter, whoever the president was. Insurgencies such as the Taliban could also last many years. It had taken the Colombian government half a century of fighting before it could negotiate a peace deal with the Marxist insurgent group the FARC.

			In one of the many meetings about Afghanistan, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Dunford, made the point that a sustained presence in Afghanistan was like buying life insurance. Dunford said, “No one likes writing the check every year for a life insurance policy, but you do it because the downside risk of not doing it just doesn’t make sense.”

			Trump wanted a win. His generals were offering life insurance.

			Trump remained convinced that Afghanistan was a futile endeavor, in the name of which the United States had wasted trillions of dollars. He told his advisers, “My New York friends tell me nothing good ever comes out of Afghanistan.” Trump bought the “Graveyard of Empires” narrative that the Afghans had defeated first the British and then the Russians and the United States was just the latest great power that was eventually going to fail there.

			Also, Trump hated being railroaded. Trump understood himself as the guy who was making the decisions and he did not want to feel that he was being driven to a decision, or that he wasn’t making the decisions, somebody else was. On Afghanistan Trump felt he was getting railroaded.

			

			—

			McMaster usually exuded a contagious confidence, but as the months went by it was clear that it was not going to be easy to get his Afghan strategy approved. Bannon, Kellogg, and Trump’s homeland security adviser, Tom Bossert, all channeled Trump’s extreme skepticism about the Afghan War. Like the president, none of them had ever visited Afghanistan, nor had any of them had any experience fighting jihadist terrorists or any special knowledge about jihadism. Depending on your perspective, this either gave them a fresh pair of eyes to examine “the problem set” or they were simply deeply ignorant about the issue.

			McMaster told the skeptics at the White House, “Hey, we’re losing the war, but what we have to acknowledge is that we’ve been operating under a withdrawal strategy for eight years and that might have something to do with us losing. The previous approach was, we’re not going to fight the Taliban. We’re not going to have them as a declared enemy and we’re going to tell them we’re leaving and we’re going to try to negotiate a deal with them while they’re in the ascendancy militarily. How the fuck does that work?!”

			White House officials briefed reporters that there would be a final decision about what the plan was in Afghanistan sometime in May 2017. That month, Trump attended his first “principals” committee of the National Security Council to discuss the Afghan War. Surrounded by “his” generals, Trump told them that their plan to stay the course in Afghanistan was bullshit. The generals knew at a deep level about all the blood and treasure that had already been invested in Afghanistan. That was part of their calculus to keep on keeping the faith with the Afghan people and the thousands of Americans who had died there on the battlefield. Trump was a businessman who understood the business concept of “sunk costs.” It made no sense to consider the sunk costs already invested in a project when you were making a decision about whether to continue investing in it since those costs could never be recovered. You just cut your losses and moved on.

			May came and went without any decision.

			Relations between Trump and McMaster were fraying. McMaster didn’t go to Mar-a-Lago regularly with the president, which meant that he had less face time with Trump than those who did go. Where other senior officials put a premium on presidential face time, McMaster put a premium on making sure that he had closely vetted the papers that were circulated to other cabinet members and their staffs. McMaster was a grind while those who connected with Trump were schmoozers.

			Also, McMaster made a point of saying what he believed, and he could also do it at some length. McMaster tended to communicate with Trump by saying: “Sir, I have five points for you.”

			Trump hated getting briefed this way and McMaster didn’t seem to read the president well. On Air Force One on a foreign trip, Gary Cohn and McMaster were sharing the same room on the flight. Trump walked in and they both stood up. The president wasn’t wearing a tie and his shirtsleeves were rolled up. His body language said “I’m not working right now.” You could tell he was chilling.

			While Cohn made some small talk with Trump about the markets, McMaster immediately launched into “When we land, sir, these are the things that we need to do.”

			The president replied, “Ah, yeah, it’ll be great” and promptly walked out of the room.

			Cohn poked some gentle fun at McMaster. “Hey, H. R. How’d that go for you?”

			McMaster’s inability to click with Trump was puzzling because when he was out of Trump’s presence he was charming, funny, and well liked.

			One morning during a White House staff meeting, the gruff, deadly serious chief of staff, John Kelly, asked McMaster if he had read a particular piece of sensitive intelligence. McMaster replied, “Sir, I did not. I was in the gym. You don’t think a body like this just happens?” The staff cracked up.

			McMaster could also quote verbatim chunks of A Mighty Wind, a comic mockumentary about folk musicians. When the first draft of the Afghan strategy landed on McMaster’s desk that he deemed too wishy-washy, McMaster scrawled on it, “Did we outsource this to the Taliban?”

			

			—

			Trump frequently raised with Mattis and McMaster the issue of the American THAAD missile battery systems that were deployed in South Korea. This was one of their least favorite discussions with the president, as it would always set him off about burden sharing and the South Koreans ripping off the United States.

			Trump asked them, “Do you send them a bill? Do they just pay us? How does it work? My generals don’t know anything about business. How do you think we fucking pay for this stuff? Find out.”

			The generals pointed out that the United States owned the THAAD missiles. They had not been “given” to the South Koreans and they were there to protect the one hundred thousand American citizens living in South Korea. They were also a cheaper option than installing Patriot missiles.

			The South Koreans donated the land on which the missiles were stationed. Trump said, “What do you mean they give us the land? They give us some shitty golf courses. Shitty golf courses. No, no, change it. Just change it.” He told Mattis, “Jim, call ’em up. We’ve got to be paid.”

			When it came to American defense arrangements overseas, Trump always asked, “What are we getting out of it? Why are we paying for everything?” After all, South Korea had one of the largest economies in the world.

			The downward trajectory in the relationship between Trump and McMaster began in late April 2017 when McMaster seemed to publicly contradict the president on the deployment of the American missiles in South Korea. Knowing how strongly Trump felt that the South Koreans should pay for the missile systems, McMaster went on TV to say that the US would pay for the billion-dollar system, as the deal for the missiles had already been negotiated.

			This pointed to a problem that McMaster faced; he had remained in uniform while he was national security adviser. As a uniformed officer, he was supposed to stay out of politics, but working at the White House for Trump was an inherently political job, in particular because Trump wanted McMaster to defend him on TV.*

			This disconnect became obvious in early May 2017 after Trump shared highly classified information with the Russian foreign minister and the Russian ambassador to the United States when they were visiting the White House about ISIS’s capabilities to carry out an attack “external” to Syria, intelligence that had come from the Israelis.

			Trump told the Russians, “Our interests align in Syria because the civil war is allowing ISIS to still enjoy safe haven there. Isn’t this an area where we ought to be working together?” Trump added, “We got this intel and it’s telling us there’s this threat to passenger jets from laptops filled with explosives made by ISIS.”

			After the story broke in the Washington Post on May 15 that Trump had shared this intelligence with the Russians, McMaster gave a very brief statement to the press outside the West Wing of the White House, saying, “What [he] shared was wholly appropriate. . . . I wanted to make clear to everybody that the president in no way compromised any sources or methods.” Both of these statements were true; the president could declassify whatever he wanted to whomever he wanted because the president was the ultimate declassification authority. Trump also didn’t share sources and methods with the Russians; he didn’t even know what the sources and methods were, as that was a level of detail most presidents wouldn’t concern themselves with.

			The fact that Trump was sharing top-secret information with the Russians and that McMaster was publicly defending the president precipitated a chorus of national security experts to criticize McMaster. Retired lieutenant colonel John Nagl, a leading counterinsurgency theorist, told NPR that McMaster was “diminished in some ways. His integrity has taken a bit of a hit.” Pulitzer Prize–winning military journalist Tom Ricks wrote in Politico that McMaster should step down.

			

			—

			
			A massive truck bomb blew up in Kabul’s diplomatic quarter on May 31, 2017, killing more than 150 people. The bombing underlined the worsening security situation in Afghanistan. Ordinary Afghans blamed the government for their increasing security problems. McMaster and his team were worried that the fragile Afghan government might fracture under the pressure.

			Two weeks later, President Trump delegated the decision about whether to add more troops in Afghanistan to Mattis, but Mattis didn’t make any decision about what to do with that authority until it was clear what the president actually planned to do in Afghanistan.

			One of the most significant military shifts between Obama and Trump was that Trump changed the rules of engagement in Afghanistan. Under Obama those rules were quite restrictive; American soldiers could engage the Taliban only if they themselves were under attack. Trump allowed commanders leeway to attack the Taliban more or less at will.

			As Trump’s national security team met to discuss Afghanistan, the subtext of the discussions was, What could be a policy that Trump would agree to? What would fly with him?

			Tillerson, who hadn’t attended any of the previous meetings on Afghanistan, now intervened in one of the Afghan discussions to say, “I don’t know why we’re in such a hurry. Well, you may have this figured out, but I just don’t have it figured out yet.”

			During policy deliberations, Tillerson often asked, “What’s the rush?” It was the attitude of an oil executive used to investing in long-term projects that might take decades before they could turn a profit.

			Tillerson also seemed incapable of focusing on more than one priority at a time. At one point he was focused on Syria, at another he was focused on the Gulf crisis in which a number of Arab states had blockaded Qatar, a US ally. It was almost as if Tillerson thought everything else in the world could wait, or someone else could just take care of it, while he was focused on his small number of priorities in his systematic, deliberate way.

			Tillerson was also largely cut off from the rest of the State Department, dealing almost entirely with only a small coterie of close aides. Strangely, Tillerson also didn’t do much to defend the State Department from a dramatic 30 percent cut proposed by the Trump administration, a rather unusual position for the leader of a government department. Nor did Tillerson do much to inform Trump about what he was doing. Tillerson’s attitude seemed to be, you hired the CEO of an independent company and I’ll report in to the board at the end of the year.

			

			—

			The decision-making on Afghanistan started to get even more complicated by late spring 2017 because an alternative plan was in play that was touted by Erik Prince, a former Navy SEAL and the founder of the notorious contracting firm Blackwater, now “rebranded” as Academi. Prince also happened to be the brother of Betsy DeVos, Trump’s education secretary. Both were major donors to Republican causes. In an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal on May 31, Prince proposed a plan for Afghanistan that would outsource much of the war to contractors on long-term assignments overseen by an American “viceroy.” Prince had two sons who were likely to go into the military and he did not want them to end up serving in what he thought was a poorly run war.

			Prince wrote his Journal op-ed “for an audience of one.” He knew that President Trump read the Journal carefully. Trump circled the op-ed in the paper and asked his advisers to get hold of Prince.

			A few days after his Journal article came out, Prince received a call from the White House inviting him to discuss his plan. Over lunch with Bannon, McMaster, and Priebus in the chief of staff’s office, Prince briefed the plan.

			Prince identified a fundamental problem with the Afghan War: the relatively short tours for the US military forces that served there. Army units typically deployed to Afghanistan for a year, while marine units went for even shorter tours. The mordant joke about Afghanistan was that the United States had fought a new war there every year since 9/11.

			Prince explained, “You’re sending mostly twenty-somethings who have never been out of America before to a very foreign land, where they’re going to have to patrol and live on a firebase. And they are bewildered the first three or four months they’re there. And then they might be productive for a few months, maybe, but driving around and waiting to get shot at. They’re not surprising anybody ever, and then they spend the last few months packing up and making sure everybody comes home. And then you lift that entire unit up, send it home, and you repeat it again. If that’s not the definition of insanity, I don’t know what is.”

			Prince’s solution was to contract veteran, retired special operations soldiers who had deployed multiple times to Afghanistan and other war zones who would embed repeatedly with the same Afghan battalion over long periods of time.

			Bannon and Priebus loved the plan. Bannon saw it as a way out of America’s longest war.

			McMaster agreed with Prince’s analysis of the problems in Afghanistan but thought that what he was proposing about using contractors to fight the war wasn’t feasible from a legal perspective and that the Afghan government needed to weigh in about the plan, which they were likely to be skeptical of.

			Prince followed up his Journal piece with a story in USA Today claiming that his plan would cost “less than 20% of the $48 billion being spent in Afghanistan.” Prince went on CNN, Fox, and NPR to publicize his plan, which he said would save considerable money. Gorka also appeared on CNN to defend the Prince plan, saying, “This is a cost-cutting venture. . . . We open the door here at the White House to outside ideas.”

			Prince compared the plan to the renovation of Central Park’s Wollman ice-skating rink in 1986, when the New York City government, unable to renovate on schedule or on budget, turned to a brash young developer named Donald Trump, who took over the renovation of the rink and completed it in record time.

			Two weeks after their White House meeting, Bannon called Prince, saying, “Hey, the Afghan discussion is still getting some legs. You said you could do it for less than a fifth of what’s being spent now.”

			Prince replied, “It’s an estimate.”

			Bannon told Prince, “Prove it. Figure out exactly what you would need. Price it. Come back with a detailed concept of operations.”

			Prince circulated a detailed account of his plan to senior Trump officials. It called for more than five thousand military contractors to be embedded with each Afghan battalion. The contractors would all be Western special forces veterans hired on contract backed up by a ninety-plane private air force. In Prince’s view, this new force would enable the American troop presence to draw down to two thousand in under two years. Prince’s plan also emphasized the extraction from Afghanistan of rare earth minerals such as lithium, which would be useful for US high-tech manufacturing.

			Stephen Feinberg, a billionaire who owned the giant contracting firm DynCorp International, embraced the Prince plan. The plan seemed a little self-serving as Prince and Feinberg were two of the largest players in the war contracting industry, while trial balloons in the press even put Feinberg forward as the possible “viceroy.”

			Beyond all that, the Prince plan had some serious legal and political problems. Legally, the Pentagon was not about to contract out its military operations to mercenaries, many of whom wouldn’t even be American citizens. It was one thing to have contractors provide base security or train local police forces, it was quite another to have contractors involved in US military operations where they would be killing people.

			Prince had an answer for that objection, which was to take these contractors out from under the control of the Pentagon and put them instead under “Title 50,” the US authorization for covert action. To those who didn’t like Prince’s plan, in some ways this was an even worse idea as it meant that a private army of thousands of Americans and other Westerners under the aegis of the CIA would be fighting alongside the Afghan army.

			Politically, Afghan leaders didn’t want an army of thousands of CIA-sponsored contractors running the war in their country, nor did they yearn for the arrival of an American “viceroy,” with all of its implied baggage of the British Empire, which had fought three wars in Afghanistan overseen by the British viceroy in New Delhi.*

			Prince did get a sympathetic hearing for his plan at CIA headquarters from its director, Mike Pompeo. Pompeo was first in his class at West Point, so he had credibility with the Pentagon. But top officials at CIA were quite skeptical of the Prince plan and worked to kill it.

			Pompeo told Prince, “It will take too long for the agency to spool up to be able to do oversight for the plan.”

			Prince replied, “The agency would have to only send thirty people. That’s it. You send some financial controllers.”

			In early July, Prince went to see Mattis at his office in the Pentagon, spending an hour and a half with him going through the slides of his plan. Mattis observed that the model seemed similar to what the marine corps had done in Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic during the “banana wars” in the 1920s.

			Mattis, who had seen firsthand the total destruction caused by war in cities such as Fallujah in Iraq, wondered what would happen if a contractor destroyed an elementary school in Afghanistan. Prince suggested that maybe the contractor could be hauled in front of the Afghan judicial system. Mattis looked at Prince quizzically; the Afghan “justice system” was an almost perfect oxymoron.

			It was clear to Prince that Mattis had taken the meeting only because the White House had asked him to do so. Mattis made it clear that the Pentagon wouldn’t be considering the contractor option.

			National Security Council staffers prepared a memo about the costs of using contractors to wage the war in Afghanistan. They concluded that the promised savings from using mercenaries were likely illusory since a key reason that military veterans took these contractor jobs was the high salaries they paid. The NSC also underlined the legal obstacles to privatizing the war and putting contractors on the front lines. And, not least, America’s NATO allies training and advising the Afghan army would pull out of Afghanistan absent a US military presence.

			Several members of Trump’s cabinet were skeptical about the Prince plan, but other key officials were just as skeptical about McMaster’s plan to add more troops. Chief among the latter group was Attorney General Jeff Sessions. Sessions, who had served on the Senate Armed Services Committee for more than a decade, was something of an isolationist, and often asked, “Why are Americans dying in Afghanistan? My sense is the president got elected because he was going to get us out of these foreign wars.”

			In the early months of the Trump administration, before he recused himself from the Russia investigation and angered Trump, Sessions was an influential voice on policy decisions that were beyond the traditional purview of the attorney general. Sessions told other officials, “I love the generals. They’re good men, but goddamit I heard this same bullshit; it’s always going to get better in eighteen months. McMaster says the same thing: ‘Eighteen months it’s going to be fine. It all turns around.’” McMaster spent hours trying to persuade Sessions of the wisdom of staying in Afghanistan.

			Gary Cohn, Trump’s top economic adviser and often an ally of McMaster’s, also raised questions about Afghanistan, along the lines of “Aren’t we just throwing good money after bad?”

			The debate over the Afghan War devolved into a cage match between Bannon and McMaster. Bannon cast the learned general as a globalist who was betraying Trump and his base, while McMaster considered Bannon a rank amateur. Bannon thought McMaster’s plan was a slippery slope to “nation building.” He also seemed to nurse a grudge that McMaster had eliminated his permanent seat on the National Security Council.

			At one meeting on Afghanistan in the Situation Room that was packed with officials from across the government including Mattis and Tillerson, McMaster opened by saying, “The presentation you’ll see today is interagency and I want to tell you this is the finest team that has ever come together.”

			Bannon took strong exception to these opening remarks. He responded by saying, “We’ve been at this for seventeen years. In this same room has sat people from the widest differences in ideology, from the Bush guys to the Obama guys. Trust me, every one of those people was just as smart as we are. Even the progressives, with whom I disagree totally ideologically, are just as much patriots as we are and thought they were doing what’s right for our country and for the country of Afghanistan. And all I have to say as we start this presentation is we’re two trillion dollars into this and we’re farther away from victory today than we were seventeen years ago, so I don’t want to hear how brilliant we are or how brilliant this fucking presentation is.”

			His eyes bulging out of his bald head, McMaster leaned forward in his seat and stared at Bannon for a full five seconds and said, “Unfortunately, some of us are trying to manipulate the president.” The vitriol between the two men was palpable.

			In a barroom fight, McMaster, a stocky, bald-headed former rugby player with the coiled energy of a boxer poised to strike, would likely have made short work of Bannon, who hadn’t seen the inside of a gym in many years and always dressed like an unmade bed.

			But Bannon wasn’t going to back down, interjecting, “Let’s get on with the presentation, but let’s cut the bullshit. I don’t want to hear how great we are and how fucked up everyone else is.”

			Bannon turned to Tom Bossert, Trump’s homeland security adviser, and asked him, “The Taliban or al-Qaeda: Right now, can they launch an attack on the homeland?”

			Bossert replied that it would be “very difficult, but not a no. But still very difficult.”

			With the aid of Bossert, Bannon was trying to make the case that the terrorism threat to the United States emanating from Afghanistan was in fact relatively small, while the likelihood that Afghanistan would remain a ward of the United States long into the future was quite large. In this, he was not wrong.

			On July 9, CIA director Mike Pompeo made a surprise visit to Afghanistan. Pompeo was there to explore a third option for Trump that wasn’t either a complete withdrawal or the addition of thousands more troops. The third option involved the CIA’s paramilitary arm, the Special Activities Division, expanding its covert operations in Afghanistan to hunt for Taliban leaders, or some aspect of the Erik Prince plan to use more special forces veterans working under the CIA.

			

			—

			Trump told his advisers he wanted to hear from servicemen who had deployed to Afghanistan, “I want to sit down with some enlisted guys that have been there. I don’t want any generals in here. I don’t want any officers. I just want enlisted guys,” he explained. This was the way Trump ran his hotels and golf clubs; he didn’t just talk to the general manager, he also spoke with the doorman and the concierge and the guy doing the greens.

			The first group who came to see Trump in early July were Navy SEALs, most of whom had served multiple tours in Afghanistan. They unloaded on Trump, telling him: “It’s unwinnable. NATO’s a joke. Nobody knows what they’re doing. We don’t fight to win. The morale is terrible. It’s totally corrupt. The officials in the government are awful people. They lie to you. You don’t know who’s Taliban or who’s not.”

			Trump loved the discussion so much he said, “I want to do this again.” On July 18, Trump met at the White House with four other enlisted servicemen who had served in Afghanistan to get their input about what to do there. Trump told reporters, “I want to find out why we’ve been there for seventeen years, how it’s going, and what we should do in terms of additional ideas. I’ve heard plenty of ideas from a lot of people, but I want to hear it from the people on the ground.”

			The servicemen gave the president their version of “ground truth” about Afghanistan, which partly fed into a narrative that Trump already believed: NATO was a waste of time, the NATO guys were just there to punch their tour ticket, the Afghan government and Afghan system were corrupt, and the US didn’t have a strategy. But the soldiers also emphasized that the president should continue to support the Afghan mission because Afghanistan remained a place where jihadist terrorists were finding safe haven. One of the soldiers told Trump, “We need to complete our mission there so my grandchildren don’t have to go. If we leave, we’ll have to go back.”

			On July 19, a day after his meeting with the Afghan veterans, Trump met with his war cabinet in the Situation Room. Trump’s national security team had hoped that this meeting would produce some kind of resolution about what to do in Afghanistan. Instead, it turned into a fiasco.

			Trump opened by observing that the servicemen he had spoken to a day earlier “know a lot more than you generals.” “We’re losing,” Trump said. He repeatedly demanded that the Pentagon fire General John “Mick” Nicholson, the well-regarded US commander in Afghanistan who had served in the country for a total of five years. Mattis and Joseph Dunford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs, tried to defend Nicholson’s conduct of the war, while also trying to avoid arguing directly with the president.

			Mattis felt that it was his responsibility to deal with Trump and insulate the Pentagon from the gale-force political winds emanating from the White House, so Mattis kept key four-star generals like Nicholson away from the president. Nicholson never met with Trump and as a result he was an easy target. Mattis even kept Dunford largely away from Trump. Dunford had been a frequent visitor to the White House when he served as the chairman of the Joint Chiefs for Obama. During the Trump administration, the top US military officer rarely went to the White House.

			In the Situation Room, Trump then went into an extended riff comparing the Afghan War review by his war cabinet to the renovation of a Manhattan restaurant in the late 1980s that Trump had dined at frequently over the decades, the 21 Club. Trump asserted that the restaurant had closed for a yearlong renovation and had hired an expensive consultant whose sole suggestion was to expand the kitchen.* Fresh off his discussions with the group of Afghan veterans, Trump said that soliciting the advice of the restaurant’s waiters would have been smarter than hiring the costly consultant.

			It would have been hard to come up with a more insulting analogy to use with the people assembled in the Situation Room. Renovating a chichi restaurant in Manhattan was hardly analogous to fighting a complex war on the other side of the world where three key members of Trump’s war cabinet had served as general officers. It was also a conflict in which thousands of Americans had died, including a young marine who was particularly well known to some of the senior officials in the “Sit Room.”

			Three years earlier, General Dunford had been the overall US commander in the theater, and John Kelly, Trump’s homeland security chief, had lost a son in Afghanistan, twenty-nine-year-old Marine First Lieutenant Robert Kelly, who was killed by a landmine in 2010. It was Dunford who volunteered to perform the difficult task of delivering the terrible news of the death of his son to his old friend General Kelly.

			Four days after his son’s death, in a speech in St. Louis, Kelly said that the United States’ war against jihadist terrorists would go on for a very long time: “The American military has handed our ruthless enemy defeat after defeat, but it will go on for years, if not decades, before this curse has been eradicated.”

			Astonishingly, as the decision about the Afghan War was being debated, Trump once said in Kelly’s presence that the young American men who had died in Afghanistan had died for a worthless cause. Trump said, “We got our boys who are over there being blown up every day for what? For nothing. Guys are dying for nothing. There’s nothing worth dying for in that country.” Did Trump not know that Kelly’s son had died in Afghanistan? Did he not care?

			Dunford, Kelly, and Mattis were close, a closeness forged on the battlefields of Iraq where they had all served together. They also were all marine generals, keenly aware that 349 marines were killed in the southern Afghan province of Helmand in a campaign that began there in 2009 and ended five years later.

			The meeting ended inconclusively. Trump was pissed off about his options, which boiled down to staying the course for many years into the future as well as adding thousands more troops, or withdrawing and risking the collapse of the Afghan state and the return of the Taliban to power along with their allies in al-Qaeda and other jihadist groups. There was also something of a third course emerging that Pompeo was considering, which was accelerating the pace of CIA operations in Afghanistan.

			Mattis was fuming as he left the meeting with Trump, but he and the other current and former marine generals at the apex of Trump’s national security team seemed largely content to let McMaster lead the charge for pushing to augment the number of troops in Afghanistan. McMaster would expend much political capital advocating for an Afghan policy about which there was considerable consensus among Trump’s war cabinet yet that was intensely disliked by the president.

			An NSC staffer recalled that McMaster “got shot in the face for articulating views that other people also held but were not articulating.”

			Holding the gun were the America First nationalists in the White House led by Bannon. As Bannon recalled, “On Afghanistan, I lit those fuckers up every day.”

			Trump’s skepticism about the Afghan War was further confirmed when a senior NSC official told him, “We cannot succeed in Afghanistan unless we resolve the Pakistan issue. It doesn’t matter if you bring in twenty thousand troops or ten thousand troops. It doesn’t matter. We are on a treadmill ad infinitum. This has been the same case from the time Obama and Stan McChrystal went in there.” Trump listened but didn’t say anything.

			Trump was convinced that the United States had long overstayed its welcome and purpose in Afghanistan. In meetings about the Afghan War, Trump was very critical of Bush and Obama, who had allowed the conflict to continue without finding some way to end it. Trump was intent on bringing the war to a close. Mattis, Tillerson, and particularly McMaster worked to convince the president that anything done precipitously in Afghanistan was going to have profoundly negative consequences in South Asia and Central Asia and would undermine the United States’ standing as a great power.

			When Trump thought that he was being manipulated or managed, he responded negatively, sometimes very harshly. Trump became deeply frustrated with McMaster and thought that he was being driven to certain conclusions on Afghanistan. When Tillerson recognized this, he stepped further away from McMaster, not wanting to be in the blast zone.

			

			—

			As the Afghan War decision dragged on, McMaster fired a number of Bannon’s allies at the National Security Council, some of whom were incompetent and others whom McMaster believed were ineffective or were trying to undermine him.

			The first to go was Rich Higgins, the director for strategic planning at the NSC, who had circulated a bizarre memo rife with conspiracy theories about Trump’s purported “deep state” enemies in the US government whom he characterized as Marxists. In Higgins’s telling, these Marxists were allied to Islamists in a conspiracy that also included the European Union and the UN. The Higgins memo concluded, “This is a form of population control by certain business cartels in league with cultural Marxists/corporatists/Islamists who will leverage Islamic terrorism threats to justify the creation of a police state.” This was not the kind of sober thinking that typically came out of the strategic planning shop at the NSC. McMaster’s deputy Ricky Waddell gave Higgins his marching orders on July 21.

			Next to go a few days later was the overall lead for the Middle East at the NSC, Derek Harvey. Harvey and McMaster had known each other for years, but McMaster felt compelled to remove him because he didn’t play well with others. Harvey went back to the House Intelligence Committee, where he had worked for the chairman of the committee, Representative Devin Nunes, before joining the Trump administration.

			Another Bannonite McMaster removed was Ezra Cohen-Watnick, who oversaw intelligence at the NSC. Cohen-Watnick had briefed Nunes at a cloak-and-dagger White House meeting that US intelligence agencies had picked up the communications of some members of Trump’s transition team suspected of being Russian assets. This briefing was intended to “prove” Trump’s claim that Obama had “tapped” his lines at Trump Tower during the transition. In a statement that McMaster made about Cohen-Watnick’s departure, he said he was “confident that Ezra would make many further significant contributions to national security in another position in the administration.” This is Washington-speak for “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

			Over the summer, Bannon’s allies in the far right-wing media began a systematic campaign to discredit McMaster, attacking him personally and also attacking some of the staffers who worked for him. A particular target was Javed Ali, senior director for counterterrorism at the National Security Council, who had served for a decade and a half in the US government in various roles at the Department of Homeland Security, the Defense Intelligence Agency, and most recently at the FBI. Ali was the highest-ranking Muslim American working for the Trump administration, so he was a particularly inviting target for far-right media.

			PJMedia.com, a conservative website, claimed that McMaster had yelled at Israeli officials during a meeting at the White House after one of the Israelis had objected to Ali participating in the meeting because of his supposed pro-Hezbollah leanings. The story was totally false.

			McMaster and homeland security adviser Tom Bossert went out of their way to defend Ali from these false attacks.

			Another proxy target for the attacks on McMaster was Megan Badasch, a longtime Republican operative who worked on the Trump transition team and then worked at the NSC for McMaster. Badasch was identified by the right-wing site the Daily Caller as the purported leaker of transcripts of calls between President Trump and the presidents of Australia and Mexico. Despite the fact that there was absolutely no evidence for this charge, Badasch started receiving death threats on Facebook. Badasch decided to move out of her apartment in Washington, DC, and informed the Secret Service of the threats.

			Breitbart News, which Bannon had run before he joined the Trump campaign, ran a slew of stories about McMaster claiming he was pro-jihad and anti-Israel and that he was sabotaging Trump’s agenda. These views then started migrating into more mainstream conservative circles. Fox News’s Sean Hannity and Laura Ingraham, who both were quite influential with Trump, started tweeting anti-McMaster messages.

			The fount of a number of the anti-McMaster stories was Mike Cernovich, a right-wing blogger and conspiracy theorist who was a prominent proponent of the “Pizzagate” story that Hillary Clinton ran a child sex ring out of the basement of a DC pizza joint. Cernovich launched a website, McMasterleaks.com, on which McMaster was portrayed as the puppet of the Jewish financier George Soros. In the telling of his far-right critics, McMaster was supposed to be simultaneously anti-Israel and a puppet of Jewish interests.

			The Russians saw an opening to attack McMaster and a wave of Russian bots amplified the attacks against him on Twitter, so a slew of far-right media stories in the United States aimed at sabotaging an American cabinet official were then amplified by a foreign power.

			The attacks on McMaster became so intense that in early August Trump felt compelled to release a statement: “General McMaster and I are working very well together. He is a good man and very pro-Israel. I am grateful for the work he continues to do serving our country.”

			Stories leaked to the press suggested that McMaster would be promoted to run the war in Afghanistan as a four-star general. For Bannon, this would at least have had the advantage of pushing McMaster out of the White House half a world away to Kabul. In fact, this notion was never seriously considered, but it was another prong of the campaign to undermine McMaster.

			

			—

			Trump’s war cabinet met again in the Situation Room on July 26 to discuss Afghanistan, this time without the president. McMaster asked Pence to chair this meeting to try to get to some consensus about what to do about the Afghan War. Generally, Pence wasn’t that interested in inserting himself into national security decision-making, but in this case, he was critical to moving the decision on Afghanistan forward.

			Pence opened the meeting by asking a favor of Dan Coats, the director of national intelligence and a fellow Indianan, saying, “Could our good friend Dan Coats lead us all in a moment of prayer before we start the meeting?” For some of the senior national security officials gathered in the Situation Room, this was a novel experience. It was the first time that they had said a prayer before beginning their Situation Room deliberations.

			Three of the principals in Trump’s cabinet then argued for each of the three “courses of action” that had emerged during the Afghan review. Sessions advocated for the withdrawal option. Pompeo argued to increase CIA’s counterterrorism operations. And McMaster advocated for the “stay the course” option, which also involved adding thousands more troops.

			Two days after this meeting, General John Kelly took over from Reince Priebus as Trump’s chief of staff. Kelly, a by-the-book retired four-star marine general with the sober demeanor of a hanging judge, didn’t appreciate the freewheeling style of Trump’s White House and tried to bring some order to it by limiting who could just wander into the Oval Office.

			Early in his tenure at the White House, Kelly addressed hundreds of staffers who gathered in the long, echoing nineteenth-century hallways of the Eisenhower Executive Office Building to give them an overview of how he conceptualized their work. Kelly told the staff: “Your first responsibility is serving the Constitution of the United States. And below that is your responsibility to President Trump. And below him are your own political views on a topic, which are relatively irrelevant.” Kelly clearly didn’t see his own role as being Trump’s consigliere.

			Kelly and Mattis were close. Kelly was Mattis’s deputy during the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Some White House officials felt that Kelly effectively continued to work as Mattis’s deputy when he was the chief of staff.

			The White House was consumed by internal feuds that Kelly aimed to quash. Bannon thought “Javanka”—Jared Kushner and his wife, Ivanka Trump—were “globalists” who were absolutely against Trump’s policies.

			For their part, “Javanka” despised Bannon, blaming him for damaging leaks to the press. This didn’t bode well for the chief strategist. In the court of Donald Trump, the only constant was his family; everyone else was just the help.

			The feud between Kushner and Bannon was now becoming untenable. The continued sniping against McMaster by Bannon’s allies on the far right was also angering White House officials. Kelly and Bannon had a conversation about the timing of Bannon’s departure. Bannon hoped to exit the White House around the first anniversary of when he had taken over the Trump campaign in mid-August 2016.

			Then came the protests in Charlottesville, Virginia, on August 12, 2017, during which a right-wing domestic terrorist rammed a car into a crowd, killing Heather Heyer, a thirty-two-year-old anti-white-nationalism protester. At a press conference in the lobby of Trump Tower three days later, Trump observed that there were “some very fine people” among the white nationalists gathered in Charlottesville.

			Trump said, “Many of those people were there to protest the taking down of the statue of Robert E. Lee. This week, it is Robert E. Lee. And I notice that Stonewall Jackson is coming down. I wonder, is it George Washington next? And is it Thomas Jefferson the week after? You know, you have to ask yourself, where does it stop?”

			Off to one side listening to the president’s “very fine people” speech was Kelly, who looked like the undertaker at a North Korean state funeral. Kelly bowed his head, folded his arms tightly across his chest, and stared at the floor. Behind Trump was Gary Cohn, stone-faced. Cohn was Jewish, and he knew that hordes of neo-Nazis had gathered in Charlottesville giving “Heil Hitler” salutes and chanting, “Jews will not replace us,” all of which was documented extensively on cable news. These were hardly very fine people. In fact they were some of the worst bigots in the country. Cohn contemplated resigning over Trump’s seeming sympathy for the white nationalists.

			Trump and Cohn had a couple of intense discussions about the possibility that Cohn would resign. Trump asked Cohn, as his leader of tax reform in the White House and the person who he felt could help him get it done, to stay. Cohn agreed to stay. (In Trump and Cohn’s lexicon, “tax reform” largely meant lower taxes for corporations and for the very rich.)

			During the press conference, Trump was asked about his “confidence” in Bannon. Trump took the opportunity to downplay Bannon’s role in his election victory, saying, “I like Mr. Bannon, he is a friend of mine, but Mr. Bannon came on very late. You know that. I went through seventeen senators, governors, and I won all the primaries. Mr. Bannon came on very much later than that. I like him. He is a good man. He is not a racist.”

			Bannon, a Southerner who grew up in Richmond, Virginia, advised Trump to hang tight and to repeat what he was saying because there were good people on both sides of the debate over the statues of Robert E. Lee. Bannon also talked to Trump about winding up his tenure at the White House. Meanwhile, Trump’s billionaire buddies from Manhattan, such as the real estate heavyweight Richard LeFrak, weighed in with the president, telling him that keeping Bannon on was untenable.

			Senior serving generals and admirals almost never comment on domestic political matters, so it was a sign of how deeply the Charlottesville attack had agitated Trump’s top commanders when the chief of staff of the army, Mark Milley, tweeted, “The Army doesn’t tolerate racism, extremism, or hatred in our ranks. It’s against our Values and everything we’ve stood for since 1775.” Presenting a united front, the service chiefs of the United States Air Force, Marines, National Guard, and Navy all issued similar public statements condemning extremism and racism.

			A week after the Charlottesville terrorist attack, Mattis visited Jordan. In an impromptu speech that was caught on video, Mattis spoke to a group of young servicemen, telling them, “You’re a great example for our country right now that’s got some problems—you know it and I know it. It’s got problems that we don’t have in the military, and you just hold the line, my fine young soldiers, sailors, airmen, marines. Just hold the line until our country gets back to understanding and respecting each other and showing it.” “Hold the line” was what officers in World War I would tell their troops as the Germans approached their trenches. Mattis in this speech was using the phrase in a metaphorical sense to mean maintaining the values that the military exemplified and that were not on display in Charlottesville.

			On August 16, Bannon helped to seal the timing of his departure when he went on the record with the American Prospect, a left-leaning journal, to opine: “There’s no military solution [to North Korea’s nuclear threats], forget it. Until somebody solves the part of the equation that shows me that ten million people in Seoul don’t die in the first 30 minutes from conventional weapons, I don’t know what you’re talking about, there’s no military solution here. They got us.”

			There is an old joke in Washington: “A gaffe is when a politician tells the truth in public.” What Bannon told the Prospect was, of course, correct; there were no good military solutions to North Korea because the nuclear-armed state had a vast conventional military, much of it positioned just over the border from the South Korean capital, Seoul, which could be unleashed in any military confrontation with the United States.

			It was only a week earlier that Trump had told reporters at his golf club in Bedminster, New Jersey, that “North Korea best not make any more threats to the United States. They will be met with fire and fury like the world has never seen.” Bannon was now publicly contesting the “fire and fury” narrative, the idea that the president was seriously considering his military options against North Korea.

			Bannon departed the White House on Friday, August 18, which meant that he couldn’t attend the crucial final meeting about Afghanistan at Camp David, the presidential retreat in the wooded hills of northern Maryland, held the same day. It was at Camp David that Trump would make his decision about what to do about America’s longest war. With Bannon gone, there was no one with the juice to argue the case effectively that the Afghan War was an endless drain of resources and an unwinnable conflict.

			Trump had spent the previous two weeks at his Bedminster golf club on a working vacation. Mike Pompeo suggested that the CIA use this opportunity to have a meeting with the president, not to make any decisions but just to answer his questions about Afghanistan. Pompeo explained the spirit of the meeting as “Let’s talk about what we’re doing. How we’re doing it. Answer some of the questions he always asks, right? Like, ‘What’s in it for us? Why do we care? How much does it cost? Could others do more?’”

			An idea on the table was that the CIA should assume control of the war and make it a purely counterterrorism mission. But Pompeo and the CIA briefers made it clear to Trump that this approach wouldn’t really work. The main effort in Afghanistan was building up the Afghan army, which was a classic “advise and assist” mission. That wasn’t a CIA function but very obviously was a US military function. Also the CIA station in Afghanistan was dependent on military protection.

			The briefers reminded the president that ISIS and al-Qaeda were both already in Afghanistan and any kind of withdrawal could give these terrorism groups the space they needed to plot attacks on America. At the time, there were an estimated seven hundred ISIS fighters in Afghanistan and a number of al-Qaeda leaders continued to base there.

			And so the decision about what to do in Afghanistan was already largely prebaked by Trump’s war cabinet of current and retired senior generals before the Camp David meeting. Kelly, just three weeks into his new job as chief of staff, together with his close friend Jim Mattis, as well as their close colleague the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Dunford, and McMaster all agreed on the best way forward.

			A one-page “Courses of Action” paper was prepared for the Camp David meeting. In classic military style there were three courses of action proposed, two of which were basically nonstarters: a total withdrawal from Afghanistan, or having the CIA take over the war. The third option was the military’s preferred course of action, to make a long-term commitment to Afghanistan and bulk up the number of troops there.*

			When it came to the Afghan issue, McMaster was all used up with Trump, so McMaster’s deputy Ricky Waddell—a new face and a new voice to the president—summarized the three options for him. Understanding all the downside risks of withdrawing from Afghanistan or turning the mission over entirely to the CIA, the president went with the third option.

			Three days after the Camp David meeting, Trump delivered an unusual prime-time address from Fort Myer in Arlington, Virginia, about his new “South Asia strategy.”* The well-delivered, well-written, and well-argued speech largely reflected the consensus views of the generals and of the American national security apparatus about what to do in Afghanistan.

			President Trump conceded in the speech, “My original instinct was to pull out—and, historically, I like following my instincts.” This was one of the few times in his presidency that Trump publicly admitted that he had changed his mind about an issue.

			Sticking it to Obama, Trump said, “A hasty withdrawal would create a vacuum that terrorists, including ISIS and al-Qaeda, would instantly fill, just as happened before September 11th. And, as we know, in 2011, America hastily and mistakenly withdrew from Iraq. As a result, our hard-won gains slipped back into the hands of terrorist enemies.”

			Trump also made clear that the American commitment to Afghanistan would be conditions-based: “A core pillar of our new strategy is a shift from a time-based approach to one based on conditions. I’ve said it many times how counterproductive it is for the United States to announce in advance the dates we intend to begin, or end, military options.” This was also a criticism of the Obama administration. As we have seen, President Obama had surged tens of thousands of additional US troops into Afghanistan in 2009, but he also simultaneously announced their withdrawal date.

			Trump also made it clear that he could easily walk away from the new Afghan policy. “America will work with the Afghan government as long as we see determination and progress. However, our commitment is not unlimited, and our support is not a blank check. . . . Our patience is not unlimited. We will keep our eyes wide open.”

			Trump came down heavily on Afghanistan’s neighbor Pakistan, a longtime sanctuary for the leadership of the Taliban. “No partnership can survive a country’s harboring of militants and terrorists who target U.S. servicemembers and officials.”

			In private, Trump was even more blunt. When the Pakistanis came up, Trump said, “Fuck them. They are getting billions of dollars and they are killing us.” Trump told his national security team to zero out any aid to the Pakistanis. And in early January 2018, the Trump administration announced it was suspending all security aid to Pakistan, a total of up to $1.3 billion.

			The Trump administration put considerable pressure on the Pakistanis about the fate of American hostages held by the Haqqani network, an element of the Taliban that had longstanding ties to Pakistan’s military intelligence agency, Inter-Services Intelligence. Caitlan Coleman from Pennsylvania and her Canadian husband, Josh Boyle, had gone backpacking in Afghanistan in 2012. They were kidnapped by the Taliban and then spirited to Pakistan. Coleman had three children during the five years she was held hostage by the Taliban.

			For the Trump national security officials following the case, the young age of Coleman’s children was a moral imperative to ramp up the pressure on the Pakistanis, because they knew that the kids would likely become permanently traumatized by their captivity were it to be prolonged.

			The Trump administration discovered that the ISI was aiding and abetting the Haqqani cell that was holding Coleman, Boyle, and their children. The Pakistani military agency was caught “red-handed” in the words of a senior Trump administration official. The Trump team told the Pakistanis if they didn’t get the hostages out safely they would send in SEAL Team Six to get the job done. The last time the SEALs had deployed to Pakistan was the raid that killed bin Laden in 2011, which was hugely embarrassing to Pakistan’s military because they had no forewarning of the operation and they also weren’t able to detect the raid that was happening deep inside Pakistani territory until it was wrapping up.

			The Pakistani military launched a rescue operation on October 11, 2017, freeing all five of the hostages unharmed.*

			

			—

			Trump’s new Afghan strategy caught the attention of the Taliban leadership. This president looked like he was staying to win in Afghanistan. US intelligence agencies picked up conversations among Taliban leaders in which they said versions of “Shit! They are really staying!” The Taliban started talking internally about how it would be smart to get serious about peace negotiations with the Americans.

			Four days after Trump announced his new South Asia strategy and a week after his mentor Bannon left the White House, Sebastian Gorka was also pushed out. Kelly took an inventory of who was doing what at the White House and concluded that Gorka was only a talking head on TV, a role he could perform just as easily without a White House pass.

			The coup de grace for Gorka was when he went on BBC Radio to challenge Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, who had publicly said that a war with North Korea was not imminent. Gorka told the BBC, “You should listen to the president; the idea that Secretary Tillerson is going to discuss military matters is simply nonsensical.” As secretary of state, Tillerson was the most senior member of the cabinet after Vice President Pence, while Gorka was a relatively junior White House staffer. It was unprecedented for a staffer to publicly criticize a senior cabinet official in this manner. For Kelly, a stickler for hierarchy, dumping Gorka was not a tough call.

			Gorka tried to paint his departure as a resignation and gave a letter claiming as much to the right-wing site the Federalist. In the letter, which Gorka addressed to Trump, he wrote that he was resigning, in part, because of the new Afghan policy: “The individuals who most embodied and represented the policies that will ‘Make America Great Again,’ have been internally countered, systematically removed, or undermined in recent months. This was made patently obvious as I read the text of your speech on Afghanistan this week.”

			In fact, Gorka didn’t resign. The Secret Service issued a “do not admit” directive forbidding Gorka entry to the White House the same day that he was fired. Gorka wasn’t even allowed to go back into the White House complex to pick up his belongings, which had to be walked out to his sports car parked nearby. The license plates on Gorka’s car read “ART [of] WAR,” the title of Sun Tzu’s classic treatise on strategy. Gorka was always desperate to be taken seriously as a big-think strategist, to be the George Kennan of the war on terror, but in the end, he was its George Costanza.

			The decision to stay the course in Afghanistan and the departure of Bannon and Gorka from the White House was the high-water mark of the influence of the so-called “globalists” in the Trump administration, and the nadir of the influence of the America First nationalists.

			But the victories of the globalists would prove short-lived.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				HOUSE OF SAUD, HOUSE OF TRUMP

			

			Saudi Arabia, I get along with all of them. They buy apartments from me. They spend $40 million, $50 million. Am I supposed to dislike them? I like them very much.

			—Trump at a campaign rally in Alabama in 2015

			I have nothing to do with Saudi—just so you understand, I don’t make deals with Saudi Arabia. I don’t have money from Saudi Arabia. I have nothing to do with Saudi Arabia. I couldn’t care less.

			—President Trump on November 20, 2018, following the murder of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi by Saudi agents in Istanbul

		

	
		
			
			A snowstorm helped to seal the alliance between the House of Saud and the House of Trump. Only seven weeks into the Trump administration, on the morning of March 14, 2017, the Saudi deputy crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, was scheduled to meet briefly with President Trump at the White House. After that the president was supposed to have lunch with the German chancellor Angela Merkel, but a massive snowstorm was making its way across the northeast of the United States, resulting in more than a thousand flight cancellations at the three Washington, DC, area airports.

			Merkel was already on the tarmac in Germany waiting to take off for the United States and aides had told her that her trip might have to be postponed; there was no way her flight could land in Washington given the scale of the storm.

			In the Oval Office, as he heard the reports of the snowstorm roaring toward Washington, Trump said, “Oh, I hate to cancel on her. I hate to cancel.”

			Merkel insisted she wanted to hear from Trump himself if her trip was going to be put off.

			So Trump called Merkel, telling her, “I really hate to postpone, but this storm is huge.”

			The postponement of Merkel’s trip meant that the brief meeting between Trump and Mohammed bin Salman was extended to include a formal lunch with the president and key members of his cabinet, which was quite an honor for the thirty-one-year-old prince who wasn’t the Saudi head of state, nor even the second in line to the Saudi monarchy, but rather the third in line to the throne. The royal treatment accorded to Mohammed bin Salman—widely referred to by his initials MBS—was indicative of where the Trump team was planning to take its relationship with the young prince who was the country’s defense minister. MBS’s eighty-two-year-old father, King Salman, was monarch in name, but it was clear that his youngest and favorite son was the emerging center of power in the Saudi kingdom.

			Both the scions of wealthy families and only a few years apart in age, MBS and Jared Kushner bonded over a belief that together they could transform the Middle East. They sometimes communicated their plans on WhatsApp, the messaging app that is widely used in the Arab world, including by members of the Saudi royal court.

			MBS approached his courtship of Kushner with considerable ardor. Kushner told a senior Trump administration official, “Mohammed bin Salman rushed me in ways that no woman had ever rushed me.” For his part, MBS radiated charisma.

			The Saudis understood the power of family relationships, and an alliance between the House of Saud and the House of Trump made intuitive sense to them, particularly after their tense relationship with President Obama, who seemed intent on upending the traditional power dynamics of the Middle East with his nuclear agreement with their archrivals, the Iranians. The Saudis also felt that Obama, who had ascended to the presidency on merit, wasn’t much of a fan of hereditary autocracies. On Obama’s last visit to the kingdom, King Salman didn’t even bother to go to the airport to greet Obama when he arrived, as was customary.

			The Gulf States’ disenchantment with Obama had begun with the Arab Spring in 2011. They couldn’t believe that Obama had withdrawn his support from the Egyptian autocrat Hosni Mubarak, a longtime US ally who faced a popular uprising in the streets of Cairo. What did this say about Obama’s loyalty to other Arab authoritarian regimes?

			The disenchantment only deepened with the Iran nuclear deal. The Gulf States didn’t think it hampered Iran’s considerable regional ambitions, while it gave Iran access to tens of billions of dollars in Iranian assets that had been frozen in the United States following the 1979 revolution. From the perspective of the Gulf States, Lebanon was now controlled by Iran through its proxy, Hezbollah; Iran controlled Syria through its backing of Bashar al-Assad; Iran controlled much of Iraq because of its influence over many Iraqi political figures; and Iran also lorded over much of Yemen because of its support for the Houthi rebels. The United States under Obama seemed to have given Iran a free hand in the Middle East.

			This was also the view of key members of Trump’s national security team, who thought that the Obama administration had made a fundamentally flawed assumption that the nuclear agreement and the subsequent lifting of sanctions would enable Iran to be welcomed into the international economy, and the regime would then moderate its behavior. In fact, the tens of billions of dollars in cash that the US gave Iran and the business contracts that were signed by the Iranians generated revenue not for the Iranian people but for the regime and key components such as the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), which accelerated its operations across the region in countries such as Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen.*

			On the campaign trail, Trump had repeatedly denounced the Iranian nuclear agreement as “the worst deal ever.” The Trump administration and the Gulf States were therefore in lockstep in their deep suspicion of the Iranian regime. What’s more, Trump, who had campaigned on a promise of excluding Muslim immigrants from the United States, could use some Arab allies to show that he wasn’t anti-Islamic.

			Bonding over their common fears about Iran, the Saudi royal family and the Trump family believed they could do business. Trump also respected great wealth, and the Saudi royal family certainly had plenty of that. For his part, Kushner believed that MBS could help deliver a US-brokered solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and that their personal relationship could achieve what decades of professional diplomacy hadn’t. The Saudis felt that Kushner spoke for the president and were comfortable with his role as the shadow secretary of state.

			Like much of the rest of the world, the Saudis hadn’t expected Trump to win the presidential election. When he did, the Saudis and their close allies scrambled to build bridges to the Trump team. The Saudi view of Trump was as transactional as Trump’s view of them. A Saudi close to the royal court explained, “Look, he’s the emperor of Imperial Rome. We’re a satellite state. Whoever is emperor, we come bearing homage. You fucking elected him. You take him out, we’ll come to the next guy.”

			The morning after the election, the Saudis realized with a shock that they hadn’t cultivated anybody on the Trump team. Thomas Barrack, a billionaire Lebanese American businessman who had done deals in the Gulf for decades, suddenly became their go-to guy. Barrack was a longtime friend of Trump’s and was one of the few people Trump treated like a peer. For the Saudis, Barrack was the way into the president-elect and his team.

			The Emiratis, who were closely allied to the Saudis, had done a better job of cultivating the Trump team. Kushner had met with the Emirati ambassador Yousef al-Otaiba in June 2016, a meeting brokered by Barrack. Otaiba was widely regarded as the most well-wired and effective ambassador in Washington, having served there for more than a decade. Suave and handsome, Otaiba spoke effortless American English and knew anyone who was anyone on both sides of the aisle. Otaiba entertained the great and the good with a fleet of servants and Michelin-level dinners at his massive modernist glass-and-concrete compound with its own basketball court, children’s playground, and swimming pool that hugged the cliffs above the Potomac River in McLean, Virginia.

			Kushner asked Otaiba smart questions, consulting with him on a big foreign policy speech that his father-in-law was delivering during the campaign. Kushner didn’t claim to know what he didn’t know. This was a welcome change from the Obama team, who didn’t ask questions, tending instead to issue instructions.

			The fruit of the discussions between Otaiba and Kushner was a meeting during the transition in Manhattan on December 15, 2016, between Mohamed bin Zayed, the crown prince of Abu Dhabi, and Kushner, Steve Bannon, and Mike Flynn. The meeting was at the Four Seasons Hotel rather than at Trump Tower, which was always crawling with reporters. Mohamed bin Zayed, known as MBZ, was the key leader of the seven statelets that made up the United Arab Emirates. In his midfifties, MBZ was something of a mentor to MBS, who saw the wealthy city-states of the Emirates as a model for the business-friendly, more open society that he hoped that Saudi Arabia would one day become.

			The meeting was in the penthouse; there were around thirty Emirati officials and security guards milling about. MBZ was dressed in jeans, untied combat boots, and a T-shirt that showed off his buff physique. He looked like a Middle Eastern Sean Connery. Flynn and Kushner talked with MBZ for an hour. Kushner saw the Emiratis and their close allies the Saudis as the key to remaking the Middle East. The Gulf States and Israel could even collaborate on a US-brokered peace between the Palestinians and the Israelis.

			The meeting was winding down and MBZ looked over at Bannon. “You haven’t said anything.”

			Bannon said, “Well, the conversation has been great, but I only came to talk about one thing.”

			MBZ asked, “What’s that?”

			Bannon said, “The Persian expeditionary force of Hezbollah and their takeover of the Middle East.”

			MBZ said, “Excuse me. Did you say Persia?”

			Bannon replied, “Persia, yes.”

			“I’ve been looking for an American like you all my life,” MBZ said.

			The meeting then went on for another hour, now focused on Iran. MBZ was as perturbed as Bannon that the Iranians had become the most powerful regional player in the Middle East. To counter Iranian plans for hegemony in the Middle East, the group at the Four Seasons discussed how the US had to lead a military alliance with the Gulf States that would also include Israel eventually.

			Usually a meeting between the president-elect’s team and a key foreign leader such as MBZ would have been flagged to the Obama administration, but this one was not.

			MBS’s White House lunch helped to tee up Trump’s first overseas trip, which was to Saudi Arabia, a trip that Kushner pushed hard for. Traditionally, American presidents make their first overseas trip to close democratic allies such as Canada, but in a coup for the Saudis, the honor went to them. Tillerson and the State Department opposed the idea, saying that much more time was needed to plan such a trip. Mattis was also against the trip on the grounds that the first overseas visit that Trump made should not be to an autocracy. McMaster favored the trip because it would be a chance for the president to move beyond the travel ban controversy and explain that the war against jihadist terrorists was a war of all civilized people against criminals who had perverted their religion. Trump intervened to say he would go if the Saudis promised major weapons purchases and more help on counterterrorism.

			On May 19, 2017, three days after Mueller began his work as special counsel, as Air Force One was preparing to take off from Washington for Riyadh, Trump was stewing. The New York Times had just run a story that implied that Trump had tried to obstruct the Russia investigation. According to the Times, Trump had told senior Russian officials visiting the Oval Office that the reason he had fired Comey was because “I faced great pressure because of Russia. That’s taken off.” As Air Force One was taking off from Andrews Air Force Base near Washington, DC, around 3:00 pm, everyone’s phones were blowing up with the news. Maggie Haberman, the ace New York Times reporter who had broken many important stories about the Trump administration, appeared on the TV monitors on the president’s plane and started to recap the breaking news on CNN. Haberman said, “I don’t know what was in his [Trump’s] head, but this is obviously going to be an explosive remark.”

			Despite Trump’s frequent attacks against the New York Times and CNN as purported enemies of the people and “fake news,” Trump read the Times carefully and watched a lot of CNN because those were the two media outlets that had mattered the most when he was coming up as a businessman in New York.

			“Trump was in the foulest mood I’ve ever seen him in my entire life. He was in a fucking foul mood,” recalled an official traveling on Air Force One. It was going to be a long twelve-hour flight to Riyadh. Trump barely slept.

			

			—

			
			Trump was visiting Saudi Arabia at a moment when King Salman had empowered MBS to transform the kingdom from a deeply religious, consensus-based absolute monarchy to a less fundamentalist totalitarian dictatorship with ambitious plans to wean itself from dependence on its vast oil wealth. The Saudi monarchy was now at an inflection point. For the first time in decades, the Saudis could no longer rely on the revenues from oil to maintain their position as the leading Arab state and to buy off any aspirations that their population might have to play a real role in politics. The days of $100-a-barrel oil were now long gone. When oil wealth seemed an endless spigot of gold, the Saudi monarchy had created an almost perfect socialist state: Most Saudis worked for the government and they all enjoyed subsidies for water, electricity, and gas. No one paid taxes, while health care and education were free. But in 2015, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) warned that, given falling oil prices, the Saudi government could run out of financial reserves in five years if it kept up its present rate of spending. With oil prices dipping down to below $40 a barrel, the Saudi government started cutting government salaries and reducing subsidies.

			MBS also tried to diversify the Saudi economy. The Saudi government called it “Vision 2030.” The aim was to privatize chunks of the education, health-care, agriculture, mining, and defense sectors and to sell off parts of Saudi Aramco, perhaps the wealthiest company in the world, which was estimated to be worth as much as two trillion dollars. Its annual profits were more than those of Apple and Exxon combined.

			At the same time that MBS was trying to implement Vision 2030, he was also moving fast in another direction, trying to curb the power of the religious Wahhabi establishment who together with the Saudi monarchy had turned the kingdom in a more conservative direction following the fall of the American-backed shah of Iran to Shia religious fanatics in 1979. As a counter to the Shia revolutionaries in Iran, Saudi Arabia began to export Sunni Wahhabi ideology around the Muslim world. Curbing the spread of Wahhabism was a goal of US foreign policy since the 9/11 attacks. After all, fifteen of the nineteen 9/11 hijackers were Saudis and their overall commander was another Saudi, Osama bin Laden.

			Riyadh sits in the Nejd heartland of Saudi Arabia, where in the mid-eighteenth century the first Saudi king allied with Muhammad bin Abdul-Wahhab, a cleric who promoted a harsh interpretation of Sunni Islam. This alliance was a marriage of convenience that had survived in one form or another for more than two and a half centuries and was the key to the Saudi polity in which the Saudis had retained absolute authority—so much so that their family name was embedded in the name of the country—while the Wahhabi religious establishment sanctioned the rule of the absolute monarchy and largely held sway over the social mores of Saudi society. Compliance with the dictates of Saudi-style Wahhabi Islam was rigorously enforced by members of the feared religious police, known as the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, the same name that was used by the Taliban’s religious police when the Taliban were in power in Afghanistan.

			The religious police patrolled the streets looking for purported malefactors and were given a more or less free hand to do so. In one notorious episode in 2002, in the holy city of Mecca, the religious police prevented girls from fleeing a school that was on fire because they were not properly dressed. Fifteen of them perished in the flames.

			Imagine Houston run by an efficient version of the Taliban, and you get an approximation of Riyadh, a sprawling city of more than six million souls built by massive oil revenues, punctuated by soaring skyscrapers, stitched together by smooth freeways, and surrounded by endless sand-colored suburbs that march ever outward to the empty deserts.

			In 2016, Riyadh began to change because the wings of the religious police were clipped by MBS. They no longer had the power to arrest suspects. In addition to getting the religious police to back off, MBS also allowed music concerts to be staged. Also important, he allowed women to drive. It was hard to underestimate the symbolic power of this. The issue of women driving was a cultural litmus test in Saudi Arabia, dividing its conservative religious establishment from more liberal Saudi elites, including a good chunk of the vast royal family. As a precautionary prelude before allowing women to drive, MBS had arrested a number of key conservative clerics. MBS also allowed women who were divorced the right to keep their children without having to go to court, a relatively enlightened policy that put Saudi Arabia ahead of a number of other Arab countries.

			So far, so good. MBS not only brought new energy to the Saudi royal family, he also had a somewhat plausible plan to prepare the Saudi economy for a post-oil future. MBS also promised a magical moment in the Middle East when the Arab states would deliver a peace deal with the Palestinians, while he was liberating his people from the stultifying yoke of the Wahhabism that had nurtured so many of the 9/11 plotters. For many years, Washington had puzzled over whether Saudi Arabia was more of an arsonist or a firefighter when it came to the propagation of militant Islam. MBS was clearly a firefighter.

			The Trump administration also saw great value in the more than $100 billion of putative arms deals that were to be signed during Trump’s Riyadh visit. And that was in addition to $55 billion in deals with US companies that would also be announced during Trump’s visit.

			In return, Trump would receive the perfect platform to give a major speech to the Islamic world. After all, where better to make that speech than in the holy land of Saudi Arabia, home to the sacred cities of Mecca and Medina? And who better to convene the leaders of every Muslim country (minus Iran) to hear Trump speak than the Saudi royal family, who styled themselves as “The Custodians of the Holy Places [Mecca and Medina]”?

			When they arrived in Riyadh on May 20, 2017, Trump, Kushner, and key members of Trump’s cabinet were treated to a visit designed to appeal to Trump’s fetish for being fawned over. King Salman greeted Trump at the steps of Air Force One. A massive honor guard and what seemed to be the largest red carpet in the country ensured it was a royal welcome, a stark contrast to how the Saudis had blown off Obama on his final visit to the kingdom. As Trump’s convoy sped through the highways of Riyadh, massive billboards of Trump’s face lined the route, a satisfying sight for the man who had made a career out of putting his name on buildings.

			The Saudis feted Trump in blinged-out opulent palaces that made Trump Tower look modest. At an old castle, royal guards chanting war songs greeted Trump and his retinue. It was a scene out of Lawrence of Arabia. Following a private dinner in the castle with some fifty guests, the ceremonial sword dances began. Trump, Rex Tillerson, and the octogenarian commerce secretary Wilbur Ross all gamely swayed along.

			Tillerson, who had spent decades in the Gulf doing deals for Exxon, made what appeared to be his only joke in public during his tenure as secretary of state when he told Chris Wallace of Fox News, “I hadn’t been practicing, Chris, but this wasn’t my first sword dance.”

			In Riyadh, Tillerson told reporters that Iran had to end its ballistic missile testing and also had to restore freedom of speech in the country. This was an odd point to make in Saudi Arabia, which was one of the most repressive regimes on the planet, where there was no independent media, no freedom of assembly, and no political parties.

			Wilbur Ross seemed similarly oblivious when he told CNBC that on the Saudi trip “there was not a single hint of a protester anywhere there during the whole time we were there. Not one guy with a bad placard.”

			The trip was something of a high point for Trump’s cabinet: Sword dances! Big arms deals in the offing! A bunch of important Arabs giving them love! No protesters! Trump wasn’t tweeting crazy stuff!

			In Riyadh, Trump delivered his much-anticipated speech to leaders from around the Islamic world. Candidate Trump had previously opined that “Islam hates us” so the speech was billed as a “reset” with the Muslim world, just as President Obama’s was eight years earlier when he went to Cairo and declared, “I have come here . . . to seek a new beginning between the United States and Muslims around the world, one based on mutual interest and respect.” During the presidential campaign, Trump had panned Obama’s Cairo remarks, castigating Obama for a “misguided” speech that didn’t condemn “the oppression of women and gays in many Muslim nations, and the systematic violations of human rights.”

			Of course, it was all a lot more nuanced and complicated when you were the president, and Trump raised none of these issues in his Riyadh speech, instead emphasizing the scourge of terrorism, which was something that pretty much anyone in the Islamic world and the West could agree upon.

			Deviating from the printed text of his speech, Trump used the phrase “Islamic terrorism” rather than “Islamist terrorism”—a term that didn’t conflate the religion of Islam with terrorism. Old habits can die hard. Since Trump’s speech was a largely anodyne account of the need for civilized countries to work together to defeat terrorist groups, the leaders of the fifty-five Muslim-majority countries in the audience paid polite attention to Trump and no one stirred when the president said “Islamic terrorism” in the land where the Prophet Mohammad had received the verses of the Koran and founded a new religion.

			Crucially, during his speech Trump told the leaders of the Gulf States and other Muslim heads of state that he wasn’t going to hassle them about human rights, declaring, “We are not here to lecture—we are not here to tell other people how to live, what to do, who to be.” Trump’s audience found this refreshing. No more lectures about human rights; the United States was backing its traditional allies in the Arab world.

			Privately, Trump told the leaders of the Gulf States, “We got to start prioritizing radical Islamic terrorism. It’s now blowing back into your societies. We’re not going to be allies with you if you’re going to be financing this stuff through the back door. These games are going to stop.”

			While Trump was in Riyadh, Saudi officials described to him what they asserted was their gas-rich neighbor Qatar’s support for terrorism. The Saudis had long found Qatar to be an irritant because it hosted the Al Jazeera TV network, which was often critical of other Arab states, and because Qatar was sympathetic to Islamist movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood that the Saudis had officially designated as a terrorist group.

			The Saudis and Emiratis were also enraged by the hundreds of millions of dollars of ransom payments that were paid by Qatar in 2017 to Shia militias in Iraq and to jihadist groups in Syria in exchange for the return of members of Qatar’s royal family who were taken hostage in Iraq two years earlier when they were on a hunting expedition. It seemed to the Saudis and the Emiratis that Qatar was funding both their Shia and Sunni militant enemies.

			The Saudis and Emiratis had contemplated launching a blockade before Trump’s visit to Riyadh but didn’t want to take the shine off his visit, so they waited until Trump’s overseas trip was finished to initiate it.

			During one of the meals for the ministers gathered in Riyadh, the Qatari foreign minister was seated off with the staff by the kitchen. He refused to sit there. It was a not-subtle indicator of where things were heading. Tillerson also noticed that the emir of Qatar wasn’t being treated respectfully during the meetings in Riyadh. Other White House officials noticed a distinct chilliness aimed at the Qataris from other Gulf leaders.

			With the Trump team’s acquiescence, a blockade of Qatar began two weeks after Trump’s visit to Riyadh. The Saudis led an Arab blockade of Qatar, closing all border crossings and cutting off air and sea travel. The blockade even extended to animals; twelve thousand Qatari camels were expelled from Saudi Arabia.

			Blockades are against international law and are acts of war. For that reason, the Saudis and Emiratis framed the issue as a “boycott” rather than a blockade.

			The blockade was a long-term goal of the Saudis. They knew that with Obama in the White House a blockade of Qatar wouldn’t fly, but Trump was another matter.

			Like so many other events in the twenty-first century, the blockade was ushered in with a false news story. Three days after Trump left Riyadh, on May 24, the Qatari government-run Qatar News Agency issued a report that its relations with Israel were “good” and that Iran was an “Islamic power.” The news agency attributed these comments to Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, the emir of Qatar. Qatar quickly issued a denial about those reports, which were improbable on their face, but media outlets in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates aired them frequently. Malware had been planted in the systems of the Qatar News Agency a month earlier, and IP addresses in the United Arab Emirates were implicated in the cyberattack.

			Qatar sat on some of the largest natural gas reserves in the world. As a result, Qatar had among the highest per capita GDP globally and, by Gulf standards, it had a relaxed approach to social mores. It was also home to Al Udeid Air Base, the largest American base in the Middle East. The Qataris paid almost all the costs for the base, the kind of deal that Trump should have found to his liking—an American base almost entirely paid for by another country. Qatar also housed the regional hubs of several leading American universities, including Cornell and Georgetown.

			So it was surprising to those who understood Qatar’s importance to the United States that President Trump endorsed the blockade and immediately aligned himself with Saudi talking points about Qatar, tweeting, “So good to see the Saudi Arabia visit with the King and 50 countries already paying off. They said they would take a hard line on funding . . . extremism, and all reference was pointing to Qatar. Perhaps this will be the beginning of the end to the horror of terrorism!” Was Trump simply unaware of Qatar’s importance to the United States?

			When the blockade was announced, Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson were traveling together meeting their counterparts in Australia. They were both completely blindsided. What were the charges against Qatar? The Saudis and the Emiratis claimed that the Qataris were supporting terrorism, but the evidence for this was thin, according to the CIA. It was also brazenly hypocritical for the Saudis to accuse another Arab country of supporting jihadist terrorism when they were long the principal arsonists in this arena. Twenty-five hundred Saudis were estimated to have joined ISIS, while only a handful of Qataris were believed to have joined the terrorist army. The Qataris saw themselves as the “Norway of the Middle East,” yet they were being treated like they were a pariah state.

			Mattis and Tillerson were the two members of the Trump cabinet who had had the most extensive dealings with the Qataris and they both strenuously objected to the blockade. Mattis understood the key importance of the American base in Qatar for the fight against ISIS. As the former CENTCOM commander, he knew that in many ways the most important American base overseas was the Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar. It was not only the “forward” headquarters of CENTCOM, but it was also where the wars against ISIS and the Taliban were coordinated.

			The massive base sprawled for miles in the Qatari desert and was home to around eleven thousand American military servicemen and -women. Trump didn’t seem to know about these facts, or if he did know about them he didn’t care when he applauded the Saudi-led blockade of Qatar.

			Tillerson also had long experience working with the Qataris when he was the CEO of Exxon. It was Tillerson who had helped the Qataris to develop the largest natural gas field in the world, which Qatar shared with its neighbor Iran. As a result, Exxon was the largest investor in Qatar, and Tillerson had known the emir of Qatar since he was a teenager. “Tillerson and Mattis were like holy fuck. This can’t last. This is literally insane,” a senior Trump administration official recalled.

			The US ambassador to Qatar, Dana Shell Smith, found out about the blockade from Twitter when she woke up on the morning of June 5. Smith called officials on Mattis’s staff. They were not happy.

			The Qataris were convinced that they were about to be invaded. Derek Harvey, the overall director of Middle East policy at the White House, called a meeting to discuss the Qatar crisis. Like most Trump administration officials, Harvey was caught totally by surprise by the blockade. During the meeting Sebastian Gorka chimed in to say, “The president is very clear the Qataris have been involved in supporting the Muslim Brotherhood. They are behind Brotherhood groups in Libya. They are behind Palestinian Brotherhood groups. They are funding political opposition parties to the king in Jordan.”

			Mattis met with Trump in the Oval Office and warned him that the blockade would negatively affect the Pentagon’s ability to resupply the critical Al Udeid base. Trump said “Well, General.”

			When Trump wasn’t happy with something, he would call Mattis “General” as opposed to “Secretary” or “Jim.”

			Trump said, “General, some of my people are telling me that it’s not that bad with Al Udeid, that it’s not an issue.”

			Mattis said, “Well, it could be an issue if we don’t get this resolved.”

			Mattis pushed back on the blockade to no avail, while the Saudis persisted with it, confident that Trump had their back.

			Six days after Trump had celebrated the blockade on Twitter, Mattis met with the Qatari defense minister to sign a deal selling thirty-six F-15 fighters to Qatar for $12 billion. While the deal had long been in the works, this was Mattis’s way of signaling his displeasure with the blockade. This was an actual arms deal rather than the weapons deals that had been announced in Riyadh, which were mostly agreements only on paper. Mattis hadn’t even gone on the Riyadh trip.

			Tillerson got on the phone and started calling the leaders of Saudi Arabia and the Emirates, telling them that they could not invade Qatar. Trump hated the idea that his secretary of state was effectively creating policy and acting on his own in ways that the president wasn’t convinced were right, because he had bought into the Saudi arguments that the Qataris were dabbling with the Muslim Brotherhood, that Al Jazeera really was a problem, and that the Qataris had relationships with the Iranians.

			A month after Trump’s visit to Riyadh, in a palace coup MBS forced his cousin Mohammed bin Nayef to step down as crown prince. Nayef was long regarded as a safe pair of hands by the CIA because of his aggressive efforts to stamp out al-Qaeda in the kingdom when he was the minister of the interior. After removing his cousin as crown prince and making himself the heir apparent, MBS also set out to remove all other possible challenges to his total grip on power using a Stalinist playbook, minus the gulags. MBS detained not only critics of the regime but anyone he didn’t absolutely control.

			In November 2017, some two hundred wealthy businessmen and princes were jailed on charges of corruption in the luxurious confines of the five-star Ritz-Carlton in Riyadh—where six months earlier Trump and Kushner had been royally welcomed. A few days before the arrests, Kushner had made a secretive trip to Riyadh to meet with MBS. What was discussed was murky. The businessmen and princes were only released after more than $35 billion was extracted from them, according to MBS himself in an interview with Bloomberg News. Other Saudi officials put the eventual take at $100 billion. This was surely the most expensive hotel bill in history.

			Corruption was also an odd charge in Saudi Arabia, where there was little separation between the ruling family and the resources of the state. For his part, MBS thought nothing of buying expensive trophies for himself, such as a half-billion-dollar yacht he took a fancy to when he saw it docked in the south of France.

			Concerned by the erratic actions of MBS, foreign investors began to stay away. Between 2016 and 2017, foreign investment in Saudi Arabia dropped from more than $7 billion to just over $1 billion.

			In addition to the prisoners in the Ritz-Carlton, MBS jailed a range of clerics and civil society activists, some of whom faced possible death sentences. Saudi prosecutors sought the death penalty for a twenty-nine-year-old Shia female activist accused of organizing demonstrations for greater Shia rights who was arrested in December 2017. Similarly, the Saudis sought the death penalty for a prominent reformist cleric with more than ten million Twitter followers, Salman al-Awdah, who had called for elections in the Saudi kingdom. Boys were arrested and jailed for many years for taking part in protests. MBS literally crucified some of his opponents. The young crown prince was turning into a millennial Saddam Hussein.

			MBS even arrested some of the women activists who had pushed for the right for women to drive on improbable charges that they had conspired with a foreign power. Didn’t they get it? Only MBS could bestow rights on his own people; those who demanded their rights were enemies of the kingdom.

			In February 2018, MBS fired much of the leadership of the Saudi military and replaced them with his picks. He was even rumored to have put his own mother under house arrest as she had supposedly objected to her older sons being passed over as heirs to the throne in favor of MBS. White House officials ascribed her house arrest instead to an embarrassing case of dementia. MBS didn’t want his mother to be seen in public. MBS even told his father that his mother was receiving treatment for her condition in New York. When King Salman traveled to Manhattan for the annual UN General Assembly, he was excited that he might get to see his wife. Saudi officials told the king that if he saw her it would upset her treatment.

			

			—

			MBS also upended decades of conservative Saudi foreign policy. In the past, the invariably geriatric Saudi monarch had presided over a foreign policy that was characterized by doing little or nothing overseas. Saudi Arabia was long protected by a US national security umbrella, as it was during the first Gulf War after Saddam Hussein invaded neighboring Kuwait in 1990 and President George H. W. Bush sent half a million soldiers to roll back Saddam’s army. The joke at the time was that the Saudi national anthem was “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”

			A longtime goal of American foreign policy was for the Gulf States to take more ownership of their security. In a case of be careful what you wish for, MBS not only led the blockade of Qatar, in November 2017 he forced the Lebanese prime minister Saad Hariri, who was a dual Lebanese-Saudi citizen, to announce his resignation when he was visiting Saudi Arabia. MBS believed that Hariri was in the pocket of Iran-backed Hezbollah, which was a major political force in Lebanon. Hezbollah assassinated Hariri’s father in Beirut in 2005 so this was an odd conclusion to draw. Hariri eventually returned to Lebanon as prime minister and MBS’s play backfired badly because Hariri and Hezbollah both emerged stronger after this strange episode.

			It was, above all, MBS’s conduct of the war in Yemen that damaged his international standing. In 2015, MBS began a campaign in Yemen against the rebel Houthis, who were aligned with Iran, that helped to precipitate what the UN described three years later as the worst humanitarian crisis in the world.

			For the Saudis, the war in Yemen was deemed existential; after all, around a tenth of the Saudi population was of Yemeni extraction, and Iran seemed to be encircling them through their support of the Houthis, who had seized the Yemeni capital, Sana’a, in the fall of 2014. The Houthis subsequently fired more than two hundred missiles into Saudi Arabia during the next five years, many of them supplied by Iran. Imagine the reaction in the United States if a Chinese-supported militia had taken over most of Mexico, including Mexico City, and then had fired scores of missiles at major Texan cities and you get an approximation of how the Saudis felt about the Iranian-supported Houthis on their southern border.

			The Trump administration largely turned a blind eye to the Saudi conduct of its war in Yemen, despite the fact that the Saudi war effort was dependent at least in part on American intelligence and the US aerial refueling of their jet fighters. In September 2018, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo certified to Congress that the Saudis were trying to reduce civilian casualties in Yemen, a move that was intended to avert any congressional action to stop the American support for the Saudis in Yemen. A month after Pompeo’s certification, however, the UN charged the Saudi-led coalition with killing thirteen hundred children in air strikes in Yemen during the previous three years. The UN had earlier charged that air strikes had “hit residential areas, markets, funerals, weddings, detention facilities, civilian boats and even medical facilities.” In fairness, the Houthis didn’t wear uniforms and launched their missile attacks from civilian areas.

			In addition to supporting their war in Yemen, the Trump administration delivered on another key Saudi foreign policy goal when the United States pulled out of the Iran nuclear deal. The agreement that the Obama team had inked with the Iranians in 2015 hadn’t constrained Iran from intervening around the Middle East from Syria to Yemen, nor had it stopped their aggressive ballistic missile program. Also “sunset” provisions in the deal meant that Iran could theoretically resume enriching uranium a decade and a half after signing the agreement.

			Meanwhile, the Iranian regime had benefited when the United States and the other parties to the nuclear deal—Britain, China, France, Germany, and Russia—had lifted their crippling sanctions.

			Certainly, these critiques were all true, but supporters of the deal could point to the fact that the International Atomic Energy Agency repeatedly certified that Iran was sticking to the agreement and wasn’t developing nuclear weapons. The United States’ European allies broadly supported keeping the Iran deal in place. Indeed, supporters of the deal pointed out that if Trump were ever to strike a deal with North Korea about its nuclear weapons program, he would be lucky to get something that looked like the Iran deal.

			Trump hated the Iran agreement. Tillerson and McMaster and to some degree Mattis made the point that if the Trump administration was going to try to rebuild strategic relationships with Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States so that they were prepared to face off against Iran, then it was much better to do that with nuclear weapons off the table. A regionally aggressive Iran without nuclear weapons was a much better outcome than a regionally aggressive Iran armed with nukes. The deal meant that Iran was not able to begin to enrich uranium until 2030 and this gave the administration an open field to run in. But the president never bought into that. Trump believed he had made a campaign promise to kill the deal, and he was listening very closely to what the Israelis and Saudis were telling him about their archrival.

			On October 3, 2017, Mattis testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee that Iran was adhering to the agreement. When Senator Angus King of Maine asked Mattis whether he believed the deal was in US national security interests, he replied, “Yes, Senator, I do.”

			Seven years earlier, when he was CENTCOM commander, Mattis had told President Obama that Iran was his priority one, two, and three. Once he left CENTCOM and was out of uniform, Mattis had time to reflect. In retirement Mattis was living in Washington State and he was also spending time at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, where he was a fellow. Mattis’s views on Iran started to mellow because the Iranians were sticking to the terms of the nuclear deal.

			Mattis wanted to stay in the Iran deal not only because it was working but also because it had been negotiated together with close American allies—the British, French, and Germans—and the United States. In Mattis’s view, if the United States had made an agreement, you should stick to it. Otherwise, you risked eroding what America’s word meant. A sign of Mattis’s evaporating wasta was how utterly his counsel on the Iran deal was ignored by Trump.

			Trump’s CENTCOM commander, General Joseph Votel, agreed with Mattis that the United States should not pull out of the deal. For Votel, the deal was performing a function. It addressed one of the threats that Iran posed: the nuclear threat. “So, my issue was, okay, if you are going to take the deal away, then you’ve got to give me something else. You’ve got to give me something to offset that,” Votel recalled. The number of US aircraft carrier visits to the Middle East was down significantly over the past few years and the US had also pulled some of its Patriot missile batteries out of the region. This meant that the US had less flexibility of maneuver in the Middle East. Pulling out of the Iran deal exposed the US to more risk, not less, in Votel’s view.

			When it came to Iran, Trump asked, “What are my military options?”

			McMaster asked Mattis to produce some options. Mattis simply ignored the president’s directive.

			Mattis said that the United States was not well positioned “to go up the escalatory ladder in the Middle East” because military assets had been moved from the Middle East to Asia to confront the Chinese threat. Other resources had also been moved to Afghanistan, which for Mattis was the top priority. Of course, it was Mattis himself as secretary of defense who had ordered these moves, which had reduced the American military presence in the Middle East.

			

			—

			
			Assuming that Hillary Clinton would likely win the 2016 presidential election, the Republican-controlled Congress had passed a measure that the president needed to certify to Congress every ninety days that the Iranians were in compliance with the nuclear agreement. This measure meant that every three months Trump had to sign off on a deal that he hated. This would invariably lead to arguments between the president and key members of his national security team such as Mattis, McMaster, and Tillerson, who thought that exiting the deal didn’t make much sense since it might lead to a rift with the European allies who were also parties to the deal, and that the Iranians might also restart their nuclear program. Better to determine if the US could negotiate with its European partners to see if they all collectively might come to an agreement to impose limits on Iran’s ballistic missile program, or to extend the sunset clauses on the deal.

			The State Department under Tillerson was largely rudderless and many of the key undersecretary and assistant secretary jobs had yet to be filled. There were also no US ambassadors in key countries across the Middle East such as Egypt, Jordan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates.

			Much of the senior Trump team and Tillerson himself came from the business world, where if the CEO decided something, then it got done. From his office at Exxon—known as the “God Pod”—Tillerson had handed down decisions, which his team of executives would immediately execute. The US government was a much more complicated place to make things happen and required that each department be staffed appropriately at the subcabinet level to ensure that the levers of government actually worked.

			Brian Hook, who ran policy planning at State, was one of the only officials on Tillerson’s team who got things done, and he was dispatched to Europe to see if he could get the British, French, and Germans to agree to revise the Iran agreement.

			Trump told his team, “Don’t let the bad existing deal in front of you blind you to the better deal that we can get down the road.”

			On the campaign trail, Trump had repeatedly called the Iran agreement the worst deal in history. It was also, of course, an Obama deal and Trump took particular satisfaction in killing those. The most reliable guide to what Trump did when he was in office was what he had said when he was campaigning so it was only a matter of time before Trump would kill the deal. McMaster had tried his best, going to Trump twice to present him options on the Iran deal that included keeping it in place. McMaster reasoned that if the US walked away from the deal, the whole conversation would become about the Americans, rather than keeping the focus on Iran’s “malign activities” in the Middle East and the inadequacies of the deal, which included not having ballistic missiles covered in the agreement, and its sunset clauses.

			Toward the end of his tenure as secretary of state, Tillerson, a deeply religious man, told colleagues that when he had first taken the job he thought he had understood what his role and historical purpose would be, telling them, “I thought I knew what God’s plan was for me.” Over time, Tillerson realized that his purpose was not so much to do important things but to make sure that disasters did not happen or were mitigated, whether that was the blockade of Qatar, or the undoing of the Iranian nuclear agreement, or Trump irretrievably damaging the NATO alliance.

			As Tillerson gained a deeper understanding of Trump’s personality, and as he understood the forces that were circling the president such as Stephen Miller, he realized that this was a fairly toxic mix that had to be managed in a skillful way. For his part, Trump thought that Tillerson was trying to control him and limit him and that was beginning to define how Tillerson understood his role. And so Trump decided to fire his secretary of state.

			Tillerson ingloriously received the news of his impending defenestration when he was on a trip to Africa, sitting on the toilet suffering from a stomach bug. Kelly called Tillerson when he was in medias res and told him that he was likely to be terminated by tweet at any moment. Tillerson hurried back to Washington, landing at Andrews Air Force Base on March 13 around 4:00 am. He went home and went to sleep.

			At 7:44 am, Trump tweeted, “Mike Pompeo, Director of the CIA, will become our new Secretary of State. He will do a fantastic job!”

			One of Tillerson’s aides called Tillerson at home to wake him up and tell him, “You’re fired.”

			McMaster’s departure from the White House was presaged a month before Tillerson was sacked when he spoke at the Munich Security Conference, a meeting of the world’s national security leaders that is held annually in Germany. On February 18, McMaster told the Munich audience that the recent indictment in the United States of thirteen Russian officials for meddling in the 2016 presidential election showed it was “now incontrovertible” that Russia had interfered in the American election.

			Trump quickly tweeted, “General McMaster forgot to say that the results of the 2016 election were not impacted or changed by the Russians and that the only Collusion was between Russia and Crooked H, the DNC and the Dems. Remember the Dirty Dossier, Uranium, Speeches, Emails and the Podesta Company!”

			Once Trump started publicly contradicting his top aides, they were generally toast. It would be only a matter of the time and the method for the inevitable parting of ways.

			McMaster had wanted to stay on as national security adviser until August 2018, but it was now clear that this wasn’t going to happen.

			As a consolation prize, McMaster was offered the choice of a couple of promotions to four-star general. One was to oversee all army soldiers stationed in Asia and the other was to run forces command at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, but McMaster was done and wanted to retire to the Hoover Institution, where he could write books.

			On March 22, John Bolton met with Trump at the White House about taking over as national security adviser. Mattis didn’t want Bolton in the position and instead pushed for Steve Biegun, who had served on the NSC during the George W. Bush administration. Nonetheless, Trump tapped Bolton.

			A week later, Mattis greeted Bolton on the steps leading up to the front entrance of the Pentagon, saying, “I heard you’re actually the devil incarnate and I wanted to meet you.” They both chuckled at the joke, but the bonhomie wouldn’t last.

			On the lovely, sunny afternoon of April 6, 2017, McMaster was “clapped out” of the White House by hundreds of cheering staffers. They gathered on both sides of the private road that separated the Eisenhower Executive Office Building and the West Wing of the White House to give McMaster an ovation. McMaster was beloved by National Security Council staffers, some of whom were crying. This was a far from routine send-off for departing senior Trump officials, many of whom had simply slunk away without any celebration of their service.

			Three days later, Bolton started in his new job. The mustachioed sixty-nine-year-old had been a movement conservative since he was a teenager. The son of a Baltimore firefighter, Bolton volunteered to work on the Barry Goldwater Republican presidential campaign in 1964 and later interned for President Richard Nixon’s vice president, Spiro Agnew. Bolton went to Yale and then to Yale Law School, where he was a contemporary of Bill and Hillary Clinton, though they moved in different circles.

			During President Reagan’s first term, Bolton was appointed to senior jobs at the US Agency for International Development and he went on to work in a number of other key positions, culminating in serving as George W. Bush’s ambassador to the United Nations.

			Bolton was a workaholic who would routinely rise at 3:30 am, and he understood on a deep level how to operate in the DC bureaucracy. Bolton was inclined to bring a gun to any bureaucratic knife fight. As soon as he assumed office as the national security adviser, Bolton immediately fired Tom Bossert, Trump’s homeland security adviser, who reported directly to the president and was, at least theoretically, of equal stature to Bolton.

			In his memoir, Surrender Is Not an Option, Bolton explained that when it came to diplomatic “carrots and sticks,” he was “not much of a carrot man.” That approach had made him plenty of enemies in Washington. In 2005, Carl Ford, a former assistant secretary of state who had worked with Bolton in the George W. Bush administration, testified before a Senate committee that Bolton was a “kiss-up, kick-down sort of guy.”

			Bolton was a prominent proponent of the Iraq War and he never evinced any doubt about the wisdom of that decision, telling the Washington Examiner in 2015, “I still think the decision to overthrow Saddam was correct.”

			Bolton believed that State Department Foreign Service officers were “overwhelmingly Democratic and liberal,” and he was deeply skeptical about any kind of constraints on American power. Bolton was an America First guy long before this became a common slogan. The happiest moment Bolton had working at the State Department was “unsigning” the agreement that would have made the United States a party to the International Criminal Court, which he saw as a grave risk for US political and military leaders who might be hauled in front of it. When Bolton pulled the US out of the agreement in 2002, he felt like a kid on Christmas Day.

			After Bolton became Trump’s national security adviser, he ensured that anyone working for the International Criminal Court who was investigating American soldiers or intelligence officials for possible war crimes in Afghanistan was denied a visa to the United States.

			Bolton was also steeped in the arcana of arms-control negotiations and weapons-of-mass-destruction issues. He had served as the top official at the State Department working on arms control in the George W. Bush administration, as a result of which Bolton’s skepticism toward Iran was longstanding. In 2015, Bolton wrote in the New York Times that the US should bomb Iran because “Iran will not negotiate away its nuclear program,” which is exactly what Iran did that same year by negotiating the nuclear agreement with the Obama administration.

			It was hardly surprising, then, that with Bolton now in place as national security adviser, Trump announced on May 8, 2018, that he was pulling out of the Iran nuclear agreement. As Bolton stood off to one side behind him, Trump gave a press conference at the White House announcing the pullout, saying, “The fact is that this was a horrible one-sided deal that should never, ever have been made.”

			The Trump administration imposed tough new sanctions on Iran while the Europeans stuck to the deal, as did the Iranians, at least initially. Trump’s Iran strategy didn’t seem like much of a real Plan B beyond trying to destroy the Iranian economy in order to foment protests against the regime leading to regime change, long a goal of Bolton’s.

			The Saudis were elated at the actions taken against their archrival. The Saudi Foreign Ministry announced that it welcomed the Trump administration’s pulling out of the Iran deal and the reimposition of draconian sanctions.

			The Saudi celebration would prove short-lived because a week later Trump fulfilled another of his campaign promises. This one was not at all to their liking. Trump had appointed his bankruptcy lawyer, David Friedman, to serve as US ambassador in Israel. After his nomination was announced, Friedman said he looked forward to moving the US embassy from Tel Aviv to “Israel’s eternal capital, Jerusalem.” Palestinians also regarded Jerusalem as their capital, while Muslims in general look upon it as a sacred city as it was the place from which the Prophet Muhammad was supposed to have ascended into heaven from the Al Aqsa mosque in east Jerusalem, the third holiest site in the Muslim world. It was for this reason that the United States embassy was always in Tel Aviv rather than in Jerusalem.

			Friedman was an ultra-Zionist who had called supporters of the progressive Jewish group J Street “far worse than kapos” for supporting a two-state solution. Kapos were the Jews in Nazi concentration camps that guarded other prisoners. Friedman also said that he did not believe Israeli settlement activity was illegal and that the Trump administration could support Israel if it annexed parts of the West Bank.

			On May 15, 2018, Friedman, together with Kushner and his wife, Ivanka, opened the new US embassy in Jerusalem alongside the buoyant Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who was so close to the Kushner family that he had once slept in Jared Kushner’s childhood bedroom in New Jersey.

			Kushner declared, “Peace is within reach.” While the Kushners were celebrating peace, only fifty miles away Israeli forces in Gaza were simultaneously killing scores of Palestinians who were protesting the move of the US embassy to Jerusalem.

			Trump was becoming increasingly sure of his moves on the world stage. His critics had predicted that if he moved the embassy to Jerusalem, it would inflame the whole Middle East. They said that pulling out of the Iran deal would deeply anger European allies and set Iran down the path to nuclear enrichment again. They said that slapping tariffs on steel and aluminum would damage the American economy, and pulling out of the Paris climate agreement would accelerate global warming. When these bad things didn’t immediately come to pass, the phrase around the White House was “Well, that was a nothing burger.” What that didn’t take into account was that Trump was gradually eroding the US-led global order that had generally worked in America’s favor.

			

			—

			Four months before the US embassy was moved to Jerusalem, Kushner had his interim top-secret security clearance downgraded to secret, which meant he joined the more than three and a half million other Americans with secret clearances. That was nearly the population of the city of Los Angeles. Kushner’s inability to secure a top-secret clearance was in part tied to the various foreign powers that were attempting to manipulate him through his multiple businesses, including China, Israel, Mexico, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates.*

			When the news broke in late February 2018 that Kushner’s clearance was downgraded, Kushner’s lawyer, Abbe Lowell, claimed that it would “not affect Mr. Kushner’s ability to continue to do the very important work he has been assigned by the President.” This was baloney, served with generous helpings of bunkum and balderdash. To operate effectively with adversaries such as the Chinese and even allies such as the Saudis, Kushner required, at a minimum, a top-secret clearance. Meetings of the National Security Council operated at the top-secret level as a baseline and pretty much anybody doing any work of any significance in national security would not discuss what he or she knew with someone holding clearances only at the secret level. Without a top-secret clearance, Kushner was no more well informed than a careful newspaper reader since materials at the secret level were typically smart diplomatic analyses, not real intelligence of the kind that top national security officials needed for decision-making.

			Kushner also was now barred from receiving the President’s Daily Brief, the crown jewel of the intelligence community, which was delivered to the president and a dozen other top officials every day.

			Trump publicly said he would let his chief of staff, John Kelly, make the call about the level of Kushner’s clearance. In late February, Kelly downgraded Kushner’s clearance, but in May the president secretly reversed that decision, ordering that Kushner receive a top-secret clearance, ignoring the concerns of both Kelly and the White House counsel, Don McGahn.

			This decision was of a piece with the administration’s somewhat cavalier approach to national security, underlined by the granting of clearances to twenty-four other Trump administration officials—including Ivanka Trump—despite the objections of the intelligence community because of a variety of possible concerns that included foreign influence, conflicts of interest, personal conduct, financial problems, drug use, and criminal conduct. Intelligence officials concerned about what they felt were “illegitimate clearances” worked hard to conceal “sources and methods” when they circulated intelligence to Trump officials.

			The sloppy approach to national security extended to Kushner’s use of the commercial platform WhatsApp to communicate with MBS, President Trump’s regular use of an iPhone, and the casual atmosphere at Mar-a-Lago, where the business of state was sometimes conducted by Trump in full view of the club guests.

			

			—

			Moving the American embassy to Jerusalem was long a goal of the Israeli government, but previous US administrations had punted on this to avoid losing influence with the Palestinians. Trump had ordered the embassy move while extracting no concessions from the Israeli government, such as ceasing or even slowing its settlement-building in Palestinian territory. It was the Art of the Giveaway.

			After the embassy move, Palestinian Authority president Mahmoud Abbas declared that Kushner and his team could no longer be considered honest brokers. Palestinian officials stopped meeting with Kushner. What was the point?

			The Trump administration kept driving a stake into the heart of any US-brokered peace plan with punitive measures against the Palestinians, such as withdrawing American support for the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), which educated hundreds of thousands of displaced Palestinian kids living as refugees in countries around the Middle East.

			The US ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley, was angered by the vote at the UN in December 2017 in which 128 countries had condemned the United States for its plan to move the American embassy to Jerusalem and only 8 countries had voted with the United States to support the move. UNRWA was a convenient target for Haley.

			Kushner felt that UNRWA was part of the old paradigm that was preventing peace from emerging in the Middle East. The only way forward was “BREAKING!” organizations such as UNRWA, Kushner wrote in an email that he sent to senior Trump administration officials in January 2018.

			Neither Haley nor Kushner suggested a Plan B for what would happen if UNRWA failed. The State Department, Pentagon, and intelligence community had a consensus view that UNRWA was contributing to stability in the region since it was providing a secular education to half a million Palestinian kids around the Middle East. If UNRWA failed, who would teach the kids: Hamas? No one? Also, historically the US government had not used humanitarian aid as a political tool. The States had continued to provide aid to Syrians, for instance, even as it was trying to force Assad out of power.

			Tillerson, who despised Haley because she operated as if he didn’t exist, went to Trump and told him that it was important to continue funding UNRWA. Trump didn’t know or care about UNRWA and told his secretary of state that it was fine to keep funding the organization.

			Haley found out and she went to Trump and got the decision reversed.

			Tillerson went back to Trump and argued for half the money for UNRWA. After all, the funds for UNRWA were State Department monies that he controlled, not Haley. After this meeting, Tillerson released $60 million to UNRWA before anyone could stop him.

			King Salman, the Saudi monarch, repeatedly condemned the US embassy move to Jerusalem. In 1986, the Saudi monarchy had awarded itself the title “Custodian of the Holy Places.” It was a title that the Saudis took seriously and there was no way they were going to play along with Kushner’s peace plan if the Trump administration seemed intent on ceding the holy city of Jerusalem to the Israelis. Kushner’s much-vaunted plan remained a work in progress, but one thing was clear: the fantasy that the Saudis could bribe or strong-arm the Palestinians to accept a Kushner-constructed peace agreement was now dead on arrival. The Art of the Non-deal.

			A further confirmation that Kushner’s peace plan had blown up on the launchpad came after an election in Israel on April 9, 2019, following which Netanyahu was unable to form a coalition government and had to call for new elections to be held in September 2019. It was inconceivable that Kushner or Trump would put forward any peace plan that required even the most minimal of concessions from the Israelis during an election season when their key foreign policy goal was the maintenance in power of the right-wing government of Netanyahu, which had not the slightest interest in moving forward on any plan that gave the Palestinians anything even approximating their own state. Trump’s Middle East envoy, Jason Greenblatt, said that the Trump administration would likely push back the announcement of the overall peace plan until November 2019.

			Kushner’s plan to bring peace to Palestine was to secure $50 billion of investment for Palestinian projects as a prelude to a political settlement. But no country, including the United States, actually put a dime of that money on the table. Talk about a leveraged real estate investment. This was like Kushner’s father-in-law’s real estate play where investors paid him to put the Trump name on a building while he put no money up himself. Unsurprisingly, the Palestinians boycotted the much-ballyhooed “Palestinian investment conference” that Kushner hosted in Bahrain in late June 2019 to discuss the $50 billion plan. At the conference, Treasury secretary Steve Mnuchin, a reliable Trump family retainer, declared that the West Bank and Gaza were “going to be a hot I.P.O.”

			As far as could be discerned from reports about what else might be in the tightly held Kushner plan, there was no provision for an actual Palestinian state nor for the return of any Palestinian lands annexed by the Israelis. In fact, quite the reverse, the plan would likely try to codify Israel’s annexations of Palestinian territory. It was as if the British in 1947 had told Jewish leaders in Palestine (now modern-day Israel): “We have a really great deal for you: we will offer you a lot of nonexistent investment, and we will also prevent you from gaining your own state.” It was not an obvious recipe for success.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				THE MURDER OF JAMAL KHASHOGGI

			

			Will no one rid me of this meddlesome priest?

			—Henry II in 1170 discussing Thomas Becket, the archbishop of Canterbury. Henry’s knights subsequently murdered Becket.

			There’s not a smoking gun, there’s a smoking saw.

			—Senator Lindsey Graham, Republican of South Carolina

		

	
		
			
			On October 2, 2018, Jamal Khashoggi, a prominent Saudi writer, entered the Saudi consulate in Istanbul to obtain paperwork so that he could marry his Turkish fiancée, Hatice Cengiz, who was waiting for him outside the building. A contributor to the Washington Post, Khashoggi, age fifty-nine, was a critic of the Saudi regime and was living in self-imposed exile in the United States. Khashoggi felt comfortable in Turkey; after all, he was friendly with the powerful Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and although he was certainly a critic of MBS, he was not a typical dissident as he had served as an adviser to a key member of the royal family, Prince Turki al-Faisal, when the prince was the Saudi ambassador first to the United Kingdom and then to the United States.

			It was Khashoggi’s second visit to the Istanbul consulate to obtain the papers for his forthcoming marriage. On the first visit, consular officials had told him to come back to pick up the paperwork. In the meantime, a fifteen-man team of Saudi intelligence agents, military officers, and members of the royal guard who protected MBS had arrived in Istanbul from Riyadh on private jets. Their plan was to remove Khashoggi by force to Riyadh or murder him if he put up resistance. Recording devices deployed in or near the consulate by the Turkish government picked up their plans.

			“First we will tell him ‘We are taking you to Riyadh.’ If he doesn’t come, we will kill him here and get rid of the body,” said one of the members of the team.

			A key team member was Salah Mohammed Tubaigy, a leading Saudi forensic pathologist who specialized in autopsies, who had brought an electric autopsy saw to the consulate. Tubaigy told the team, “I have never worked on a warm body until now, but I can handle that easily. Normally while working on a cadaver, I put on my headphones and listen to music. And I drink my coffee and smoke my cigarette.”

			Greeting Khashoggi when he entered the consulate was Saudi colonel Maher Abdulaziz Mutreb, who was part of MBS’s security detail and had known Khashoggi when they both had worked at the Saudi embassy in London.

			Mutreb told Khashoggi, “We came to take you to Riyadh.”

			“I won’t go,” Khashoggi replied.

			Saudi agents then set upon Khashoggi, pulling a plastic bag over his head to asphyxiate him. Khashoggi exclaimed, “Don’t cover my mouth. I have asthma! Don’t, you will strangle me!”

			Ten minutes after he had entered the consulate, Khashoggi was dead. The sound of the buzzing of Tubaigy’s autopsy saw could be heard on the audio recovered from the consulate. Chunks of Khashoggi’s body were then put in small suitcases and members of the team rolled them out of the building. Khashoggi’s remains were never found, which was a particularly grave sin in Islam, a religion that puts a great premium on the swift burial of the body.

			The Saudi hit team gathered up Khashoggi’s clothes. One of the team, who was around the same height and build as Khashoggi, put Khashoggi’s clothes on and exited the consulate through a back door, making sure that he was recorded by surveillance cameras around Istanbul in a clumsy effort to pretend that Khashoggi had abandoned his fiancée, who was still waiting for him outside the front of the consulate.

			A member of the hit squad called a superior and said “tell your boss” that the operation was completed. The call was intercepted by Turkish intelligence, which shared it with the CIA. The “boss” was believed by the Turks to be MBS.

			A day after Khashoggi’s murder, MBS told Bloomberg News that Khashoggi had left the consulate unmolested. The Saudi ambassador to the United States, Prince Khalid bin Salman, who is MBS’s brother, said claims that Khashoggi had been killed in Istanbul were “absolutely false, and baseless.”

			This was the first of a series of lies, cover stories, and rationalizations that the Saudi government told about Khashoggi’s murder. It was a textbook case of how to keep a damaging story alive by not admitting enough of the facts as soon as feasible. Instead, the Saudis prevaricated for weeks as more and more details about the murder were dribbled out to the media by the Turkish government, which reveled in the chance to embarrass the Saudis, their regional rival.

			The Saudis floated a story that the murder was the result of “rogue killers” who had had an argument with Khashoggi that got out of hand and had degenerated into a fistfight in which he was accidentally killed. This story was undercut by the fact that the hit team included a forensic pathologist with an autopsy saw, which suggested a high degree of premeditation. And it defied common sense that MBS, who ran the kingdom as a dictatorship, wasn’t generally aware of the operation to silence Khashoggi in which members of his own security detail played a key role. However, there was no definitive proof linking MBS to the murder.

			Another line of attack pursued by the Saudis was to blame the victim. Days after the murder, MBS told Kushner and Trump’s national security adviser John Bolton in a phone call that Khashoggi was a dangerous Islamist and a longtime member of the Muslim Brotherhood, an Islamist movement that the Saudi government labeled a terrorist group. Trump administration officials had also long contemplated designating the Brotherhood as a terrorist organization. In fact, the Brotherhood is a political movement with considerable popularity and legitimacy in the Middle East.

			Trump’s allies also adopted the line that there was something shady about Khashoggi. Corey Stewart, the Republican nominee for a Senate seat in Virginia in 2018, appeared on CNN and told Anderson Cooper that Khashoggi was “a mystery guy. He’s a mystery figure. There are a lot of things that say he was a bad guy . . . there’s a lot of reports out there that he was connected to the Muslim Brotherhood, reports that he was connected to Osama bin Laden.”

			It was true that as young men, Khashoggi and bin Laden had known each other because Khashoggi was the first journalist from a major Arab news organization to profile bin Laden when he was fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan in the late 1980s. Both men were idealistic and religious and were opposed to the communist invasion of a Muslim country and the brutal tactics of the Soviet military, and both were members of the Muslim Brotherhood. On May 4, 1988, Khashoggi wrote a story for Arab News that quoted bin Laden as saying, “It was God alone who protected us from the Russians during their offensive last year. Reliance upon God is the main source of our strength.” Seven years later, when bin Laden was based in Sudan, Khashoggi visited him there. Bin Laden told his old friend that he was thinking of returning to Saudi Arabia and renouncing his war against the Saudi regime. That, of course, didn’t happen—and in 1996 bin Laden moved to Afghanistan, where he launched his war against the United States.

			While bin Laden became the world’s most wanted terrorist, Khashoggi went on to have a distinguished career as a writer and editor and the adviser to Prince Turki. Khashoggi also steadily moved away from his earlier Islamism and instead embraced a more liberal political vision. Long before Khashoggi’s views were a matter of controversy, in 2005 he told a journalist, “Right now I don’t believe that we must create an Islamic state. I think an Islamic state would be a burden, maybe would fail, and people will have a big disappointment. Maybe it would shake our belief in the faith if we insist on establishing an Islamic state. What if the Islamic state failed? Like in Iran. Then we are going to doubt the religion itself. The Quran stresses that it is prohibited to force the religion on others. ‘There is no compulsion in religion.’ It’s a matter of choice.”

			

			—

			Saudi officials and their close allies the Emiratis told their White House counterparts that Khashoggi’s murder was variously a Turkish plot or that Qatar had arranged it. With each evolving, implausible explanation, White House officials would tell them, “No, that’s bullshit. Go back again. Come back with something else.”

			After Khashoggi’s murder, Trump was on the phone regularly with Saudi king Salman, who genuinely seemed to know absolutely nothing about the plot. Contrary to reports that Salman, who was in his eighties, was out of it, the soft-spoken monarch was quite lucid and focused on the Khashoggi issue. The king’s attitude was, this can’t possibly be true. We would not have done this. No one in my family or my regime would have done this.

			The conversations between Trump and King Salman and MBS were kept very secret. Typically, there would be several senior officials listening in to a call with an important foreign leader and then a transcript of the call would be circulated to those officials. To prevent leaks, no transcript was made of Trump’s calls with King Salman or with MBS, and only Pompeo or Bolton would be in the room for them.

			In public Trump was defending the Saudis, but when he spoke to King Salman he was blunt, saying, “This is a huge problem. Where’s the body? We’ve got to resolve this. We’ve got to get his body back to his family. Wouldn’t you want that? Did you know anything about it? Did your son know anything about it?” Salman always denied any knowledge of the murder plot.

			Trump also spoke to MBS separately, asking him, “Did you know anything about this? Did you have any role? Mohammed, I need to know. Was there a bone saw? Because if there was a bone saw, that changes everything. I mean, I’ve been in some pretty tough negotiations. I’ve never had to take a bone saw with me.”

			MBS told the president, “I don’t know. We’re trying to find out. Where the body is, we don’t know. We know it was given to a Syrian.”

			Trump asked the crown prince quizzically, “Just a random Syrian walking around in Turkey?”

			MBS replied, “Well, we don’t know. We’re trying to find out. It was given to a Syrian living in Turkey, and we don’t know where he took the body.”

			Trump said, “Okay. Well, keep us updated. We got to know. We got to know.”

			Trump added, “You know, we’re sticking by you. This is an important relationship, but you guys have to get to the bottom of this.”

			White House officials believed that the amateur nature of the murder plot meant that it was likely not undertaken as an official matter by the Saudi intelligence services. An officially sanctioned assassination by a professional intelligence service would have not been so messy; Khashoggi would have died in a mysterious car crash or taken a nasty accidental fall from a building and it would all be plausibly deniable. The Khashoggi murder was certainly none of that.

			White House officials blamed Saud al-Qahtani for the murder plot. Qahtani was MBS’s closest adviser and he also played a key role in deploying sophisticated technologies to monitor any whiff of dissent in the kingdom. Qahtani also tracked any threats against MBS from other members of the royal family. MBS believed it was Qahtani who kept him safe. Trump administration officials tagged Qahtani, whom they referred to as “Rasputin,” with playing a key role in all of MBS’s flawed decisions, such as targeting civilians in the ham-handed conduct of the war in Yemen and the decision to kidnap the Lebanese prime minister, as well as overseeing the interrogations of the businessmen and royals who were held at the Ritz.

			“You name some dumb shit they’ve done, and Saud Qahtani is there. It’s like your drunk fraternity buddy,” said a Trump administration official.

			Trump officials knew that MBS could be in power for the next fifty years, so they wanted smart advisers around him. Their advice was to get rid of Qahtani, and he subsequently dropped out of sight, but like so many things in the opaque kingdom, it wasn’t clear if Qahtani was still advising MBS or was even charged with any role in Khashoggi’s murder.

			Six weeks after Khashoggi’s murder, the Treasury Department sanctioned Qahtani and sixteen other Saudi officials believed to have had a role in the assassination.

			

			—

			
			On CBS’s 60 Minutes on October 13, 2018, Trump promised “severe punishment” for the Saudis if it was proven that they had murdered Khashoggi. Khashoggi, after all, was both a legal resident of the United States and a journalist who was contributing regularly to a major American media institution. He also had two children with US passports. Trump, however, also told 60 Minutes “we would be punishing ourselves” to jeopardize American arms sales to Saudi Arabia, deals that he frequently trumpeted as amounting to more than $100 billion. This was an excellent example of falling into the trap of believing your own propaganda: as of when Trump talked to 60 Minutes, only $4 billion of new arms sales to the Saudis had been approved by the State Department following Trump’s Riyadh visit.

			A month later, Trump repeated his claim about huge arms sales to the Saudis when he told reporters, “I’m not going to destroy our economy by being foolish with Saudi Arabia. . . . It’s ‘America First’ for me. It’s all about ‘America First.’ We’re not going to give up hundreds of billions of dollars in orders, and let Russia, China, and everybody else have them.”

			Trump also told Fox News, “Will anybody really know?” if MBS had ordered the Khashoggi hit. Trump said that the crown prince had told him “maybe five times at different points” and “as recently as a few days ago” that he had nothing to do with the murder.

			The Turks provided the audio of Khashoggi’s murder to the CIA director Gina Haspel, which she listened to. Trump said he would skip hearing the audio of the murder because “it’s a suffering tape, it’s a terrible tape.”

			Trump’s defense of MBS was of a piece with his repeated defenses of Vladimir Putin’s efforts to swing the 2016 American presidential election against Hillary Clinton and his praise for the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un, whom Trump said that he had “fallen in love with.” The CIA concluded with a “medium to high” degree of confidence that the Khashoggi hit was ordered by MBS.

			Up until Khashoggi’s murder, it was possible to emphasize the positive case for MBS, that he was genuinely reforming Saudi Arabia’s society and economy. In March 2018, MBS had even visited Hollywood and Silicon Valley, where he ditched his Arab robes in favor of a suit and where he was feted as a reformer by film stars and tech industry heavyweights. But after the murder of Khashoggi, the positive case was largely glossed over in the West where MBS was increasingly viewed as an impetuous autocrat.

			Even reliable Trump allies in Congress were outraged by the Khashoggi murder. Senator Lindsey Graham told Fox News that MBS was “toxic” and “has got to go.” As Stalin once observed, “One death is a tragedy; one million is a statistic.” Tens of thousands of civilians had died during the Saudi-led war in Yemen, but it was Khashoggi’s murder and dismemberment by Saudi agents that proved to be a tipping point for Congress.

			In Congress, members who were concerned by the Saudi conduct of the war in Yemen started calling to end American intelligence support to the Saudis, and to end US refueling for Saudi aircraft involved in the conflict. Mattis preempted some of these calls by announcing on November 11, 2018, that American aircraft would no longer refuel Saudi planes. The skepticism about the Saudis was now bipartisan; a group of Republican senators asked Trump to suspend negotiations over a US-Saudi civil nuclear agreement because of concerns about the conduct of the war in Yemen and the murder of Khashoggi.

			Trump was really big on getting the Saudis to “buy American” for their civilian nuclear program. The American civil nuclear industry was in poor shape and a big Saudi buy could help revive it. The Chinese were also angling to sell the Saudis their civilian nuclear technology and Trump was keen to block that, but he also understood that, for the moment, Congress would nix the Saudi purchase of nuclear technology because of concerns about how that technology could be weaponized.

			Trump called King Salman and told him, “Look, Saudi nuclear. Commercial nuclear technology, we support it, but it’s not the right time for it. We just know Congress won’t allow it, and you guys will get in a lot of trouble internationally. You just shouldn’t be pursuing this right now.”

			After Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdogan officially confirmed that the Saudis had murdered Khashoggi, the Trump administration signaled that its long acquiescence in the conduct of the Saudi-led war in Yemen had finally evaporated. Mattis called for a cease-fire in Yemen, as did Secretary of State Mike Pompeo.

			The Saudis consistently denied that MBS had any role in Khashoggi’s murder and instead ascribed it to a rogue operation by overzealous retainers. They charged eleven of them, five of whom faced a possible death penalty, although who exactly was charged and why wasn’t clear given the opaque nature of the Saudi legal system.

			What was clear was that MBS was going to remain the real power in Saudi Arabia and the Trump administration was intent on maintaining close ties with the crown prince. In March 2018, the Senate voted to end any American support for the war in Yemen, and the House approved a similar resolution a month later. To no one’s great surprise, Trump vetoed the resolution on April 16, 2019. A month later, against considerable congressional opposition, Trump pushed through $3 billion of arms sales to the Saudis, citing purported national security concerns. The alliance between the House of Trump and the House of Saud would hold.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				FROM “FIRE AND FURY” TO “LOVE”

			

			To really understand how Trump sees the world, you have to layer multiple lenses on top of each other. Trump believes he alone, often through sheer force of will, can solve certain problems. That’s one lens. Layered on top of that is his belief that all of life is a negotiation, and that every negotiation is a zero-sum game. There’s no such thing as a “win-win;” someone will win and someone will lose. Layered on top of that is his belief that personal relationships are paramount, taking precedence in all negotiations, even over mutual interests. And layered on top of that is his belief that creating chaos gives him an advantage, because he’s more comfortable in the mayhem than anyone else.

			—Cliff Sims, former special assistant to President Trump

		

	
		
			
			In mid-April 2017, Trump and his top national security officials gathered in the Oval Office for a briefing on North Korea. Trump sat behind his massive Resolute desk as officials crowded in around him, including Steve Bannon, Jared Kushner, and H. R. McMaster. The briefing consisted largely of highly classified images of North Korea’s nuclear facilities and military sites.

			The briefers knew that Trump was more of a visual learner than a briefing book kind of guy, so the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA) had made a three-dimensional model of a secret North Korean facility that they brought in to the Oval Office. Virtually unknown outside of Washington, NGA played a critical role in assessing intelligence derived from satellites and other sources. NGA had built a similar model of bin Laden’s compound in Pakistan that Obama’s war cabinet had found useful as they planned the raid that would end up killing al-Qaeda’s leader. The briefers placed the model of the North Korean building in front of Trump. Trump was fascinated by the model, which was about the size of a coffee table. The president asked just how strong the defenses were around the secret North Korean facility.

			During the transition, when Trump had met with Obama at the White House, Obama had told the president-elect that North Korea would be his biggest foreign policy headache. Trump took the problem seriously and made it a priority that he was going to try to solve using a combination of “maximum pressure” involving tightening tough sanctions on North Korea and, maybe, by trying to do a deal with the regime to disarm, a deal that had eluded previous presidents for decades.

			North Korea launched two long-range missiles during the first half of April 2017. The missile launches threatened American allies like Japan, and ultimately they seemed poised to hit American targets such as Guam and Hawaii. Satellite imagery showed that North Korea was now expanding its underground nuclear testing facilities. During his first months in office, Trump frequently wondered out loud, “How is it possible that presidents from Eisenhower on have allowed a country to reach a point where it could destroy an American city and have not responded?”

			As the briefing on North Korea progressed in the Oval Office, Trump suddenly turned on McMaster, telling him, “You need to fucking fire the press people at the Pentagon!”

			Trump had been stewing for days because he had publicly warned that an American “armada” was steaming toward North Korea, but it turned out that the armada led by the USS Carl Vinson aircraft carrier was in fact somewhere off the coast of Australia heading in completely the opposite direction, information that was confirmed to the media by low-level spokesmen at the Department of Defense.

			No one in the Oval Office said anything about Trump’s desire to fire the officials in the Pentagon press shop. They were simply doing one of the key parts of their jobs, which was to correct inaccurate information.

			During the Oval Office briefing, Trump was shown a well-known satellite image of North Korea at night. On North Korea’s northern border was China awash in pinpricks of light, while to the south was South Korea also all lit up at night. Between China and South Korea was an almost entirely dark North Korea with only a tiny, faint light emanating from its capital, Pyongyang. The image eloquently told the story of the almost total failure of the North Korean economy.

			At first, Trump was disoriented by the North Korean portion of the photo, asking: “Is that the ocean?”

			Gradually Trump began to focus on the photo, looking closely at South Korea and its capital, Seoul. The distance from the North Korean border to Seoul was only fifteen miles.

			Trump remarked: “Why is Seoul so close to the North Korean border?”

			Trump was regularly briefed that North Korea possessed vast numbers of artillery batteries that could potentially kill millions in Seoul in the event of a war.

			Referring to the inhabitants of Seoul, Trump said, “They have to move.”

			The officials in the Oval Office weren’t sure if Trump was joking.

			Trump repeated, “They have to move!”

			Seoul was one of the largest cities in the world with a population of twenty-five million, more than the population of Australia. Was the president seriously suggesting that twenty-five million people needed to leave their homes in Seoul and move elsewhere? No one knew what to say.

			During 2017, North Korea launched twenty missile tests that increasingly threatened American targets. On July 4, North Korea launched an intercontinental ballistic missile capable of reaching the continental United States. With a guffaw Kim Jong Un told a North Korean news agency: “The American bastards must be quite unhappy after closely watching our strategic decision. I guess they are not too happy with the gift package we sent them for the occasion of their Independence Day.”

			The intensifying North Korean missile launches pushed China, long a close ally of the North Koreans, to adopt a more skeptical posture to the Kim Jong Un regime. Trump skillfully switched the security conversation with the Chinese, which was all about the South China Sea and potential conflict between China and the United States and turned it into one of cooperation over North Korea. Trump presented this in a way that guaranteed Chinese interests, which was the maintenance of a buffer North Korean state between China and South Korea. Trump insisted that the United States wasn’t interested in regime change in North Korea or the unification of the Korean Peninsula and that the United States was quite happy to have North Korea survive as long as it didn’t have the capability to strike the American homeland. This reassurance helped to get the Chinese to play a role in the enforcement of United Nations sanctions against North Korea.

			The US ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley, adeptly steered significant sanctions against the North Koreans that the Chinese also supported through the UN Security Council. The sanctions included cuts to oil imports to North Korea as well as making it illegal for the North Koreans to export coal, iron ore, and seafood. The sanctions also obligated countries around the world to seize North Korean ships that were engaged in sanctions-busting. The new sanctions started undercutting Kim’s key goal of improving the terrible North Korean economy.

			Meanwhile, Mattis was slow rolling any kind of potential military response against North Korea. When Vice President Pence and McMaster planned for a war game at Camp David in the fall of 2017 so they could better understand the military options that the United States had in North Korea, Mattis simply ignored their requests for support for the war game. Mattis never sent any military planners for the war game and so the session never happened. McMaster also wanted the US Navy to provide options about intercepting North Korean ships that might be sanctions-busting. Mattis refused to provide those options because he worried that such interceptions might spiral out of control and spark a wider conflict.

			During the fall of 2017, Trump started ramping up his rhetoric against Kim, trolling the stocky North Korean dictator on Twitter and also ridiculing him at his raucous rallies, calling him “Little Rocket Man.”

			At the same time, Trump poured considerable cold water on outreach by the State Department to the North Koreans, tweeting, “I told Rex Tillerson, our wonderful Secretary of State, that he is wasting his time trying to negotiate with Little Rocket Man. Save your energy Rex we’ll do what has to be done!”

			Standing next to his top generals, who were gathered for an annual formal dinner at the White House in early October 2017, Trump cryptically told reporters that they might be witnessing “the calm before the storm.” What did this mean? It wasn’t clear, but it added to the jitters about a possible war with North Korea.

			Before the dinner, in front of a group of White House reporters in the Cabinet Room, Trump had demanded that his generals “provide me with a broad range of military options, when needed, at a much faster pace.” Clearly, the commander in chief was beginning to realize that Mattis’s Pentagon was slow rolling the military options that he expected to have available to him, and Trump was willing to call out his top generals publicly about it.

			The same month that Trump met with the generals, the air force held an elaborate three-day exercise in the Ozark Mountains of Missouri, which bear some resemblance to the topography of North Korea, and dropped the largest nonnuclear bomb in the US arsenal, the bunker-busting 22,000-pound Massive Ordnance Air Blast bomb that had been deployed in Afghanistan in April 2017.

			On January 2, 2018, Trump tweeted, “North Korean Leader Kim Jong Un just stated that the ‘Nuclear Button is on his desk at all times.’ Will someone from his depleted and food starved regime please inform him that I too have a Nuclear Button, but it is a much bigger & more powerful one than his, and my Button works!”

			Three weeks later, Trump was watching Fox News. On-screen was General Jack Keane, the retired four-star general whom Trump had wanted to be his secretary of defense, who was advocating measures the Trump administration could take to increase pressure on the North Koreans. Keane, who acted almost as a shadow national security adviser for Trump, advised that a signal that the North Koreans would certainly understand that the United States was serious about a possible military operation against them would be to “stop sending the military families to South Korea. That doesn’t make any sense to me whatsoever. It should be what we call an unaccompanied tour. Troops only.”

			Trump told his national security team, “I want an evacuation of American civilians from South Korea.”

			A senior White House official tried to object, saying, “Well, sir, if you’re trying to signal that you’re ready to strike and start a war; if you’re trying to crash the South Korean stock market; if you’re trying to alienate an ally of seventy years: This is the way to do it.”

			Trump ordered, “Go do it!”

			Pentagon officials were panicked by Trump’s order. Chief of staff John Kelly talked to Trump and said, “Look, this is really complicated. This has a lot of moving parts. I’d like to request that you give us the time to work this through and we’ll have options to present to you.”

			Pentagon officials were quite reluctant to make South Korea an unaccompanied tour as they thought that it would be provocative to the North Koreans, who would likely view it as an act of war. Over time, Trump simply dropped the idea.

			The Trump administration and North Korea seemed perilously close to going to war. And then the unexpected happened. Trump watched South Korean president Moon Jae-in do something groundbreaking, which was to invite the North Koreans to the Winter Olympics in South Korea held during February 2018. By having the North Koreans attend the Olympics, and even have them march together in the Olympic parade with their South Korean counterparts, Moon created an opening for Trump. Trump saw an opportunity to break a dynamic that was leading the United States into conflict with North Korea and instead to focus on a meeting between himself and Kim Jong Un. With the South Koreans operating as a back channel, on March 8 Trump accepted Kim’s invitation to meet.

			It was five days later that Trump fired Rex Tillerson as secretary of state. Part of Trump’s calculus had been that if he was going to be in a long-term process of negotiations with the North Koreans, he did not want Tillerson at the table. Trump had already turned over the North Korean portfolio to CIA director Mike Pompeo, now elevated to be secretary of state.

			In April 2018, Kim declared that he was suspending nuclear weapons and missile tests. However, Trump’s newly minted national security adviser, John Bolton, seemed intent on sabotaging any accommodation with the North Koreans. A month before he had started to work at the White House, Bolton had written a piece for the Wall Street Journal in which he laid out the purported legal arguments for a preemptive war against North Korea. This would be a redo of the invasion of Iraq in 2003.

			Within weeks of taking up his position as national security adviser, Bolton said publicly that the administration was contemplating the “Libya model” for North Korea. This referred to the Libyan dictator Moammar Gaddafi, who had agreed to abandon his weapons-of-mass-destruction program in the early 2000s in exchange for lifting the onerous sanctions that were then in place on his regime. A few years later, in 2011, US-backed rebels toppled Gaddafi’s regime. The rebels then hunted Gaddafi down and killed him in a ditch. For Kim, the “Libya model” was code for regime change; Kim had no intention of ending up dead in a ditch. Keeping his nukes was key to Kim’s plan to remain in power indefinitely.

			The North Korean first deputy prime minister, Kim Kye-gwan, said of Bolton, “We do not hide our feeling of repugnance towards him.”

			Sarah Sanders, the White House press secretary, quickly distanced the administration from the “Libya model,” saying, “I’m not aware that that’s a model that we’re using.”

			Trump met in Singapore with Kim on June 12, 2018. The symbolism of the two leaders meeting was undeniably important since it seemed that a war between their countries was a real possibility just a few months earlier, but the pageantry of the summit couldn’t disguise the fact that the two leaders didn’t agree on much of anything of substance. Both sides agreed on the need for “denuclearization,” but that term meant radically different things to Trump and to Kim. It was a longstanding goal of American foreign policy to achieve the “complete, verifiable, irreversible dismantlement” of the North Korean nuclear program. For the North Koreans, denuclearization meant getting the United States to withdraw any American nuclear weapons in the region surrounding North Korea and also to formally end the Korean War, which would entail a peace agreement and the withdrawal of the twenty-eight thousand American soldiers stationed in South Korea.

			At the end of the Singapore meeting, Trump announced that he would be stopping joint US–South Korean military exercises. This announcement hadn’t been coordinated with the Pentagon or with the South Koreans and it surprised Mattis. Trump also adopted the language that the North Koreans used for these joint exercises, describing them as “war games.”

			Trump took to Twitter to declare, “There is no longer a Nuclear Threat from North Korea.” There was absolutely no evidence for this, but Trump basked in the notion that he should be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. A nuclear deal with the North Koreans had eluded three previous presidents, but Trump believed he could pull it off. From a negotiating standpoint, Trump had claimed victory before anything had really changed and now he had a strong incentive to ensure that some kind of deal—any kind of deal—was struck with Kim.

			Four months after the Singapore summit, Trump spoke at a Make America Great Again rally in West Virginia, where he declared his love for the North Korean dictator, saying of Kim, “I was really being tough, and so was he. And we would go back and forth. And then we fell in love, okay? No, really. He wrote me beautiful letters, and they’re great letters. We fell in love.”

			Despite the letters, which were surprisingly affectionate—almost like a son talking to a father—the love fest didn’t pay off. Dan Coats, the top US intelligence official, on January 29, 2019, testified before the Senate Intelligence Committee that the consensus of the intelligence community was that North Korea was “unlikely to completely give up its nuclear weapons and production capabilities because its leaders ultimately view nuclear weapons as critical to regime survival.” Trump, who had a history of warring with his own intelligence agencies, was enraged by the coverage of Coats’s testimony, which he believed undercut his efforts with Kim.

			A month after Coats’s testimony, Trump and Kim met again, this time in Hanoi, the capital of Vietnam. Trump wanted to go big and persuade the North Koreans to give up their nuclear weapons material and production facilities in exchange for the lifting of all sanctions. As Coats had predicted, Kim rejected this proposal. Instead, the North Koreans put on the table ceasing the production of plutonium at their Yongbyon nuclear facility, which was a well-known source of material for North Korea’s nuclear weapons, in exchange for the removal of all the United Nations sanctions enacted since 2016. Trump decided to walk away from the negotiating table since the North Korean offer left other uranium enrichment facilities functioning in North Korea, while dropping the UN sanctions would have ended any leverage he had over the North Koreans.

			Three months after the failed talks in Hanoi, the North Koreans launched some short-range ballistic missiles. At a press conference in Japan in late May 2019, Trump contradicted Bolton, who had just told reporters that those launches contravened UN Security Council resolutions. Trump said he wasn’t bothered by the launches and he observed that Kim was a “smart man.”

			During his Japan trip, Trump also tweeted that he agreed with a recent statement by Kim that his Democratic rival, Joe Biden, was a “fool of low IQ.” It was unprecedented for a president to deploy the talking points of a longtime enemy of the United States to attack a domestic political opponent.

			A month later, Trump was in Japan again for a meeting of the world’s largest economies, known as the G20. On June 29, Trump tweeted from his hotel room a seemingly spontaneous invitation to Kim to meet at the Korean Demilitarized Zone. “If Chairman Kim of North Korea sees this, I would meet him at the Border/DMZ just to shake his hand and say Hello(?)!” Trump tweeted.

			At the Demilitarized Zone, Trump took a few steps into North Korean territory and so became the first sitting American president to visit North Korea. Trump and Kim shook hands for the cameras. Both men put a great premium on iconography and they both got the photo op they wanted. The tin-pot dictator, whose country’s entire economy was smaller than that of the state of Vermont, was meeting the leader of the world’s superpower as a peer, while Trump could claim that he had averted a war with the North Koreans.

			Trump continued to view his rapprochement with Kim as his best road to Oslo to pick up a Nobel Peace Prize. And he would have certainly deserved the prize if he had been able to come to some sort of accommodation with Kim where the North Koreans significantly cut back their nuclear program in exchange for real sanctions relief and there was a true normalization of relations between North Korea, South Korea, and the United States.

			Trump engineered an unprecedented opening with North Korea and significantly lowered tensions with the eccentric, brutal nuclear-armed state, but his efforts to dismantle its nuclear weapons program ultimately led nowhere, as others had in the past. The love fest between Trump and Kim continued, but so did Kim’s nuclear weapons production.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				PISSING OFF ALLIES, EMBRACING PUTIN

			

			There is only one thing worse than fighting with allies, and that is fighting without them.

			—Sir Winston Churchill

			We’ve had a president who dislikes our friends and bows to our enemies, something that we’ve never seen before in the history of our country.

			—Candidate Donald Trump, April 27, 2016

		

	
		
			
			Canadian master corporal Byron Greff, age twenty-eight, died in a suicide bombing in Kabul on October 29, 2011. Seventeen months later, British lance corporal Jamie Webb of Manchester, age twenty-four, died from the blast of a roadside bomb in southern Afghanistan on March 26, 2013. They were just two of the many hundreds of soldiers from countries allied to the United States who fought and died in Afghanistan to defend it. The Afghan War was the first and only war waged under NATO’s Article 5 collective defense obligation that an attack on one member country was an attack on all its members. That war was triggered, of course, by the attack on President Trump’s hometown on September 11, 2001.

			During the course of the NATO combat mission, the total number of dead soldiers in Afghanistan from the United Kingdom was 455, from Canada, 158, from France, 86, and from Germany, 54. Yet Trump was constantly berating NATO allies for not paying more for their own defense, as if their blood spilled on the battlefield had no value.

			When Trump visited the NATO headquarters building in Brussels on May 25, 2017, he stood beside the 9/11 memorial at the building, a massive steel beam from one of the World Trade Center’s towers. Trump didn’t mention the hundreds of European soldiers who had died in Afghanistan defending the United States, choosing instead to focus on the twenty-three NATO countries that were “still not paying what they should be paying and what they’re supposed to be paying for their defense. This is not fair to the people and taxpayers of the United States.”

			Obama had also pressed NATO countries to pay 2 percent of their GDP for their defense, which few did. Obama pressed behind the scenes, while Trump did it in public, and he often framed the issue as if NATO allies were ripping off the United States. In fact, the 2 percent of GDP was an agreed-upon target for every NATO country to reach by the year 2024. This target had absolutely no effect on US defense spending.*

			Trump found it particularly irksome that while the Germans had the second largest economy in the NATO alliance, they ponied up only around 1 percent of their GDP on defense while the United States spent around 4 percent. Trump’s refrain was “Guys, you got to be allies.” In Trump’s view, you were an ally when you started writing checks.

			On March 17, 2017, German chancellor Angela Merkel arrived in Washington on her first official visit to President Trump. Merkel and Trump did not enjoy the warm relationship that she had enjoyed with Obama, to put it mildly. A year and a half earlier, Trump had attacked Merkel on the campaign trail because she had accepted some million Syrian refugees, saying, “What she’s done in Germany is insane. It is insane. They’re having all sorts of attacks.”

			Trump interpreted the Germans’ underspending on defense as if he were a landlord collecting on overdue rent, which drove the Germans nuts. Trump’s staff produced a chart showing that Germany was purportedly $600 billion in arrears. Trump waved the “invoice” at Merkel, who told Trump, “Don’t you understand this is not real?”

			

			—

			The contrast of NATO allies’ support for the United States in Afghanistan and the behavior of the Russians was striking. In March 2018, the top US commander in Afghanistan, General John “Mick” Nicholson, told the BBC that Russian weapons were smuggled to the Taliban and that they “provide some degree of support to the Taliban.” Yet Trump always treated Russian president Vladimir Putin like a peer rather than a pariah who controlled a gangster state that ordered the assassinations of enemies in countries that were close American allies, such as the United Kingdom.

			On July 8, 2018, a British woman, Dawn Sturgess, died from exposure to Novichok, a nerve agent produced by Russia. Sturgess had inadvertently come into contact with the agent as a result of the Russian plot to murder a former Russian spy who was living in England.

			The episode produced considerable consternation at the CIA. Agency officials were keenly aware that the Russians had been an adversary of the United States for many decades. The CIA officials noticed that some partner intelligence agencies at other governments did not want to share their intelligence with the agency because—whatever the exact truth of the nature of Putin’s relationship with Trump—these partner agencies simply had to assume the worst: that Trump was somehow in the pocket of Putin who was, after all, a former KGB officer.

			Now the Russians had conducted an attack with a nerve agent on the territory of arguably the closest ally of the United States. A CIA official remarked, “Imagine if Iran had conducted that incident: Would it even exist as a country?” The fact that Trump didn’t call out the attack for what it was, a state-sponsored terrorist attack, gave some CIA officials heartburn.

			Two days after Sturgess died, Trump told reporters as he was departing for a NATO summit in Brussels and then on to the United Kingdom, “I have NATO. I have the UK, which is in, somewhat, turmoil. And I have Putin. Frankly, Putin may be the easiest of them all. Who would think?”

			Who indeed? It was just so much easier to deal with Putin, who invaded neighboring countries, attempted to swing American elections as a matter of routine, and had his political opponents jailed and even killed.

			A month earlier, Trump had attended a Group of Seven (G7) summit in Canada of the world’s largest economies. Trump demanded the reinstatement of Russia, which had been pushed out of the group after Putin had seized parts of Ukraine in 2014. This demand was rejected.

			At the same time he was bromancing Putin, Trump was dumping on America’s closest allies. As he left the G7 summit on Air Force One, Trump blasted his host, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, taking to Twitter to accuse him of making “false statements” about United States–Canada tariff negotiations. Canada was the largest market for American exports, around $360 billion a year. Russia imported only a relatively piffling $12 billion of American exports.

			During a breakfast meeting at the opening of the NATO summit on July 11, 2018, Trump made the absurd claim to top NATO officials that “Germany is totally controlled by Russia.” As Trump attacked the Germans, John Kelly, Trump’s chief of staff, sat nearby looking like he would have preferred to be anywhere else on the planet. Kelly looked down and away from Trump while pursing his lips and shifting his body stiffly.

			When she was later asked by reporters about Kelly’s evident discomfort, the White House press secretary Sarah Sanders made what was surely one of the funniest observations ever uttered about the stoic four-star marine general who had helped lead the invasion of Iraq in 2003, saying that Kelly “was displeased because he was expecting a full breakfast and there were only pastries and cheese.”

			There was, of course, a time when it was true that the Russians really did control tens of millions of Germans when communist East Germany was a fiefdom of the Soviet Union. It was precisely because of the NATO alliance that stood up to the Soviets that East and West Germany became a unified liberal democracy.

			German chancellor Angela Merkel, who was raised in East Germany, jabbed back at Trump, saying, “I have witnessed this myself, that a part of Germany was controlled by the Soviet Union. And I am very happy that we are today unified in freedom as the Federal Republic of Germany.”

			On a visit to the United Kingdom a day after the NATO summit, Trump turned his guns on another close ally, British prime minister Theresa May, telling a reporter that she was botching Brexit, while praising her main Conservative Party political opponent, Boris Johnson. Trump also dumped on the Muslim mayor of London for his handling of terrorism.

			Trump’s berating of American allies while making nice with America’s enemies might have made sense if there were some kind of grand strategic plan behind it, but it was hard to discern one. On May 31, 2018, Trump slapped tariffs on European imports such as steel and aluminum, and the Europeans increased their own retaliatory tariffs on American products such as motorcycles and orange juice. Was a trade war with the European Union, the world’s largest trading bloc, really a smart idea? And playing footsie with Putin achieved what, precisely? The Russian economy was roughly the size of Italy’s. Putin also worked against American interests by interfering in US elections, propped up American enemies such as the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad, and undercut key American alliances like NATO.

			Five days after publicly attacking the Germans for purportedly being controlled by the Russians, Trump met in Finland with Putin for a two-hour meeting that included no other officials. At a press conference in the Finnish capital, Helsinki, standing next to Putin, instead of endorsing the unanimous finding of US intelligence agencies that Russia had interfered in the 2016 presidential election, Trump observed that Putin was “extremely strong and powerful in his denial. . . . He just said it’s not Russia. . . . I don’t see any reason why it would be.” Well, that’s settled then!

			For good measure, Trump dumped on his own country, saying, “I think that the United States has been foolish. . . . We’ve all been foolish. . . . We’re all to blame.” In fact, as special counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation painstakingly revealed, the ones to blame were a small coterie of officers in Russia’s military intelligence agency GRU, acting under the orders of Putin.

			Within hours of Trump’s bizarre press conference, the director of national intelligence, Dan Coats, who oversaw the seventeen American intelligence agencies, released a statement pushing back on Trump, saying, “The role of the Intelligence Community is to provide the best information and fact-based assessments possible for the President and policymakers. We have been clear in our assessments of Russian meddling in the 2016 election and their ongoing, pervasive efforts to undermine our democracy.” It was an unusually direct public rebuke from Coats, a longtime conservative Republican. Intelligence officials were delighted that Coats quickly and unequivocally defended their work.

			Trump’s attacks on the intelligence community during the transition had sabotaged morale at the CIA during Trump’s first year in office, but agency officials were pleasantly surprised that CIA director Mike Pompeo—who personally could be “a dick” when he dealt with them—had never tried to downplay or politicize the intelligence about Russia, despite the proclivities of Trump, who never seemed to accept the fact that the Russians had interfered in the 2016 presidential election to help him.

			By Trump’s second year in office, CIA officials were “numb to the circus” and just kept doing their jobs, according to an agency veteran. But the official also said that Trump had done lasting damage to institutions such as the CIA and the FBI because “more and more American people distrust us because of his campaign of vilification and lies. He has vilified us as exploitative and greedy partisans who do not care about America or Americans, just making a quick and easy buck off the taxpayers or pushing our hidden partisan agendas from within like moles. No one trusts us to make selfless, disinterested decisions for the betterment of America and—most significantly—in service of the Constitution that we dedicate our lives to upholding and defending.”

			Trump’s performance in Helsinki was a sobering reminder to the CIA rank and file that Trump was prepared to take the word of a former KGB officer over the careful work of his own intelligence agencies.

			When Trump returned from Finland, he encountered intense pushback from both Democrats and Republicans about what he had said in Helsinki. Trump’s favorite national security analyst, Fox News’s retired general Jack Keane, went on television to blast Trump’s press conference with Putin as “stunning and disappointing.”

			At a hastily arranged press conference at the White House, Trump said that he had mangled his syntax when he had said he saw no reason why Russia would have tried to interfere in the 2016 election, claiming, “The sentence should have been, ‘I don’t see any reason why it wouldn’t be Russia.’ Sort of a double negative. . . . You can put that in. And I think that probably clarifies things pretty good by itself.”

			Three days later, NBC’s Andrea Mitchell interviewed Coats at the Aspen Security Forum. In the middle of the interview, a producer handed a note to Mitchell that flagged some breaking news. Mitchell told Coats that Trump had just invited Putin to the White House in the fall. Coats looked so surprised that it appeared like he might have been just pulling Mitchell’s leg. Of course, the director of national intelligence knew that Putin was going to be visiting the White House!

			The Aspen audience began to realize that Coats wasn’t joking when he said, “Say that again.”

			Coats then added with a soupçon of sarcasm, “Okay. That’s going to be special.”

			Trump’s national security team did not share the president’s enthusiasm for Putin. During his confirmation hearings to become defense secretary, Mattis described the Russians as the number one threat to the United States and said that he thought that Putin was seeking to break up the NATO alliance.

			In December 2017, the Trump administration rolled out its national security strategy, a key planning document that every president since Ronald Reagan had published to warn about threats to American national security and how best to respond to them. What was most newsworthy about the strategy document, which was overseen by McMaster, was the extent to which it portrayed Russia and China, America’s traditional major state antagonists, as threatening. The document asserted that Russia and China “want to shape a world antithetical to U.S. values and interests,” which seemed quite at odds with the president’s own embrace of Russia. The document also described Russian aggression against its neighbors: “With its invasions of Georgia and Ukraine, Russia demonstrated its willingness to violate the sovereignty of states in the region.”

			Russia was “using information tools in an attempt to undermine the legitimacy of democracies. . . . The American public and private sectors must recognize this and work together to defend our way of life,” according to the strategy document. The document went on to link Russia’s “information operations” to a broader campaign to influence public opinion across the globe, noting that its influence campaigns blended covert intelligence operations and false online personas with state-funded media, third-party intermediaries, and paid social media users, or “trolls.” This, of course, was similar to the US intelligence community’s conclusions that Russia had meddled in the 2016 election.

			Similarly, before he became Trump’s third national security adviser, John Bolton had called Putin a “liar” and Russia’s election-meddling in 2016 an “act of war.” Working for Trump, Bolton had moderated his tone on Putin, but clearly he was naturally a skeptic of Putin and his works.

			The Trump administration seemed to have two sets of policies about Russia. There was the policy of the administration, which took a fairly hard line on Russia, for instance, expelling sixty Russian diplomats in March 2018 after the Russian government’s attempt to assassinate the former Russian spy in the United Kingdom using the nerve agent. Three months earlier, the Trump administration had also approved some $40 million of arms sales to the Ukrainian government, which was fighting Russian-backed rebels in Eastern Ukraine.

			During his last public speech as national security adviser at the Atlantic Council in Washington on April 3, 2018, H. R. McMaster blasted Putin, saying, “He may believe that his aggressive actions— . . . in cyberspace, in the air, and on the high seas—can undermine our confidence, our institutions, and our values. Perhaps he believes that our free nations are weak and will not respond to his provocations. He is wrong.” McMaster added that “we have failed to impose sufficient costs” on Russia for subverting American democracy.

			If the Trump administration generally took a tough line on Russia, the president went out of his way to mollycoddle Putin. Two weeks after McMaster’s speech, Trump was watching UN ambassador Nikki Haley on TV when she announced new sanctions on Russia for its support of the Syrian regime, which had once again used chemical weapons against its own people. Trump became incensed and dispatched a White House official to tell reporters that Haley had suffered from “momentary confusion.” Haley shot back on Fox News that she didn’t get confused. The White House official then told the New York Times, “The policy was changed and she wasn’t told about it, so she was in a box.”

			When Trump met with Putin at the G20 meeting in late June 2019 in Japan, both leaders had a good laugh about the purported “fake news” outlets in each other’s countries. Russia was one of the most difficult and dangerous countries in the world to operate in for journalists. Trump also jokingly told the former KGB officer not to meddle in the American elections again.

			Trump wasn’t the first American leader who thought he could do business with Putin. In 2001, George W. Bush said he found Putin “to be very straightforward and trustworthy. We had a very good dialogue. I was able to get a sense of his soul.” Secretary of State Hillary Clinton pushed for a “reset” with Russia during Obama’s first term. Of course, neither Bush nor Clinton was the possible beneficiary of Putin’s efforts to sabotage one of the United States’ core interests: its ability to hold elections free of foreign influence. And Putin remained what he always was, an unreconstructed KGB officer committed to maintaining his authoritarian rule and expanding Russian influence wherever he could, in particular if that would also undermine American interests.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				REVOLT OF THE GENERALS

			

			Through your actions, you have embarrassed us in the eyes of our children, humiliated us on the world stage and, worst of all, divided us as a nation.

			—Admiral William H. McRaven in the Washington Post, August 16, 2018

		

	
		
			
			On the New Year’s morning of 2019—not traditionally a time for recrimination—a presidential tweet denigrated retired general Stanley McChrystal, the commander of the Afghan War who had resigned because of the disparaging remarks that officers on his staff had made to a reporter about senior Obama administration officials.

			Trump tweeted, “‘General’ McChrystal got fired like a dog by Obama. Last assignment a total bust. Known for big, dumb mouth. Hillary lover!”

			This tweet followed an interview that McChrystal gave to ABC News in which he had described Trump as immoral and dishonest. Trump was known for being a counterpuncher, so on one level it wasn’t surprising he reacted this way to McChrystal’s withering criticism, but when you stepped back, the degree to which Trump was now battling America’s generals was startling, considering how he had begun his presidency.

			Trump came into office besotted by military brass, appointing Generals Flynn, Kelly, Mattis, and McMaster to key roles. A year and a half later, Trump was at war with the four-star officers he had once embraced. That war was sparked by former CIA director John Brennan, who tweeted after Trump’s Helsinki summit with Putin that “Donald Trump’s press conference performance in Helsinki rises to & exceeds the threshold of ‘high crimes & misdemeanors.’ It was nothing short of treasonous. Not only were Trump’s comments imbecilic, he is wholly in the pocket of Putin.” A public charge by a former CIA director that Trump was committing treason was a serious matter.

			Trump, of course, fired back. Former CIA directors traditionally kept their security clearances, which allowed them to continue to give advice in classified settings to current intelligence officials. A month after the Helsinki summit, White House press secretary Sarah Sanders announced that Brennan’s clearances were going to be yanked because he had made “a series of unfounded and outrageous allegations.”

			Admiral Bill McRaven, the architect of the SEAL raid that killed Osama bin Laden in 2011, was on vacation in a remote part of Colorado with scant access to cell phone or internet coverage when he heard the news that Brennan’s clearances had been revoked. McRaven rarely made public statements of a political nature, but it stuck in his craw that Trump was bullying Brennan who had, among other services to the United States, played a key role in the decision to green-light the bin Laden operation.

			When he found a spot where he could make a call, McRaven phoned Karen Tumulty, a columnist at the Washington Post whom he had known since high school. McRaven dictated a short but withering open letter to Trump that soon appeared in the Post that read, “Dear Mr. President: Former CIA director John Brennan, whose security clearance you revoked on Wednesday, is one of the finest public servants I have ever known. Few Americans have done more to protect this country than John. He is a man of unparalleled integrity, whose honesty and character have never been in question, except by those who don’t know him. Therefore, I would consider it an honor if you would revoke my security clearance as well, so I can add my name to the list of men and women who have spoken up against your presidency.”

			McRaven piled on: “Like most Americans, I had hoped that when you became president, you would rise to the occasion and become the leader this great nation needs. A good leader tries to embody the best qualities of his or her organization. A good leader sets the example for others to follow. A good leader always puts the welfare of others before himself or herself. Your leadership, however, has shown little of these qualities. Through your actions, you have embarrassed us in the eyes of our children, humiliated us on the world stage and, worst of all, divided us as a nation.”

			There was arguably no American military officer more revered than McRaven because of his key role in avenging the 9/11 attacks, so when McRaven’s letter appeared, Trump managed only an uncharacteristically tepid response, saying, “I don’t know McRaven,” as if the fact that he didn’t know the retired admiral therefore invalidated McRaven’s criticisms.

			Three months after McRaven published his letter in the Post, Chris Wallace of Fox News asked Trump to respond to comments that McRaven had made that Trump’s attacks on the news media “may be the greatest threat to democracy in my lifetime.” Trump responded that McRaven was a “Hillary Clinton backer and an Obama backer.” In fact, McRaven had taken no position on the 2016 presidential election. After Trump’s interview, McRaven told CNN, “I did not back Hillary Clinton or anyone else. I am a fan of President Obama and President George W. Bush, both of whom I worked for.”

			

			—

			Few who worked at senior levels in the administration of President Trump left with their reputations unsullied. Even fewer left on their own terms. Jim Mattis was one of the latter. The break between Mattis and Trump represented the most consequential split between those in the Trump administration who valued the United States’ international alliances and commitments and those, like Trump, who did not. Others had gone before Mattis; McMaster also valued American allies, having served alongside them in Afghanistan and Iraq. But Mattis was the longest-serving senior cabinet official to leave the administration, and he resigned on principle, in particular regarding how Trump treated America’s international alliances.

			Trump’s split with Mattis was a long time coming. For much of his tenure as secretary of defense, Mattis had performed the neat trick of keeping some independence from Trump but also not pissing him off. Mattis avoided the spotlight, giving almost no interviews or press conferences. When the New York Times Magazine ran a major profile of Mattis in March 2018, he wouldn’t sit for an interview or even a photograph. The Trump administration had only one star and that was Trump.

			Yet Mattis also didn’t perform North Korean–level flattery of the Great Leader. When Trump convened his first full cabinet meeting on June 12, 2017, cabinet officials outdid one another to flatter the president as the TV cameras rolled. Chief of Staff Reince Priebus told Trump, “On behalf of the entire senior staff around you, Mr. President, we thank you for the opportunity and the blessing that you’ve given us to serve your agenda and the American people.”* Mattis took a different tack, thanking the “men and women of the Department of Defense” rather than thanking Trump.

			Mattis and Trump had fundamental policy differences that began to add up over time. The blockade of Qatar was one of the first. Anyone who understood the Middle East even superficially understood that the United States had a variety of frenemies in the region who sometimes worked to help American interests by, for instance, maintaining a predictable and reasonably priced supply of oil and gas, but that the same countries also supported jihadists in some manner. Singling out Qatar, which was home to arguably the most important US military base outside the United States, made no sense when it was the Saudis who had kicked out large numbers of American soldiers from their country after 9/11 and who also had done so much to export jihadist ideology around the world.

			After the blockade of Qatar, the Saudis told White House officials that they would be willing to host a base similar to Qatar’s Al Udeid Air Base on their soil.

			American officials laughed at the notion, saying, “No, we already did that, and you kicked us out. We’re not doing that again.”

			In 2003, the George W. Bush administration had pulled almost all US troops out of Saudi Arabia and turned over to Saudi control the massive Prince Sultan Air Base, which had once housed tens of thousands of American servicemen. The long-term presence of those American soldiers on the “holy land” of Saudi Arabia was the central reason that Osama bin Laden and his followers had turned against the United States. That’s why the key American base in the Middle East was now in Qatar.

			

			—

			A month after the beginning of the Qatar blockade, the Pentagon was blindsided by a Trump tweet ordering the banning of transgender individuals serving in uniform. This tweet came less than a month after Mattis had announced a six-month review of the matter.

			For their part, White House officials became increasingly frustrated with what they believed to be Mattis’s efforts not to provide a range of military options to the president, in particular for any kind of potential showdown with Iran. They learned that Mattis had instructed his generals not to provide such options. Mattis was focused on the wars against ISIS and in Afghanistan as well as the challenge posed by China, and the message he sent to his team was that there should be no more commitments in the Middle East that might draw the United States into a larger war, especially with Iran. Mattis refused to acknowledge a cabinet memo about the situation in Iraq’s Kurdistan region, which was a legitimate order from the president. Mattis refused to even do information operations in Iraq on the basis that it might provoke the Iranians to attack American bases in Iraq.

			Mattis’s caution was underlined by his reaction to the Assad regime’s continued use of chemical weapons against its own people. In late February 2018, the regime used chemical weapons in a rebel-held suburb of Damascus. McMaster, Tillerson, and Trump all wanted to take action against Assad, but Mattis slow rolled the military options.

			A little over a month later, on April 7 the regime unleashed a chemical weapons attack in a rebel-controlled area of Damascus, killing dozens of civilians. This attack was going to be hard to ignore. The video of the victims foaming at the mouth as they died was disturbing and affected Trump in much the same visceral way that the similar attack in Syria had affected him a year before.

			Just four days earlier, Trump had met with his top generals and national security officials and had railed against the continuing US military presence in Syria and how much it was costing. They pushed back, including the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Joseph Dunford, who said it would be premature to withdraw, as it would leave Syria to the Iranians and Russians.

			Mattis felt that the US needed to be in Syria long after the defeat of ISIS in order to stabilize the country.

			Trump regularly told his war cabinet that the US needed to “get out” of Syria. An argument against that position that seemed to resonate with Trump was not to replicate the mistake that Obama had made when he pulled out all American forces from Iraq at the end of 2011, which had made the country vulnerable to the rise of ISIS.

			Three days after the chemical weapons attack, the emir of Qatar, Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, visited the White House. Trump’s views about the Qatar blockade were shifting. The intelligence community had produced an assessment that said the last time that Qatar had had any role in financing terrorism was in 2014. Trump realized that the Saudi claims about the perfidy of the Qataris were massively overblown.

			The emir urged Trump to take real action against Assad as opposed to the largely symbolic cruise missile attacks that the president had authorized a year earlier that had damaged a Syrian airfield that the Syrians had quickly repaired. The emir told Trump, “If the action is like last year it will be useless. Assad only understands force. If you do something only symbolic it will make him even stronger.”

			Trump didn’t disagree with the Qatari emir. He also felt that any military operation against the Assad regime shouldn’t be merely symbolic. Trump tweeted that American missiles “will be coming, nice and new and ‘smart!’”

			The initial assessment of the April 7 chemical weapons attack in Damascus was that the Assad regime had used the nerve agent sarin together with less lethal chlorine gas. As the assessment went on, American analysts came to doubt that sarin was used, determining instead that chlorine was used in high concentrations in a closed space that produced symptoms in the victims that were similar to those caused by sarin.

			In response, Bolton wanted to strike not only targets in Syria that were producing chemical weapons, but also targets associated with Assad as well as his “enablers,” the Russian and Iranian forces in Syria that were helping to prop up the Assad regime. Mattis and Dunford were horrified. Mattis made it very clear that any American operation in Syria had to be done in such a way that it did not kill Russians because he was convinced that if that happened, the United States would be at war with Russia. For Mattis, a military operation that spiraled out of control in Syria could spark a wider conflict.

			White House officials considered whether there should be a sustained campaign against Assad’s regime as well as attacks directed against targets associated with Assad himself. Some officials wanted to destroy Assad’s air force and render all of his airfields unusable so that he couldn’t launch chemical weapons attacks from the air. But Mattis did not provide the military options necessary for those kinds of operations and instead offered a plan to attack sites where the regime was manufacturing or storing chemical weapons.

			Unlike McMaster, Bolton had, at least initially, a good relationship with Trump. Bolton, only a week into his new job as national security adviser, told Dunford that the relatively limited military option the Pentagon was offering was not the robust response that the president wanted.

			Pentagon officials pushed back on the White House, saying there wasn’t time to “develop” other targets. This was disingenuous. There were well-known targets, such as the headquarters of Assad’s elite Fourth Armored Division, which was responsible for protecting the regime, but the Pentagon wanted to avoid any Iranian casualties and Iranian advisers might be embedded with such a unit. Mattis also wanted to avoid the possibility of killing any of the Russian forces that were helping to prop up Assad. Mattis was additionally concerned that a really big strike against Assad’s regime might force the Russians to move to protect Assad.

			A senior Trump administration official recalled that Mattis and Dunford “did one of the best rope-a-dopes I have ever seen as they used the whole military planning process to just drag this thing out and really socialize the idea that if we’re not careful, we’re going to be at war, and that war could become a world war.”

			Mattis made the point that as awful as deploying chemical weapons was, it was used at a tactical level by a local commander in response to a situation that the commander felt had gotten out of hand, and the casualty numbers were actually relatively small. It wasn’t as if a strategic interest of the United States had been fundamentally threatened.

			In the end, Mattis carried the day and the plan for the military operation consisted of a little more than one hundred missiles aimed at Assad’s chemical weapons production and storage facilities.

			The exact timing of the strike was highly classified. There was a deception operation to suggest that the strikes would happen three days later than they actually did.

			When the operation was carried out, nobody was killed. After the strikes, Mattis gave a press briefing in which he emphasized, “We used a little over double the number of weapons this year than we used last year. It was done on targets that we believed were selected to hurt the chemical weapons program. We confined it to the chemical weapons-type targets. We were not out to expand this. We were very precise and proportionate.” Mattis was not going to do anything that might precipitate a wider war in the Middle East.

			The second US military operation against Syria in April 2018 was the beginning of Mattis’s undoing with President Trump because by the end of the process the president understood that Mattis was “managing” him, which Trump deeply resented. For his part, Mattis believed that at any moment the president could do something irrational, so he had to be the force for reason.

			Mattis often said, “We have to make sure reason trumps impulse.”

			White House officials realized that Mattis believed Trump was a loose cannon and that Mattis didn’t want to enable any bad decisions by providing military options that Trump could then seize upon. White House officials started to refer to “Mad Dog” Mattis as “Little Baby Kitten” Mattis.

			In fact, the premise behind Mattis’s view of Trump was questionable. When it came to the actual use of force, Commander in Chief Trump wasn’t impulsive, but generally cautious about American military operations despite his often hyperventilating public rhetoric. Trump ramped up the US troop presence in Afghanistan in 2017 only with the greatest reluctance, and in 2019 he authorized a significant drawdown of those troops. The US strikes against Syrian regime targets in 2017 and 2018 were well calibrated not to lead to a wider conflict. As soon as ISIS’s geographical “caliphate” was largely eliminated, Trump routinely told his advisers that he wanted to pull American forces out of Syria and he withdrew the bulk of those forces in early 2019. Beginning in the spring of 2018, Trump went out of his way to embrace Kim Jong Un and to avoid any moves that might lead to war with the North Koreans.

			

			—

			Trump’s America First foreign policy gathered steam during the spring and summer of 2018 and it created further tensions between the president and his secretary of defense. Trump told his senior advisers that he was thinking of pulling the United States out of NATO. Trump also feuded publicly with allies at a NATO summit in Brussels in July, calling them “delinquent” in their defense spending and making the false claim that “many countries owe us a tremendous amount of money for many years back.” That’s not the way NATO worked. As mentioned above, each country in the alliance had agreed to spend 2 percent of their GDP on defense by 2024. None of that spending was “owed” to any other country.

			This all contrasted with Mattis’s deep support of NATO. At his confirmation hearing, Mattis described it as “the most successful military alliance probably in modern world history and maybe ever.” On his first day in office, Mattis made it a point to call the NATO secretary-general, the British defense secretary, and the Canadian defense minister to emphasize the continuing American commitment to the alliance.

			Trump had kowtowed to Putin at the Helsinki summit in July 2018. Several months later, Mattis said publicly at the Reagan Defense Forum in California, “We simply cannot trust” Putin.

			In June 2018, Trump attended a much-ballyhooed summit in Singapore with Kim and later declared, “We fell in love.” This love affair had scant impact on the dictator’s nuclear ambitions. The North Koreans accelerated their ballistic missile program at more than a dozen secret bases, yet Trump had canceled joint US–South Korea military exercises, a staple of the alliance for decades. The move blindsided Mattis and was a gift to the North Koreans.

			Mattis was also frustrated with the management style of the new national security adviser, John Bolton. Where McMaster had convened relatively frequent meetings of the National Security Council, Bolton dealt with few officials on the NSC and kept his own counsel. Instead of conducting “principals” meetings in person, Bolton convened “paper committees” where he would send around papers with which the principals could “concur” or “non-concur” with a particular course of action by a certain date. Some of this was because Bolton—despite his fearsome reputation—was a classic shy introvert.

			Mattis complained to Bolton about the collapse of a formal national security review process because of the lack of NSC meetings chaired by Bolton. Bolton ignored Mattis.

			When mortar attacks landed in the US embassy compound in Baghdad on September 6, 2018, likely launched by a Shia militia with ties to Iran, Bolton asked for a range of military options against the Iranians. Mattis was alarmed by the request. Bolton then tried to go directly to CENTCOM to ask for options that he believed were completely legitimate for him to be able to provide to Trump. Mattis blocked Bolton.

			Another point of tension was the deployment of active-duty soldiers to the United States–Mexico border in late October 2018 just before the midterm elections. Trump made “the crisis at the border” a central theme of that election. Trump ordered more than five thousand troops to the border to deal with the purported “invasion” of asylum seekers that were then approaching.

			Mattis knew that soldiers weren’t trained to act as Border Patrol agents and he remembered the tragic incident when President Bill Clinton had ordered marines to the border to hunt for drug smugglers in 1997. The marines had accidentally killed an eighteen-year-old American kid who was grazing his family’s goats near the border. The marines simply hadn’t trained to do domestic law enforcement.

			The border deployment of troops also looked like the military was being used for a political stunt. Even on Fox there was some skepticism about Trump’s claim of an invasion. Fox News anchor Shepard Smith noted, “Tomorrow is one week before the midterm election, which is what all of this is about. There is no invasion. No one’s coming to get you. There’s nothing at all to worry about.”

			A sign of the fraying relationship between Trump and Mattis came when Trump told Lesley Stahl on CBS’s 60 Minutes in an interview that aired on October 14, 2018, that Mattis was “sort of a Democrat.” This was not intended to be a compliment. It was also wildly off the mark, as Mattis was not affiliated with any party.

			Trump, who had a schoolboy penchant for nicknames, also began to refer to his secretary of defense not as “Mad Dog” Mattis, but as “Moderate Dog.”

			What especially irked Mattis was Trump’s decision in the first week of December to ignore his recommendation that the air force chief of staff, General David Goldfein, become the next chairman of the Joint Chiefs. Mattis’s view was that he got to choose his own chairman, who was both the top officer in the US military and his principal military adviser. Trump instead chose General Mark Milley, who was the army chief of staff. Milley presented a gruff, tough-guy persona of the type that appealed to Trump, but he was also a Princeton grad who thought carefully about strategy. Mattis felt that Trump was blithely ignoring his advice on an issue that Mattis thought was of critical importance.

			Days after the decision to appoint Milley as chairman was announced by Trump—by tweet—President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey started threatening to launch attacks against Kurdish forces in Syria that were advised by some two thousand American troops. By then the US-backed Kurdish forces known as the Syrian Democratic Forces had largely defeated ISIS on the ground in Syria. Trump’s advisers wanted him to tell Erdogan that American forces in Syria would fire on the Turkish military if they attacked the Kurdish forces. Trump told his advisers, “I’m not gonna do this: start a war with a NATO ally which has the biggest army in Europe.”

			Trump also was annoyed that the Saudis had reneged on what he believed was an agreement that they would secure $4 billion to pay the costs of US military operations in Syria, operations that after all benefited the Saudis against two of their archenemies, Iran and ISIS.

			Trump’s attitude was “Why are my people dying so that we can then turn the country over to Iran and Russia when Assad doesn’t leave? It’s not our neighborhood. This isn’t our fight. If you want us there, you pay for it.”

			Trump told King Salman, “It doesn’t all have to come from you; it could come from other Arab states, but we’re counting on you guys on bringing this home for us if you want us to stay in Syria because it’s going to cover our operational costs in Syria.”

			King Salman made some polite “Inshallah” (“God willing”) responses to Trump about the $4 billion. Inshallah can mean a wide range of things in the Middle East, from “Hmmm, interesting idea. Let me think about it” to “Likely this won’t happen in our lifetimes,” but Trump thought he had secured a deal with the Saudis.

			Trump spoke with Erdogan in a phone call on December 14 during which the Turkish leader reminded Trump that he had repeatedly said that the US troops were in Syria only to defeat ISIS and now that that had happened wasn’t it time for them to leave? Turkey could handle any residual ISIS problem. Trump surprised Erdogan and Bolton, who was also on the call, when he suddenly pledged to withdraw all American troops from Syria. Trump told Erdogan, “It’s all yours. We are done.”

			The CENTCOM commander, General Votel, knew that the Turks, in fact, didn’t have a realistic plan to defeat ISIS. “We had spent quite a bit of time looking at the various options that the Turks had proposed, and it was hard to see one that was feasible that would be better than what we had with the Syrian Democratic Forces,” recalled Votel.

			Bolton, Mattis, and Pompeo met Trump at the White House to try to persuade him not to pull out the troops in Syria. Such a move risked the return of ISIS and also handed a victory to the Iranian forces in Syria who were backing Assad.

			Two days after Trump’s call with Erdogan, Brett McGurk, who managed the global coalition to defeat ISIS, publicly warned against a withdrawal from Syria at the Doha Forum in Qatar, an annual gathering of national security officials from around the world. While McGurk described ISIS as a “significantly degraded organization,” he warned that “no one who does this day to day is naive enough to know you can just declare victory and walk away. We have to maintain pressure on these networks really, for a period of years.”

			McGurk was traveling to Iraq when he received a call from Secretary of State Mike Pompeo telling him that Trump was indeed declaring victory and walking away from Syria. Against the advice of his national security advisers and with no consultation with key allies such as the Saudis, Trump made the troop withdrawal announcement via a tweet on December 19. Trump wrote, “We have defeated ISIS in Syria, my only reason for being there during the Trump Presidency.” In a video also posted on Twitter, Trump declared, “Our boys, our young women, our men—they’re all coming back, and they’re coming back now.”

			There was no way McGurk, who coordinated the efforts of the many dozens of countries that made up the coalition against ISIS, could sell the new Syria policy to American allies who had long been assured that the United States would remain in Syria to ensure that ISIS didn’t stage a comeback. McGurk told colleagues, “Listen, my legs got chopped out from under me. I can’t stick around and do this.” McGurk resigned.

			General Dunford, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, called Votel to inform him that the United States was pulling out of Syria. Votel then had the difficult job of informing the Syrian Democratic Forces about what was happening. Within a couple of hours, Votel had the commander of the SDF, General Mazloum Kobani Abdi, up on a secure videoconference.

			Votel told Mazloum: “The President has directed us to withdraw all our forces from Syria. We just received the orders so have not had a chance to fully assess how it would be done, but I wanted to ensure you heard about it from me and not through the media.”

			Votel had visited Mazloum in Syria repeatedly and had gotten to know him pretty well. Votel found that Middle Eastern commanders such as Mazloum tended to take bad news better than their American counterparts, but still this was tough as they both knew that now the SDF could be exposed to the much larger forces of the Turkish military that were seeking to destroy them. Votel emphasized to Mazloum that the Americans would be as deliberate as possible with their withdrawal. Votel saw no strategic rationale for the withdrawal and would have recommended against it if he had been consulted, which he hadn’t been.

			What was particularly odd about Trump’s policy shift was it did exactly what Trump repeatedly had warned against during his campaign. It gave America’s enemies an early heads-up about US military plans. During the campaign, Trump also had critiqued the total American troop withdrawal from Iraq under Obama as helping pave the way for the rise of ISIS. Why risk any kind of repeat of this in Syria?

			The announcement of the precipitous pullout of the American soldiers from Syria was an early Christmas present to Assad and his allies Putin and Iran, as well as to ISIS and al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria. It also left the US-backed Kurdish forces that did almost all the fighting against ISIS vulnerable to attack by the powerful Turkish military. In effect, Trump’s decision risked abandoning an American ally on the battlefield.

			At 7:30 am on December 20, the day after Trump had tweeted about pulling out of Syria, Mattis decided to go to see the president. Mattis was livid about abandoning the Kurdish forces to their fate. At 3:00 pm Mattis met with Trump in the Oval Office and tried to persuade the president to reverse his decision. Trump wouldn’t budge, so Mattis pulled out a two-page resignation letter.

			Mattis’s letter called out Trump on the need for “showing respect” to longtime allies. Mattis reminded Trump that twenty-nine NATO countries had fought “alongside” the US since 9/11. Mattis also took Trump to task for his mollycoddling of Russia and its “authoritarian model.” In a final dig, Mattis reminded the president that he based his critique of Trump’s policies on “over four decades of immersion in these issues.” That was a not-so-subtle reminder that Trump was a national security neophyte and the first president who had neither served in the military nor ever held political office.

			After Mattis announced his resignation, he said that he would stay in the job until the end of February to allow for an orderly transition.

			Trump canceled his Christmas trip to Mar-a-Lago due to the government shutdown he had precipitated because Congress, in his view, hadn’t funded his border wall sufficiently. So Trump was stuck at the White House watching a ton of cable news. Trump gave CNN the Stalinist appellation “the enemy of the people,” but he watched hours of the network. Trump seethed over the laudatory coverage of Mattis’s resignation on principle. Some of the coverage focused on the fact that Mattis was the last of the “axis of adults” to leave the administration, a group that also included Cohn, Kelly, McMaster, and Tillerson, all of whom had tried to moderate Trump’s often-petulant policy choices.

			Trump called Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and asked him to tell Mattis he was being pushed out two months early. (Trump never did his own dirty work.) Mattis was out of his job at the end of December.

			Trump turned again to one of his most trusted military advisers, Fox News analyst and retired general Jack Keane, and asked him if he would take the secretary of defense job. For the second time in two plus years, Keane turned down Trump’s offer. After the decade-and-a-half-long illness of his wife and her subsequent death, Keane was now remarrying at the end of 2019, and he preferred to be an informal outside adviser rather than taking on the top job at the Pentagon.

			Mattis was replaced by Patrick Shanahan, a longtime Boeing executive who had no previous military or government experience before he was appointed to be Mattis’s deputy in 2017. Trump nominated Shanahan to be the next secretary of defense. As the confirmation process moved forward, reporters found out that almost a decade earlier Shanahan had had a domestic violence dispute with his wife and in a separate incident his seventeen-year-old son had attacked his wife with a baseball bat, causing her serious injuries, an action Shanahan had defended at the time. Six months after assuming the position of acting secretary of defense, Shanahan dropped out of consideration for the top Pentagon job to “devote more time to his family,” according to Trump. This was one of the oldest euphemisms in Washington, DC. There was scant chance Shanahan was going to survive what would surely have been a brutal confirmation hearing.

			What was mystifying was that Shanahan had spent six months as the secretary of defense—in many ways the most important cabinet post—despite his limited qualifications for the job and also a history of violence in his family that might have disqualified most officials from obtaining the most sensitive of security clearances.

			After Mattis resigned, Trump tweeted, “When President Obama ingloriously fired Jim Mattis, I gave him a second chance. Some thought I shouldn’t, I thought I should.” It was true that Mattis’s term as commander of Central Command was wound up early by the Obama administration, but far from giving Mattis a “second chance,” Trump was quite eager to install Mattis as his secretary of defense. Trump had publicly compared Mattis to one of his heroes, General George Patton, shortly after he tapped Mattis for the Pentagon job.

			Following his resignation, Mattis largely maintained an eloquent silence about his time in Trumpworld. Mattis took seriously what the French term the devoir de réserve—the duty of reserve—meaning that public officials should keep silent about their time in office.

			Mattis went back to his quiet retirement in Washington State and renewed his fellowship at the Hoover Institution at Stanford. Mattis’s office was not far from that of H. R. McMaster, who also was a fellow at Hoover. They occasionally bumped into each other in the hallways, but other than exchanging the briefest of greetings, the two veterans of Trump’s war cabinet didn’t spend any time together.

			Just as Trump’s relationship with Mattis had soured, so too did it with Mattis’s friend John Kelly. For Mattis, Kelly had been a great source of information, guidance, and atmospherics about what was happening at the White House. In late July 2017, Trump had tweeted, “I am pleased to inform you that I have just named General/Secretary John F Kelly as White House Chief of Staff. He is a Great American.” Over time the bromance fizzled—as it so often did with Trump—and Kelly left the White House at the end of December 2018.

			Kelly saw his tenure in the White House best measured by what he had prevented President Trump from doing—for instance, from pulling out of Afghanistan, as was the president’s first instinct, or withdrawing from NATO, or pulling American forces out of South Korea.

			Trump, who had become famous for a TV show in which his trademark line was “You’re fired,” set records for the level of turnover at the White House and in his cabinet. Kelly was one of the four top generals that Trump had brought in to run his administration. Flynn was fired within a month of Trump assuming office. McMaster resigned under pressure after just over a year as national security adviser. Mattis resigned after two years as secretary of defense. Trump then claimed, incorrectly, that he had fired Mattis. Kelly resigned when he was no longer on speaking terms with the president, which made his job as chief of staff untenable.

			The differences between Trump and US military leaders were more than merely stylistic, although Trump’s lack of decorum and rudeness were certainly at odds with the military’s honor-based values. Military leaders tended to want to sustain overseas military commitments, which they saw as vital to securing world order, whether that was to defeat ISIS, or to contain a nuclear-armed North Korea, or to prevent Afghanistan from reverting to control by the Taliban. Trump believed he was elected to end foreign entanglements and that alliances like NATO were ripping off the United States. The generals knew that NATO allies had fought shoulder to shoulder with them since the 9/11 attacks.

			

			—

			Two weeks after Trump had said that the withdrawal of US troops from Syria would happen immediately, the Pentagon and the president came to an agreement to pull them out over a period of four months.

			John Bolton was dispatched to the Middle East to provide some kind of ex post facto cleanup for Trump’s hasty decision on Syria, which wasn’t coordinated with American allies. On January 6, 2019, Bolton muddied the waters further, saying on a visit to Israel that the US would only withdraw from Syria if ISIS was completely defeated and if the safety of America’s Kurdish allies fighting ISIS was guaranteed, a process that could take years.

			This produced a furious response from Erdogan, who thought he had made a deal with Trump. Erdogan said on TV, “Bolton’s remarks in Israel are not acceptable. It is not possible for me to swallow this. Bolton made a serious mistake.”

			Trump weighed in, tweeting about Syria: “We will be leaving at a proper pace while at the same time continuing to fight ISIS and doing all else that is prudent and necessary!”

			It was hard to keep track of all the zigzagging on Syria. Leaving immediately! Leaving in four months! Leaving in, maybe, years!

			Keane visited Trump at the White House on February 12, 2019. Keane thought that a total US pullout from Syria was a serious strategic error. He also believed that if you gave Trump the same old arguments, he would quickly tune you out, but if you came to him with new information, the president would give you a fair hearing.

			Unfurling a map of Syria in the Oval Office, Keane showed Trump where the Iranian presence in the country was the strongest, where al-Qaeda still maintained a fighting force, and where the US coalition had destroyed the ISIS safe haven. Keane pointed out that the oil fields, most of which were in the east of the country, toward the Syrian border with Iraq, were under the control of the US coalition forces.

			Keane told Trump, “If we just walk away and pull the troops out, the Russians and the Syrian regime will own the airspace, the Iranians will own the ground, and the Iranians will take control of the oil fields. The money they make out of this will then fund their proxies in Syria and Yemen as well as reduce the impact of US sanctions on Iran.”

			Trump said, “That’s very interesting. That’s a big deal.”

			In the end, the real “deep state”—retired senior generals such as Keane and officials at the Pentagon and State Department—managed to keep many hundreds of American soldiers in Syria indefinitely to ensure that ISIS didn’t return in force and also to maintain some kind of American leverage over events in Syria.

			But like so much else in Trump’s consistently inconsistent foreign policy, he then changed his mind again. Trump green-lighted the invasion of Syria by the Turks on October 9, 2019, exposing America’s Kurdish allies to the wrath of the second largest military in NATO. This came after a call between Trump and President Erdogan in which Trump said he would be pulling American forces out of northeastern Syria, where their presence was effectively preventing a Turkish invasion. Trump also tweeted “it is time for us to get out of these ridiculous Endless Wars, many of them tribal, and bring our soldiers home.”

			Then Trump shifted gears again, threatening on Twitter to “obliterate” the Turkish economy if the Turks did “anything that I, in my great and unmatched wisdom, consider to be off limits.”  The United States hadn’t ever threatened a longtime NATO ally in this manner. Could anyone make sense of President Trump’s Syria policy, other than Donald Trump?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				WITHDRAWAL

			

			There is no instance of a country having benefited from prolonged warfare.

			—Sun Tzu

			The worst thing you can possibly do in a deal is to seem desperate to make it. That makes the other guy smell blood, and then you’re dead.

			—Donald Trump, The Art of the Deal

		

	
		
			
			The underlying theme in President Trump’s State of the Union address on February 5, 2019 was withdrawal. Trump pointed to the nearly seven thousand American servicemen killed in the United States’ long post-9/11 wars and the more than fifty thousand who were wounded. He also asserted that the US had “spent more than $7 trillion in fighting wars in the Middle East.”

			The president said that the two thousand US soldiers in Syria were being withdrawn now that ISIS was largely evicted from the territory it had held there. Trump also confirmed that his administration was holding “constructive talks” with the Taliban. Progress in those negotiations, Trump said, would enable a drawdown of the estimated fourteen thousand US troops in Afghanistan, leaving some kind of residual force to focus on “counterterrorism.”

			All of this was consistent with what Trump had said during the presidential campaign, when he repeatedly complained about the trillions of dollars that the US had spent on its post-9/11 wars in the greater Middle East.

			Trump’s State of the Union address acknowledged the obvious: he seemed to be reversing course on Afghanistan. After many months of debate in the National Security Council, on August 21, 2017, Trump had announced his new “South Asia strategy,” which was to remain in Afghanistan for an unspecified length of time without announcing any withdrawal dates until “conditions” had improved.

			In early 2018, as ISIS was on the run in Iraq and Syria, the Pentagon increasingly treated Afghanistan as “the main effort” and started moving significant resources to the country including Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR) assets.

			Now that stay-the-course strategy in Afghanistan was dead and it was to be replaced by direct American negotiations with the Taliban and a withdrawal of US troops.

			In early December 2018, the Pentagon received an unexpected order to draw down the number of US soldiers in Afghanistan to zero. Just as Mattis resigned, that order was revised. Trump ordered the Pentagon to pull out seven thousand US troops from Afghanistan, about half the American servicemen in the country. As with the abrupt announcement of the pullout of US troops from Syria, this did again what Trump repeatedly had criticized Obama for during his campaign: gave America’s enemies a heads-up about US military plans.

			The hastily announced drawdown was not a politically useful message to send to the struggling Afghan government, or to Afghanistan’s problematic neighbors, or to the Taliban, which had recently started negotiating directly with the United States. The principal Taliban demand was the withdrawal of American forces from Afghanistan. Trump styled himself as a great dealmaker, but he was giving the enemy what they wanted without exacting any concessions. The Art of the Giveaway, again.

			Zalmay Khalilzad, an Afghan American who was Trump’s special representative for Afghanistan, was leading the talks with the Taliban on the American side. Those talks were directly between the United States and the Taliban, long a key demand of the Taliban, which reviled the Afghan government as a puppet of the United States. Following a marathon six days of discussions between American diplomats and the Taliban in the Qatari capital, Doha, in late January 2019 Khalilzad tweeted, “Meetings here were more productive than they have been in the past. We made significant progress on vital issues.” This tweet precipitated a flurry of news stories about a potential peace deal.

			Khalilzad also tweeted that he had briefed Afghan president Ashraf Ghani “on the progress we have made.” The Afghan government was excluded from the Taliban talks despite the fact that their outcome would likely deeply affect the Afghan people that it represented. Afghans were asking: Were the United States–Taliban talks a prelude to peace, or a betrayal of a US ally in which the terms of their surrender to the Taliban were being discussed without them?

			The veteran American diplomat Ryan Crocker certainly thought it was the latter. Under the self-explanatory headline “I Was Ambassador to Afghanistan. This Deal Is a Surrender,” Crocker, writing in the Washington Post on January 29, 2019, compared the negotiations with the Taliban “to the Paris peace talks during the Vietnam War. Then, as now, it was clear that by going to the table we were surrendering; we were just negotiating the terms of our surrender.” The Paris peace deal was followed by the eventual collapse of the South Vietnamese government, which was America’s ally, and the unification of the country under North Vietnam’s communist leader, Ho Chi Minh.

			Taliban officials told reporters in late January 2019 that the United States had agreed to a draft peace agreement that American troops would withdraw from Afghanistan within a year and a half. This would mean US troops would leave Afghanistan a few months before the American presidential election in early November 2020. President Trump could make good on one of his signature campaign promises, which was ending America’s foreign wars.

			

			—

			In early 2019, as the negotiations between the United States and the Taliban gathered pace, Kabul was a city on edge. The Taliban were at their strongest since their regime fell in the months after the 9/11 attacks. Twenty-foot-high concrete blast walls surrounded the “Green Zone” that sheltered the US embassy and key Afghan government buildings. It was the largest US embassy in the world, yet the US officials working there rarely left the Green Zone, and if they did, it was by helicopter.

			Discussion of the withdrawal of US troops created a crisis of confidence among the many Afghans who had benefited from the post-Taliban era. The beneficiaries of that era included women and ethnic minorities such as the Hazaras as well as the new millennial generation of urban Afghans who were children when the Taliban were in power and had no nostalgia for an era when the country was taken back to the Middle Ages. A senior Afghan female official described the United States–Taliban talks simply as a “betrayal.”

			President Ghani and Khalilzad had a five-decade relationship that stretched back to when they were young Afghan students who both attended the American University of Beirut. They had quite different styles, crystallized in the books they each had written. Ghani cowrote Fixing Failed States with development expert Clare Lockhart, a technocratic account of how to fix countries such as Afghanistan, while Khalilzad wrote The Envoy, a memoir of his many years as a diplomat. If Ghani was the workaholic technocrat, Khalilzad was the wheeler-dealer looking to work out an arrangement.

			Khalilzad hadn’t spoken to President Trump directly about his negotiations with the Taliban, but Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and Khalilzad seemed to be trying to fulfill a campaign promise by Trump that the United States should extricate itself from its expensive foreign wars. “Trump sincerely wants to get the fuck out of Afghanistan,” a Trump administration official explained. Khalilzad was given wide latitude to make that happen.

			Khalilzad joked with his Taliban counterparts, asking them, “When was the last time you were in Kabul?” All concerned knew full well that it had been at least eighteen years since any of the Taliban leadership had set foot in the capital city.

			Khalilzad told the Taliban negotiators, “You know there has been quite a lot of change since you were last there. It was a dead city before 9/11. Now it’s an alive city. Women are driving. Women are in the cafés and restaurants. There are millions of people.”

			Khalilzad’s point to the Taliban was that they needed to accommodate themselves to all these new realities.

			The “framework” for a possible peace agreement that Khalilzad negotiated was that the Taliban agreed that they would not allow Afghanistan to be used as a launching pad for attacks by international terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda. This was a demand that the United States has made for the past two decades, since al-Qaeda had bombed two US embassies in Africa in August 1998, killing more than two hundred people, attacks that the group had carried out when it was based in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan. The Taliban continued to shelter bin Laden after those bombings, even as he was planning the far more lethal 9/11 attacks. After 9/11, the Taliban then refused to hand bin Laden over to the United States and the long Afghan War began.

			In return for the Taliban pledge that they would no longer provide a safe haven to international terrorist groups, US forces would withdraw from Afghanistan, ending America’s longest war. Also, there were discussions between the Taliban and US officials about a cease-fire, as well as of direct negotiations between the Afghan government and the Taliban.

			Khalilzad told the Taliban, “We’ll talk to you directly in Doha about our core interests on counterterrorism and your core interests on our troop withdrawal timeline, but you have to guarantee that you’ll talk to the other Afghans, including the Afghan government, and also other key stakeholders to resolve your own inter-Afghan conflicts, so that once we do leave, there’s some stability in governance, institutions, and a political roadmap for the country to move forward, so you don’t just revert back into civil war.”

			The Taliban agreed to that, sort of, but then they said, “We want agreement with you first on the first two issues, counterterrorism and troop withdrawal, before we’ll move into the negotiations with the other Afghans, but trust us. We’ll move into negotiations with the other Afghans.”

			Khalilzad told the Taliban, “We can come up with the contours of what our troop withdrawal timeline might look like and what counterterrorism guarantees you’ll give us, but that’s all going to be conditioned on making progress on the two other issues, a cease-fire and progress on inter-Afghan discussions.” Khalilzad had a mantra: “Nothing is agreed until everything is agreed.”

			But the Taliban were seemingly in no mood for any kind of real compromise. A senior Taliban negotiator, Sher Mohammad Abbas Stanekzai, said in an interview with a Pashtu language website in February 2019 that the Taliban would not negotiate with the Afghan government until the full withdrawal of foreign forces, including all troops, advisers, and contractors. Stanekzai also said that the Taliban planned to abolish the Afghan army and that the Afghan constitution would be amended and based on their version of sharia law. In other words, following the withdrawal of all US forces, the Taliban wanted the Afghan government to unilaterally disarm and they would then write a new constitution they regarded as sufficiently Islamic.

			The Afghan constitution ratified in 2004 guaranteed the rights of women to work and girls to be educated. Given the Taliban’s dismal track record about the rights of women and girls, it was hard to believe that these rights wouldn’t be curtailed or even abolished in a future Taliban utopia.

			Adding to the anxiety of many Afghans was the meeting in Moscow on February 5, 2019, between the Taliban and leading Afghan politicians such as former Afghan president Hamid Karzai. Again, the Afghan government played no role in those discussions. One of the Afghan delegates at the Moscow meeting said the mood of the Taliban there was “victorious.” Nothing, of course, would have given the former KGB officer, Russian president Vladimir Putin, greater satisfaction than handing the United States a bloody nose in Afghanistan just as the US-backed Afghan guerillas did to the Soviets in Afghanistan during the 1980s.

			The Afghan government was increasingly embittered by the fact that they had been cut out of the negotiations with the Taliban. Hamdullah Mohib, the thirty-six-year-old Afghan national security adviser and a protégé of Ghani’s, told journalists in Washington, DC, in mid-March 2019 that Khalilzad was “stonewalling” the Afghan government about the Taliban negotiations. “There isn’t proper access to information. The last people to find out are us,” Mohib told the reporters.

			Mohib then launched a supremely undiplomatic attack on the American negotiator, saying, “Knowing Ambassador Khalilzad’s own history, personal history, he has ambitions in Afghanistan. . . . The perception in Afghanistan and the people in the government think, perhaps, perhaps all this talk is to create a caretaker government of which he will then become the viceroy.”

			Accusing a senior American diplomat of cooking up a deal with the Taliban so he could become the viceroy of Afghanistan was a strong charge. State Department officials freaked out and summoned Mohib for a dressing down.

			After that, whenever Mohib appeared at any meetings with US officials, they all walked out. Relations between the US government and the Taliban now appeared to be warmer than the Trump administration’s relations with the democratically elected Afghan government.

			Meanwhile, the cofounder of the Taliban, Mullah Baradar, was living in Qatar, from where he was leading the negotiations with the Americans. The good cleric certainly seemed to be enjoying the diversions of Doha a whole lot more than living in the harsh, mountainous deserts of southern Afghanistan.

			In February 2019, when retired general Jack Keane had met with Trump in the Oval Office to discuss the US presence in Syria, he also took the opportunity to give the president his thoughts about the war against jihadist terrorists in Afghanistan and elsewhere, telling him, “The Afghans are doing the fighting, we are advising them, and we have a small counterterrorism force that is going after the high-value targets.”

			Keane went on, “Ever since 9/11, we have said it makes sense to fight specifically only those radicals who could do danger to the American people. So we’re not involved in the entire global radical Islamic movement, far from it, we’re interested in those who may be a danger to the security of the American people. And that’s in four or five places, like against Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula in Yemen. Let’s assume there’s a miracle and we get a peace treaty in Afghanistan. We should keep a small contingent of American forces there to make certain that al-Qaeda and ISIS do not build a safe haven again and we should keep those forces there indefinitely.”

			“Indefinitely?!” Trump asked.

			Keane replied, “Indefinitely! We’re doing that right now in Yemen, Libya, and East Africa. There’s no pressure to get out of there. We have established a condition: as long as a particular terrorist organization is a threat to the American people, then we should be involved.”

			These arguments seemed to have made some impression on Trump. Five months later in an interview with Fox News anchor Tucker Carlson—long a skeptic of America’s wars overseas—the president said of Afghanistan, “I call it the Harvard of terrorists. . . . I’ll give you a tough one. If you were in my position and . . . a great central casting general walks up to your office . . . and you have some really talented military people saying, ‘I’d rather attack them over there than have them hit us over here and fight them on our land.’ It’s something you always have to think about. Now, I would leave and will leave—we will be leaving very strong intelligence, far more than you would normally think because it’s very important.”

			In an Oval Office meeting with the Pakistani prime minister Imran Khan on July 22, 2019, Trump improbably claimed to reporters, “If we wanted to fight a war in Afghanistan and win it, I could win that war in a week. I just don’t want to kill 10 million people. I have plans on Afghanistan that if I wanted to win that war, Afghanistan would be wiped off the face of the Earth.” Had Trump contemplated dropping nuclear weapons on Afghanistan? It wasn’t clear. After Khan’s visit to the White House, a number of stories appeared in the media reporting that a peace agreement between the United States and the Taliban was imminent. Retired General David Petraeus, who generally avoided making any kind of public statement criticizing American government policy, took to the op-ed pages of the Wall Street Journal, declaring that “the kind of U.S. withdrawal that was inadvisable in Iraq eight years ago would be indefensible for Afghanistan today.” This was a strong statement coming from the general who had commanded both the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

			The Trump administration seemed to be trying to thread an impossible needle, which was to cut a peace deal with the Taliban, who were demanding a total American withdrawal from Afghanistan, while at the same time ensuring that the country would not revert into becoming a “Harvard for terrorists,” which a complete US withdrawal would surely help to enable. Meanwhile, the Trump administration was treating the Taliban as if they were a government in waiting while it was excluding the legitimate, elected Afghan government from any role in its negotiations with the Taliban.

			Meanwhile, the Taliban also had their own disagreements. The “Quetta Shura,” the overall command of the Taliban, wanted all the American forces to leave Afghanistan within six months, while the chief Taliban negotiator Mullah Baradar had agreed with Khalilzad to a timeline of under two years.

			On August 17, 2019, Khalilzad traveled to brief Trump about the negotiations at the president’s Bedminster, New Jersey, golf club where he was spending a working vacation. Trump had only met Khalilzad briefly once before.

			Attending the briefing was Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, National Security Adviser John Bolton, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Joseph Dunford, who had been overall commander of the Afghan War, and the CIA director, Gina Haspel. After the meeting Trump tweeted, “Just completed a very good meeting on Afghanistan. Many on the opposite side of this 19 year war, and us, are looking to make a deal—if possible.”

			This bland tweet didn’t represent the real disagreements about the Afghan War that were then roiling Trump’s national security team. Khalilzad was pressing to give the Taliban a date certain for getting American troops to zero in Afghanistan. The reliably hawkish Republican senator Lindsey Graham, who had Trump’s ear, had visited Bedminster earlier in the month and warned the president not to go to zero in Afghanistan. The CIA and the Pentagon were adamantly opposed to going to zero and wanted to keep four or five bases to continue counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan and across the border in neighboring Pakistan. Even if these bases were staffed by CIA officers, they would still need military units to guard them and to carry out raids.

			In their negotiation with Khalilzad, the Taliban had agreed not to let terrorists use any of the areas that they controlled in Afghanistan and, more important, they had also agreed to break publicly with al-Qaeda. In return the United States would commit to a partial drawdown of some five thousand troops with the eventual goal of a possible complete withdrawal, which was conditioned on the Taliban keeping their side of the bargain. The United States also gave itself an important out: When a new Afghan government was installed, the new government could ask for American troops to be posted to Afghanistan and the United States could then potentially agree to such a request.

			The next stage, if everything went to plan, was for the Afghan government and the Taliban to sit down together and begin negotiating what role the Taliban might play in Afghan politics going forward. Afghanistan had been at war for four decades since the Soviets had invaded the country in 1979. Might this be the beginning of a lasting peace? No one knew.

			But then Trump suddenly developed some serious buyer’s remorse. On September 7, 2019, Trump surprised even his close advisers with a tweet that “the major Taliban leaders and, separately, the President of Afghanistan, were going to secretly meet with me at Camp David on Sunday.” Trump wrote that he had “cancelled the meeting and called off peace negotiations,” because the Taliban had “admitted to an attack in Kabul that killed one of our great soldiers.”

			It seemed that Trump was now focused on the fact that a withdrawal agreement with the Taliban might saddle him with a bad deal in Afghanistan that could become a real headache in his second term, should he secure one. However you dressed it up, Khalilzad was negotiating a withdrawal agreement with the Taliban. And simply because the US withdrew its troops from a conflict didn’t mean the war was over, as Obama had discovered when he had pulled all American troops out of Iraq in 2011. It also wasn’t possible to pick a worse moment to be cozying up to the Taliban, considering that photos of the Taliban leadership meeting with Trump at Camp David would have landed on front pages just as the United States started commemorating the eighteenth anniversary of the 9/11 attacks. Trump pronounced that the talks with the Taliban were now “dead.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				THE “INVASION”

			

			The central image is that of a vast and sinister conspiracy, a gigantic and yet subtle machinery of influence set in motion to undermine and destroy a way of life. . . . The paranoid spokesman sees the fate of this conspiracy in apocalyptic terms—he traffics in the birth and death of whole worlds, whole political orders, whole systems of human values. He is always manning the barricades of civilization. He constantly lives at a turning point: it is now or never in organizing resistance to the conspiracy. Time is forever just running out.

			—“The Paranoid Style in American Politics,” from The Paranoid Style in American Politics and Other Essays, Richard Hofstadter, 1965

			This attack is a response to the Hispanic invasion of Texas.

			—Patrick Cursius, a right-wing terrorist who killed twenty-two people at a Walmart in El Paso, Texas, on August 3, 2019

		

	
		
			
			Just ahead of the midterm elections, in the fall of 2018, a caravan of more than seven thousand migrants, mostly from Central America, was wending its way north through Mexico toward the southern border. This was a political gift to President Trump who had, of course, run on a “get-tough on immigration and terrorism” platform during his presidential campaign.

			Trump tweeted that “unknown Middle Easterners are mixed in” with the thousands of migrants. The intent of this tweet was surely to play on American fears about the possibility of mysterious Middle Easterners attacking the country, as they had on 9/11. Of course, the notion of a Middle Eastern terrorist joining a caravan of migrants who were covered by TV reporters almost continuously for many weeks was implausible on its face.

			There was another problem with this notion: all the lethal terrorist attacks in the United States since 9/11 were carried out by US citizens or legal residents. In addition, of the more than four hundred jihadist terrorism cases prosecuted in the United States since 9/11, not one of the terrorists had infiltrated the country across the southern border. And the State Department’s Bureau of Counterterrorism observed in 2017 that there was “no credible information that any member of a terrorist group has traveled through Mexico to gain access to the United States.”

			The Trump administration framed the necessity of a southern border wall, in part, as a response to a purported national security emergency involving terrorists. This was hogwash. The year 2018 saw one of the lowest annual numbers of jihadist terrorism cases in the United States—nineteen—since the rise of ISIS. The largest number of such cases was in 2015 when there were eighty. While the number of terrorism cases wasn’t an exact proxy for levels of threat, it certainly said something about the scale of the threat. The United States had seen a steep decline in the number of jihadist terrorism cases by 2018.

			In the days before the 2018 elections, Fox News anchors and Trump started whipping up hysteria about the approaching caravan. Fox & Friends cohost Pete Hegseth claimed that the caravan of asylum seekers “looks a lot more like an invasion than anything else.” Trump tweeted, “This is an invasion of our Country and our Military is waiting for you!”

			The paranoia surrounding the migrants’ caravan had lethal consequences. Ten days before the midterm elections, on October 27, Robert Bowers murdered eleven worshippers at a Pittsburgh synagogue. Before he carried out the massacre at the synagogue, Bowers posted frequently about the migrants making their way through Mexico. Adopting Trump’s language, Bowers repeatedly called them “invaders.” Bowers also posted multiple anti-Semitic rants on the Gab social media network. Bowers blamed the Jewish philanthropist George Soros for financing the migrant caravan, which was a common conspiracy theory among a virulent minority of Trump’s supporters.

			

			—

			
			In early January 2019, Chris Wallace of Fox News interviewed Sarah Sanders, the then–White House press secretary, and challenged her on the supposed terrorist threat at the southern border. Sanders asserted, “We know that 4,000 known or suspected terrorists come into our country illegally and we know that the most vulnerable point of entry is at our southern border.”

			This was a misleading statistic since these four thousand individuals were not terrorists but had shown up as a “hit” on a watch list of more than a million and a half individuals who were deemed to have some possible link to terrorism. The four thousand people turned away from entering the US were those who may have had some kind of putative connection to terrorism. They were not proven terrorists, otherwise they would have been arrested and charged. And there wasn’t a case since 9/11 of a terrorist being arrested at the border.

			Since 9/11, three foreign terrorist organizations had mounted serious plots to attack the United States, and all the plotters flew into the country from South Asia and the Middle East. None of them crossed over the United States–Mexico border. Najibullah Zazi was trained by al-Qaeda to blow up bombs in the Manhattan subway in 2009. He arrived in the United States from Pakistan by plane. So too did Faisal Shahzad, whom the Pakistani Taliban trained to blow up a bomb in Manhattan a year later. Neither plot succeeded.

			“Underwear Bomber” Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab flew into the country on Christmas Day 2009 on the plane that he tried unsuccessfully to blow up over Detroit. Al-Qaeda in Yemen had trained him.

			The only cross-border infiltration by a terrorist was two years before 9/11 when Ahmed Ressam, an Algerian, was arrested on a ferry arriving in Washington State from Canada on December 14, 1999. As Ressam’s car rolled out of the ferry, a US customs inspector pulled him over. Agents found more than one hundred pounds of explosives in Ressam’s car. Ressam planned to bomb Los Angeles International Airport. Despite the Ressam case, fomenting fears of terrorists crossing the border from Canada hadn’t gained much political traction in the United States.

			Trump kept pushing the conspiracy theory that mysterious Middle Easterners were crossing the southern border, tweeting on January 18, 2019, “Border rancher: ‘We’ve found prayer rugs out here. It’s unreal.’ . . . People coming across the Southern Border from many countries, some of which would be a big surprise.” Trump linked to a story in the conservative Washington Examiner that cited an anonymous rancher in New Mexico who had supposedly found the prayer rugs. Oddly, there were no photos of the rugs.

			

			—

			
			John Kelly, having been commander of SOUTHCOM under Obama and then head of the Department of Homeland Security for Trump, understood the issues about the southern border well. Kelly often said privately that “the wall” was a misnomer and that it would not run from “sea to shining sea” as Trump often claimed. In fact, there was no need for a physical wall in many sections of the border where there were inhospitable deserts or American Indian reservations.

			Kelly told Trump that the wall “wasn’t the Maginot Line,” the defensive line of fortresses and concrete fortifications the French had built after World War I on their eastern border to try to prevent the Germans from invading France. “The wall” wasn’t really a wall; it was better border infrastructure. Of course, “Build better border infrastructure” wasn’t quite as catchy a slogan as “Build the wall!”

			In the end, only around sixty miles of wall—or to be more precise, steel bollard fence—were built during the first two and a half years of Trump’s presidency. Despite all of Trump’s rhetoric about combating the invading immigrants from the south, the number of migrants trying to cross the southern border was at a thirteen-year high in 2019.

			The real issue wasn’t the lack of a southern border wall from the Atlantic to the Pacific but the appalling conditions in the Central American countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, which had some of the world’s highest homicide rates and were riven by drug violence and gangs. The migrants from Central America were fleeing the desperate conditions in their countries and were willing to make the long and often dangerous trek to the United States to take their chances there. Building better border infrastructure wasn’t going to do much of anything to stem the flow of Central American asylum seekers.

			

			—

			The Trump administration’s counterterrorism strategy correctly observed that the United States had “long faced a persistent security threat from domestic terrorists who are not motivated by a radical Islamist ideology but are instead motivated by other forms of violent extremism.” The most lethal terrorist attack against Hispanics in American history was a bleak reminder of this. Patrick Cursius, a twenty-one-year-old white man shot and killed twenty-two people at a Walmart in Texas on August 3, 2019. Minutes before the attack, the shooter had posted a manifesto on 8chan, an online message board often featuring racist postings, about his support for the terrorist who had killed fifty-one worshippers at two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand, five months earlier. Just as school shooters learn from other school shooters, terrorists also learn from other terrorists. The terrorist who carried out the Christchurch attack had posted his own manifesto to 8chan just before he carried out the attacks at the mosques.

			The online manifesto by the El Paso shooter referred to a purported Hispanic invasion of Texas as the rationale for his terrorist attack. As mentioned above, Trump had also described immigrants coming across the southern border as an “invasion.” However, in the manifesto, the shooter said that his views about immigrants had predated Trump becoming president.

			With the 22 fatalities in the El Paso attack, terrorists motivated by far-right ideology had killed 109 people in the United States since the 9/11 attacks, while jihadist militants had killed 104. Trump needed to recognize that the threat posed by far-right terrorists was of a similar scope to that posed by jihadist terrorists and that he should use the bully pulpit of his presidency to attack the ideological underpinnings of right-wing violence—rather than stoking its flames.

			To his credit, two days after the El Paso attack Trump made formal remarks at the White House in which he condemned “racism, bigotry and white supremacy.” This was the teleprompter Trump. Would he return to being the president who trafficked in white identity politics when he was back on Twitter or addressing one of his raucous rallies? By the end of the summer of 2019 the answer was obvious.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				THE PLANES WERE LEAVING

			

			Everybody has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.

			—Heavyweight boxer Mike Tyson

		

	
		
			
			During the evening of June 20, 2019, President Trump pulled back air strikes on three Iranian targets that could have killed as many as 150 people. Trump tweeted that the operation was called off because it wasn’t a “proportionate” response to Iranian forces bringing down an unmanned US surveillance drone several days earlier.

			“The planes were leaving” when the president called off the mission, according to a senior Trump administration official.

			Trump tweeted “10 minutes before the strike I stopped it.” Trump pulled back from the brink of a much larger confrontation with Iran that was advocated by Bolton, who, like a number of hawks in recent American history, hadn’t served in any wars and had avoided service in Vietnam by taking a deferment while he was attending Yale. Yet Bolton hadn’t met a war he didn’t love.

			It wasn’t quite John F. Kennedy adeptly managing the Cuban Missile Crisis, but it was one of the better moments of Trump’s presidency since it stopped an escalatory set of responses that could have embroiled the United States in a shooting war with Iran.

			Such a potentially lethal strike also surely would have needed, at an absolute minimum, congressional buy-in, and more properly it would have needed an actual congressional resolution for the use of force. US presidents had sometimes disputed Congress’s authority over military strikes, but congressional approval was how things should work, according to the War Powers Act of 1973. And Trump had neither congressional buy-in nor an authorization for the use of force for a conflict with Iran.

			An escalatory strike of this scale could also have posed serious risks to Americans in the Middle East. Unlike the Syrian regime against which Trump launched air strikes in 2017 and 2018, Iran had the capacity to launch significant retaliatory operations across the Middle East. Iran and its proxies had major presences in Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. Iran also had thousands of missiles with ranges of up to 1,500 miles that could hit targets around the region, including Israel, and could reach as far as southeastern Europe. The more hard-line elements in Iran could easily unleash their forces or proxies against American troops in both Iraq and Syria or against American commercial targets around the Middle East.

			Iran also wasn’t Syria, where Trump had launched the strikes in 2017 and 2018 after the Syrian regime used chemical weapons against its own people. Those strikes enforced a significant international norm against the use of chemical weapons and had considerable support around the world. Indeed, the British and the French both participated in the 2018 strikes.

			There also would have been scant support for strikes against Iran by America’s European allies, who supported the Iran nuclear deal, because the Iranians had been sticking to the terms of the agreement. The International Atomic Energy Agency had repeatedly certified that Iran had stuck to the terms of the nuclear deal. Yet, less than a month after Bolton became national security adviser, the US pulled out of the Iran deal.

			Trump had largely created the crisis with Iran by pulling out of the deal in the spring of 2018 and imposing tough new sanctions on the Iranians with no real Plan B for what would come next, once the Iranians started pushing back against the sanctions that were crippling their economy.

			In June 2019, Iran responded to the new US sanctions by threatening that it would start pulling out of parts of the nuclear deal. Around the same time, US officials briefed reporters about intelligence suggesting Iran or its proxies were planning to attack American forces in Iraq and Syria or at sea.

			Bolton ordered up military options that were briefed to top Trump national security officials that called for as many as tens of thousands of American troops to deploy to the Middle East if Iran attacked American targets in the region or resumed work on its nuclear weapons program.

			In recent weeks, Bolton had also pushed for a coup in Venezuela against the socialist strongman president Nicolás Maduro. The US-backed coup attempt fizzled. Trump blamed Bolton for the botched coup. Trump said that he actually moderated the bellicose Bolton: “I’m the one who tempers him, which is OK. I have John Bolton and I have people who are a little more dovish than him.” When Trump met with Kim Jong Un for the third time at the DMZ to discuss North Korea’s nuclear program, along tagged Jared and Ivanka Kushner, and Tucker Carlson. Meanwhile, Bolton, who had spent much of his professional career focused on arms control issues, went on a previously scheduled trip to . . . Mongolia.

			Given the amount of turnover in his cabinet, Trump couldn’t get rid of Bolton immediately, but he started thinking about other candidates to be his national security adviser. Trump was intrigued by Fox News talking head Colonel Douglas Macgregor, who had been H. R. McMaster’s superior officer during the legendary Battle of 73 Easting during the first Gulf War and like McMaster had also obtained a doctorate. Unlike McMaster, Macgregor was an extreme skeptic about American military interventions in the greater Middle East, appearing on Fox to rail against the “globalist elite” on Capitol Hill and at the Pentagon and State Department who were purportedly pushing for the continuation of the Afghan War. Macgregor also appeared on Fox strongly opposing any kind of conflict with Iran.

			

			—

			The enemy always gets a vote in any conflict. The Iranian deep state—the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and its elite Quds Force—as well as Iranian proxies around the Middle East started fighting back to signal their anger with the Trump-imposed sanctions. In May 2019, two Saudi oil tankers and two other ships were attacked in the Strait of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf. US intelligence assessed that Iran was behind the attacks. Oil facilities in Saudi Arabia were also attacked by armed drones. Houthi rebels in Yemen—armed with Iranian missiles—launched attacks at an airport in Saudi Arabia, wounding twenty-six and sending a clear message that Iran could turn the heat up on the Trump administration’s close ally, Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin Salman.

			The Iranian regime also understood that Trump was quite sensitive to the price of oil, which tended to spike whenever tensions rose in the Middle East. Oil prices jumped to over sixty-four dollars a barrel after the Iranians shot down the US drone.

			As a result of the increasing tensions with Iran, Bolton announced that the United States was deploying a carrier strike group and a bomber task force to the Middle East and the Pentagon deployed a total of 2,500 more troops to the Middle East. But the story got more complicated because Trump then sent mixed messages regarding his true intentions. He said he wanted to talk to the Iranians and he also tweeted that a war with Iran would be “the official end of Iran.” After the US drone was shot down, he tweeted, “Iran made a very big mistake!” Trump approved the strikes against Iranian missile batteries and radars and then he abruptly called off the operation.

			The new round of US sanctions more than halved Iran’s oil exports, its key revenue source. As a result, Iran had to reduce its support for key regional proxies such as Lebanese Hezbollah, forcing the organization to cut the salaries it paid to its fighters and to withdraw some of its troops from Syria, as well as to reduce spending on Al-Manar, its TV station in Lebanon. A key goal of Trump’s “maximum pressure” campaign against Iran—forcing Iran to reduce its support for its proxy forces in the Middle East—had started to work.

			The sanctions were also putting considerable pressure on Iranian officials to suggest renewed discussions about their nuclear program. Iran’s foreign minister Mohammad Zarif told reporters in New York on July 18, 2019, that in exchange for the lifting of the sanctions, Iran would allow international inspectors greater latitude to inspect its nuclear program.

			Zarif didn’t have a huge amount of juice with the mullahs who actually ran the show in Iran, but Iran’s hard-line former president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, certainly did. Around the same time that Zarif made his offer, Ahmadinejad told the New York Times, “Mr. Trump is a man of action. He is a businessman and therefore he is capable of calculating cost-benefits and making a decision. We say to him, let’s calculate the long-term cost-benefit of our two nations and not be shortsighted.” This came a month after Trump had said he would speak to the Iranians with “no preconditions.”

			Of course, there were plenty of reasons to be concerned that the confrontation with Iran could easily end in a deeper conflict instead of at the negotiating table. Iran announced in July 2019 that it was breaching the terms of the nuclear deal by enriching uranium beyond the 3.67 percent purity allowed by the agreement, enriching it above 4.5 percent. This was still a very long way from the 90 percent purity that would be needed for a nuclear weapon, but it was a small step down the road to reactivating Iran’s nuclear weapons program, the program that Trump had repeatedly said he would never allow.

			The same day that Zarif was telling reporters in New York that he was ready to parley, Trump announced that the US had brought down an Iranian drone that was flying too close to the USS Boxer in the Strait of Hormuz. The Iranians denied it was one of their drones. The following day, the Iranians seized a British oil tanker that was cruising in the Strait of Hormuz.

			The brinkmanship between Iran and the United States and its closest allies seemed likely to produce some kind of incident that could lead to escalatory responses on both sides. At the same time, could Trump be pulling off what he had always wanted, which was a new set of negotiations for a new deal with Iran? If so, this would truly be a “Nixon goes to China” moment for the Trump administration, which was already talking to both the North Koreans and the Taliban. Perhaps the Iranians and the Americans would follow Churchill’s admonition “To jaw-jaw is always better than to war-war”?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				COMMANDER IN CHIEF

			

			It’s not titles that honor men, but men that honor titles.

			—Machiavelli

			L’état c’est moi.

			—Louis XIV

			Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel.

			—Samuel Johnson in 1775

		

	
		
			
			Trump turned the traditional celebration of Independence Day in Washington, DC, into a spectacle starring himself. On the steps of the Lincoln Memorial on the evening of July 4, 2019—where more than half a century earlier Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had delivered one of the most influential speeches in American history—Trump gave a speech recounting the heroism of the five branches of the American military from the Revolutionary era to the post-9/11 wars. It was a roll call of America’s greatest military hits: George Washington’s Continental Army, American “flyboys” during World War I, the Battle of Midway, the marines raising the flag at Iwo Jima, and the SEALs who killed bin Laden.

			Confounding his critics, who feared that Trump would turn his July 4 speech into a MAGA rally, the president didn’t attack the news media, Democrats, the Mueller “witch hunt,” or any other of his familiar targets. Nor did Trump trumpet his own achievements. Instead, Trump played the role of the nonpartisan, patriotic commander in chief advancing what was for him a rare message of national unity when he declared, “As we gather this evening in the joy of freedom, we remember that we all share a truly extraordinary heritage. Together, we are part of one of the greatest stories ever told—the story of America.”

			Trump had a schoolboy fascination with military hardware, and he reveled in the ceremonial aspects of being the commander in chief. Trump was deeply impressed by the French display of military might that he had seen at the Bastille Day celebration in Paris two years earlier when he was visiting the French president Emmanuel Macron. Macron had made Trump the guest of honor at the celebration that commemorated the beginning of the French Revolution. Trump watched as dozens of French tanks rolled by and Mirage fighter jets roared overhead. Trump loved the display, telling aides afterward that it was “awesome” and that they should mount a similar parade back in Washington. Trump said such a parade could “show off our military and help to educate Americans about it.” Trump told his advisers, “We can’t be outshone by the French.”

			Initially, Trump planned a major military parade for Veterans Day, November 11, 2018, in Washington, DC, but the Pentagon quietly killed the plan, partly because of concerns about costs, which were estimated to be up to $50 million.

			Months later Trump ordered the Pentagon to put on a spectacular show for his July 4 speech, and this time the generals came through. As a light rain fell on Independence Day, Trump, standing behind a bulletproof screen on the Lincoln Memorial, narrated a flyby of some of the most advanced aircraft in the air force, saying, “You will soon see beautiful brand new F-22 Raptors” and “one magnificent B-2 stealth bomber.” Trump ended his speech by introducing a show by the navy’s “famous, incredible, talented” Blue Angels flight team.

			Beyond his love of the showmanship of his role as commander in chief, how has Trump performed substantively in his duties, as the commander of the US military, to keep Americans safe? One of the few institutions that Trump hasn’t attacked as president is the military. Instead, Trump presided over substantial increases in defense spending, targeting $750 billion for fiscal 2020, while Obama’s defense budgets were in the $600 billion range. Trump may have soured on the generals who worked for him, but his romance with the military writ large was one of the constants of his presidency.

			Once you got past their rhetorically quite different styles, there was an important commonality between Presidents Obama and Trump as commanders in chief. Both presidents saw themselves as elected to get the United States out of the seemingly endless, expensive post-9/11 wars. The Trump administration continued the Obama doctrine of avoiding big, conventional wars and kept in place much of the “small footprint” counterterrorism architecture that Obama had developed, including his overall approach to the war against ISIS in Iraq and Syria and his reliance on special operations forces and drones to hunt and kill jihadist terrorists. In Pakistan, Somalia, and Yemen, Trump continued the drone campaigns that were a signature of Obama’s administration.

			Trump, like Obama, did not send any additional prisoners to Guantanamo, instead relying on federal courts to try alleged terrorists, nor did he push for the coercive interrogations of suspected terrorists to resume despite comments he had made on the campaign trail that he was in favor of torture for terrorists.

			Trump could change his mind about any given issue, which made it hard for the United States to have a coherent America First strategy, as demonstrated by his abrupt decisions to pull US forces out of both Afghanistan and Syria. Trump then changed his mind again on Syria, opting to leave the residual force there, and he also reversed himself on Afghanistan when he scrapped the talks with the Taliban. Trump whipsawed between offering talks with the Iranian regime and authorizing a military strike against Iranian military targets, which he then called off. Trump went from threatening North Korea with “fire and fury” to declaring his “love” for Kim within the space of a little over a year.

			President Trump also got lucky. During his first two and a half years in office, there was no major foreign policy crisis on his watch of the kind that had challenged every president in the half century before him. There was no Cuban Missile Crisis (Kennedy); no Vietnam War (Johnson and Nixon); no hostage crisis in Iran (Carter); no invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviets (Carter and Reagan); no invasion of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein (George H. W. Bush); no suicide bombings by al-Qaeda directed at two US embassies and an American warship (Clinton); no 9/11 attacks (George W. Bush); and no global financial crisis (Obama).

			Trump did avoid making major unforced foreign policy errors, such as George W. Bush’s decision to go to war in Iraq, a war of choice that helped create Al-Qaeda in Iraq, which later evolved into ISIS and which also helped to spread sectarianism around the Middle East. Trump also avoided getting sucked into a larger war in Syria and avoided a military confrontation with North Korea. A significant foreign policy crisis that Trump did face was with Iran. That crisis was largely of Trump’s own creation, but even with the Iranians Trump chose not to escalate the conflict.

			When it came to the actual use of force, Commander in Chief Trump wasn’t quick on the trigger. Instead, he was rather cautious about sending more US troops to Afghanistan in 2017, doing so only with great hesitancy. Trump also surprised his advisers by announcing a total pullout from Syria at the end of 2018 after much of ISIS was defeated. The following year, Trump canceled a military operation against the Iranians, and he also avoided making any moves that might provoke a conflict with the regime of Kim Jong Un.

			It’s also true that Trump didn’t score any major foreign policy triumphs, such as expelling Saddam from Kuwait (George H. W. Bush); engineering a peaceful end to the Cold War (Reagan and George H. W. Bush); or authorizing the raid that killed bin Laden (Obama).

			That said, Trump did have some foreign policy wins. During 2017, Trump oversaw an effective campaign against ISIS; he made a long-term military commitment to Afghanistan, where the Taliban had been steadily seizing territory; he drew a clear “red line” when he responded robustly to Assad’s use of nerve agents in Syria by launching cruise missile attacks against Syrian military targets; and he made his first overseas trip as president to Saudi Arabia, where he spoke to the leaders of more than fifty Muslim countries, a trip that was generally seen as a success because of his effective outreach to Arab states.

			In 2018, Trump could point to fewer foreign policy wins. Trump once again responded robustly to the Assad regime’s repeated use of chemical weapons, but by moving the US embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, Trump torpedoed any possibility of the United States brokering a peace deal between the Israelis and Palestinians. Trump feuded publicly with major Western allies at summits in Brussels and Quebec while kowtowing to Russian president Vladimir Putin at a subsequent summit in Helsinki. Trump then defended the Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin Salman after his minions had murdered Jamal Khashoggi, a murder that underlined both the crown prince’s impetuousness and the Trump administration’s wishful thinking about him.

			And in 2019, there were even fewer foreign policy wins. By the end of 2018, the “axis of adults”—Cohn, Kelly, Mattis, McMaster, and Tillerson—had all departed, so the world got to see Trump increasingly unplugged. Meetings between Trump and Kim Jong Un in Hanoi and at the Demilitarized Zone between North and South Korea yielded no tangible results. Meanwhile, the newly imposed sanctions on the Iranians certainly began to bite, but Iran also restarted a modest uranium enrichment program.

			Also in 2019, the Trump administration conducted peace talks with the Taliban with no input from the Afghan government. The talks seemed designed to produce a withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan ahead of the American presidential election in November 2020, but Trump abruptly cancelled the negotiations in September. America’s longest war continued on. And Kushner’s peace plan for the Palestinians died not with a bang but a whimper when he rolled out his “deal of the century” at a conference in Bahrain. The plan featured tens of billions of dollars of supposed investments in Palestinian projects, but Kushner’s Bahrain event was almost entirely boycotted by Palestinians themselves and the conference generated no funding for the purported investments. It was like a leveraged buyout deal for a real estate property where no one put any money on the table and for which there were no sellers and also no buyers.

			Trump’s warm embrace of Kim, MBS, and Putin underlined how Trump favored dictators over longtime democratic allies such as Canada, France, Germany, Mexico, and the United Kingdom, all of whose leaders he dissed at one point or another. It also emphasized how he tended to undermine the NATO alliance, the most successful alliance the United States had entered into since World War II as it helped to contribute to the peaceful implosion of the Soviet Union. And despite all of Trump’s badgering and bluster, when he came into office only six of the twenty-nine NATO countries were spending the 2 percent of their GDP on defense that they had all agreed to spend by 2024. By the fall of 2019, only one more country had reached that target, Latvia.

			Historians are likely to find that Trump got one really big foreign policy issue at least in part right, which was China. While the US was distracted by its post-9/11 wars, China made great advances economically and militarily. China did so, in part, by stealing American secrets through cyber espionage, such as the theft of the plans for the most advanced US fighter jet, the F-35, which was almost identical to China’s J-31 stealth fighter. China also engaged in large-scale intellectual property theft through “forced transfer,” in which American companies doing business in China had to partner with Chinese companies—which were really extensions of the Chinese government—and then had to transfer their intellectual property and processes to those Chinese companies. Intellectual property theft by the Chinese was estimated to cost the US economy between $200 billion to $600 billion annually.*

			A few days after taking office, Trump made a rash decision to pull the United States out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership, which was a trade deal between a dozen Pacific countries, including the United States, that was, in part, designed to contain the rise of China. During the campaign, Trump had misunderstood what the TPP actually did, claiming, “It’s a deal that was designed for China to come in, as they always do, through the back door and totally take advantage of everyone.” In fact, China was not part of the deal and, if anything, the deal disadvantaged the Chinese. Peremptorily pulling out of the TPP seemed more like an effort to kill a deal that was negotiated by Obama rather than because any serious consideration was given to what the partnership aimed to accomplish in terms of containing the Chinese.

			It was striking, then, that both the national security strategy review overseen by National Security Adviser H. R. McMaster and the defense strategy review overseen by Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis prioritized “great power” competition with China and Russia over the long-running wars with jihadist militants. And clearly, given the relatively small size of the Russian economy, it was China—the world’s second largest economy—rather than Russia that posed the greatest potential threat to American interests.

			The national security strategy called out China in a number of areas, accusing the Chinese of stealing US intellectual property every year valued at “hundreds of billions of dollars,” and it pointed out that China was “building the most capable and well-funded military in the world, after our own,” including a “diversifying” nuclear arsenal.

			Some in the Trump administration even saw the emerging contest with China in stark “Clash of Civilizations” terms. Speaking at a conference in Washington in 2018, Kiron Skinner, the head of policy planning at the State Department, said that the conflict was “a fight with a different civilization and a different ideology.” Skinner added that this was “the first time that we will have a great power competitor that is not Caucasian.”

			As a trade war between the United States and China intensified in September 2018, Trump slapped tariffs on $200 billion of Chinese goods. Trump told advisers that he was imposing these costs on the Chinese economy because the Chinese military budget was around $200 billion. For Trump, the military aspirations of the Chinese could be combated with higher tariffs, which he seemed to believe were somehow paid by the Chinese government rather than by American companies and consumers.

			A year later Trump imposed additional tariffs on three hundred billion dollars of Chinese exports to the United States. This move spooked the markets and it wasn’t clear if the Chinese would respond by significantly opening up to American imports, in particular agricultural products, as Trump was demanding. Trump’s brinkmanship with the Chinese also ran the real risk of precipitating a global economic slowdown or even a recession. The Trump administration then announced that the new tariffs would only be applied just before Christmas 2019, a tacit admission that the tariffs penalized Americans, who ended up paying higher prices for Chinese goods such as cell phones, computers, games, and toys.

			Trump seemed to have skipped his Trade 101 class when he attended the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, as he had a mercantilist conception of trade where there could only be “winners” and “losers,” which was contrary to the views of almost every modern economist, who believed that free trade tended to lift all economic boats in the long term. This was why the Republicans were overwhelmingly the party of free trade until Trump came along.

			This mercantilism meshed with Trump’s overall conception of life, which he cast in bleak nineteenth-century social Darwinian terms as a zero sum competition of winners and losers and the survival of the fittest. In fact, as our understanding of evolution has deepened, we know that society functions not because of some Darwinian struggle but because of “reciprocal altruism”—I’ll scratch your back, if you scratch mine—a concept that Trump didn’t seem to understand.

			

			—

			Identifying China as a strategic rival of the United States was an important conceptual shift for the United States, because previous administrations had emphasized engagement with the Chinese, believing that as they started to play by the rules of the international system and liberalized their economy they would prosper and then they would liberalize their authoritarian form of governance. That, of course, didn’t happen. The Trump administration demanded fair and reciprocal trade and economic practices from the Chinese, but as of the fall of 2019 that effort seemed to have stalled.

			Trump presided over a far larger number of “freedom of navigation” exercises in the South China Sea, which was critical to global trade because at least $3 trillion of goods transited it every year. China was trying to turn the vast South China Sea into a Chinese lake by building a string of artificial, militarized islands across it, which was part of China’s “winning without fighting” strategy that avoided direct conflict with the United States yet allowed the Chinese to keep expanding their spheres of influence. During Obama’s two terms in office, there were only four freedom of navigation exercises in the South China Sea. By the summer of 2019, Trump had presided over eleven such exercises.

			Trump also pressed for the creation of a new Space Force that would take charge of US military operations in space in part because China was moving aggressively to militarize its operations in space, such as developing missiles capable of taking out American satellites critical to so many of the Pentagon’s communications and operations.

			If Trump got the measure of China largely right, historians will not treat Trump kindly on the other great issue of the twenty-first century: climate change. For years, the Pentagon had considered climate change an important national security issue that would influence the kind of conflicts that the United States might fight and also the disposition of American bases and forces around the world. Yet, on June 1, 2017, Trump pulled the United States out of the Paris climate agreement that was ratified by 185 countries and aimed to reduce the carbon emissions that contributed to climate change. Trump justified leaving the agreement by saying, “I was elected by voters of Pittsburgh, not Paris. I promised I would exit or renegotiate any deal which fails to serve US interests.”

			Trump seemed to have doubts that climate change was even happening. It was one thing to reject the overwhelming scientific consensus that climate change was caused by human activity, but it took a particular kind of determined Know Nothingism for Trump to ignore the fact that the earth was warming significantly. Trump had denied this basic truth in 2012, describing climate change as an “expensive hoax” perpetrated by the Chinese, tweeting that “the concept of global warming was created by and for the Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing non-competitive.” Six years later when he was president, Trump told 60 Minutes confusingly, “I’m not denying climate change. But it could very well go back. You know, we’re talking about over . . . millions of years.”

			A year later, Trump seemed to conflate routine shifts in the weather with systematic climate change when he tweeted, “Large parts of the Country are suffering from tremendous amounts of snow and near record setting cold. Amazing how big this system is. Wouldn’t be bad to have a little of that good old fashioned Global Warming right now!” In June 2019, Trump mystifyingly opined in an interview, “I believe that there is a change in weather and I think it changes both ways.”

			Trump’s fuzziness about whether climate change was even happening had policy repercussions that went beyond leaving the Paris climate agreement. Rising sea levels caused by climate change meant that two places close to Trump’s heart, Manhattan and the Atlantic coast of southern Florida, would face serious problems by 2060. By then, a third of Lower Manhattan would be at risk from storm surges, while sea levels around Palm Beach would rise by two feet. Trump could have taken the position that while he didn’t believe the science that climate change was caused by human activity, he did believe climate change was a real problem and as a result he was going to instigate major infrastructure projects to mitigate its consequences in places such as Manhattan and southern Florida. That didn’t happen. Instead, Trump fiddled while the world burned.

			

			—

			Trump has spent much of his presidency undermining the institutions that undergird and defend American democracy. It used to be leftists who tended to decry the CIA, the FBI, and Department of Justice. Now it was Trump and his supporters. A key element of the United States’ unwritten constitution has been that the president wouldn’t attack key organs of his own government. That notion now seems quaint. A veteran CIA official lamented, “Of all the institutions that have been attacked, it has been the jugulars of the CIA and the FBI that Trump has slashed at the most and the most frequently. The two organizations that are charged with speaking truth to power and identifying and punishing the ‘liars,’ no matter where the truth comes from or its consequences. So, what does it all mean? Russia does not need to lift a finger or push a single button to interfere with our 2020 elections. They have already won, and they probably know it. Half of America would not believe that they did not interfere in the 2020 elections if the candidate they wanted to win, loses. The other half would not believe Russia did interfere if the candidate they wanted to win does win. Russia wins either way.”

			Trump’s attacks on the intelligence community intensified in August 2019 when he accepted the resignation of Dan Coats, the director of national intelligence. Coats’s departure was utterly predictable because he had performed his job, which was to tell the truth. Unfortunately, his boss didn’t like the truths he was telling. On some of the key national security issues of the Trump administration—Iran, North Korea, and Russia—the director of national intelligence and the president fundamentally disagreed about the facts.

			Trump’s animus against Coats began in earnest when he testified about the findings of the Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community to the Senate Intelligence Committee on January 29, 2019. The assessment generally attracted scant political controversy because it was an annual account of the threats that the United States faced. The 2019 Worldwide Threat Assessment would be different. Coats testified that North Korea was unlikely “to completely give up its nuclear weapons.” Experts on North Korea almost universally shared the view that it was quite doubtful that Kim Jong Un would give up all his nukes, yet Trump was angered by the coverage of Coats’s testimony, which undercut his claims that North Korea no longer posed a nuclear threat.

			Coats also testified that the 2015 Iran nuclear agreement was working: “We continue to assess that Iran is not currently undertaking the key nuclear weapons-development activities we judge necessary to produce a nuclear device.” If that was the case, why was Trump constantly claiming that Iran was a big threat and the Iran nuclear agreement was a terrible deal?

			The morning after Coats’s testimony, Trump let loose a tweet storm, writing, “The Intelligence people seem to be extremely passive and naive when it comes to the dangers of Iran. They are wrong!” The president also tweeted, “Perhaps Intelligence should go back to school!”

			All this came around six months after Coats had publicly rebuked Trump when the president had met with Putin in Helsinki and sided with the Russian president over his own intelligence agencies’ findings about Russia’s interference in the 2016 election.

			Trump nominated an obscure Texas Republican to replace Coats, Representative John Ratcliffe, whose principal qualification for the job appeared to be his unquestioning fealty to Trump. Ratcliffe, a three-term House member and former US attorney, was previously the mayor of Heath, Texas, population just under nine thousand. By contrast, Coats had served in the Senate and House for two and a half decades and also was US ambassador to Germany for four years.

			When he put forward Ratcliffe, Trump claimed, “I think we need somebody like that in there. We need somebody strong that can rein it in. Because, as I think you’ve all learned, the intelligence agencies have run amok. They have run amok.”

			Ratcliffe had publicly made inflated claims about his role in prosecuting terrorism cases. That, together with his scant qualifications to oversee the intelligence community, ensured that his nomination was quickly withdrawn.

			When Coats was a senator, he served with another senator who famously observed that “everyone is entitled to his own opinion, but not to his own facts.” Trump seemed to want to reverse Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s well-known dictum so it would now be “I’m entitled to my own facts, which will match my opinions.”

			Trump’s desire to adjust the facts so they would fit his opinions could also be seen in his treatment of the press, which he routinely referred to as fake news and enemies of the people, except for those on Fox News who were his slavish supporters or close advisers. It was almost as if the greenroom at Fox News had taken over the West Wing. Three of Trump’s most influential advisers—Sean Hannity, Tucker Carlson, and Lou Dobbs—were anchors on Fox. A key Trump military adviser, retired general Jack Keane, was a Fox analyst. Trump’s national security adviser, John Bolton; deputy national security adviser, K. T. McFarland; communications directors, Bill Shine and Mercedes Schlapp; deputy to the chief strategist, Sebastian Gorka; and State Department spokespersons, Heather Nauert and Morgan Ortagus were all former Fox News executives, anchors, or talking heads.

			There was simply no precedent in American history for this large-scale integration of a media institution and a presidential administration. It was often hard to discern if it was Fox News that was driving the national security agenda of the White House, or if it was the White House that was driving the agenda of Fox News. Often it was both. Tucker Carlson helped to talk Trump out of the Iran strike that was slated for the evening of June 20, 2019. The following week, Carlson went on Trump’s trip to the Demilitarized Zone between North Korea and South Korea and publicly defended the president’s embrace of the despotic Kim by saying, “You’ve got to be honest about what it means to lead a country. It means killing people. Not on the scale the North Koreans do, but a lot of countries commit atrocities, including a number that we are closely allied with.”

			Jack Keane talked Trump out of pulling all US troops from Syria in early 2019 and he also defended Trump’s diplomacy with Kim on Fox News following the president’s trip to the DMZ.

			

			—

			Trump was a bully who treated even the most senior members of his cabinet with contempt. Trump publicly said that departed secretary of state Rex Tillerson was “as dumb as a rock.” After Mattis resigned, Trump said, “What’s he done for me? How has he done in Afghanistan? Not too good. As you know, President Obama fired him, and essentially so did I.” And Trump so berated homeland security secretary Kirstjen Nielsen in front of his cabinet in May 2018 about the flow of migrants crossing the southern border that she considered resigning—and ultimately she did a year later.

			Trump also played on America’s racial divisions, promoted baseless conspiracy theories, lied or made false claims thousands of times when he was president, and made most matters of state about himself. A classic example of this was when Trump floated the idea in August 2019 that he was interested in buying the massive and strategic island of Greenland, which is an autonomous region of Denmark. When the Danish prime minister called the offer “absurd,” Trump promptly canceled a long-planned trip to Denmark. This was the action of a five-year-old boy who didn’t get a toy he wanted.

			It’s worth recalling, however, that several American presidents in past decades weren’t exactly saints either. Lyndon Johnson routinely gave orders to his advisers while he was taking a crap in a White House bathroom, yet he pushed through the civil rights legislation that made the United States a much fairer place. Nixon was a paranoid liar, yet he restored United States–China relations, which led to one of the most successful economic partnerships in history. Reagan was a fantasist who lied that he had fought in World War II, and he, too, skipped briefing books, yet he played a key role in the peaceful implosion of the Soviet Union. Clinton had a sexual affair in the Oval Office with an intern and lied about it to the American people, yet he presided over a period of unprecedented prosperity.* Americans aren’t hiring angels as their CEO, but they are hiring someone who will successfully perform the people’s business.

			It’s also worth recalling that President Harry Truman was initially derided as a onetime haberdasher and Reagan was similarly dinged as a former actor, but Truman is now regarded as key to ending World War II and bringing order and prosperity to the West following that devastating conflict, while Reagan is viewed as instrumental in helping to end the Cold War with a whimper instead of a bang. Could the blowhard billionaire from Queens also enjoy a similar reputational shift?

			Was Trump an outlier or a harbinger? One way to answer that question is to do the thought experiment about what the world would have looked like if Hillary Clinton had won the American presidential election. The United States would still be a party to the Paris climate agreement and it would be abiding by the Iran nuclear deal along with its key European allies. America’s NATO partners would not feel insulted when they dealt with the president, and Vladimir Putin would not be embraced. Trump certainly brought his own special brand of America First policies that wouldn’t necessarily be the policies of another president.

			That said, roughly half of American voters voted for Trump, and his America Firstism appealed to many of those hurt by the 2008 financial crash who felt that “the elites,” whether Democrats or Republicans, didn’t operate in their interests. Many Trump voters also felt that recent immigrants were “jumping the queue” and were “line cutters” grabbing an unfair share of the economic pie. This was a common view across much of the West, and as a result ultranationalist, nativist parties moved from the margins to become central political players in much of Europe. Some politicians in Western countries, including the United States, would continue to try to unmoor themselves from “the international order,” whether through Brexit-like maneuvers or through anti-immigrant nativism. Polls also routinely showed that a solid bipartisan majority of Americans wanted the United States to play a smaller role in the world. Their views were unlikely to change after Trump had left office.

			Trump ended his July 4 speech with a message of national unity, saying, “We all share the same heroes, the same home, the same heart, and we are all made by the same Almighty God.”

			Dr. King had declared in exactly the same spot where Trump gave his Independence Day speech, “And so let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania.”

			Trump mimicked King, saying, “And from the banks of the Chesapeake to the cliffs of California, from the humming shores of the Great Lakes to the sand dunes of the Carolinas, from the fields of the heartland to the everglades of Florida, the spirit of American independence will never fade, never fail, but will reign forever and ever and ever.”

			It was, of course, always a perennial question if Trump could really ever summon the better angels of his nature and act as a commander in chief who was a uniter rather than a divider. On July 4, 2019, he showed a glimpse of that possibility.

			Ten days later, no such glimpse was in evidence when Trump tweeted of four progressive Democratic congresswomen of color known as “the Squad,” “Why don’t they go back and help fix the totally broken and crime infested places from which they came.”

			Three of the four representatives were born in the United States, so it was hard to figure out which countries they could “go back” to. The tweet was widely condemned as racist, yet only four Republicans supported a House vote abjuring it. The party of Lincoln was now the party of Trump. The 2020 election would be fought by a president who continued to use the white identity politics that had launched his political career. This was a commander in chief who would not represent all Americans, only those who supported him.

			During his presidential campaign, Trump had advanced two seemingly contradictory big ideas about the kind of commander in chief he would be. He had called for a greatly expanded military and an unconstrained war against terrorists. At the same time, he had also railed against America’s seemingly endless wars in the Middle East. Two and a half years into his term, Trump had largely achieved his goals: the Pentagon was considerably better resourced while ISIS was largely defeated. At the same time, Trump was also drawing down from the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria.

			Now the generals who had guided his national security policies were all long gone from his administration. They were troubled by the cavalier way in which Trump treated institutions such as NATO that were sacred to them as well as his routine denigrations of US allies and his fellow Americans. What remained was Trump himself, a veteran only of the New York Military Academy, a military-style boarding school, who thrilled to the ceremonial aspects of being commander in chief but was generally reluctant to send American forces into harm’s way. What wasn’t clear was how the mercurial president might react to a genuine crisis. That test came on September 14, 2019, when a barrage of missiles and drones targeted two of the world’s most important oil facilities in Saudi Arabia, knocking out about half of the country’s oil capacity and immediately spiking oil prices almost 15 percent. The Trump administration blamed Iran for the attacks, as did the Saudis, which raised the specter of a war between them.

			Three months earlier Trump had ordered up the military strikes against Iran and then called them off at the last minute. Trump then said that he would sit down with the Iranian leadership without preconditions. Trump’s posturing back and forth between aggression and conciliation might have worked for a Manhattan real estate deal, but the stakes are much higher when you are dealing with the complex calculations of a regional power such as Iran, which has long regarded the US as a foe.

			A day after the attacks in Saudi Arabia, President Trump tweeted that the United States was “locked and loaded depending on verification” of who was behind the attacks. The Trump administration blamed Iran for the attacks, which posed a quandary for Trump: Despite his close alliance with MBS, he didn’t want to get embroiled in another war in the Middle East. In the end, Trump chose restraint.

			The teenager who had reveled in his time at the New York Military Academy—“I felt like I was in the military in a true sense”—was now finally his own general.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			The Vatican of the American foreign policy establishment is the Council on Foreign Relations, the members-only organization established in 1921, three years after the end of World War I, to try to help prevent another global cataclysm. The Council has long been at the heart of the internationalist project that the United States led after World War II, symbolized by NATO. So it wasn’t surprising that Jim Mattis launched his memoir, Call Sign Chaos: Learning to Lead, at the Council’s headquarters, a limestone-face mansion built in 1919 on Manhattan’s Upper East Side.

			Every Vatican has its pope and the Council’s was currently Richard Haass, a pillar of the national security establishment who served under George W. Bush as director of policy planning at the State Department. Haass moderated Mattis’s book talk in early September 2019 before an audience of le tout New York, including Tina Brown, the former editor of the New Yorker and Vanity Fair and her husband, Sir Harold Evans; former New York police commissioner Ray Kelly; and Obama’s secretary of Homeland Security, Jeh Johnson.

			In the course of the event, Haass observed that the 2020 presidential election would be “a truly consequential election, arguably the most in our lifetime.” It seemed quite unlikely that Haass would be voting for Trump in this truly consequential election. Indeed, there didn’t seem to be any Trump supporters in the audience beyond Trump’s former deputy national security adviser, K.T. McFarland.

			As he would throughout his book tour, Mattis avoided direct criticism of President Trump. “I’m old fashioned: I don’t write about sitting presidents.” But no one was confused as to why he pushed the importance of America’s traditional allies as a key theme at the Council. Mattis explained that he “had the privilege to fight many, many times for this country. Not once did I fight in an all-American formation. When this town was attacked on 9/11, I went into Afghanistan. . . . Alongside us were Canadian troops and German troops. . . . Their town wasn’t attacked. They were there because we were attacked.”

			Mattis concluded his remarks with a warning about the perilous state of the American body politic, invoking as he did so the esoteric concept of “usufruct.” As Mattis described it, usufruct means that in an agrarian society, “A son or daughter, they can take over the land of their parents. You can do whatever you want, plant crops, but you must turn the land over in as good a shape or better than you found it. I think that is what has to guide us right now: as good a shape or better. I’m not convinced what we’re turning over to the younger generation is in as good a shape or better than it was given to us, and that does worry me.” Left unsaid was President Trump’s role in all this, but the implication was clear; Mattis believed that Trump had corroded American institutions and alliances.

			If Haass was the pope of the foreign policy establishment, his Washington, DC, analogue was David Bradley. Republican and Democratic administrations came and went, but the permanent Washington establishment endured, at the apex of which was Bradley. He had made a sizable fortune from the Advisory Board, a consulting firm that he had founded in 1979 and sold for a reported $300 million two decades later. Bradley used some of the proceeds to purchase the venerable Atlantic magazine at a moment when it was hemorrhaging red ink. Bradley moved the magazine to Washington from Boston, hired top-tier journalists such as its editor, Jeffrey Goldberg, and made it into a profitable enterprise that consistently won top journalism awards. In 2017 Laurene Powell Jobs, Steve Jobs’s widow, bought a majority stake in the Atlantic for $100 million.

			In a vast neo-Georgian house a stone’s throw from the British embassy, the courtly Bradley and his elegant wife, Katherine, presided over dinners and parties for the great and the good. Heads of state, foreign ministers, four-star generals, and senators, leading TV news anchors, and the occasional CIA director all enjoyed the Bradleys’ generous hospitality, including delicious butler-served meals under the warm light of candle-lit chandeliers.

			It was at the Bradleys’ that Mattis had his book party. In the crowd were Mattis’s close friend, General John Kelly, who Trump had forced out as his chief of staff; General John “Mick” Nicholson, Trump’s commander in Afghanistan, who Trump had wanted to fire; Eliot Cohen, the senior George W. Bush administration official who was one of the leaders of the “Never Trump” movement; and Michèle Flournoy, a top Obama official at the Pentagon, who Mattis had wanted to install as his number two, but who had balked because of her misgivings about Trump. There was also a heavy contingent of the “Fake News,” including Bob Woodward and David Ignatius of the Washington Post, Andrea Mitchell of NBC News, Dana Bash of CNN, Margaret Brennan of CBS, and Susan Glasser of the New Yorker. This was no MAGA rally.

			A party guest asked Mattis who some of his heroes were, and he immediately named three Marines with whom he had served, all of whom had been immigrants to the United States, from the Caribbean, Mexico, and Canada. Mattis observed that recent immigrants served in disproportionately high numbers in the US military. No one missed the implied critique of Trump’s policies on immigration.

			Mary Louise Kelly, the co-anchor of NPR’s “All Things Considered,” asked Mattis what it would take for him to criticize President Trump publicly. Could there ever come a time when he felt he had to speak out if he felt that the country was truly imperiled? Mattis became animated saying he would never do that, observing that, “Mike Flynn and John Allen—I could not disagree more strongly with what they did.” Retired lieutenant general Mike Flynn, of course, had campaigned for Trump and had led chants of “Lock Her Up!” at the 2016 Republican convention, while Allen, a retired four-star Marine general like Mattis, had spoken at the Democratic convention the same year and had made his own spirited speech in favor of Hillary Clinton.

			Yet Mattis’s own book told a more nuanced story. While Mattis said little about Trump, his critiques of Obama and Joe Biden were unvarnished. Mattis was especially critical of Obama and Biden’s decision to withdraw all US troops from Iraq at the end of 2011. Mattis believed it was necessary to leave a “residual force” of troops in Iraq, but Biden, who was in charge of Iraq policy for the Obama administration, “wanted our forces out of Iraq. Whatever path led there fastest, he favored,” according to Mattis. Mattis had argued that the vacuum left by a total US withdrawal would be “filled by Sunni terrorists.”

			Of course, Mattis turned out to be right, but he was now in uncharted territory as one of the most revered military leaders of the post-9/11 era who was publicly taking to task both the previous president and the current leading Democratic candidate, and yet he was avoiding any direct criticisms of Trump.

			This underlined some difficult questions about the proper role of military leaders and their civilian bosses that H. R. Macmaster had laid out so well in Dereliction of Duty, his account of the Vietnam War and the generals who served under President Lyndon Johnson. The generals owed the president their best military advice irrespective of politics, but in any case the president was free simply to do whatever he wanted as commander in chief. The generals either could go along for the ride or resign, as Mattis had.

			And what if the commander in chief started making rash decisions, such as making a deal with the North Koreans that enabled them to continue their nuclear program? Or what if he provoked a trade war with China that severely damaged the global economy? At this point in the Trump presidency these seemed like live possibilities.

			By now the “axis of adults” had all long moved on, either because they were forced out or because they had resigned on principle, and Trump had surrounded himself with yes-men and was running his cabinet like he had run his real estate company. His key foreign policy adviser was his son-in-law, Jared Kushner. His key economic advisers, Larry Kudlow and Peter Navarro, not Gary Cohn, were egging on the president to ramp up his trade war with China. Trump largely ignored his national security adviser, John Bolton and eventually forced him out of office in September 2019, while his new secretary of defense, Mark Esper, was competent, but hardly had the stature of Mattis. “Acting” White House Chief of Staff Mick Mulvaney was a Trump factotum and certainly no John Kelly. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo was “a heat-seeking missile for Trump’s ass” in the memorable words of a former US ambassador quoted in a New Yorker profile of Pompeo. CIA Director Gina Haspel was a CIA lifer who just kept her head down. None of this crew was going to stand up to Trump.

			The danger of having Trump surrounded by a team of acolytes was underscored by what became potentially the greatest threat to his presidency, which was a call that he made on July 25, 2019, to Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky. Trump asked the Ukrainians to investigate his key political opponent Joe Biden as well as his son Hunter Biden, who had done business in Ukraine while his father was vice president. Bolton had advised against making this call, thinking Trump would use it to air his personal grievances, but the call went ahead anyway with Pompeo listening in as well as Vice President Pence’s national security adviser, the dozy Trump loyalist, retired lieutenant general Keith Kellogg.

			The United States had an interest in supporting Ukraine’s sovereignty in particular because Putin had seized Crimea from Ukraine in 2014, and he continued to support rebels in the eastern half of the country. US support for Ukraine came in the form of some $400 million of military assistance, which Trump had put on hold just before his call with the Ukrainian president. There appeared to be an implied quid pro quo: investigate my political opponent and I will release the military aid you desperately need. The Democrats saw this as an easy-to-understand example of Trump’s abusing his official position for personal, political gain sufficient to rise to the “high crimes and misdemeanors” necessary for impeachment. Ukrainian investigators had concluded that the Bidens hadn’t broken any laws, yet here was Trump trying to gather dirt on his political opponent telling the Ukrainian president: “I would like you to do us a favor, though.”

			Trump’s call with the Ukrainian president was also perplexing because he referred elliptically to the hack against the Clinton campaign in 2016, suggesting that in fact it had originated in Ukraine rather than in Russia as his own intelligence services had concluded. This was a common conspiracy theory on the loony right, but here was the president of the United States urging the Ukrainians to investigate an absurd falsehood. Making matters worse, Trump had dispatched his personal lawyer, Rudy Giuliani, to Ukraine to investigate this conspiracy theory and also to gather dirt on the Bidens. Any sane person wouldn’t have the erratic and bombastic Giuliani defend them even for a parking ticket. It was perhaps fitting that Trump, whose political career had been launched with one conspiracy theory—Obama was a non-American Muslim—might have his presidency derailed in the pursuit of another conspiracy theory: that it was Ukraine that had intervened in the 2016 election rather than Putin.

			On October 3, 2019, Trump doubled down on his theory about the Bidens during one of his periodic “chopper talks” on the White House South Lawn with reporters. Trump encouraged the Ukrainians to investigate the Bidens and he said he was also contemplating asking the Chinese to look into Hunter Biden’s business deals in China. He said this shortly before a Chinese delegation was to arrive in Washington to restart its contentious, stalled trade talks with the Trump administration. Now the president was encouraging a key rival of the United States to investigate his political opponent. It was these kinds of statements and actions that had moved House Speaker Nancy Pelosi away from her initial skepticism about impeachment; the sitting president appeared to be abusing his office for his own gain.

			

			—

			In early November 2020 American voters will go to the polls to elect their next president. In a real sense they will be voting in a referendum on the archaic concept of “usufruct.” Is Trump turning over to coming generations a United States that is in as good a shape or better than it was when he had assumed office? From a national security perspective, your answer to that question depended to a great degree on how you felt about a United States that stands increasingly alone on the world stage, unbound by international alliances, agreements and norms, and a president himself who is increasingly unbound from the American political establishment. Jim Mattis’s views on the subject were very clear. So were Donald Trump’s.
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			* Of a possible Trump-Gingrich ticket, the Republican strategist Ed Rollins remarked drily, “It’d be a ticket with six former wives, kind of like a Henry VIII thing. They certainly understand women.”

		

	
		
			* Fox didn’t seem to value Gorka much; in 2016, despite his appearances on the network, they paid him only $4,320. By contrast, they paid John Bolton more than $500,000 a year for a similar gig.

		

	
		
			* Bannon had derived these polling insights from the veteran pollster Pat Caddell. Caddell’s polling in the years before the 2016 election showed that a nontraditional candidate like Trump could win the White House because of the widespread sentiment among ordinary Americans that the elites in both political parties had failed to deliver for them.

		

	
		
			* Kellogg was eventually appointed to be national security adviser to Vice President Pence, where he could do little damage as Pence was largely uninterested in national security issues.

		

	
		
			* Mattis was officially sworn in on Inauguration Day at a small ceremony at the White House complex so that he could assume office immediately in the event of any crisis.

		

	
		
			* McMaster really had little choice but to remain in uniform as the process to retire from the military generally took months, especially for those who were wounded as McMaster was and who would require long-term medical treatment. McMaster’s armored personnel carrier was blown up in Iraq in 2005 and as a result he had an artificial hip. Trump announced that McMaster was his next national security adviser when he was at Mar-a-Lago on Monday, February 20, 2017. A day later McMaster was working at the White House.

		

	
		
			* In his Journal op-ed, Prince specifically referenced some of this British imperial history when he pointed to the model of the East India Company that raised local armies in India supported by European professional soldiers who served on a contractual basis for multiyear deployments. Today the East India Company is regarded with little nostalgia in India as it ruthlessly plundered the Indian subcontinent.

		

	
		
			* In fact, in 1987 the 21 Club had closed for two months for a widely lauded renovation.

		

	
		
			* In 2009, the Pentagon had presented a similar set of three choices to President Obama, who was also in his first year in office. The first choice was a ten thousand to fifteen thousand troop training mission, the second was adding up to eighty thousand troops, which was well known to be politically impossible, and a third option of adding some forty thousand troops. Obama selected a version of the third option.

		

	
		
			* The Trump administration referred to its Afghanistan strategy as its “South Asia strategy” in order to distinguish it from the “Af-Pak” strategy of the Obama administration. In reality, this was a distinction without much of a difference since both strategies were largely focused on what to do in Afghanistan. A senior official involved in Afghan policy explained: “They like to call it the South Asia strategy because it sounds more holistic. It is not a South Asia strategy. It is an Afghanistan strategy, with the treatment of Pakistan being almost entirely through the lenses of the Afghanistan strategy.”

		

	
		
			* Far less successful was the case of Kevin King, who, along with his Australian colleague Timothy Weeks, was kidnapped in 2016 from the American University of Afghanistan in Kabul where they both were professors. In captivity, King, who was sixty when he was kidnapped, had significant health problems. The Haqqanis realized that a dead hostage was no good to them. Taliban officials based in Doha, Qatar, contacted senior Qatari officials to tell them they were ready to make a deal for King. Qatari officials relayed this to the National Security Council in March 2018, but a deal didn’t materialize and King remained in captivity.

			On April 26, 2019, Trump tweeted “‘. . . Donald J. Trump is the greatest hostage negotiator that I know of in the history of the United States. 20 hostages, many in impossible circumstances, have been released in last two years. No money was paid.’ Cheif [sic] Hostage Negotiator, USA!” The Trump administration’s record of freeing Americans held hostage by terrorist groups or unjustly detained by despotic regimes such as North Korea was certainly something the president could celebrate. One such success was the release of Coleman and Boyle and their children. So was the release of American citizens Kim Dong Chul, Kim Hak-song, and Kim Sang Duk, who were all held by the North Korean regime on arbitrary charges for more than a year and were released in May 2018 as a result of the negotiations over North Korea’s nuclear program between the Trump administration and the North Korean dictator, Kim Jong Un.

			The Trump administration did prioritize the return of American hostages. It also benefited from institutions that were created during the Obama administration, which helped to better focus US government efforts to free hostages. The Obama administration was criticized for its feckless response when ISIS was holding four American hostages in Syria in 2014, including the freelance journalist James Foley. A US government official threatened the Foley family with possible prosecution if they tried to raise money for a ransom for their son’s release because it was against the law to give money to a terrorist group. European countries routinely negotiated with terrorist groups and paid ransom, as a result of which their citizens were twice as likely to be released than American hostages.

			After ISIS murdered James Foley in August 2014, his family lobbied for a better outcome for other families. In part because of the efforts of the Foleys, in 2015 the Obama administration founded the Hostage Recovery Fusion Cell to better coordinate efforts across all the various government agencies, such as the FBI and State Department, that work to free hostages. A presidential envoy on hostages was also appointed at the State Department so that the issue now had a primary advocate there. Those institutions continued to do their work under the Trump administration, and as a result, during the first two years of the Trump administration twenty hostages and unjustly held detainees were released.

		

	
		
			* This was a version of the early twenty-first-century delusion that as the Chinese became better integrated into the world economy and more prosperous, they would open up politically. In fact, the opposite happened.

		

	
		
			* A number of these countries were aware that Kushner had made a terrible real estate deal when he had paid a record $1.8 billion for the Manhattan office building 666 Fifth Avenue at the height of the real estate boom in 2007. Shortly after Trump’s election, Kushner entered into discussions with companies and investors close to the Chinese and Qatari governments to secure additional financing for the building, which had never turned a profit. When Kushner entered the White House, he divested himself of his personal interest in 666 Fifth Avenue. Eventually, in August 2018, Brookfield Properties, in which the government of Qatar had a major interest, purchased a ninety-nine-year lease for the troubled office building.

		

	
		
			* Any direct spending that members of the alliance provided to the NATO budget was dependent on the size of a country’s GDP, so the US provided $685 million, around a fifth of the total, while Germany, France, and the UK were the next largest contributors.

		

	
		
			* The following month, Trump dumped Priebus as his chief of staff.

		

	
		
			* Intellectual property theft, unfair trade practices, and cyber espionage were far from the only reason that the United States had a $400 billion trade deficit with China. China was a nation of savers and the United States was a nation of buyers and so some kind of significant trade deficit was going to be baked into the relationship. Also, trade deficits by themselves were not necessarily bad things since what was important was the overall health of the US economy rather than trade imbalances with particular countries that could pay much lower wages to their workers than was the case in the United States.

		

	
		
			* Trump would give guests in the Oval Office a tour of the small room adjoining his office, which he termed “the Monica Room.”
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