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			Advance Praise for

			THE PEACEMAKER

			“A luminous examination of one of the most consequential yet elusive figures in modern US and world history. Years in the making and based on a vast array of sources, The Peacemaker is a richly textured work of broad scope and deep analytical power. Critics no less than supporters of Reagan and his foreign policies should read Inboden’s provocative, absorbing book.”

			—Fredrik Logevall, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Embers of War: The Fall of an Empire and the Making of America’s Vietnam

			“William Inboden’s The Peacemaker makes the strongest case yet for Reagan as a successful grand strategist. Clearly written, thoroughly researched, full of fresh information, this comprehensive account will shape all future studies of the role the United States played in ending the Cold War.”

			—John Lewis Gaddis, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of George F. Kennan: An American Life

			“William Inboden has written a remarkable, singular book on Ronald Reagan’s foreign policy and, specifically, on his determination from the outset of his presidency to be a peacemaker even as he pursued the collapse of the Soviet Union. Inboden’s careful documentation and analysis of how Reagan developed and implemented this dual and seemingly paradoxical strategy will confound both the left and the right today, just as Reagan did while he was president. Inboden makes a compelling case that Reagan—criticized by the left as a warmonger, by the right as too soft, and by most of the foreign policy establishment as naive, unrealistic, and ill-informed—was in fact an extraordinarily successful grand strategist in pursuit of his twin goals. And deeply committed to avoiding a nuclear holocaust. The Peacemaker is an important contribution to understanding Reagan’s foreign policy and is, at the same time, a great read.”

			—Robert M. Gates, CIA deputy director 1982–1989, secretary of defense 2006–2011, and #1 New York Times bestselling author of Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War

			“[A] mesmerizing book . . . so easy to pick up and keep reading, so hard to put down . . . [with an] impressive range of archival, oral, and published sources that buttress every chapter.”

			—Paul Kennedy, New York Times bestselling author of The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers

			“Ronald Reagan was one of the most consequential presidents in US history. And this is the most consequential book yet written on his foreign policy. There is no better guide than William Inboden to the remarkable turn of events that ended the Cold War—and Reagan’s unique role in bringing them about.”

			—Hal Brands, author of The Twilight Struggle: What the Cold War Teaches Us About Great-Power Rivalry Today

			“William Inboden has made a major contribution to our understanding of the Reagan presidency and the twilight of the Cold War era. Meticulously researched, vividly detailed, crisply paced, and judiciously argued, The Peacemaker paints a compelling portrait of a president with deep (often religiously grounded) convictions, steadfast purpose, and surprisingly deft diplomatic skills. Inboden’s account has persuaded even this initially skeptical reader to rethink Reagan’s foreign-policy record and give him his due as a visionary architect of the Cold War’s conclusion. A landmark study in the character and consequence of transformative leadership.”

			—David M. Kennedy, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929–1945

			“President Reagan’s commitment to the negotiated surrender of the Soviet Union entailed turning their strengths into liabilities while revivifying America’s economy, military, alliances, and confidence, integrating power and diplomacy. This landmark book provides a long-overdue reconsideration of grand strategy in the Reagan administration, casting light on the degree of difficulty associated with reviving the geopolitical fortunes of the free world. It also reveals the centrality of religious faith in President Reagan’s worldview. William Inboden has achieved something wonderful in conjuring the past so skillfully with this excellent book.”

			—Kori Schake, author of Safe Passage: The Transition from British to American Hegemony

			“A timely reminder of Ronald Reagan’s strategy for advancing peace through strength in a world where, as he famously said: ‘A nuclear war cannot be won, and it must never be fought.’ ”

			—Graham Allison, Douglas Dillon Professor of Government at Harvard University and author of Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap?

			“William Inboden has written the book on Ronald Reagan’s national security policy. As Americans stare down the possibility of a Beijing-led twenty-first century, we would do well to learn from Ronald Reagan. Taking office during a time of anxiety and doubt not unlike our own, Reagan defeated Soviet communism and enlarged the free world. Reagan navigated hard choices, fierce criticism, political divisions, and the constant threat of nuclear destruction to win the Cold War and leave a legacy that endures today. Like no author before, William Inboden rekindles America’s familiar story with deft prose, a gripping narrative, and new insights in every chapter of this definitive account.”

			—Senator Ben Sasse

			“William Inboden has given us the definitive account of Ronald Reagan’s greatest contribution to world history: his strategy to obtain a negotiated surrender from Soviet leadership that would end the Cold War with a decisive American victory. The Peacemaker is both gripping and meticulously researched. Inboden has dramatically enhanced our understanding of the president who saved America while bringing freedom to millions worldwide.”

			—Representative Mike Gallagher
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				Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.

				—Matthew 5:9
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			INTRODUCTION

			
				I

			

			London. The eighth of June 1982. The Western alliance is being rent asunder by some of the most piercing rifts in three decades. The United States has sanctioned its NATO allies over a disputed oil pipeline from the Soviet Union to Western Europe and plans to deploy nuclear missiles in NATO nations over the fierce resistance of European publics. America and Britain remain mired in economic recession as tax cuts, spending austerity, and tightened monetary supply fail to restore growth and employment. The Soviet Union sits at the apex of its military might, with a nuclear arsenal that outmatches that of the United States and an overwhelming advantage in ships, tanks, and troops. Martial law in Poland enters its sixth month. British forces are fighting and dying in the Falkland Islands. In the east, the United States and China are in a tense standoff over Taiwan, while Washington and Tokyo remain at an impasse over trade. Two days earlier, Israel invaded Lebanon, setting the Middle East aflame.

			The American president has just arrived in the United Kingdom for his first visit in office. The Royal Gallery of Westminster Palace swelters with anxious parliamentarians, lords, and ministers. Its walls loom with portraits and memories of orators past. Pitt, Gladstone, Disraeli, Lloyd George, Chamberlain, and the greatest of them all, Churchill, have uttered words from this palace that launched navies, inspired revolutions, defeated tyrants, sparked wars, brokered peace, and altered the landscape of the globe.

			Ronald Reagan will be the first US president in history to address both houses of Parliament. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher took no mean risk in inviting her friend to do so. Reagan has been in office less than eighteen months, yet in that time has endured an assassin’s bullet, domestic discord, economic travails, foreign policy setbacks, and turmoil within his own feuding staff. In the words of a confidential cable to Thatcher from the British ambassador in Washington, “Reagan stands lower in the opinion polls than Carter did at this period in his presidency” and risks “being written off as a lame-duck president two years before the end of his term.”[1] In the UK, he inspires fear and loathing in equal parts. Outside, over one hundred thousand protestors flood Hyde Park denouncing him as a deranged warmonger. Inside Westminster, more than two hundred Labour Party MPs boycott his visit.[2]

			As the venerable actor steps to the stage, the crowd in the Royal Gallery turns expectantly toward their guest. Reagan knows the script well, for he wrote much of it himself. As he speaks, his words begin to echo not just through the hall but into the coming decades. He denounces totalitarianism’s “barbarous assault on the human spirit” and the Berlin Wall as “that dreadful gray gash across the city.” He praises the people of Poland for being “magnificently unreconciled to oppression.” He heralds the “democratic revolution” gathering across the globe and calls for a “crusade for freedom” to accelerate it. And he condemns Marxism-Leninism to the “ash-heap of history.” To those with ears to hear, he distills what the next six and a half years of his foreign policy will entail. The moral and ideological bankruptcy of communism, and the exhaustion of the decrepit Soviet economy. The integration of force and diplomacy, and a military expansion combined with diplomatic outreach to the Soviet Union. The horror of nuclear weapons and the dream of their ultimate abolition. The promotion of political, religious, and economic liberty around the world as a better way than communism. The arc of history guiding the present moment. And the triumph of freedom and peace.

			To Reagan’s multiple audiences in London, on the Continent, behind the Iron Curtain, in Moscow, in the developing world, and at home in the United States, the import of the speech will become known only with the passage of years. His Westminster oration unveils a new offensive that in seven short years will bring the Cold War to a victorious, peaceful end.

			
				II

			

			Along with Franklin Roosevelt, Ronald Reagan was one of the two most consequential presidents of the twentieth century. He was reviled and ridiculed by many experts and pundits at the time, but history’s unfolding now offers a new window to reassess him, particularly his foreign policy. His critics, who were legion, feared that his presidency would lead to disastrous outcomes such as nuclear apocalypse, “another Vietnam,” and America’s terminal decline. Instead, with the peaceful end of the Cold War, collapse of the Soviet Union, renewal of the United States, and global expansion of freedom and prosperity, Reagan’s grand strategy succeeded beyond even his imagining.

			These achievements become all the more remarkable when considered in light of the geopolitical landscape that confronted him upon taking office. With the passage of time and the complacency that the Cold War’s pacific resolution induces, we risk forgetting the terror and drama of the day. Communist regimes controlled a vast swath of the Eurasian landmass and used armed revolution and subterfuge to make further advances in Latin America, Africa, and Asia. The Soviet Union targeted upwards of forty thousand nuclear warheads at the United States, on alert to launch at a moment’s notice. Many experts believed that the USSR was strong and resilient, matching if not eclipsing the United States as a world power, and would remain America’s adversary for the indefinite future.

			The United States, meanwhile, appeared to much of the world as a crippled giant, in inexorable decline from economic stagnation, military weakness, political dysfunction, and international ineptitude. At home, a crisis of confidence further eroded America’s political will and capability to confront challenges domestic or foreign. Many Americans, and more than a few allied leaders, worried that the presidency itself was broken. Political division, insoluble policy challenges, and the burdens of the office seemed to render it impossible for any president to succeed. Not since Eisenhower two decades earlier had a US president completed two full terms in office. Of the five since, an assassin’s bullet had felled John Kennedy; Vietnam had crippled Lyndon Johnson and forced him to eschew reelection; Watergate had driven Richard Nixon to resign ahead of certain impeachment; his unelected successor, Gerald Ford, had lost to Jimmy Carter; Carter had just been defeated by Reagan.[3] Restoring America’s standing could not happen without restoring the office of its chief executive.

			As a candidate, Reagan believed these trends could be reversed. As president, he set out to do so. He led the American economic recovery, helping spark a global boom. He rebuilt the American military and used it to help repair America’s alliances and bring the Soviet Union to heel. He revived his nation’s belief in itself, its values, and its role in the world. He recaptured the strength, dynamism, and grandeur of the office of the president. Across the globe, Reagan recognized the emerging information age and democratic wave, and positioned his country to help steer and shape both. In the Cold War, he perceived the Soviet Union’s frailty and illegitimacy, and developed a strategy to exploit its weaknesses while also partnering with it to reduce the risk of nuclear apocalypse.

			Reagan tried to do all this while preventing the outbreak of war and ridding the world of nuclear weapons. How to resolve these seemingly incompatible goals? How could he try to defeat Soviet communism while at the same time cooperating with the Kremlin to end the arms race? Reagan did this by pursuing the Soviet Union’s negotiated surrender. “Negotiated” because he favored diplomacy over war and wanted to partner with a Soviet leader to negotiate arms reductions and reduced tensions, leading ultimately to eliminating nuclear weapons. “Surrender” because he loathed Soviet communism as a reprehensible system, a plague on all whom it ruled, and he sought to render it extinct. In many ways these goals were in tension, even at times contradiction. Yet while Reagan sometimes emphasized one and other times the other, he held tenaciously to both.

			He built his Cold War strategy on eight pillars. First, restoring the American economy as a foundation of national strength and morale. Second, delegitimizing Soviet communism as a system of government. Third, building up and modernizing America’s military. Fourth, supporting anticommunist insurgencies around the world. Fifth, making “mutual assured destruction” (MAD) obsolete through the Strategic Defense Initiative. Sixth, promoting human rights and freedom around the world, especially in the Soviet bloc. Seventh, pressuring the Soviet system into producing a reformist leader with whom Reagan could negotiate. Eighth, reducing the number of nuclear weapons in the world—with the ultimate hope of abolishing nuclear weapons entirely.

			Above all, Reagan sought to turn Soviet strengths into liabilities. He believed that the massive Red Army, Warsaw Pact vassals, Soviet support for Third World communist movements, and the Kremlin’s control of its own people all displayed the Soviet system’s weakness, rather than its power. He sought to break this system apart by finding fissures and driving wedges into every crack. He pursued policies to free the Warsaw Pact satellite nations from Moscow’s control, to liberate the Soviet people from the police state, to isolate the Kremlin from the rest of the world, and to impose such unsustainable costs on Soviet communism that it would collapse.

			In sum, Reagan pursued a comprehensive Cold War strategy that sought to rebuild America’s strengths and pose them against the Soviet Union across virtually every dimension. An alliance system built on choice versus the coerced colonies of the Warsaw Pact. Weapons systems that outmatched their Soviet counterparts. An open society against a closed one. Self-government versus dictatorship. Religious faith against atheism. Prosperity versus penury. Freedom over tyranny.

			
				III

			

			The Cold War was Reagan’s central concern but not his only concern. Presidents do not get to choose the crises and challenges that cascade into the Oval Office. Other foreign policy issues consumed much of his time, including trade tensions with Japan, the world economy, terrorism, Middle East wars, Israeli-Palestinian conflicts, famine in Africa, and political and economic transformations in Latin America and Asia. Managing these policies—sometimes successfully, sometimes not—in the midst of waging the Cold War put an unrelenting strain on the Reagan administration. His Cold War strategy cannot be understood without appreciating the complications of the many other issues he confronted. In some of these, especially Asia, the global economy, and the growth of democracies, Reagan would achieve notable successes and leave a significant legacy. In others, such as the Middle East and terrorism, he would struggle.

			So while this is a Cold War story—because little in the 1980s escaped the Cold War’s shadow—it is also more than a Cold War story. Just as the Cold War had transformed the world, and Reagan took office trying to transform the Cold War, the world itself was undergoing other changes during this time that would transcend the Cold War. Given the multiple shocks of the lost war in Vietnam, the Watergate scandal, the OPEC oil embargo, economic stagnation, the Iran hostage crisis, Third World revolutions, and Soviet ascendancy, America experienced the 1970s as a demoralizing time of national decline. But behind these headlines, and away from policy decisions being made in Washington, DC, there lurked several signs of renewal, unseen waves forming far out at sea, or at least far from Washington, DC, and Moscow.

			Some of the most consequential global changes originated in Reagan’s home state of California in the 1970s. The historian Francis Gavin points out that in a short window in the mid-1970s, California produced “the sale of the early Apple personal computer, the release of Star Wars—the highest grossing motion picture of all time, and the famous 1976 ‘judgment of Paris’ in which previously unknown wines from Napa Valley bested established French wines in a blind taste test.” Each of these innovations would soon reverberate across the nation and around the world, as American technology and culture would help catalyze the coming era of globalization. While policymakers in Washington, DC, agonized over America’s diminished resources, intractable problems, and declining national power, “the future was being made elsewhere and in different ways than policymakers understood in places like California, where deep and often obscure historical forces were working to transform the US economy, society, technological base, and culture in ways that would have profound effects on American power and world history.” [4]

			In the global arena, historian Hal Brands describes the 1970s as “a period when several deep structural trends were starting to rework the international landscape in America’s favor, even as short-term events made it appear decidedly otherwise.” Among these trends, technological innovation, the communications revolution, economic integration, and liberalization all created the possibility of American renewal and global prosperity, while new human rights institutions and activists were poised to expand liberty and democracy around the world.[5]

			While such currents provide the possibility of change, they do not mean change is foreordained—or that it will be positive. Few saw these waves at the time, nor was their success inevitable. As a transplanted Californian and native optimist, Reagan perceived such trends sooner than most. When he combined this perception with his confidence in human ingenuity and democratic capitalism, he did not have to work hard to persuade himself that better days for America and the world lay ahead—and that he could lead both there.

			
				IV

			

			This book will unfold as a narrative. The chronological approach gives the reader the vantage point of seeing history as it happened and as it appeared to Reagan and the senior members of his administration. In the words of Secretary of State George Shultz, the “simultaneity of events” beset the White House, as it does every presidency—no issue could be considered on its own, no decision deferred in the fullness of time, because the world does not wait on the White House Situation Room calendar.[6] Readers may on occasion feel a bit of whiplash as the story moves from event to event and issue to issue. This is by design, to capture in part the chaos of policymaking as it felt to Reagan and his team.

			Who were not always a team. Amid the deluge of events, the White House found itself plagued by acrimony and infighting. The Reagan administration was weakened by some senior officials who were ill equipped for their roles, riven by other senior officials who were capable yet detested each other, and overseen by a president who despite his strategic vision was a dreadful manager. This book will explore the paradox of how Reagan achieved consequential successes with a notoriously fractious staff, bedeviled by constant leaks, fierce policy differences, and occasional criminality.

			Several themes pervade this story. Each is essential for understanding Reagan’s foreign policy across all domains, not just the Cold War. The themes are:

			Allies and Partners. What Reagan accomplished, he did not do alone. Perhaps more than any other US president, he put alliances at the center of his strategy and formed close personal partnerships with allied leaders such as Britain’s Margaret Thatcher, Japan’s Yasuhiro Nakasone, West Germany’s Helmut Kohl, and Canada’s Brian Mulroney. Reagan believed that allies served as force multipliers and a source of national power. In the Cold War, they gave the United States an asymmetric edge over a Soviet bloc bound together more by coercion than choice. In other realms, allies deepened American influence, provided novel conduits of insight, and enhanced American diplomacy, intelligence, and economic power.

			All was not always well with the alliances, however. Allies also caused some of Reagan’s most consuming problems and painful trials. He and his policies in turn provoked some deep rifts with partner nations. Managing this turbulence would occupy him almost as much as any other realm of statecraft. Yet the centrality of allies can be seen in the fact that with almost every important Reagan administration policy, the allies were nearby, and often at center stage.

			History. History looms over every White House. Reagan viewed both the presidency and America’s international leadership as stewardships entrusted to him by history, to be preserved and strengthened for the future. In part because of his cinematic past, he saw himself as an actor in the great historical drama of the Cold War. Two historical episodes in particular, World War II and the Vietnam War, shadowed the Reagan White House and shaped the worldviews, values, and operating environment for Reagan and his senior team. The wars and their legacies also conditioned public opinion in Europe, Asia, and the United States in ways that Reagan alternatively sought to appeal to or resist.

			World War II served as the formative life experience for most senior members of the Reagan administration. Vice President George H. W. Bush served as one of the youngest naval aviators in the war, surviving being shot down at sea while on a bombing run near Japan. Secretary of State George Shultz, Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, and Secretary of the Treasury and White House Chief of Staff Donald Regan all saw combat in the Pacific theater. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Jack Vessey earned a battlefield commission at Anzio. CIA director William Casey served behind enemy lines in Europe with the Office of Strategic Services. Poor eyesight disqualified Reagan himself from any combat role, but he served stateside with the Army Air Forces, putting his thespian talents to use making training films. General Colin Powell, who held several senior roles in the administration, later recalled that with Reagan’s election, “the World War II generation was back in the saddle. The President’s military screen credits may have been modest . . . but the war was a defining experience for him.”[7]

			Reagan believed that the World War II era demonstrated the dangers of isolationism and the need for American international leadership, especially against totalitarianism. As president he often spoke of how America’s trade protectionism and isolationism in the 1930s weakened the West and contributed to the outbreak of war. The war also gave birth to the modern alliance system, and Reagan saw the United States’ leadership of the Allies in defeating the Axis powers and establishing the postwar international order as a tradition to continue. America’s wartime support for Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union also helps explain the Reagan administration’s support for many authoritarian regimes. In the midst of an existential conflict with a totalitarian foe, painful moral and tactical compromises are sometimes seen as necessary, even if it means backing ghastly dictators who brutalize their own people. Both World War II and the Cold War entailed using morally ambiguous means—and sometimes worse—for the morally unambiguous end of defeating totalitarianism.

			Vietnam was a more recent trauma. When Reagan swore the oath of office on January 20, 1981, it was almost eight years to the day since the United States had signed the Paris Peace Accords and ended its combat in Vietnam in ignominious defeat. Several senior Reagan administration officials had fought in Vietnam, including national security advisors Bud McFarlane, John Poindexter, and Colin Powell, as well as Secretary of State Al Haig and Secretary of the Navy James Webb, and numerous influential midtier officials such as the Pentagon’s Richard Armitage and Oliver North of the National Security Council (NSC) staff.

			While Vietnam reminded the Reagan team of the perils of ill-conceived interventions in far-flung lands, its particular lessons sparked fervent debate. In future conflicts, should the United States equip others to fight for it? Or use overwhelming American force? Or stay out of civil wars altogether? The White House also felt the Vietnam burden in the nation’s collective memory. Much of the public wariness and congressional skepticism about Reagan’s Central America policies derived from fears of “another Vietnam.” In this case, history served as a trap to bind the White House’s options. In other times, history would serve as a tool as Reagan appealed to the past in order to shape the future.

			Force and Diplomacy. Reagan presents a paradox on the use of force. The American president who launched one of the most expansive military buildups in history, and who used militant rhetoric toward America’s adversaries, was in fact extremely reluctant to deploy the military in combat. During his eight years in office, Reagan only ordered ground forces to fight once, in the relatively small-scale Grenada invasion.[8]

			Behind this lay Reagan’s concept of “peace through strength.” Oft-cited but little understood, for Reagan it meant integrating force with diplomacy. Military power would not just deter aggression, it would also fortify negotiations and thus render the need to fight much less likely. Reagan’s defense modernization had a diplomatic purpose as much as a military purpose. For this reason his military buildup focused on quality as much as quantity of arms; it was not just the degree but the kind of expansion that leveraged America’s technological advantages to both outsmart and overmatch the Soviets. Reagan used this military modernization to force the Soviets into an arms race that they could neither afford nor win, leaving the Kremlin no option but to negotiate from weakness, leading to a negotiated surrender.

			Religious Faith and Religious Freedom. For Reagan, the Cold War was a religious war. His personal convictions and the policies of his administration cannot be understood apart from the role of religious faith and religious freedom. Faith provided personal inspiration to Reagan, who believed God had called him to defeat Soviet communism and abolish nuclear weapons. This divine mandate gave Reagan the resolve to pursue his policies in the face of overwhelming criticism and opposition, and also a serenity and equipoise even as the world teetered on the brink of nuclear apocalypse.

			Reagan’s faith was at once idiosyncratic, elusive, and deeply held. His theological commitments appear to have been a distinctively American amalgam of conventional evangelicalism, prosperity gospel, premillennial dispensationalism, and occasional strains of Catholic mysticism. As eclectic as his beliefs may have been, his faith formed a firm core in his being and defined many of the most consequential elements of his presidency. He also viewed the conflict with the Soviet Union in religious terms, especially given Moscow’s pronounced and militant atheism. This is why the White House gave priority to religious freedom in its human rights policy and sought to promote religious freedom as a good in its own right as well as an instrument to undermine and delegitimize communism.

			Tragedy. Despite Reagan’s congenital optimism, a sense of the tragic pervades his presidency. On one level it stems from the unrelenting staff acrimony, and the human costs of scandal, betrayal, and failure. On another level it is tragedy in the classical sense: No options were free of taint or risk. Many of the Cold War dilemmas Reagan faced were choices between bad and worse, where no matter what action—or inaction—was taken, terrible costs awaited. This dilemma was not unique to Reagan; it is the perpetual challenge of statecraft. Yet it was sharpened in the Reagan years by the accelerating crisis of the Cold War, by Reagan’s belief that the conflict could be won and not just managed—and that merely prolonging it would only lead to more misery.

			Of perhaps the most infamy, the tragic includes the carnage and suffering wrought by many authoritarian regimes and insurgencies supported by the Reagan White House in the name of anticommunism. Though the Reagan administration may have had a Cold War justification for supporting such regimes, the oppression and crimes committed with American support still besmirch the administration’s record and must be included in a full moral and strategic accounting. Reagan, reluctant to admit unpleasant truths, often evaded acknowledging this by denying to himself and others that certain dictators or insurgents—such as Marcos in the Philippines, Pinochet in Chile, the Nicaraguan contras, and the Afghan mujahideen—engaged in odious abuses.

			As a matter of presidential history, this was unexceptional. Starting with Franklin Roosevelt’s billions of dollars in military and economic aid to Stalin, every one of Reagan’s predecessors had supported ruthless dictators in the cause of anti-totalitarianism, whether anti-Nazism or anticommunism.[9] Reagan’s apologists should not deny the terrible abuses that his policies sometimes enabled, yet nor should Reagan’s critics gloss over the very hard choices that he faced. Considering that communist regimes in the twentieth century caused death counts estimated at from sixty-five million to one hundred million people, the alternative had its own grim costs.[10]

			Battle of Ideas. Every previous American president saw the Cold War primarily as a great-power conflict between the United States and Soviet Union, undergirded by a contest of ideas. Reagan reversed this. He saw the Cold War primarily as a battle of ideas, overlaid on a great-power competition.[11] As former Reagan NSC staff member Henry Nau describes, “for Reagan, the bedrock force in international affairs was ideas . . . which defined the identities of nations and motivated the way they behaved in international institutions and what they did with their power.”[12] Because the Cold War was a standoff between American ideals and Marxism-Leninism, between freedom and tyranny, Reagan knew it would only end when one set of ideas bested the other. This shaped every aspect of Reagan’s Cold War strategy, including his arms buildup, information programs, diplomacy, covert actions, human rights policies, and speeches. Many of Reagan’s most iconic speeches as president, from Notre Dame in 1981 to Moscow in 1988, can be read in sequence as his sustained argument against the Soviet system, which he saw not just as a nation-state to be defeated but as a worldview to be refuted.

			Expansion of Liberty. Beyond showing communism’s catastrophes, Reagan also sought to promote the better model of free societies. He put the expansion of human liberty at the center of his global strategy. Reagan and Shultz together became apostles for the information age, knowledge economies, open trade, and democracy as interlocking drivers of prosperity and human flourishing. This was not mere instrumentalism; they believed in democratic capitalism as a good in its own right and promoted it worldwide, among authoritarian friend and communist foe alike. This included urging America’s autocratic partners—such as South Korea, the Philippines, Taiwan, Chile, Brazil, and El Salvador—to respect human rights and embrace democracy. Likewise with free trade and market economies; Reagan and Shultz fought protectionism and sought to build an open trading order to spread economic growth as far and wide as possible. This stemmed from more than just market efficiencies. They believed that the trinity of political, economic, and religious liberty provided the better way for the world to live and a vision for the globe beyond the Cold War.

			
				V

			

			One challenge in writing a historical narrative is that most readers already know how the story ends. In the case of this book, it ends with the peaceful denouement of the Cold War. However, the main actors did not know at the time how their story would end—or even how each hard day would end. Reagan and his advisors reacted to events, argued their positions, waged their feuds, and advanced their policies, all with the future unknown. They faced a staggering array of choices that felt overwhelming in their complexity, too constrained in time—and the unrelenting fear that any misstep could destroy the world.

			The story that follows tries to recapture that uncertainty. It is a story of men and women under pressure—of flawed human beings with complex motives, limited information, trying to discern the tides of history and chart a course in an uncertain future, in the midst of some of humanity’s most perilous days.[13] Appreciating how it looked and felt to decision-makers at the time disabuses us of the inevitability fallacy. This is hindsight bias, the sense that the Cold War ended peacefully because it could not have been otherwise.

			But it was not geopolitically foreordained. It came to pass in part from structural factors and trends in the international system, but also from Reagan’s deliberate, and often controversial, policy choices—and from the decisions of Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev as well. The alchemy of these global trends and individual choices, of shifting tectonic plates and visionary world leaders, produced unexpected outcomes that appeared very unlikely at the time.

			At the center of this drama is the person of Ronald Reagan himself. A beguiling, enigmatic figure, he looms large in the American political pantheon and as a defining leader of the twentieth century, yet has confounded many a biographer. His personality was alternately warm and engaging or cold and distant. He showed indifference to many victims of American-supported regimes, yet became empathetic and captivated by the plight of individuals in distress, such as prisoners of conscience or hostages. His mind was alternately inattentive and facile toward policy details, yet brilliant in its photographic memory and strategic vision. He lived in terror of nuclear annihilation, yet maintained a lightness of being that steeled him with the self-confidence and equanimity to weather unfathomable pressures and burdens. He hated communism more than any other American president, yet built a deeper friendship with a Soviet leader than any of his predecessors ever enjoyed. He was not an intellectual, and his simplicity provoked exasperation from his staff and ridicule from his critics. But he possessed a strategic imagination that enabled him to transcend the stale verities of the Cold War, envision a world beyond, free and at peace—and work to bring it about.

			This is that story.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			
				[image: ]
			

			EAST OF CALIFORNIA

			
				I

			

			On Tuesday, November 13, 1979, an eager audience gathered in the ballroom of the New York City Hilton to hear the worst-kept secret in politics revealed. Former governor of California Ronald Reagan was going to announce his third attempt at the presidency. His first campaign, in 1968, had been a half-hearted effort soon stymied by his California rival Richard Nixon. His second effort, in 1976, a primary challenge against the incumbent Gerald Ford, had come within a heartbreak of victory, ending only on a sweltering summer night in Kansas City at the Republican convention when Ford’s delegate count barely beat Reagan’s. It was the last time in American presidential politics when a political convention determined a major party’s nominee. Many also expected it was the last time Reagan would seek the White House.

			But the ensuing years of the Jimmy Carter presidency witnessed Reagan’s new incarnation as a conservative speaker and broadcaster who stayed in the public eye—and kept his own eager eyes on the White House. Now aged sixty-eight, Reagan stood at once as a conservative icon and an old man. His campaign aimed to persuade Republican primary voters to focus on the former and disregard the latter.

			Perhaps seeking to recapture the enchantment of his political debut, 1964’s “A Time for Choosing,” the television speech that launched his political career, Reagan forsook the traditional campaign announcement before a hometown crowd and instead returned to a nationwide broadcast. His campaign purchased airtime on some eighty television stations across the nation to reintroduce viewers to the man who would be president.

			Arriving inside the Hilton from Gotham’s chill fall air, the two thousand guests encountered the singular blend of Hollywood and Washington, DC, that would define the Reagan presidency. His good friend and fellow actor Jimmy Stewart welcomed the audience and introduced Reagan, who took the stage and began to speak to the gathered crowd—and to a curious nation.[1]

			For the man who would devote much of his presidency to waging the Cold War, Ronald Reagan gave but a perfunctory mention to the Soviet Union. Instead, he spent most of his foreign policy attention on North America. Proclaiming, “We live on a continent whose three countries possess the assets to make it the strongest, most prosperous and self-sufficient area on earth,” he called for “a developing closeness among Canada, Mexico, and the United States—a North American accord.”

			Why this focus on North America? Because for Reagan, defeating Soviet communism began with restoring national strength at home. He believed that a free and prosperous North America held the key to the United States’ power projection in the world. In contrast to the Soviet Union’s position on the Eurasian landmass—a decrepit empire surrounded by coerced vassal states to its west and impoverished and wary neighbors to its south and east—Reagan held that these “three countries with such long-standing heritages of free government” could forge a new hemispheric partnership committed to liberty and prosperity.[2]

			Yet before he could get to the White House, Reagan had to win the election. And before he could win the election, he had to win the Republican nomination, which meant winning over many skeptics in his own party. In what would be a recurring theme over the next decade, prominent conservative voices lambasted Reagan’s announcement speech for being too soft on Moscow. The weekly magazine Human Events, at the time perhaps the nation’s most influential conservative periodical, pulled no punches: “Considering the grave peril to this country because of the Soviet worldwide challenge, the foreign policy portion of the Reagan speech had a rather pathetic quality to it.” The Wall Street Journal editorial page voiced similar displeasure at the speech’s anemic foreign policy content, noting caustically, “Perhaps Mr. Reagan will offer more as time goes by. For his own sake, he will have to.”[3]

			Considering the multiple security crises facing the nation, such caviling was understandable. Just one week earlier, Iranian revolutionaries had stormed the United States embassy in Tehran and seized the American staff—an ordeal that would continue for 444 days with 52 Americans held hostage and the United States subjected to unrelenting global humiliation. The next month, the Red Army would pour across the Friendship Bridge in the Soviet Union’s surprise invasion of Afghanistan. These two blows to America’s already battered national psyche and international credibility reinforced the sense among many voters that the Carter presidency was weak, and put the United States at more risk in a dangerous world.

			
				II

			

			It was also a different world than the one Reagan had faced fifteen years earlier when he had made his national political debut. His “A Time for Choosing” speech, aired nationwide in support of Barry Goldwater’s presidential campaign on October 27, 1964, catapulted Reagan from a forgotten Hollywood actor and corporate pitchman to a conservative political luminary. One abiding concern connected Reagan then with Reagan now: a hatred of communism, and the conviction that the Cold War must not be lost and could be won. He declared in the speech,

			
				We cannot buy our security, our freedom from the threat of the bomb by committing an immorality so great as saying to a billion now in slavery behind the Iron Curtain, “Give up your dreams of freedom because to save our own skin, we are willing to make a deal with your slave masters.” . . . There is no argument over the choice between peace and war, but there is only one guaranteed way you can have peace—and you can have it in the next second—surrender.[4]

			

			Reagan had long worried that the United States’ Cold War strategy failed to exploit America’s strengths and Soviet communism’s weaknesses. In a 1963 speech he complained that American policy was “based on pure conjecture that maybe communism will mellow and recognize that our way is better.” Instead, he asked,

			
				If we truly believe that our way of life is best aren’t the Russians more likely to recognize that fact and modify their stand if we let their economy come unhinged so that the contrast is apparent? . . . In an all out race our system is stronger, and eventually the enemy gives up the race as a hopeless cause. Then a noble nation believing in peace extends the hand of friendship and says there is room in the world for both of us.[5]

			

			Reagan envisioned how the Cold War would end—more than a quarter century before his presidency would help bring it about.

			Among the many Americans who took note of Reagan’s speech for Goldwater was former president Dwight Eisenhower. While splitting time between his Gettysburg farm and a winter home in Palm Desert, California, Eisenhower also worked to shape and steer the Republican Party. This mission became an even more critical rebuilding project after Goldwater’s landslide loss in 1964. Captivated by Reagan’s communication skills, Eisenhower reached out and urged him to register as a Republican (Reagan had only left the Democratic Party two years earlier) and consider running for office.[6] Over the ensuing four years, particularly after Reagan won the California governorship in 1966, Eisenhower became Reagan’s first foreign policy mentor, conducting a series of discussions on statecraft, world affairs, and lessons of World War II and Korea. In one meeting Eisenhower told Reagan that the most successful use of military force was to win a victory without firing a shot. If an enemy battalion controls a hill, the aging general said, “give me a division and I will take it without a fight.”[7] Eisenhower’s message shaped Reagan’s emerging worldview on force and statecraft: Be cautious about going to war, but if you do, then go all in. And be sure the employment of military power is connected to a strategic policy goal.

			Their final meeting on March 9, 1968, a round of golf in Palm Desert followed by lunch, covered the relationship between the economy and national power. Reflecting on his generalship during World War II, Eisenhower declaimed, “It was the American economy, the arsenal of democracy, that really won the war.” Mindful of the need for a strategic focus in Pentagon spending, the former president, who had balanced several budgets while maintaining a strong military, also admonished Reagan to “limit defense spending” and “expand the economy,” saying, “Sooner or later, that’s how we’ll win [the Cold War].”[8] The next month Eisenhower suffered a heart attack, and he died less than a year later. Even in death he left his mark, and he would become the single most influential of Reagan’s predecessors in shaping the fortieth president’s time in office.

			
				III

			

			Interestingly, in this mentorship Eisenhower also revealed his preference for Reagan over another prominent California Republican, Richard Nixon. This was all the more remarkable because Nixon had served as Eisenhower’s vice president for eight years, and Eisenhower knew him much better than he knew Reagan. Yet perhaps it was knowing Nixon so well that led to Eisenhower’s disdain. During their White House years, Eisenhower had held his vice president in low regard, cutting him out of major policy decisions, and he had done little to help Nixon’s 1960 presidential campaign.

			As perspicacious as Eisenhower was in spotting Reagan’s talent, he misjudged Nixon, who would soon mount one of the singular comebacks in American political history and twice win election to the presidency. Along the way, Nixon and Reagan developed a relationship of tortured complexity. Both bitter rivals and uneasy allies, the two Californians alternately worked against each other and with each other, while together dominating Republican presidential politics for nearly a half century.[9]

			Nixon and Reagan shared much in common. Both had family roots in the Midwest. Both had survived troubled, sometimes abusive fathers; both in turn had found comfort in their pious, nurturing mothers. Both came from families of little means and low social standing. Both found California a land of opportunity and upward mobility, for Nixon first in the practice of law and then in politics, for Reagan in the movie industry, then as corporate pitchman for General Electric, and finally also in politics.

			Yet they could not have been more different in outlook, temperament, character, and convictions.

			They differed especially over foreign policy. For example, in Asia the two Californians envisioned different priorities. Nixon saw China as the strategic key to the region; Reagan believed instead that Japan was the strategic cornerstone of America’s Asia posture. Nixon used international economic policy as a mere instrument subordinate to geopolitics, whereas Reagan believed open trade to be a fundamental principle in its own right and a key pillar of the free societies he sought to promote. Nixon disdained promotion of human rights and democracy as distractions from America’s core interests, while Reagan put political and religious liberty at the center of his strategic priorities. In short, Nixon saw the world as it was and tried to align American policy with the way things were. Reagan envisioned the world as it could be and directed American policy toward creating that new reality.

			Their biggest difference came over America’s main enemy, the USSR. When Nixon and his national security advisor Henry Kissinger took office in 1969, they beheld an ascendant Soviet Union and a weakened United States mired in the Vietnam War. They developed the policy of détente to reduce tensions with Moscow through arms control agreements and other conciliatory measures, while pursuing a negotiated exit from Vietnam. They also expanded the global chessboard by bringing China into alignment with the United States as a counterweight to the USSR. For a time détente worked. But then it mutated from a temporary tactic that had advanced American interests in a particular geopolitical moment into a permanent posture that advantaged the Kremlin. It rested on several assumptions: that the Soviet Union was motivated by rational interests rather than communist ideology; that its government and economy were strong and durable; that moderated American policies could change Moscow’s international conduct; and that the Kremlin’s torment of its own citizens could not be changed. As historian John Lewis Gaddis notes, détente invited the critique “that Nixon, Ford, and Kissinger . . . acquiesced in the emergence, for the first time since World War II, of a serious rival to the United States in virtually all categories of military competition.”[10]

			Détente also conceded Soviet-sponsored gains in the developing world. In the 1970s alone, communists seized power in South Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Angola, Ethiopia, Mozambique, South Yemen, Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Grenada.[11] In the pungent summary of Tom Reed, a senior Pentagon official in the Nixon and Ford administrations who later joined the Reagan NSC staff, détente meant “losing as slowly as possible.”[12] And losing at any rate was still losing. Détente was becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy of Soviet strength and American weakness.

			Reagan emerged as détente’s most prominent critic. He rejected its assumptions and prescriptions, and in 1976 tried to defeat its main proponents, Ford and Kissinger, in the Republican primary. Reagan did not believe American decline was inexorable, or that the Soviet Union would surrender its ambitions. He lamented that détente only fueled Moscow’s malign intentions, dismissing it as “a one-way street that simply gives the Soviets what they want with nothing in return.”[13] He frequently described détente as “what a farmer has with his turkey—until Thanksgiving Day.”[14] This line was pithy, simplistic, even corny. But it exposed détente’s pretensions in a way that any American could understand—and that Nixon, Ford, and Kissinger found hard to rebut.

			Reagan’s sustained campaign against the Nixon-Ford-Kissinger foreign policy became a defining moment in the history of the Republican Party, and in Reagan’s own political career. The national security debate marked Reagan as a new kind of Republican who simultaneously sought to bring his party back to the principles of Eisenhower while updating them for a new era and adding a few unique elements of his own. Yet for those who assumed that a Reagan presidency would make a clean break with Nixon, some surprises lurked—as Nixon would later resurface as a quiet but influential voice in the Reagan White House.

			
				IV

			

			Notwithstanding his New York City announcement speech, Reagan’s 1980 presidential campaign had actually begun over three years earlier in Kansas City when he conceded the 1976 GOP nomination to incumbent president Gerald Ford. On August 18, 1976, the convention delegates voted for Ford by the agonizingly close margin of 1,187 to 1,070. At the time, it seemed like a career-ending defeat for the sixty-five-year-old former California governor, who had now failed twice to secure his party’s support for the presidency.

			But Reagan’s camp had already put its imprint on the party through platform planks that praised Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (whom President Ford had refused to meet with in the White House) and called for “morality in foreign policy”—a clear repudiation of Nixon, Ford, and Kissinger’s more transactional approach to the Soviet Union.[15] Reagan himself had electrified the convention hall audience with his concession speech. He asked the audience to imagine putting a letter in a time capsule to be opened a hundred years hence. Reagan spoke of writing the letter about the challenge closest to his heart:

			
				That we live in a world in which the great powers have poised and aimed at each other horrible missiles of destruction that can, in a matter of minutes, arrive in each other’s country and destroy virtually the civilized world.

				And suddenly it dawned on me.

				Those who would read this letter a hundred years from now will know whether those missiles were fired. They will know whether we met our challenge. Whether they have the freedoms that we have known up until now will depend on what we do here.

			

			When Reagan concluded, the convention center erupted in adulation. As Reagan biographer Edmund Morris recalled, “there was a palpable sense in the hall that [they’d] nominated the wrong man.”[16] The nomination may have gone to Ford, but in Kansas City, Reagan captured the GOP’s heart, its mind, and its future.

			As a congenital optimist and fierce competitor, Reagan salved the disappointment of his 1976 loss by turning almost immediately to the next presidential election cycle. He used the ensuing years to prepare for the White House by traveling the world, giving speeches and radio addresses, campaigning for Republican candidates, and expanding his policy team.

			Richard “Dick” Allen became one of the first experts to join Reagan for what would become the next campaign. Though Allen had helped draft the Reagan-inspired foreign policy planks for the 1976 GOP convention, he did not know the man well. The week after Jimmy Carter’s inauguration in January 1977, Allen flew to California to see Reagan. Meeting in Reagan’s home, the two spent the morning discussing foreign policy. Then over a casual sandwich lunch at the kitchen table, Reagan made a statement that would change history. “A lot of very complex things are very simple if you think them through. . . . My theory of the Cold War is we win and they lose.”[17]

			Almost no one thought that way in 1977, let alone said it out loud. For most foreign policy experts, the Cold War was a permanent reality in world affairs, and the Soviet Union a strong and stable rival that could at best only be managed, not defeated. For most Americans, the Cold War was entering its fourth decade as the normal state of things, with the fear of nuclear annihilation lurking as a simmering terror, and fresh traumas such as Vietnam and economic stagnation reminding them that their nation’s best days were in the past. The notion of an American victory in the Cold War seemed laughable, even a perilous delusion. Yet it was a goal that Reagan would herald as a candidate and then pursue as president.

			Just over two weeks after Carter’s inaugural address, Reagan arrived in Washington, DC, to deliver a speech of his own. Taking the stage on February 6, 1977, at the annual Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC), Reagan cited Carter’s hopeful inaugural assertion that “the passion for freedom is on the rise.” To which Reagan responded tartly, “If it is true, then it is the most unrequited passion in human history.” Instead, Reagan painted a grim global picture, with communist tyranny ascendant and an enervated United States in retreat. He worried that the Carter administration and too many other Americans disregarded the severity of the threat. In a historical parallel he would return to often, Reagan compared the present moment to “Europe in the late Nineteen Thirties when so many refused to believe and thought if we don’t look the threat will go away.” Yet he made clear that “above all we want peace. And to have that, the United States has to immediately reexamine its entire view of the world and develop a strategy of freedom.”[18] In this quest, Reagan would spend the next three years waging a battle of ideas on two fronts: against the Carter administration on one side and against a sizable cohort of his fellow Republicans on the other.

			On June 9, 1977, he arrived at the Waldorf-Astoria hotel in New York City to skewer both camps. Speaking before a foreign policy conference, Reagan first took aim at President Carter’s recent pronouncements elevating human rights as a first-tier priority. While affirming the value of human rights, Reagan complained that Carter followed a “double standard” of criticizing nations aligned with the United States, such as Chile, Argentina, Brazil, and South Africa, while ignoring the far worse repression of America’s communist adversaries, such as Cambodia, Vietnam, Cuba, and the USSR.[19]

			Reagan then turned to the Soviet Union’s growing influence, particularly through its support for communist forces in places such as Indochina, Angola, and Ethiopia. He blamed this in part on détente, which “may actually have improved the climate for Soviet promotion of proxy wars and skirmishes.” This he believed was also a bitter fruit of Nixon and Ford policies. Reagan quoted a British intelligence report citing Soviet premier Leonid Brezhnev’s remarks to Eastern European Communist Party leaders in 1973: “Trust us, comrades, for by 1985 as a consequence of what we are now achieving with détente, we will have achieved most of our objectives in Western Europe. We will have consolidated our position. We will have improved our economy. And a decisive shift in the correlation of forces will be such that, come 1985, we will be able to exert our will wherever we need to.”[20]

			With these two speeches, Reagan unknowingly set a trap for himself. He did not seem to appreciate the tension—even contradiction—between his call in his CPAC speech for a global “strategy of freedom” and his New York criticism of the Carter administration for badgering authoritarian American allies to respect human rights. In Reagan’s mind, he probably believed he was just affirming two distinct policy principles: promoting liberty and keeping faith with allies. Yet what to do when those principles collide, when an anticommunist ally is also an autocratic thug? This was the reality in nations such as South Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines, Chile, Haiti, El Salvador, South Africa, and others. On the campaign trail, Reagan could afford to dodge this contradiction. But once he took office, his words and competing principles would confront him with hard choices, as freedom activists and repressive rulers both appealed for American support.

			
				V

			

			Reagan possessed a showman’s instinct for detecting issues with audience appeal. Such was the Carter administration’s plan to return the Panama Canal to the government of Panama. In the 1970s the proposed Panama Canal treaties, two linked agreements to grant Panama control of the canal and preserve its neutrality, fueled heated debates across the United States. Reagan made opposition to the treaties one of his signature forays into foreign policy and used it to elevate his national profile. The issue wed political benefit with his genuine convictions.

			In treaties first negotiated under President Theodore Roosevelt at the turn of the century, the United States had supported Panama’s independence from Colombia while securing the right to build the Panama Canal and control the surrounding territory. By the 1960s, amid the global wave of decolonization and independence movements, American ownership of the canal began inspiring violent protests in Panama. This prompted the Lyndon B. Johnson administration to enter into protracted discussions with the Panamanian government about returning the canal to Panama; the Nixon and then Ford administrations continued these negotiations in fits and starts, amid ongoing Panamanian unrest.

			Reagan had first seized on the canal issue during his 1976 primary challenge to Ford (who supported the treaties), when Reagan developed his signature line “We built it, we paid for it, it’s ours and we are going to keep it!” For many Americans the canal issue fueled feelings of national humiliation following the Vietnam War, worry about losing an important resource during an economic recession, and a general fear that the United States was losing ground even in its own hemisphere.

			The issue did not fall completely along partisan lines. As a presidential candidate in 1976, Jimmy Carter had blasted Ford for the treaties and promised, “I would never give up full control of the Panama Canal” (upon becoming president, Carter reversed his position), while prominent conservatives such as William F. Buckley Jr., George Will, Barry Goldwater, and even John Wayne all supported returning the canal to Panama.

			Despite Reagan’s many radio addresses, newspaper columns, and speeches, in 1978 the US Senate narrowly ratified the treaties and finalized the canal’s return to Panamanian sovereignty. For Reagan this policy loss was a political win. He had bolstered his name on a galvanizing issue, burnished his credibility with the emerging New Right political movement, built a national fundraising infrastructure, and helped lead what author Craig Shirley describes as “one of the most impressive populist uprisings in American history.”[21]

			Yet in one of the ironies of politics, once Reagan became president, he would benefit from Carter’s decision. In returning the canal to Panama, Carter lanced a boil of resentment toward the United States felt by many Latin Americans, who perceived the canal as a fifty-mile-long symbol of Yankee imperialism. While the Reagan administration would face many controversies in the region, the Panama Canal would not be among them.

			
				VI

			

			Reagan used these wilderness years to speak out on many other issues. His daily radio commentaries, broadcast nationwide, and his syndicated newspaper column provided regular venues to test, refine, and promote his ideas with the American public.

			Beyond urging increased defense spending, Reagan focused on particular weapons systems that he believed would give America a strategic edge over Moscow. In a 1978 radio address, he excoriated Carter for canceling the B-1 bomber. Reagan described how the B-1 could penetrate Soviet air defenses guided by terrain-hugging radar and deliver nuclear-tipped cruise missiles to targets deep inside the USSR. Foreshadowing his strategy of using a strengthened military based on advanced technologies to bankrupt the Kremlin, Reagan concluded, “We know the Soviets will have to spend more than the B-1’s cost to develop a defense against them and what’s wrong with that?”[22] In other addresses he extolled the importance of the navy for American security in the Pacific theater, and defended the CIA against congressional investigations and Carter’s personnel and budget cuts.[23]

			Reagan also embarked on extensive foreign travel. Journeys abroad are helpful for any political leader, but they were especially so for Reagan, who learned in part by intuition and experience. In addition to his reading, Reagan formed his insights and convictions based on firsthand encounters—with international leaders, foreign cultures, and the people of other lands. The two regions where he would achieve the most policy successes as president, Europe and Asia, were also the two continents that he visited most often, both before and during his presidency.

			In 1978 he undertook two international trips. First, in April, he circumnavigated the globe. He began his journey in Asia with visits to Tokyo, Taipei, and Hong Kong, continued on to Iran, and then proceeded to London and homeward to California. The first leg reinforced his conviction that Japan anchored America’s interests in Asia. This was not a popular opinion in the United States at the time. Most Americans perceived Japan as an economic competitor, even predator, rather than a strategic ally. Trade tensions ran hot, especially over Japan’s combination of import barriers and cascading exports to the United States, both hurting American manufacturing jobs. A rising public chorus supported increasing tariffs and other measures to restrict Japanese imports. Americans who focused on defense policy had become frustrated with Japan for free-riding under the American security umbrella while Tokyo spent paltry amounts on its own military, despite having the world’s third-largest economy.

			In Tokyo, to his surprise, Reagan found himself impressed with Ambassador Mike Mansfield. Though a Democrat appointed by Carter, Mansfield held views closer to Reagan’s on the primacy of the United States–Japan relationship. Reagan also met with several Japanese officials, including Prime Minister Fukuda and one of the Diet’s leading policy experts, Yasuhiro Nakasone, who in 1982 would become prime minister and one of Reagan’s closest friends and allies. Speaking to a group of senior Japanese business and political leaders, Reagan extolled the United States–Japan alliance as “the key ingredient for peace, stability and economic development in the entire Pacific basin” and warned against “the forces of blind protectionism, which could severely damage our alliance.”[24]

			From Tokyo, Reagan traveled to Taipei, where he encountered a nation racked with worry over President Carter’s rumored plans to switch diplomatic recognition from the Republic of China (Taiwan) to the People’s Republic of China (PRC). For Carter, such a move would be the culmination of Nixon and Kissinger’s opening six years earlier and would solidify Beijing as a strategic partner in countering the Soviet Union. Reagan saw it instead as a betrayal of Taiwan, America’s ally of three decades. In Taipei he praised the island’s economic prosperity and religious freedom (while saying nothing critical of Taiwan’s hereditary dictator Chiang Ching-kuo) and fulminated against the potential recognition of mainland China. In a strategic context he described “South Korea, Japan, and the Republic of China—all in alliance with the United States—forming a security shield in the western Pacific.”[25]

			Then westward to Iran. Landing in Tehran early in the morning, Reagan arrived at a fraught time in the United States–Iran relationship—though neither he nor anyone else knew just how much more fraught it would soon become. The shah had ruled Iran for a quarter century with a combination of an iron fist to repress any dissent and an aggressive modernization agenda to improve his country’s livelihood, all while aligned with the United States. Washington in these years had provided robust support to Iran’s anticommunist ruler while taking advantage of Iran’s border with the Soviet Union for intelligence cooperation. Now many Iranians, fed up with the shah’s corruption and repression, were beginning to agitate against him. Meanwhile the Carter White House vacillated between supporting the shah, pressuring him to reform, engaging with his opposition, and worrying his government would collapse.

			Reporting on his visit to his radio audience, Reagan gushed about how “ancient Persia is becoming as modern as tomorrow” and praised “the great effort the government is making to upgrade the standard of living and to eliminate poverty.” Reagan continued, “Above all we should know that Iran has been and is a staunch friend and ally of the US . . . [and] has a clear understanding of the Soviet threat to the free world.”[26] His praise for the shah showed his reflexive instinct to stand with American allies—even when those allies were weak, corrupt, and prone to brutalizing their own people. He also sought to bolster support for the shah in the face of growing media criticism and the Carter administration’s waffling. Neither Reagan nor Carter could envision how Iranian vexations would soon enough plague both of their presidencies.

			Reagan’s hawkishness may have energized his conservative base, but he and his advisors knew that elections are not won on the base alone. He faced the additional risk that his hard-line positions could frighten centrist voters. And scared voters can become motivated voters—motivated, that is, to support your opponent. Allen distilled these concerns in a memo to Reagan in August 1978. Noting Reagan’s desire to promote a “strategy for peace,” Allen raised “the problem of how you are perceived by a wide stratum of the public” as “a ‘saber-rattler,’ a ‘button-pusher,’ or as ‘too willing to send in the Marines.’ ” Moreover, bemoaned Allen, “this false image is happily amplified by the media,” which caricatured Reagan as eager to use “nuclear weapons to support reactionary and fascist dictatorships against hapless subjugated nonwhite majorities.” Allen then summarized recent polling that revealed the American people’s ambivalence on Cold War policy: “The public seems to want to conclude arms limitation agreements with a rival power of which it is becoming increasingly distrustful and suspicious.” Notably, on the balance of international power, the memo described accelerating trends in public opinion, to the point where 42 percent of Americans now believed the United States was weaker than the Soviet Union, while only 12 percent saw the US as stronger than the USSR.[27]

			In sum, Reagan faced several challenges with public opinion. He had to convince the American people that the United States could reverse course and become stronger than the Soviet Union; that both the Carter and the Nixon-Ford-Kissinger approaches toward the USSR would not work; that Reagan’s alternative strategy combining confrontation with negotiation would work; and that Reagan could be trusted to bring world peace rather than World War III.

			In November Reagan returned to Europe. He visited Germany, France, and the United Kingdom. On this trip he had several encounters that would anticipate pivotal themes in his presidency. Reagan began in London, where he called on Margaret Thatcher, then the leader of the Conservative opposition. The two had first met three years earlier, when they discovered an easy rapport and shared policy convictions on free enterprise and anticommunism. As the historian Richard Aldous observes, they also bonded over “the shared religious sensibility that helped reinforce their mission.”[28] In their London meeting, Thatcher and Reagan primarily discussed economic concerns and “the Soviet threat and the SS-20s that were pointed at all the capitals of Europe, which had a very strong effect on Reagan,” as aide Peter Hannaford recalled.[29] The Kremlin’s deployment of the SS-20 two years earlier had exemplified the USSR’s growing strength and assertiveness. An intermediate-range ballistic missile, the SS-20 included a multiple independently targetable reentry vehicle (MIRV) that contained three nuclear warheads, each able to hit a separate target.

			The SS-20 changed the strategic equation in three ways, all to the Kremlin’s advantage. First, from its launch sites in the western Soviet Union, the SS-20 could hit almost any city or NATO military base in Europe within a mere seven to ten minutes. This meant certain destruction for those targets and did not allow time for NATO to retaliate. Second, because it was solid fueled, the SS-20 could be launched instantaneously on command, without the laborious fueling process required of older liquid-fueled missiles. This precluded NATO spy satellites from being able to detect the missiles’ being gassed up and provide advance warning of a potential launch. Third, the SS-20s were based on mobile launchers that could travel easily across many terrains. Because they were not housed in fixed locations, it would be nigh impossible for NATO forces to locate and destroy them either in a preemptive attack or in a retaliatory strike. The missiles also enhanced the Kremlin’s diplomatic leverage, since even the mere threat of a launch could blackmail the Western alliance into major concessions.

			Taken together, the SS-20s’ three advantages of no response time, no warning, and no fixed bases struck new terror into Western Europe and posed a new dilemma for the United States and its allies. The doctrine of mutual assured destruction had long meant that America would retaliate if the Soviets launched a nuclear attack against Washington, DC, or Los Angeles, and this fear had preserved the Cold War’s perverse stability. But the SS-20 sharpened an uncomfortable question that had long lingered within the alliance: Would America engage in a nuclear war if the Soviets instead struck Bonn, Paris, or London? It was a dilemma that would cause some of the worst tensions in the transatlantic alliance and provoke some of the most agonizing decisions Reagan faced as president, yet ultimately produce one of his greatest diplomatic triumphs.

			From London, Reagan traveled first to Paris, where his meetings with French leaders seemed only to produce mutual disregard. Then on to Germany, for Reagan’s first visit to the divided country that occupied much of the central stage in the Cold War. On a cold, gray winter morning in West Berlin, Reagan beheld the Berlin Wall for the first time and saw where the body of a desperate young East German man had lain after he was shot and killed while trying to flee over the wall. Escorted by US consulate officials, the Reagan group then crossed through “Checkpoint Charlie” into East Berlin—his first time setting foot inside a communist nation. While his errand into East Berlin lasted but a few hours, Reagan witnessed an encounter that would stay with him for the rest of his life. Standing outside a department store, he watched East German police detain a young man otherwise innocently carrying a shopping bag and demand that the frightened youth show his papers. Such surveillance was the daily lived reality for millions of citizens behind the Iron Curtain, but as Hannaford later wrote, Reagan “saw it as an example of authoritarian oppression in action”; it was “an event he would mention many times upon his return to the United States.”[30]

			As he would the Berlin Wall itself. In his syndicated column the following week, Reagan described the wall’s fiendishly elaborate construction: “Before a person reaches the wall itself he must go over small ones on the east side; cross a run guarded by attack dogs; come under the glare of searchlights, brave automatically fired machine guns, barbed wire and other obstacles and—in many cases—swim in the River Spree. . . . At one section of the Berlin Wall . . . there is one huge spray-painted graffito that reads: ‘Those beyond this wall live in a concentration camp.’ ”[31] With that grim image, Reagan reminded his readers how the wall represented a Soviet derivation of Germany’s Nazi past.

			
				VII

			

			A few weeks earlier, a white puff of smoke over the Vatican heralded the selection of archbishop of Kraków Karol Wojtyla as the new Pope, who took the name John Paul II. His election caused alarm throughout the Soviet bloc. The Polish secret police (SB) sent an analysis to the KGB that captured their panic: “Wojtyla holds extreme anti-communist views.” In June 1979, this first Polish Pope in the two millennia of church history returned to his homeland for a visit that enraptured his countrymen, captivated the world, and further aggravated the Kremlin. Brezhnev had anticipated the worst, warning Polish communist leader Edward Gierek against approving the trip. When Gierek protested that he had no choice, a resigned (and unusually prophetic) Brezhnev replied, “Do as you wish. But be careful you don’t regret it later.” Despite extensive joint efforts by the SB, the East German Stasi, and the KGB to discourage Polish audiences and undermine the visit, during his nine-day sojourn John Paul II spoke to an estimated eleven million people (one-third of the total population). Though his homilies avoided politics and instead focused on human dignity, the sacrifice of Christ, and the love of God, the Soviet Politburo warned—not inaccurately—that the Pope had launched “an ideological struggle against the Socialist countries.”[32]

			Reagan also appreciated the significance of the visit, devoting two of his radio addresses to the papal homecoming. Though not himself Catholic, Reagan remembered his father’s Catholic faith, and as an ecumenical Protestant, Reagan still held the Catholic Church in high regard. Reminding his listeners that “atheism is as much a part of Communism as is the Gulag,” Reagan described the overwhelming crowds who embraced John Paul II in contrast to the four decades of suffering that the Polish people had endured under Nazism and then communism. Reagan knew the Pope had opened a new front in the Cold War: “Now with the eyes of all the world on them they have looked past those menacing weapons and listened to the voice of one man who has told them there is a God and it is their inalienable right to freely worship that God.” Reagan concluded, “Things may never be quite the same behind the Iron Curtain.”[33]

			Another spiritual standoff that year also drew Reagan’s attention: the plight of the Siberian Seven, a small group of Russian Pentecostal Christians who had suffered decades of persecution and imprisonment in their Siberian hometown of Chernogorsk. Eight members of the Vashchenko and the Chmykhalov families had rushed through the gates of the US embassy in Moscow in June 1978. Seven of them made it inside to safety, while one was seized by Soviet police, gruesomely beaten outside the embassy walls, and never seen again. The acting head of the embassy, Jack Matlock, made the decision to grant the Pentecostals refuge. There ensued a prolonged diplomatic standoff, with the Siberian Seven demanding the right to emigrate yet refusing to leave the embassy due to fear of persecution, while the Soviet authorities insisted that the United States eject them from the embassy yet offered no guarantees of their safety.

			Reagan became captivated by their straits. In a radio address, he criticized the embassy leadership for preventing them from speaking out and confining them to “a 20 by 12 ft. room the Marine guards call the dungeon.” He concluded that this marked yet another failure of détente. “Détente is supposed to be a 2 way street. Our wheat, and technology can get into Russia—why can’t the Vashchenko and [Chmykhalov families] get out?”[34]

			
				VIII

			

			The arms control agreements that the Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations negotiated with the Soviets frequently drew Reagan’s ire. He had criticized the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) under Nixon and Kissinger as part of détente’s distraction from ongoing Soviet aggression and castigated the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty’s severe restrictions on America’s ability to develop and deploy defenses against ICBM attack. When Carter signed the SALT II agreement in 1979, Reagan found it even worse than its predecessor, because its terms reinforced Soviet strengths and American deficiencies in the arms race. Reagan’s jeremiads against these agreements gave the American public and many foreign leaders the impression of a bellicose warmonger who had never met a nuclear weapon he did not like. Yet this missed a profound truth about Reagan that was hidden in plain sight: He was terrified of nuclear war and wanted to abolish all nuclear weapons.

			In 1979, Reagan and his aide Martin Anderson visited the North American Air Defense Command (NORAD), bunkered beneath Colorado’s Cheyenne Mountain. The commander, General James Hill, showed them the facility’s futuristic capabilities to detect, monitor, and follow any projectiles approaching the North American landmass—whether they be Soviet bombers, ICBMs, or even St. Nicholas, as with NORAD’s whimsical tracking of the journey of Santa and his airborne sleigh every Christmas Eve. Anderson punctured this aura of American technological prowess with a deceptively simple question: What would happen if just one SS-18, the USSR’s largest ICBM, hit the mountain? “It would blow us away,” replied General Hill. To a follow-up question of what NORAD would do if the Soviets launched just one missile at an American city, the general responded, “Well, we would pick it up right after it was launched, but by the time the officials of the city could be alerted that a nuclear bomb would hit them, there would be only ten or fifteen minutes left. That’s all we can do. We can’t stop it.”

			This struck Reagan as perverse. Not only would NORAD’s hardened bunker and every American city be rendered helpless in the case of a nuclear attack, the commander in chief would be as well. As a somber and troubled Reagan reflected to Anderson on the flight back to California that evening: “We have spent all that money and have all that equipment, and there is nothing we can do to prevent a nuclear missile from hitting us. . . . The only option a president would have would be to press the button or do nothing. They’re both bad. We should have some way of defending ourselves against nuclear missiles.”[35]

			Over the previous years, brilliant strategists had developed and refined the “mutual assured destruction” (MAD) theory of nuclear deterrence, in which the reciprocal fear of annihilation in the Soviet Union and United States dissuaded each from attacking the other and preserved a stable stalemate in the Cold War. At first glance, MAD appeared to have worked for the past three decades. After all, neither side had ever launched nuclear strikes, despite some agonizingly tense standoffs, such as the Cuban Missile Crisis and multiple crises over Berlin. Yet Reagan had grown skeptical of this mutual vulnerability, especially as the Soviet nuclear arsenal had eclipsed America’s and several Soviet officials had voiced the belief that the USSR could survive—and win—a nuclear exchange.[36] There in the dark bunker on Cheyenne Mountain, as Reagan contemplated his imminent White House campaign, he confronted MAD not as an abstraction of game theory but as the chilling reality of what it would mean in practice: a terrified president, with heart pounding and fingers trembling, in a cold sweat, with a quivering voice, reading the launch codes over the secure phone to order the annihilation of millions of Russian civilians—just minutes before the incoming Soviet missiles killed millions of Americans. It was a choice he vowed to do all he could to avoid.

			Even as Reagan privately agonized over this dilemma, he publicly campaigned against Senate ratification of the SALT II agreement that President Carter had signed the month prior. Reagan had long been skeptical of the SALT process. In a 1979 speech to a GOP convention in San Diego, Reagan framed his concerns by first recalling the days of his mentor. “The great legacy of the Eisenhower years,” he declared, “when the US created the strategic superiority that maintained world peace and served as a counterbalance to the conventional military superiority of the Soviet Union—has vanished.” In contrast, Reagan averred, when the Nixon administration signed the SALT I agreements, “the Soviets began their exploitation of our naïve desire to believe” and launched a massive military buildup coupled with aggressive support for communist expansion in the Third World.

			Yet Reagan then took his critique in a direction his Republican audience likely did not expect: “SALT II is not Strategic Arms Limitation, it is Strategic Arms Buildup with the Soviets adding a minimum of 3,000 nuclear warheads to their inventory and the US embarking on a $35 billion catchup which won’t be achieved until 1990, if then.” In short, having read the fine print on the treaty, Reagan knew that SALT II merely slowed the rate of growth in the arms race—and did so by conceding a permanent advantage to the Soviet arsenal. Instead, Reagan called for a strategic shift in two directions. First, “our task is to restore the security of the US” by reviving weapons programs that the Carter administration had slowed or canceled, such as the B-1 bomber and the MX missile. Second, he said, “Let us assure the Soviet Union we will join in any arms limitation agreement that legitimately reduces nuclear armaments to the point that neither country represents a threat to the other.”[37] He repeated these attacks on SALT II in numerous radio addresses and speeches.

			Perceptive listeners heard the emerging framework of what would become his strategy in the White House: building up American power to exploit Soviet weaknesses and force Moscow to negotiate major reductions in nuclear arms, leading to the Cold War’s end.

			
				IX

			

			Nineteen seventy-nine brought another development closer to home that accelerated the appearance of Soviet advances and American decline. It would also vex Reagan’s presidency. In July in Nicaragua, leftist Sandinista forces overthrew the corrupt and repressive Anastasio Somoza dictatorship. While the United States had supported Somoza for years, upon his defenestration the Carter administration made a goodwill gesture to the Sandinistas of $90 million in aid for the new regime. Carter trusted that such generosity would induce the Sandinistas to embrace democracy and resist Soviet and Cuban blandishments.

			Where Carter saw hope, the Reagan team saw a problem. From the outset Reagan’s advisors regarded the Sandinistas as the vanguard of Marxism coopting Nicaragua and menacing the region. Roger Fontaine, a Latin America expert with the Reagan campaign, wrote an eleven-page memo just two weeks after the Sandinistas seized power. Fontaine made a remarkably accurate prediction of the looming Sandinista alignment with the Soviet bloc—and also foreshadowed the strategic framework through which the Reagan White House would view Latin America.

			Fontaine identified the Sandinista victory as “the first of its kind in the Americas in two decades,” since Fidel Castro had led the communist takeover of Cuba in 1959. In the ensuing years, several other communist revolutions had been squelched, been overthrown, or otherwise failed in Venezuela, Peru, Bolivia, Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, and Chile. Fontaine now worried that Nicaragua portended a decisive shift to further communist advances throughout Latin America. The Sandinistas had not acted alone. The “most important friend” of the Sandinistas was a newly emboldened Castro. Behind the Sandinista revolution stood Cuba, and behind Havana stood Moscow.

			Fontaine made two predictions. First, despite feigning to rule as a coalition that included both democratic and communist elements, the new Sandinista regime would soon give up the pretense of pluralism and embrace its Marxist and “fundamentally anti-American” nature. Second, “the danger is hardly confined to Nicaragua,” as Managua would soon begin supporting communist insurgencies in neighboring nations, such as El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. Mindful that America’s Vietnam misadventure had ended just a few years earlier, Fontaine explicitly disavowed the “domino theory” that a communist takeover in one nation would inevitably lead to the fall of bordering nations, since the Central American countries would “not drop easily or automatically.” But he stated, “They are, however, in danger.” He concluded, “The next president will have to move quickly and decisively to save what is left in our own neighborhood.”

			In this memo Fontaine outlined what would become the Reagan White House’s Latin America strategy: Stand with anticommunist governments. Support anticommunist insurgents in communist nations. These pillars were clear, simple, realistic about the threat communism posed to the region, and aligned with what would become the administration’s overall Cold War strategy. They also ensured the Reagan administration would sponsor some odious regimes engaged in horrific abuses. Such were the tragic choices of the Cold War.

			Of course, for Reagan and his team, the quickest way to end human rights abuses was to defeat communism. Yet Fontaine’s failure to mention any support for democracy and human rights in the region ultimately represented a failure in his diagnosis. It was a gap that foretold what would become sharp divisions within the Reagan administration, until Reagan would decide that defeating communism in Latin America depended on supporting governments that answered to their citizens rather than abusing them.[38]

			
				X

			

			As Reagan finished his New York City speech announcing his campaign and basked in the applause of his gathered supporters, they and millions of others viewing it on television heard Reagan’s peroration: “A troubled and afflicted mankind looks to us, pleading for us to keep our rendezvous with destiny; that we will uphold the principles of self-reliance, self-discipline, morality, and—above all—responsible liberty for every individual, that we will become that shining city on a hill.”[39]

			But at the time his hopes sounded discordant to Americans distraught over their nation’s travails. The week prior, the evening news had broadcast terrifying scenes of Iranian radicals storming the United States embassy in Tehran and seizing over fifty American hostages. Meanwhile, the same day that Reagan launched his campaign, the Kremlin was secretly planning its surprise invasion of Afghanistan. When the Soviet Fortieth Army crossed into Afghanistan on Christmas Day the next month, it delivered a further blow to American credibility.

			Humiliated abroad and demoralized at home, the United States stumbled to the end of the 1970s with many Americans wondering if things could get any bleaker. The decade had begun with America’s first lost war and ignominious withdrawal from Vietnam, followed by the traumas of Watergate, the geopolitical humiliation of the OPEC oil embargo and economic pain of the energy shock and recession, communist advances across the developing world, and the Soviet Union’s growing military and nuclear superiority. Would the next decade be worse?

			
				XI

			

			Almost as soon as Reagan’s campaign launched, it began to fall apart. Although he started in the pole position, he faced several credible rivals for the GOP nomination, especially John Connally, a former Treasury secretary and Texas governor, and George H. W. Bush, former CIA director and ambassador to the UN.

			Those opponents posed less of a threat to Reagan than his own team did. His campaign manager John Sears, widely regarded as a political genius, was also widely detested by the other staff. Sears requited their sentiments. Staff feuding became vicious even by the low standards of politics, to the point that Reagan’s closest longtime advisors, such as Michael Deaver, Lyn Nofziger, and Martin Anderson all either quit or were fired by Sears within weeks of the campaign commencement.

			The staff acrimony anticipated the internecine warfare and mismanagement that would bedevil his presidency. It also almost prevented him from reaching the White House in the first place. Bush started with a surprise victory in the Iowa caucuses. In addition to raising nettlesome questions about whether Reagan’s age rendered him too weak for the rigors of the presidency, the Iowa win catapulted Bush into the front-runner’s seat. An electoral showdown with Reagan in New Hampshire loomed next.

			The campaign tailspin also prompted Ed Meese, Nancy Reagan, and a few other advisors to stage an intervention that would have profound consequences not just for the election but for the American intelligence community and Reagan’s national security policy. Seeking to expunge Sears, they quietly approached the New York lawyer William “Bill” Casey to gauge his interest in taking over the campaign. When Casey signaled his willingness, Reagan—stung by the Iowa loss, fretting about his plummeting poll numbers, and fed up with Sears—offered Casey the job. Under Casey’s leadership, the Reagan campaign reeled off a string of primary victories on the way to capturing the Republican nomination.

			Who was this new campaign manager? He was a man easy to caricature, easy to underestimate, and hard to understand. One of the more colorful and enigmatic figures in American history, Casey embodied several paradoxes. A devout Catholic who repeatedly cut ethical corners. An organizational genius whose personal habits and attire were invariably described as “slovenly.” An Office of Strategic Services (OSS) veteran from World War II who otherwise had not worked in national security for over three decades, except for a brief stint in the Nixon State Department handling economic policy. Above all, he embodied the outsider-become-insider, an Irish Catholic and Fordham graduate who penetrated the WASP and Ivy League establishments of the intelligence community and Wall Street. In the words of his biographer, “he was a bundle of contrasts,” for behind “the washed-out eyes, the slumped posture, the pouched, gray face, something lurked, something in the brusque manner, the machine-gun speech, the palpable ego, that bespoke an unspent energy.” [40] Among these contradictions, the ultimate one was this: A famously disorganized Casey exercised a remarkable organizational turnaround of the Reagan campaign and would go on to become the most powerful director of central intelligence since Allen Dulles almost three decades earlier.

			
				XII

			

			For the United States, the end of 1979 went from bad to worse. Norman Podhoretz captured the perilous moment in an influential essay for the March 1980 issue of Commentary magazine titled “The Present Danger.” With the takeover of the US embassy in Iran, he declaimed, “One period in American history ended; and less than two months later, on December 25, when Soviet troops invaded Afghanistan, another period began.” [41] Podhoretz articulated what many Americans felt was a frightening new reality: The United States was a crippled giant. Reagan, who had been sounding such warnings for years, now felt vindicated by world events and genuinely angered by what he saw as Carter’s hapless responses. He faced the challenge of how to capitalize on these foreign policy crises while reassuring voters that as president he would have a steady hand and not a loose trigger finger.

			Reagan attempted to thread this needle with a major speech. On March 17, 1980, he spoke to the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, the Midwest’s most venerable foreign policy organization. Following his standard critique of Carter’s weakness, Reagan pivoted to his willingness to negotiate with the Soviets—but from a position of strength:

			
				We cannot negotiate arms control agreements that will slow down the Soviet military build-up, as long as we let the Soviets move ahead of us in every category of armaments. Once we clearly demonstrate to the Soviet leadership that we are determined to compete, arms control negotiations will again have a chance. On such a basis, I would be prepared to negotiate vigorously for verifiable reductions in armaments.

			

			Reagan’s speech had the intended effect. The Washington Post headlined it “Reagan Is Conciliatory in Foreign Policy Statement,” and the article noted that amid his boilerplate demands for a military buildup, “what was new today was Reagan’s stress on the arms negotiations he said must arise from this buildup.”  [42] Of course to those who had listened to Reagan over the years, his call for negotiations to reduce nuclear arsenals was not new at all.

			Even while reassuring voters of his desire for diplomacy with Moscow, Reagan continued to press his belief that the Soviet Union was uniquely strong and brittle. In a lengthy profile published by The New Yorker on March 24, reporter Elizabeth Drew asked Reagan if he believed the United States could “regain military superiority over the Soviet Union.” Reagan replied:

			
				Yes, I think the Soviet Union is probably at the very limit of its military output. It has already had to keep its people from having so many consumer goods. Instead, they’re devoting it all to this military build-up. . . . I think it tops what Hitler did. . . . Now, what I think the Russians would fear more than anything else is a United States that all of a sudden would hitch up our belt and say “O.K., Buster, we’ve tried this other way. We are now going to build what is necessary to surpass you.” And this is the last thing they want from us, an arms race, because they are already running as fast as they can and we haven’t started running.

			

			This quote is classic Reagan: corny (“O.K., Buster”), shaped by World War II, confident in America, perceptive of Soviet weaknesses. He believed that while in the near term the Kremlin posed a threat of a magnitude not seen since the Third Reich, the USSR’s military expansion and totalitarian system made it fragile and vulnerable—and America could renew its strength and force Moscow into an unwinnable competition.[43]

			
				XIII

			

			As his candidacy gathered momentum, Reagan also began expanding his foreign policy team. Foreign policy advisors serve four overlapping functions on presidential campaigns. First, and most obviously, they advise the candidate on the issues, through briefing papers and meetings, and also by writing the candidate’s position papers, talking points, and speech drafts. Second, they act as surrogates for the campaign, defending the candidate’s positions in the media, debating experts from other campaigns, and using any other means to promote the candidate’s views in the public square. Third, they help validate the candidate. Particularly if the advisor is a person of some eminence, their public support can provide a welcome political boost and enhanced credibility for the candidate. Fourth, they form a government-in-waiting; in the fortunate scenario of a victory, today’s campaign advisors become tomorrow’s senior officials.

			Mindful of these purposes, the Reagan campaign’s outreach aimed at multiple camps, including scholars, Republican experts from past administrations, young rising stars, and even—especially—Democrats. Reagan recruited one such Democrat when he read the article “Dictatorships and Double Standards” in the November 1979 issue of Commentary. The author, Georgetown professor Jeane Kirkpatrick, eviscerated the Carter administration’s foreign policy as a “failure” that subjected America’s allies to harsher treatment than America’s enemies. Focusing on the recent revolutions in Iran and Nicaragua, she identified the core problem as the Carter administration’s refusal to distinguish between right-wing authoritarian regimes and left-wing revolutionary regimes. The former were more reliable as anticommunist partners and more prone to reform and democratization, while the latter often descended into totalitarianism. As a result, Kirkpatrick wrote, “everywhere our friends will have noted that the US cannot be counted on in times of difficulty and our enemies will have observed that American support provides no security against the forward march of history.” [44]

			An impressed Reagan wrote to Kirkpatrick that her article “had a great impact” on him and invited her to meet “to discuss some of the points” she had raised. Reagan appreciated her argument in part because he had made similar criticisms in his New York speech two and a half years earlier.[45] As a former Democrat, Reagan had no qualms about reaching out across party lines to solicit national security wisdom, but Kirkpatrick still felt loyal to her party and wary of Reagan’s supplications. She was not alone in her angst. The slow-motion political earthquake that tore through the United States during the 1970s fractured both major parties from within. Just as the Reagan camp engaged in a years-long battle with the Ford-Kissinger wing for the soul of the GOP, the Democrats fell into their own internal rifts over national security. Hawkish Democrats found their lodestar in two-time presidential candidate Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson of Washington, a fierce critic of détente whose sponsorship of the Jackson-Vanik Amendment restricted Soviet exports to the United States unless Moscow agreed to permit free emigration—especially allowing Soviet Jews to move to Israel. What began as an obscure trade provision soon became perhaps the most influential human rights movement of the Cold War.

			In an effort to staunch their party’s foreign policy bleeding, in January 1980, several former Jackson staff and supporters, including Kirkpatrick and Elliott Abrams, met with Carter at the White House to appeal for a stronger anti-Soviet line. It did not go well. Peevish and beleaguered, Carter lectured rather than listened, including a bizarre appeal for help on his Uruguay policy. In a mere thirty minutes, Carter consummated the alienation of his fellow Democrats. He also increased the ranks of Reagan supporters. Exiting the White House, Kirkpatrick exclaimed, “I am not going to support that man.” Instead, she endorsed Reagan.[46] Kirkpatrick was not the only Democrat to switch her allegiance. With anguished hearts but clean consciences, others soon followed, including Abrams, Podhoretz, Richard Perle of Jackson’s staff, former Johnson administration official Eugene Rostow, Paul Wolfowitz of the Carter Pentagon, and Paul Nitze, a Cold War icon whose policy career traced across several presidencies, back to the Truman State Department.

			In addition to poaching disillusioned Democrats, Reagan kept adding Republican national security experts to his campaign. He landed an early recruit in Fred Iklé, who combined the mien of a scholar with the ferocity of a Cold Warrior. The Swiss-born Iklé had first migrated to the United States for doctoral study at the University of Chicago, writing his dissertation on the tragic effects of Allied bombing on cities in Germany and Japan and the need to protect civilian populations from direct targeting in warfare. This struck at the heart of the doctrine of mutual assured destruction, of which Iklé had written, “It is a tragic paradox of our age that the highly humane objective of preventing nuclear war is served by a military doctrine and engines of destruction whose very purpose is to inflict genocide.”[47] He shared Reagan’s loathing of MAD as strategically unstable and morally repellent.

			Other intellectuals soon followed. Of the forty-one names announced on Reagan’s foreign policy team that spring, thirty-three held doctorates, and most of them served on the faculty at universities such as Stanford, Yale, Harvard, Georgetown, and Johns Hopkins.[48] Because Reagan saw the Cold War as a battle of ideas, he and conservative scholars developed a mutual attraction.

			
				XIV

			

			On Monday morning, July 14, 1980, Reagan boarded a private jet in Los Angeles to fly to Detroit for the Republican National Convention. Beyond Michigan’s electoral appeal as a swing state, foreign policy considerations had also influenced the GOP’s selection of Detroit as host city. The “Motor City,” for decades home of the nation’s top automobile manufacturers, embodied one of America’s acute international challenges: the competition from Japan’s booming carmakers. The decline of the American auto industry—including a 30 percent unemployment rate, stagnant wages, poor quality, diminished output, and falling sales—seemed to exemplify the decline of the nation as a whole. Reagan saw Detroit as ground zero in his vision of restoring America’s economy, confidence, strength, and global standing. The small group traveling on Reagan’s plane included longtime advisor Stuart Spencer. During the flight, Spencer asked Reagan a deceptively simple question: “Why do you want to be president?”

			To which Reagan answered, “To end the Cold War.”

			A startled Spencer followed up with the obvious: “How do you plan to do that?”

			Reagan’s reply came humble and honest: “I’m not sure, but there has got to be a way.”

			From there, he detailed the weaknesses in the Soviet economy, the sclerosis in its corrupt and repressive political system, the stale verities of détente, and his personal aversion to nuclear weapons.[49]

			It was a bold vision. But how to square Reagan’s desire to “end” the Cold War with his claim to Allen three years earlier that he wanted the United States to “win” the Cold War? These two comments provide both the bookends and the puzzle for the Cold War policy that Reagan would pursue as president: Did he seek victory in the Cold War or just its peaceful end? While the two outcomes are not mutually exclusive—victory implies a finish, after all—they can, and often did, exist in tension with each other throughout the Reagan presidency.

			Reagan held clear end goals: the expansion of liberty in the world, the end of Soviet communism, the abolition of nuclear weapons, peace between the American and Russian people, and a world free of the Cold War. But how all those fit together, and how they could be achieved, posed the strategic puzzle. Did he desire to inflict a crushing defeat on the Soviet Union or to negotiate a peaceful truce? It was a question that would cause bitter feuds among his senior team.[50] Once in office, Reagan would resolve the puzzle by fusing it together: He would pursue the Soviet Union’s negotiated surrender.

			When he arrived at the convention in Detroit, Reagan’s top priorities were to select a running mate and launch his general election campaign. The former task prompted one of the more bizarre episodes in American political history. The next afternoon, Reagan paid a visit to the hotel suite of former president Gerald Ford—and invited Ford to serve as his running mate. On one level, the gambit made political sense. Though conservative in his principles, Reagan was a ruthless competitor, hungry to win. He also possessed a pragmatic streak, often willing to compromise on policies and work with those who did not share his political convictions. Having Ford as his running mate held undeniable political appeal. It would help unify the GOP’s moderate and conservative wings, reassure the electorate of Reagan’s broad-mindedness, and add a steady hand of experience that would mollify any voters concerned about Reagan’s fitness for leading the nation.

			On another level, it was political malpractice that bordered on lunacy. Having challenged Ford in the 1976 GOP primary campaign, having defined his foreign policy as the antithesis of the Ford-Kissinger approach, having made the case that he was ready to be commander in chief, Reagan now teetered on a head-smacking reversal. Adding Ford to the ticket would undercut Reagan’s credibility, cheapen his foreign policy convictions, and—with two men both known as “Mr. President” working simultaneously in the West Wing—sow confusion as to who was in charge. After a brief flirtation, Reagan and Ford both recognized it as the bad idea it was. Instead, Reagan invited George H. W. Bush to join his ticket. Bush brought most of Ford’s advantages with few of the liabilities. As a moderate, he would help unify the GOP and broaden Reagan’s appeal in the general election. As a former congressman, ambassador to the UN, envoy to China, and CIA director, his national security experience rivaled and perhaps even exceeded that of Ford. And the grateful Bush would be a loyal lieutenant to Reagan.

			The next night, the rapturous convention crowd ushered Reagan to the podium on a cascade of applause. Every eye in the sweltering hall, and millions more watching on television, waited for what Reagan would say in accepting the nomination. He focused most of his speech on domestic issues, specifically America’s dismal economy, joblessness, and energy crisis. This made political sense; Reagan could not win the White House without addressing the immediate concerns and needs of American voters. He also knew, and often said, that renewing America’s standing abroad began with restoring its economy and self-confidence at home.

			However, Reagan connected the nation’s domestic ennui with its international enervation and bemoaned that as America lost its belief in itself, its allies were also losing faith in the United States:

			
				Who does not feel a growing sense of unease as our allies, facing repeated instances of an amateurish and confused administration, reluctantly conclude that America is unwilling or unable to fulfill its obligations as the leader of the free world? . . .

				No American should vote until he or she has asked, is the United States stronger and more respected now than it was three-and-a-half years ago? Is the world today a safer place in which to live?

			

			He then grounded his vision of “peace through strength” in history:

			
				Four times in my lifetime America has gone to war, bleeding the lives of its young men into the sands of beachheads, the fields of Europe and the jungles and rice paddies of Asia. We know only too well that war comes not when the forces of freedom are strong, but when they are weak. . . . The United States has an obligation to its citizens and to the people of the world never to let those who would destroy freedom dictate the future course of human life on this planet. I would regard my election as proof that we have renewed our resolve to preserve world peace and freedom.

			

			Just as the audience thought the speech was ending, Reagan surprised them—and perhaps even himself—with a closing comment that was not in his prepared remarks:

			
				Can we doubt that only a Divine Providence placed this land, this island of freedom, here as a refuge for all those people in the world who yearn to breathe freely: Jews and Christians enduring persecution behind the Iron Curtain, the boat people of Southeast Asia, of Cuba and of Haiti, the victims of drought and famine in Africa, the freedom fighters of Afghanistan and our own countrymen held in savage captivity.

				I’ll confess that I’ve been a little afraid to suggest what I’m going to suggest—I’m more afraid not to— Can we begin our crusade joined together in a moment of silent prayer.[51]

			

			At that, Reagan bowed his head, and a quiet descended in the convention hall as thousands of other heads bowed with him. With this benediction, Reagan voiced his belief in a divine purpose for America as a beacon of religious freedom and human dignity, and a personal faith reliant on prayer. Cynics can dismiss Reagan’s plea as a shameless use of piety for political gain, and no doubt it played well with many in the convention hall. To dismiss it, however, is to miss a foundational dimension of Reagan. His diaries and private correspondence regularly reveal the sincere Christian devotion of this otherwise private and inscrutable man. He believed in forgiveness of sins and salvation through Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection, the divine inspiration of the Bible, and the power of prayer. Spiritual sincerity did not mean consistency, of course. Reagan was an infrequent churchgoer, enjoyed ribald humor, and sometimes deviated from Christian orthodoxy. Yet he believed in a providential plan for his life and for America, and this sense of divine sovereignty helped give Reagan the equipoise that would confound his critics and supporters alike.

			
				XV

			

			Coming out of Detroit, Reagan enjoyed a commanding lead in the polls. His advantage came more from voters disillusioned with Carter than those attracted to Reagan. By early August, Carter’s approval rating plumbed the depths at 21 percent, among the lowest recorded in presidential history. But then Reagan committed a series of gaffes and missteps that decimated his lead and renewed voter doubts about his judgment. In biographer Steven Hayward’s description, Reagan “experienced perhaps the worst first 10 days of campaigning of any modern candidate.”[52] Two of his costliest mistakes concerned national security.

			The first came on August 16, when Reagan and Bush held a press conference on the eve of Bush’s upcoming trip to China and Japan. Asked about his position on Taiwan, Reagan urged an “official governmental relationship” between the United States and the Republic of China. His effort to explain what he meant only bollixed things further.[53] At best he came across as befuddled and ill informed; at worst he seemed to advocate a reversal of America’s official diplomatic recognition of Beijing and defiance of the Taiwan Relations Act. Both had been adopted the year before as the carefully negotiated framework governing the United States–China–Taiwan triangle. China reacted with predictable umbrage. It took Bush’s traveling to Beijing to endure a tongue-lashing from Deng Xiaoping, followed by Reagan reluctantly reading a statement reaffirming America’s diplomatic recognition of the PRC, to calm the transpacific furor. One benefit emerged from the episode. Bush’s combination of public loyalty to Reagan and deft private diplomacy with Beijing, which drew on Bush’s deep China experience, created trust between the two men and confirmed Reagan’s choice of running mate.[54]

			In the midst of Reagan’s self-induced Taiwan crisis, he stumbled over another tripwire in Chicago. Once again it pertained to America’s fraught recent history in Asia. The Veterans of Foreign Wars invited Reagan to speak at their annual conference on August 18 and honored him as the first presidential candidate to be endorsed in the history of the VFW. Reagan and his team saw this as the perfect venue to deliver, in Peter Hannaford’s words, “a measured exposition of his views on the state of US security, our need to rebuild our defenses, and to seek genuine arms reductions with the Soviet Union.”[55]

			When read in full, Reagan’s speech did just that. Yet Reagan insisted on adding some strong words on the Vietnam War:

			
				For too long, we have lived with the “Vietnam Syndrome.” . . . It is time we recognized that ours was, in truth, a noble cause. . . . We dishonor the memory of 50,000 young Americans who died in that cause when we give way to feelings of guilt as if we were doing something shameful. . . .

				There is a lesson for all of us in Vietnam; if a war does come, we must have the means and the determination to prevail or we will not have what it takes to secure the peace. And while we are at it, let us tell those who fought in that war that we will never again ask young men to fight and possibly die in a war our government is afraid to let them win.

			

			The problem with Reagan’s words was not that they were all wrong. North Vietnam was a brutal communist regime, American troops who fought honorably in the war had answered their nation’s call, and Reagan’s principles for the deployment of force were sound. As he had been saying for several years, his nation should not let the traumas of Vietnam forever cripple its foreign policy. However, for an America still deeply divided and scarred by the war, and still coming to terms with its losses, hubris, mistakes, and even crimes, the words noble cause stung as ill timed and ill chosen. They also eclipsed the rest of Reagan’s speech themes and detonated another round of negative media coverage. As a Washington Post writer summarized, Reagan’s comments “cast doubt on his fitness as a leader, if not, by implication, on his sanity.” The campaign’s internal polling showed as much, with a majority of Americans expressing disapproval.[56]

			
				XVI

			

			As the race tightened into the fall, the Reagan campaign fretted that Carter would pull off an “October surprise” by securing—or appearing to secure—the release of the American hostages in Iran on the eve of the election. Throughout his campaign, Reagan faced the political and moral challenge of how to exploit Carter’s perceived mishandling of the hostage crisis without seeming to wish ill on his nation in general or the hostages in particular. Iklé wrote a memo to Meese and Allen that distilled the campaign’s dilemma. As a first principle, he said, “We want the soonest possible release of all the American hostages,” by which Iklé made clear that the Reagan team welcomed the release of the hostages even if it took place prior to Election Day and benefited the Carter campaign. On the other hand, Iklé took a very cynical view of Carter, warning, “Our opponent will try to maximize his election advantage in a most cold-blooded fashion. Almost any form of deception or costs to the broader national interest will be acceptable to him as long as it seems useful for the next seven weeks.”[57] Such was the pervasive distrust between the camps.[58]

			Meanwhile, the national mood and polls continued to fluctuate throughout October, with many surveys showing Carter starting to pull ahead. The Reagan team realized that with voter doubts about Reagan lingering, setting the campaign cruise control on “not Carter” would be insufficient to win. They needed to regain the lead and reassure voters that the old Hollywood star could handle the acute strains and big stage of the White House. So in addition to scheduling a debate with Carter, on the night of Sunday, October 19, Reagan delivered a nationwide televised address titled “A Strategy of Peace for the ’80s.” As one Reagan advisor put it, they scheduled the speech to respond to voter concerns on “the war issue and the competency issue.” Carter himself had been fueling those questions, goading Reagan with the inflammatory charge that the election would decide “whether we will have war or peace” and accusing Reagan of wanting a “shootout at the O.K. Corral” with the Kremlin.[59] Political ploy though it was, the speech also reflected Reagan’s genuine convictions.

			He began by assuring viewers that his “primary goal” was the “establishment of lasting world peace.” In an incantation one would expect more from John Lennon or the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi than a Republican presidential candidate, Reagan repeated the word peace forty-one times throughout the speech, more than once every forty-four seconds.[60] He tried to walk a tightrope in persuading the public that his policies of military expansion, arming anticommunist forces, and launching a rhetorical offensive against Moscow would not provoke war but rather provide the surest path to peace—or, as Reagan’s mantra went, “peace through strength.”

			Just over a week later, Reagan arrived in Cleveland for his only debate with Carter. A television audience of over one hundred million Americans tuned in, the largest debate viewership in history. Carter, a skilled debater, landed many rhetorical punches on Reagan over the ninety minutes. But Reagan’s closing appeal—as much about America’s imperiled national security as it was about the electorate’s pocketbook worries—sealed Carter’s fate: “Are you better off than you were four years ago? . . . Is America as respected throughout the world as it was? Do you feel your security is safe, that we’re as strong as we were four years ago?”[61]

			Seven days later, American voters answered Reagan’s questions by electing him president in a landslide. He carried 44 states with 489 electoral votes to just 49 for Carter.

			Foreign governments the world over, especially in the Kremlin, marveled at the scale of Reagan’s victory. They realized that, whatever else they might have thought of this peculiar new American president, he would take office with a popular mandate. Such things matter in national security. Other world leaders would gauge his strength not just by the size of the American economy or the lethality of the American military, but also by how much support he enjoyed from the American people.

			
				XVII

			

			National security proved a significant factor in Reagan’s victory. An overwhelming 82 percent of voters disapproved of Carter’s foreign policy and believed America had become weaker, less respected, and more vulnerable under Carter.[62] As an overall verdict on Carter’s presidency, this was a valid judgment. But in fairness to Carter, in his final eighteen months in office, he had executed a quiet turnabout in his foreign and defense policies that collectively handed the incoming Reagan team a stronger hand than would otherwise have been the case.

			Carter withdrew the SALT II treaty from Senate consideration, increased the defense budget, and restored new weapons systems, such as the MX missile. As a career CIA officer, Bob Gates served on the Carter NSC staff and recalls that “Carter began numerous covert actions to counter Soviet advances in the Third World. Well before the invasion of Afghanistan, he approved intelligence findings aimed at countering the Soviets and/or Cubans in Grenada, Jamaica, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Yemen, and even Afghanistan.”[63] Following the Soviet invasion, Carter expanded this covert action to include arming the mujahideen resistance fighters, in addition to the Carter Doctrine’s declaration of resolve against further Soviet expansion in the Persian Gulf.

			In political terms these changes amounted to too little too late for Carter’s public image and reelection prospects. But collectively these measures meant that when Reagan took office, he inherited some policies and programs on which to build.

			
				XVIII

			

			For all of his aspirations to lead a global transformation, the morning after Election Day, Reagan woke up to face a more immediate challenge: Having at last won in his long quest for the White House, how to make it work?

			Reagan knew that the answer to this question started with the chief of staff. The morning after the election, Reagan surprised many of his team by inviting James Baker to the Century Plaza Hotel and offering him the job. Baker was Bush’s former campaign manager and best friend. Though he had joined the Reagan campaign when Bush became the running mate and done an able job with debate negotiations and preparations, Baker was otherwise still little known to Reagan. An accomplished lawyer from a patrician Texas family, the shrewd and savvy Baker was also a nonpareil political operator. He brought to the job discipline, organization, polish, media acumen, street smarts, and a ruthless streak. Picking him over loyalists such as Ed Meese revealed Reagan’s pragmatism. He wanted his presidency to succeed.[64]

			For one of Reagan’s first steps, he assembled the seventeen-person Interim Foreign Policy Advisory Board, chaired by Bill Casey and headlined by former president Ford, and including luminaries such as Kissinger, George Shultz, and Bill Clements, the Texas governor and former deputy secretary of defense. The advisory group’s foremost purpose was to send a message of political unity, especially given Ford and Kissinger’s pronounced differences with Reagan on policy.[65] While Casey pined to lead the State Department, Reagan instead picked him for CIA director, a more fitting role for the old OSS veteran. Reagan also continued his deliberate outreach to Democrats. Kirkpatrick, whom Reagan would soon appoint as ambassador to the United Nations with cabinet rank (the first UN ambassador thus elevated), became the first of numerous Democrats to take senior policy positions in the Reagan administration. Others included Elliott Abrams, Eugene Rostow, Max Kampelman, Richard Perle, Paul Nitze, and Paul Wolfowitz. To little surprise, Reagan selected Dick Allen as national security advisor (NSA).[66]

			There are approximately two and a half months between Election Day and Inauguration Day, an impossibly short time for the new president-elect to plan his administration, fill thousands of positions, and prepare to lead the free world. Every presidential transition produces a flood of policy memos from the president-elect’s “transition team” of campaign staff, elder statesmen, eager volunteers, donors, and assorted grifters and hangers-on, all jockeying to shape US policy—and not infrequently to advance their own careers. Most of these get discarded or filed away unread. Not so with an eleven-page memo from New York City that Reagan read with interest. Its author was Richard Nixon. Describing himself as “one who has been there and who seeks or wants absolutely nothing except your success in office,” Nixon went on to offer Reagan detailed, unvarnished advice on politics and personnel.

			This letter continued a transformation in Reagan’s relationship with Nixon. At the time, Nixon was one of just three men alive who knew what it was to be president of the United States—including the unfathomable pressures, the unrelenting scrutiny, the impossible decisions, the elixir of power, and the lonely burdens of the Oval Office. That fact, coupled with Nixon’s foreign policy acumen and political skills, made Reagan willing to overlook their past rivalry and continuing policy differences and at least listen to Nixon’s counsel. Perhaps to the surprise of both men, over the next eight years Nixon would become a valued advisor and sounding board for Reagan.

			Nixon urged Reagan to focus first on the economy, noting, “Unless you are able to shape up our home base it will be almost impossible to conduct an effective foreign policy.” This advice reinforced Reagan’s own instincts and those of his senior team; it was the course he would follow. Nixon then offered specific recommendations for every cabinet position and guidance on subcabinet roles as well. He began with the State Department: “Whoever is appointed as Secretary of State must have a thorough understanding not only of Europe, but of the Soviet Union, China, Japan, the Mideast, Africa and Latin America. He must also share your general views with regard to the Soviet threat and foreign policy generally. These requirements pretty much limit those who could be considered. Haig is your guy.” A four-star army general who had just retired as supreme allied commander in Europe, Alexander Haig had previously served in the Nixon administration as Kissinger’s deputy national security advisor and then as White House chief of staff. Knowing of Haig’s many detractors, Nixon then tried to preempt his critics in the Reagan camp: “Those who oppose him because they think he is ‘soft’ are either ignorant or stupid. . . . He would be personally loyal to you and would not back-bite you on or off the record.”

			Nixon proved almost comically wrong in assuring Reagan of Haig’s personal loyalty. Nor did Haig, a Kissinger protégé, share Reagan’s strategic convictions on the Kremlin’s vulnerability to an ideological offensive. Turning to other potential candidates for State, Nixon dismissed George Shultz, writing, “I do not believe that he has the depth of understanding of world issues generally and the Soviet Union in particular that is needed for this period.” To his everlasting regret, Reagan followed Nixon’s advice. He selected Haig, though not before having Meese, Baker, and Allen quietly discuss with the general the need to disavow his own presidential ambitions and devote himself to serving Reagan’s agenda. Haig gave the needful assurances—and then almost immediately proved to be a calamitous choice.[67]

			For other positions, Nixon’s suggestions proved more sound. He recommended William French Smith for attorney general and Casey for CIA director (a.k.a. director of central intelligence, or DCI). For secretary of defense, Nixon praised Caspar Weinberger as “intelligent . . . wise, and totally loyal.” Reagan would select Weinberger, whose virtues included his close relationship with Reagan and his facility with budgets from his past service as Office of Management and Budget director in the Nixon White House. Nixon closed with a request: “The opportunity to provide advice in areas where I have special experience to you and to members of your Cabinet and the White House staff where you deem it appropriate,” adding, “President Eisenhower said to me when I visited him at Walter Reed Hospital after the election of 1968, ‘I am yours to command.’ I now say the same to you.”[68]

			During the transition the departing president usually leaves most important policy decisions for his successor to decide. Policy crises that cannot be postponed lead to delicate discussions between the outgoing and incoming White House staffs. One of these policy crises sat on death row in Seoul. South Korea in 1980 was an American treaty ally, a reliable anticommunist partner in the Cold War, a booming market economy—and a military dictatorship. President Chun Doo-Hwan had taken power in a coup the year before, imposed martial law, and on September 17 sentenced to death the country’s leading dissident, the democracy activist and devout Catholic Kim Dae Jung. Carter and his senior team had remonstrated fervently with Chun to spare Kim’s life. They had limited leverage, given the resentment that South Korean leaders felt toward Carter over his effort earlier in his presidency to withdraw all US troops from South Korea. His election loss rendered Carter’s hand weaker still. By mid-November, many news reports and foreign diplomats indicated that the Chun regime planned to put Kim to death any day.[69]

			Giving American allies a free pass to execute peaceful dissidents was not what Reagan had envisioned when he criticized Carter’s human rights policy on the campaign trail. Mindful that he was not yet sworn in as president, Reagan nonetheless wanted to save Kim.

			At Reagan’s behest, and in coordination with Carter’s NSA Zbigniew Brzezinski, Allen quietly enticed Seoul with a deal: In exchange for sparing Kim’s life and lifting martial law, Reagan would invite Chun to the White House as one of the first foreign leaders to visit in his new presidency. An eager Chun accepted the offer. Both sides kept the arrangement quiet until, in a careful choreography, on January 21 the new Reagan White House announced Chun’s upcoming visit, and three days later Seoul announced the lifting of martial law and the commutation of Kim’s sentence.[70] The doughty dissident eventually went into exile in the United States.

			During the interregnum, Allen also met twice with Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin. The dean of the Washington diplomatic corps, the suave and crafty Dobrynin had served in the post since 1962 and known every American president since Kennedy. He thought he had seen it all in American politics—until Reagan won the election. Dobrynin recalls that Kremlin anxieties focused on two aspects of Reagan’s convictions: “One was his apparent determination to regain military superiority; the other, his determination to launch an ideological offensive against the Soviet Union and foment trouble inside the country and among Soviet allies.” On November 17, Moscow directed Dobrynin to reach out to Reagan’s inner circle during the transition to see what he could divine about how this new president would govern.[71] In response to Dobrynin’s overture, Allen and policy advisor Henry Nau met with the Soviet emissary twice for lunch. Concerned over what to expect from Reagan, Dobrynin stressed Moscow’s preference for Nixon and Kissinger’s détente framework and use of quiet “back channel” diplomacy with the Soviets (not least because Dobrynin himself had been one of the main conduits for that back channel). Allen and Nau responded warily and reiterated Reagan’s warning against a possible Soviet invasion of Poland to crush the burgeoning Solidarity movement, especially given recent Red Army exercises on the Polish border. Dobrynin reacted sharply, protesting that “the Soviet government has been very restrained” and “we don’t want to be threatened” by the Americans.[72]

			Reagan used the transition period to return to a theme from his campaign announcement speech over a year earlier: deepening America’s ties with its continental neighbors. On January 5, he flew from California to El Paso and then walked across the Bridge of Friendship, where he greeted Mexican president José López Portillo, followed by a meeting on the Mexican side in Ciudad Juárez. As the first American president-elect to visit Mexico, Reagan embraced his southern neighbor as a cherished, albeit nettlesome, friend and the gateway to Central and South America.[73] Mexico stood as the United States’ third-largest trading partner, behind only Canada and Japan.

			In the next two weeks, the Iran hostage negotiations entered the final crucible as the Carter administration finalized a complex arrangement to return to Tehran billions of dollars in frozen assets in exchange for the release of the hostages. Reagan and his senior team watched in anxiety and ambivalence. Allen sent Reagan a memo on January 16 summarizing the latest developments and worried that a desperate Carter might concede too much to the Iranians while setting precedents on asset retrieval and compensation claims that would shackle the Reagan administration. “On the plus side,” Allen wrote, if Carter’s negotiations succeeded, “the hostage problem would be essentially over. . . . The Iranians would no longer hold the leverage over the United States that the hostages gave them.”[74] Allen was correct, and four days later, when the hostages were freed, Reagan would inherit a fresh start and freer hand on foreign policy. Meanwhile, Reagan prepared for a few days hence, when he would take the oath of office as commander in chief, diplomat in chief, and leader of the free world.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			TAKING THE STAGE

			
				I

			

			It may have been the most awkward drive in presidential history. January 20, 1981, dawned bright and clear in Washington, DC, as a recent cold snap gave way to a warming day. Just before noon, President Jimmy Carter and President-Elect Ronald Reagan embarked on one of the more ticklish rituals in American politics, the outgoing and incoming presidents riding together in the presidential limousine from the White House to the Capitol for the inauguration ceremony.

			The campaign had illuminated their contrasts in personality, style, and conviction. Those were rendered all the more stark this morning. Carter had been awake for forty-eight hours straight in a desperate gambit to secure the release of the Iran hostages, and he looked the part. Haggard, pale, and exhausted not just from the past two days but from the past four years, the outgoing president remained bitter at his election loss and regarded his successor with contempt. Reagan, on the other hand, was hale, fresh, confident, and eager to take the oath.

			In the car, the two men barely spoke to each other.

			Carter probably felt relieved when the car phone’s ring punctured the painful silence. National Security Agency director Admiral Bobby Ray Inman was on the line. Inman informed Carter that Iran had just released the American hostages and allowed them to board a departure flight at the Tehran airport. But, Inman continued, Ayatollah Khomeini would not permit the plane to take off until Reagan took the oath of office and Carter officially became ex-president. It was Tehran’s final humiliation of the thirty-ninth president.[1]

			Their motorcade arrived at the Capitol. The assembled crowd waited eagerly at the West Front, where Reagan would soon become the first president in history to hold his inauguration on that side rather than the traditional East Front. The location was by design. The view west from the Capitol steps represented Reagan’s idea of his presidency. Pointing his audience to the presidential memorials and Arlington National Cemetery stretching before him, Reagan spoke of the weight of history they together inherited: “At the end of this open mall are those shrines to the giants on whose shoulders we stand.”

			He delivered a workmanlike inaugural address. Dispensing with soaring prose, Reagan spoke plainly to the nation’s economic pain, loss of spirit, and hope for renewal. Of foreign policy he said little, with no mention of the Soviet Union or Cold War. Instead, he again assured his nation, and its friends and foes beyond, “Peace is the highest aspiration of the American people. We will negotiate for it, sacrifice for it; we will not surrender for it, now or ever.”[2]

			Later that afternoon, as Ed Meese reclined in his new West Wing office chatting with James Baker and Michael Deaver, Haig burst in holding a paper that he insisted the president sign. It was a draft Haig had written of National Security Decision Directive 1. One of the most important national security orders every president issues, it establishes the authorities and responsibilities of each senior official in the National Security Council. It is where bureaucracy and power meet. Haig knew this better than most. As a veteran of the Nixon White House, he had observed his mentor Kissinger’s consolidation of power to the point of holding the jobs of both national security advisor and secretary of state concurrently for two years. Haig’s draft document for Reagan had almost the same effect. It gave the secretary of state control of the entire National Security Council, subordinating the secretary of defense and CIA director to State, and relegating the NSA to a mere clerk.

			Haig had previewed his demands in a private meeting with Reagan two weeks earlier, when Haig proposed that “the Secretary of State be your Vicar for the community of Departments having an interest in the several dimensions of foreign policy.” He further insisted that the NSC staff have no contact with the media or any foreign officials outside the State Department.[3] Haig claims in his memoir that Reagan “nodded after each point and agreed.”[4] More likely Reagan, averse to both conflict and details, had simply nodded his acknowledgment of Haig’s demands. The conniving Haig took the president-elect’s silence as assent.

			Baker and Meese knew otherwise. The chief of staff later said of Haig’s Inauguration Day gambit, “Talk about bad timing. We were still in formal attire. We hadn’t even unpacked our briefcases. And here was Al Haig, not yet confirmed by the Senate, with a twenty-page document no one—including the president—had yet seen.”[5] Meese took Haig’s draft and placed it in his briefcase, never to be seen again. Over the next few weeks, Baker and Meese consulted with Weinberger, Casey, and Allen, and produced an organizational framework for national security that, in the words of a White House memo, “melds greater Cabinet (particularly State) responsibility with continuing assurance of a Presidential perspective.” Ominously forecasting the next eight years, the memo also warned, “Our start-up problems with NSC, State, and Defense (over national security jurisdiction) . . . are, in my view, harbingers of the future.”[6]

			The irony of Haig’s power grab was how unnecessary it was. During the transition, Reagan had made clear his intention to restore the prominence of the secretary of state and reduce the authority of the NSA by having Allen report through the “troika” of Baker, Deaver, and Meese instead of directly to the president. As Bob Gates recalls, “Symbolic of this was [Allen’s] ouster from the large, bright corner office on the first floor of the West Wing of the White House—which Kissinger had acquired over a decade earlier and Brzezinski had kept—to a basement office just outside of the Situation Room.”[7] Regardless of Reagan’s intentions, these organizational chart and real estate changes emasculated the NSA position in the eyes of the other departments represented on the National Security Council, such as State, Defense, and CIA (collectively known in Washington-speak as the “interagency”). It also doomed Allen from the start.

			As for Haig, in grasping for more, he ended up with less. He provoked humiliating headlines—The Washington Post titled its story “Organization Table for Foreign Policy Limits Haig’s Role”—and in the process created several enemies in the White House and cabinet.

			Reagan also continued filling out the top ranks of his national security team. For deputy secretary of state, he selected his former gubernatorial chief of staff Bill Clark. An affable rancher and California supreme court justice, Clark had previously studied for the Catholic priesthood before turning to politics and the law. He lacked any foreign policy experience but possessed two qualities the president valued: conservative convictions and Reagan’s trust. Haig seemed to have little of either, and Reagan’s inner circle made clear their hope that Clark would keep watch on his ostensible boss at Foggy Bottom.

			Reagan persuaded Inman to take the role of CIA deputy director. A native of the small East Texas town of Rhonesboro, over a three-decade naval career Inman had distinguished himself with a near-photographic memory, a keen analytic mind, organizational skill, and political savvy. As the tandem overseeing the intelligence community, Inman’s management experience, focus on intelligence analysis, and close ties to Capitol Hill seemed on paper a perfect complement to Casey’s entrepreneurial zeal and focus on spying and covert action. In practice they would soon become bitter rivals, barely on speaking terms.

			
				II

			

			On January 29, Reagan held his first press conference as president. Walking into the Old Executive Office Building’s fourth-floor auditorium, he made brief opening remarks focused on the economy. The press questions soon turned to foreign policy. Sam Donaldson of ABC News asked: “Mr. President, what do you see as the long-range intentions of the Soviet Union? Do you think, for instance, the Kremlin is bent on world domination that might lead to a continuation of the Cold War, or do you think that under other circumstances détente is possible?”

			Reagan’s reply sent shock waves around the world:

			
				Well, so far détente’s been a one-way street that the Soviet Union has used to pursue its own aims. I don’t have to think of an answer as to what I think their intentions are; they have repeated it. I know of no leader of the Soviet Union since the revolution, and including the present leadership, that has not more than once repeated . . . that their goal must be the promotion of world revolution and a one-world Socialist or Communist state, whichever word you want to use.

				Now, as long as they do that and as long as they, at the same time, have openly and publicly declared that the only morality they recognize is what will further their cause, meaning they reserve unto themselves the right to commit any crime, to lie, to cheat, in order to attain that, and that is moral, not immoral, and we operate on a different set of standards, I think when you do business with them, even at a détente, you keep that in mind.[8]

			

			Rarely if ever had an American president uttered such an unvarnished condemnation of Soviet communism. This was not just political posturing. Reagan spoke from his convictions. He wrote in his diary a few days later, “We need to take a new look at the whole matter of strategy. Trade was supposed to make Soviets moderate, instead it has allowed them to build armaments instead of consumer products. Their socialism is an ec[onomic] failure. Wouldn’t we be doing more for their people if we let their system fail instead of constantly bailing it out?”[9]

			At the time the Kremlin reciprocated Reagan’s sentiments. A KGB assessment shortly after Reagan’s election disparaged him as embodying “the most conservative, chauvinist, and bellicose part of American politics . . . pressing for the restoration of American world leadership after the defeat in Vietnam.” In the words of Cambridge historian Christopher Andrew and former KGB officer Vasili Mitrokhin, “Probably no American policymaker at any time during the Cold War inspired quite as much fear and loathing in Moscow as Ronald Reagan during his first term as president.”[10]

			Whenever a new American president takes office, the world watches to see which foreign leader will make the first White House visit. The invitation symbolizes much about the new administration’s foreign policy priorities. It came as no small surprise when on January 28, Reagan welcomed the prime minister of . . . Jamaica. Edward Seaga had just won election three months earlier, defeating an incumbent who had aligned Jamaica more closely with Cuba and the USSR. Though strategically insignificant by itself, Jamaica sent a message about Reagan’s support for democratic capitalism against communist inroads in the Western Hemisphere. Reagan wrote in his diary that evening, “[Seaga] won a terrific election victory over a Cuban backed pro-communist. I think we can help him and gradually take back the Caribbean which was becoming a ‘Red’ lake.”[11]

			Five days after hosting Seaga, Reagan fulfilled his quiet deal with South Korea by welcoming President Chun Doo-Hwan to the White House. Reagan used the Chun visit, in the words of an NSC briefing memo, as his “first signal to the region . . . of the vital interests of the Free World in Asia, and that consistent American strength and support are necessary if we are to make the Pacific Basin a stable and secure area.”[12] A week before the meeting, Chun made a goodwill gesture by lifting martial law. Nonetheless, Reagan hosted him with little enthusiasm. As NSC staffer Don Gregg recalls, the Reagan team “had a low opinion of the draconian Chun . . . [and] downplay[ed] Chun’s visit in every way possible,” including hosting merely a lunch rather than a state dinner.[13]

			Greeting Chun in the Oval Office, Reagan reassured him that, contrary to Carter’s early efforts to withdraw all American troops, Reagan would maintain the substantial US military forces in South Korea. After Chun offered some hollow platitudes on human rights, Reagan gave the dictator further absolution, saying, “Together the ROK and the United States must consider the question of human rights in the proper manner,” and lamenting, “In the past it has seemed the United States has ignored the greatest violators of human rights, most of whom are to be found behind the bamboo and iron curtains.”[14]

			It was a missed opportunity. By not pressing Chun to respect human rights, Reagan indulged double standards of his own that winked at South Korea’s brutal repression, failed to follow up on the success of protecting Kim Dae Jung’s life, and undermined American credibility. Little did Reagan anticipate that within six years he and his administration would help usher Chun from power and support South Korea’s transition to democracy.

			In 1981 there was only one democracy in Asia. It happened to be one of America’s most important allies and one of its knottiest foreign policy challenges: Japan.

			Many Americans viewed Japan less as a strategic partner than as an economic predator, flooding the United States with Sony and Toshiba electronics and Toyota and Datsun vehicles that may have been enjoyed by American consumers but hurt American manufacturers and put many American workers out of jobs. A protectionist Congress channeled these public attitudes with regular threats to pass legislation imposing tariffs and import quotas on Japan. The Reagan administration faced the challenge of confronting Japan over trade imbalances while also cooperating on strategic concerns.

			Six days after Reagan took office, Ambassador Mike Mansfield sent a cable from Tokyo that set the contours of the administration’s Japan policy—because of its clarity and insight, and because it reinforced the president’s own convictions. Reagan described the cable in his diary as “a very scholarly and thorough analysis of our relations with Japan.”[15] Recalling fondly their first meeting in Tokyo in 1978, Reagan had asked Mansfield to stay in the post as ambassador to Japan, even though the envoy was a Democrat appointed by Carter. Mansfield made three main points in his cable: “[America’s] alliance and partnership with Japan is the most important bilateral relationship that we have in the world,” the United States should address its policy frictions with Japan in this overall strategic context, and Washington should encourage Tokyo to play a more active global role as a fellow industrialized democracy.[16]

			Mansfield was correct to describe the United States–Japan relationship as “the most important” in the world. America’s other allies, such as the United Kingdom, held great value, but London sat alongside Paris and Bonn as one of three European capitals on which transatlantic relations depended, whereas Japan stood apart as the world’s third-largest economy and the United States’ largest trading partner, most important technology supplier, host of vital military bases, and only democratic ally in Asia.[17] Senior Pentagon official Rich Armitage described the Reagan administration’s strategic interest in Japan in real estate terms: “Location, location, location . . . the naval bases and the air bases . . . [were] central to our ability to project power [in the Asia-Pacific].”[18] America’s entire posture in Asia—especially countering the Soviet Union, with its three thousand miles of Pacific coastline—depended on Japan.

			This is not to say that the United Kingdom did not matter. It was America’s most important European ally, and British prime minister Margaret Thatcher would become Reagan’s closest friend among allied leaders. On February 26, he welcomed her to the White House as the first European leader to visit since his inauguration.

			She landed in Washington in the midst of a trial. Allen told Reagan, “Mrs. Thatcher comes here at an exceptionally difficult moment so far as her domestic position is concerned”; she was beset by Britain’s economic woes and her emboldened political opposition. Time magazine irked Thatcher with an article previewing her visit titled “Embattled but Unbowed” (she thought embattled gave her political adversaries too much credit).[19]

			Reagan and Thatcher both knew that the “special relationship” between their countries needed renewal. Not since the early 1950s, when Eisenhower and Churchill led their nations, had the United States and United Kingdom both enjoyed leaders with such shared values and mutual commitment to the alliance. One of Thatcher’s briefing memos described Reagan as the first “strong” American president since Eisenhower and lauded his commitment to addressing “the most serious problem of United States external policy, the growing discrepancy between commitments and resources.”[20] More crass, but no less appreciative, Reagan told his staff, “[Thatcher is] the only European leader I know with balls.”[21]

			One mark of the depth of a president’s relationship with another world leader is the breadth of issues they discuss. Heads of state who only discuss their own nation’s concerns may get some transactional benefits for their homeland but will not influence the most powerful man in the world on other global issues. In contrast, those leaders whom Reagan would become closest to knew he valued their counsel and insights on the broad range of global issues he confronted.

			Such was Thatcher. Over the course of three days, including a White House state dinner and reciprocal black-tie dinner at the British embassy, she and Reagan discussed the Middle East, southern Africa, Latin America, economic and defense policy, and of course the Soviet Union. Just a few days earlier, Brezhnev had given a speech proposing to meet with Reagan concerning the arms race. Thatcher asked Reagan his assessment of the Soviet leader’s proposal and cautioned that “when you sup with the devil you must have a long spoon. In fact you had better have a whole lot of long spoons.” Reagan assured her his response would be “not a no, not a yes” and said, “We’re considering it very carefully.” He also stated that any negotiations with the Soviets should not be confined to arms control. “We will want to discuss a whole lot of other things too, for example, Soviet backing of Cuban subversion.”[22]

			Most important, they solidified their personal bond as two conservative leaders trying at home to promote free markets while abroad expanding liberty and countering Soviet communism. Thatcher even lent a lobbying hand on Reagan’s tax-cut proposal when she visited Capitol Hill and, as the grateful president wrote in his diary, “was literally an advocate for our ec[onomic] program. Some of the Sen[ators] tried to give her a bad time. She put them down firmly and with typical British courtesy.”[23]

			
				III

			

			At initial glance, Caspar Weinberger appeared an unusual pick for secretary of defense. Like Casey, he had hoped to be secretary of state, so Reagan’s request that he helm the Pentagon came as a consolation prize. Though Weinberger had served in World War II on General MacArthur’s army staff, he otherwise had little background on defense policy. What he did have was a close relationship with Reagan dating back to his time on the California gubernatorial staff; federal budget acumen from having been OMB director and secretary of health, education, and welfare in the Nixon and Ford administrations; and considerable management ability. A dapper and gracious man, Weinberger’s winsome personality masked an adamantine resolve that his admirers revered and his opponents found infuriating. Once Weinberger developed a policy position, like a Rottweiler with a rib eye in his mouth, he would not let it go—sometimes even when Reagan overruled him.

			Weinberger arrived at the Pentagon with a sense of history—both the lessons of the past and the gravity of the present. As with many of his administration colleagues, World War II and Vietnam had instilled the most potent catechesis. From boyhood, he had been a devoted reader of Winston Churchill’s books, and Weinberger recalled following, as a student at Harvard in the late 1930s, “the unfolding drama of Churchill’s lonely fight in the House of Commons for greater preparedness and his fury at the appeasement of Munich.” In September 1941, Weinberger enlisted in the US Army. Three months before Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor brought America into the war, new buck private Weinberger became disgusted at the army’s poor training, shoddy matériel, and abysmal morale, which together amounted to its “total lack of preparedness for war.” He wrote that this lesson from World War II would stay with him the rest of his life: “It is an extremely risky and dangerous business for any country to allow itself to become unarmed and unready for war.” Some three decades later, Weinberger would draw another conviction from America’s misadventure in Vietnam: “It was a very terrible mistake for a government to commit soldiers to battle without any intention of supporting them sufficiently to enable them to win, and indeed without any intention to win.”[24]

			From his new office in the Pentagon’s E-Ring looking across the Potomac River, Weinberger worried that the military he’d inherited suffered from both historical afflictions: poor preparedness reminiscent of the 1930s, and diminished public support with an uncertain mission reminiscent of Vietnam. America’s Cold War foe was exploiting these problems. Weinberger recalled classified briefings during the transition: “The Soviet expansion had been taking place at a very rapid rate, and they were actually ahead of us in practically every category. . . . The gap was growing because we had been taking the basic idea of détente very seriously and had cut back. They took the idea of détente seriously and expanded.”[25]

			The Soviet buildup had concentrated on Europe, the geographic epicenter of the Cold War. When the Reagan team took office, the Soviet and Warsaw Pact forces that looked menacingly across the Iron Curtain overmatched their NATO adversaries in virtually every military metric. A classified NATO assessment found that the Warsaw Pact outnumbered NATO forces by two or even three to one in artillery, personnel carriers, weapon launchers, attack helicopters, and overall troop strength.[26] Tank aficionados have debated for years whether the American M1A1 Abrams or Soviet T-72 was superior in quality and lethality. Quantity, however, was beyond debate. The Red Army and its Warsaw Pact allies possessed over seventy thousand tanks, compared to just thirty thousand in the United States and NATO arsenal.[27] When combined with the USSR’s intermediate-range nuclear missiles and geographic advantages of internal supply and communication lines (the Soviet Union bordered Europe, whereas American forces had to cross the ocean), Moscow’s strategic advantage and ability to mount a surprise attack on Western Europe appeared formidable.

			The USSR had also leapt ahead in the nuclear arms race and posed the gravest threat to the United States itself since the Soviets withdrew their missiles from Cuba in 1962. Senator John Tower, the chairman of the Armed Services Committee, wrote a confidential memo to Weinberger just a few days before the inauguration, warning, “At every level of the force spectrum . . . we face vulnerabilities of potentially catastrophic proportion.” Specifically, worried Tower, “Within two years if not sooner, the survivability of our ICBM force will have been so eroded as to make us incapable of supporting a rational military strategy, with all that implies for our susceptibility to coercion—to losing—in a political confrontation with the Soviet Union.”[28]

			In plain English, Tower meant that the Soviets could win without fighting. The American strategic nuclear arsenal consisted of the triad of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and long-range bombers carrying nuclear bombs and cruise missiles. In 1981, the Soviet Union possessed roughly one-third more ICBMs, SLBMs, and strategic bombers than the United States—a gap projected to continue growing unless the Americans reversed course.[29]

			Critics of the arms race often pointed out that the United States already possessed enough nuclear weapons to destroy the world many times over. They were right. But their faith that mutual vulnerability would prevent the Soviets from ever launching a first strike disregarded two critical facts. First, some senior Kremlin officials had begun saying that the USSR could absorb millions of casualties and still win a nuclear war, especially as its larger arsenal could survive an American retaliatory strike. Second, Moscow hoped to use its growing military superiority to gain diplomatic advantage over Washington and induce further American retreat in the face of communist advances around the world. The Reagan administration’s grand strategy sought to turn this calculation against the Soviets, by outpacing them in an arms buildup that would empower the United States to engage in its own coercive diplomacy. Such was the ultimate goal of “peace through strength”—not to start a hot war, but to win the Cold War without firing a shot.

			
				IV

			

			Weinberger, meanwhile, moved with dispatch to assemble his Pentagon team. Though General David Jones had been appointed by Carter as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS), Weinberger and Reagan overcame their concern that Jones had been too close to Carter and agreed to keep him in the role, for continuity and to buffer the military from partisanship and the political calendar. For deputy secretary, Weinberger selected Frank Carlucci, whose government career had included the Foreign Service, several positions in the Nixon administration, and most recently CIA deputy director in the Carter administration. Carlucci was a moderate Republican whose managerial skills and budget acumen made him invaluable in overseeing the defense buildup. He also had a gimlet eye for talent and selected an impressive army brigadier general named Colin Powell as his military assistant, which would catalyze Powell’s meteoric rise over the next eight years. Fred Iklé became under secretary of defense for policy, the Pentagon’s third-ranking position.

			Weinberger tapped former naval aviator John Lehman as secretary of the navy. From this perch, Lehman would oversee a massive shipbuilding program and the assertive deployment of the US fleet in power projection against the Soviets. From Senator Scoop Jackson’s staff came Richard Perle, who as the Pentagon’s lead arms control official combined encyclopedic policy knowledge and strategic creativity with a yen for starting bureaucratic knife fights—and an aptitude for winning them.

			The department’s Asia and Middle East policy would be handled by Richard Armitage. Built like a fire hydrant topped with a bald dome, he had culminated five combat tours in Vietnam by single-handedly leading the evacuation of over twenty thousand South Vietnamese refugees on a thirty-ship armada as Saigon fell in 1975. Armitage thought that America’s troop withdrawal had betrayed its South Vietnamese allies. He described it as “akin to getting a lady pregnant and leaving town,” and said, “I thought we were a runaway dad.”[30] He brought to the Pentagon a fidelity to America’s allies and a resolve not to abandon them again. His gravelly voice switched easily from telling coarse jokes to dispensing strategic insights and steamrolling recalcitrant bureaucrats. Belying his midlevel rank, one scholar called him “arguably the most influential man in the Pentagon” given his close relationship with Weinberger.[31] Diverse in background, temperament, and ideology, this group shared a devotion to Weinberger and a commitment to rebuilding the military and reasserting American power in the world.

			As Weinberger prepared the White House’s first Pentagon budget, he realized that he owed some gratitude to the Carter administration. Carter’s hawkish pivot in his last months in office included a 13 percent increase in defense spending. It was not near enough to fix America’s atrophied military, but it gave the Reagan administration a running start. In Weinberger’s first week on the job he testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee and noted appreciatively the “comparatively large FY 1981 defense budget” from Carter. He also confronted the additional cost that the nation’s dismal economy imposed on the Pentagon in the form of inflation, which dampened the purchasing power of the recent budget increase.[32]

			Reagan’s program to revive the American economy consisted of tax cuts, domestic spending cuts, regulatory relief, and supporting the Federal Reserve’s high interest rates to curb inflation. The contradiction with his increased defense spending seemed obvious; how could he do that while cutting other government programs and reducing tax revenues? Reagan himself recognized this tension. While chairing an NSC meeting in March, Reagan confessed, “I am afflicted with two allergies: the allergy of wanting to control government spending and the allergy of wanting to increase our national security posture.”[33]

			Yet there was less of a contradiction than Reagan’s critics claimed. He believed that the government’s primary constitutional responsibility was to “provide for the common defense,” but that much domestic spending was unwarranted and wasteful. Because his economic philosophy emphasized enterprise, innovation, and growth, he hoped that a revitalized economy would not only provide more revenue to fund the defense expansion but also generate new technologies for advanced weaponry. This is why the Reagan defense program did not just consist of massive budget increases. At its core were cutting-edge weapons systems based on unique technologies that could outmatch anything the Kremlin wielded, no matter how much more the Soviets spent and built.

			The Reagan team would find help for this effort from a small, secretive Pentagon office led by a monkish intellectual. Andrew Marshall had been brought into the Defense Department by Secretary James Schlesinger in the Nixon administration, and he and his Office of Net Assessment (ONA) had labored creatively across successive presidencies to understand Soviet strengths and weaknesses and to develop American defense policies in response. Marshall’s office assessed that the USSR had a gross national product (GNP) only about 25 percent the size of the United States’ GNP, and that the Soviet military was consuming between 30 and 40 percent of the nation’s economy. These estimates challenged the conventional views of the policy community, reinforced by CIA analyses, that the Soviet economy was at least half the size of the United States’ and only 10 to 20 percent of it was spent on defense.[34] Yet even if over the long term the Soviet system appeared unsustainable, in the near term the Kremlin was ahead. As one highly classified NSC strategy review found, the United States confronted a “predicament” in “the general quantitative superiority, and, in many areas, at least qualitative equivalence, that the forces of the Soviet Union possess.”[35]

			More important, ONA’s assessments mirrored Reagan’s own intuitions of the Soviet economy’s fragility and vulnerability to American pressure. Given this alignment of views, Weinberger oddly ignored Marshall at first. Impatient with scholars, the defense secretary disregarded Marshall’s treatises as too long and too dense to read. Fortunately, Marshall found an eager audience in fellow intellectual Iklé, who recognized at once that ONA’s analysis and prescriptions for the Cold War reinforced Reagan’s intuitions. Together, Iklé and Marshall pressed the military services to build budget plans around “exploiting opportunities to impose disproportionate costs on the USSR over the long term.” This was Marshall’s concept of “competitive strategies,” which “depended on identifying areas of comparative US advantage and using them to exploit areas of comparative Soviet weakness or disadvantage.”[36]

			For example, even though the Soviet navy boasted three times as many submarines as the US Navy, American submarines possessed edges in quieting technology and sensory capabilities that enabled them to both detect and evade Soviet submarines. This advantage in undersea hide-and-seek meant that no matter how many more submarines Moscow built, it could rarely beat the Americans in the great game of the deep. To exploit the Soviet Union’s lack of warm-water ports and aircraft carriers, the Reagan administration planned to expand the US Navy’s fleet to seventeen aircraft carriers. To counter the Soviet Union’s thicket of surface-to-air missiles and radar arrayed against high-altitude strategic bombers, the United States designed the B-1 bomber with ground-hugging avionics for low-altitude penetration beneath Soviet defenses—followed by the B-2 stealth bomber, invisible to radar altogether. America’s new strategic bombers would force the Kremlin to throw countless rubles at new air defenses in an unsustainable race it could not win.[37] To counter the Warsaw Pact’s massive tank arsenal, the United States developed tank-killer aircraft like the A-10 Thunderbolt II jet and AH-64 Apache helicopter. Other new technologies based on America’s edge in information-processing microchips, including global positioning and precision-guidance systems, and advanced command-and-control communications, all gave the Pentagon a multitude of innovations to offset, outmatch, and outsmart traditional Soviet strengths.

			In addition to rebuilding the American military’s might, Reagan sought to restore its morale. A month into his presidency, a unique opportunity emerged. Roy Benavidez, a Green Beret, had just been recognized with the Congressional Medal of Honor for his battlefield valor thirteen years earlier in saving several fellow soldiers trapped behind enemy lines during a Vietnam War operation. On February 24, the thousands who gathered at the Pentagon for the ceremony heard Reagan describe Benavidez’s heroism—as the first president in history to read a Medal of Honor citation. Reagan also took another swipe at the “Vietnam syndrome.” American soldiers, he said, “came home without a victory not because they were defeated, but because they were denied permission to win.”[38] General Colin Powell, who had helped bring Benavidez’s case to the White House’s attention, described the significance of Reagan’s gesture: “Even more than inauguration day, that afternoon marked the changing of the guard for the armed forces. We no longer had to hide in civvies. A hero received a hero’s due. The military services had been restored to a place of honor.”[39]

			Reagan did not want the nation to forget the Vietnam War, just to remember it differently: not as a disgraceful defeat but as a valiant cause fought by troops undermined by pusillanimous politicians and a divided home front. The timing was no coincidence; that same month Reagan faced growing outcry about “another Vietnam” in Central America.

			
				V

			

			Reagan viewed the Western Hemisphere as of such importance that he devoted his first National Security Council meeting to Central America. Other national security issues—the Soviet Union, transatlantic relations, the Pentagon budget, the global economy, terrorism, and all other manner of challenges—demanded presidential attention, but none felt more urgent to Reagan than the crisis in America’s backyard. He viewed the region as foundational to his effort to turn around American foreign policy.

			The NSC consisted of the top officials in the administration responsible for national security, including Vice President Bush, Haig, Weinberger, Casey, General Jones, Secretary of the Treasury Don Regan, and Allen. The NSC staff, housed at the White House and overseen by the NSA, provided support for NSC meetings and subcommittees, and also served as the president’s personal staff on foreign and defense policy. The NSC usually met in either the White House Cabinet Room or the smaller but more secure Situation Room. The latter was located off the White House basement underneath the old swimming pool and known informally as the “Sit Room.” Newcomers often found its cramped quarters, bland wood paneling, and seats so tight that dignified knees bumped the table and each other to be discordant with the power wielded by those assembled and the gravity of the decisions they faced.[40]

			Sitting at the head of the table, Reagan put Central America in hemispheric context. He worried that the United States was “way behind, perhaps decades, in establishing good relations with the two Americas.” He continued, “We must change the attitude of our diplomatic corps so that we don’t bring down governments in the name of human rights. None of them is as guilty of human rights violations as are Cuba and the USSR. We don’t throw out our friends just because they can’t pass the ‘saliva test’ on human rights.” Reagan’s reflexive rejection of Carter’s policies may have been a necessary recalibration; communism posed the greater threat to the United States, and as Reagan noted, communism’s depredations included tens of millions of dead. Reagan would soon realize, however, that embracing right-wing dictators carried its own political, strategic, and moral costs.

			Reagan saw El Salvador as the hinge to stop communism’s advance and restore American credibility in the region. “El Salvador is a good starting point. A victory there could set a good example,” he told his team, and repeated as he concluded the meeting, “We can’t afford a defeat.” [41] El Salvador’s embattled president, José Napoleon Duarte, faced growing insurrections from the Left and the Right while his fragile centrist government seemed to be crumbling from within. The communist insurgency known as the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) enjoyed support from the Soviet bloc in its campaign to overthrow Duarte and take over the country. From the other side, he faced pressure from far-right elements led by former military officer and sadistic killer Roberto d’Aubuisson. In the scholar Russell Crandall’s description, “Duarte’s dilemma . . . was that the oligarchy and military distrusted him for being a communist, and the revolutionary left accused him of being a rightist.” [42]

			The FMLN and right-wing militias both committed ghastly atrocities—against each other, Duarte supporters, and civilians guilty of nothing but being in their way. Catholic clerics suffered some of the worst crimes. On March 24, 1980, as Archbishop Óscar Romero celebrated mass, an assassin acting at d’Aubuisson’s behest killed him with a single rifle bullet to the heart. Just over eight months later, on December 2, 1980, Salvadoran National Guardsmen raped and summarily executed four American Maryknoll nuns who had been working with refugees displaced by the civil war.[43] An outraged President Carter, weeks from leaving office, suspended all United States aid to El Salvador. Yet at the same moment, an emboldened FMLN appeared to be on the verge of overthrowing the government and establishing a communist state. Days later, Carter reversed himself and resumed economic aid, and then just before he left office, he increased military assistance to the Salvadoran government.

			The policy dilemma that confronted Reagan was tragic in the theological sense: No option was untainted by human suffering. The choices he confronted ranged from bad to awful. In practical terms, the White House faced the double challenge of helping neutralize the communist insurgency while tipping the internal balance toward Duarte and away from d’Aubuisson’s thugs. A frustrated Reagan confided to his diary on February 11, “We have absolute proof of Soviet and Cuban activity in delivering arms to rebels in El Salvador—Also their worldwide propaganda campaign which has succeeded in raising riots and demonstrations in Europe and the US Intelligence reports say [Fidel Castro] is very worried about me. I’m very worried that we can’t come up with something to justify his worrying.” [44]

			Reagan likely had in mind a secret intelligence assessment he had received a few days earlier. It drew on sensitive Cuban sources to describe Havana’s hope that increased support for communist insurgents “in El Salvador will eventually spread to Guatemala and Honduras, confronting the US with a ‘Vietnam-type situation’ in Central America.”[45] The Vietnam concerns resurfaced in another NSC meeting a few days later. Haig worried that “the American people won’t support another Vietnam situation where US troops are stationed in Central America.” Weinberger cautioned against even sending military advisors to El Salvador in case they came under fire: “There is the temptation to send in more men to protect them and we get into a Vietnam situation.” [46]

			For his part, Reagan agonized from insisting El Salvador wasn’t another Vietnam, trying to avoid letting it become a Vietnam, and pursuing victory in part so that the United States would overcome Vietnam. A February 18 NSC meeting brought the Vietnam concerns full circle. John McMahon, the head of the CIA’s clandestine service, began with a briefing on the other Soviet-aligned nations and actors shipping arms to the communist guerillas in El Salvador, including Cuba, Ethiopia, Libya, even the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO)—and Vietnam. The irony was painful. The communist government in Hanoi, having defeated the United States several years earlier, had now joined a menagerie of fellow Marxists and other mischief-makers, such as Muammar Qadhafi and Yasser Arafat, trying to inflict similar setbacks on America in its own hemisphere.[47] Haig called this a “global Marxist grand strategy” that had targeted El Salvador for its next takeover and had to be stopped.

			Overwrought though Haig may have been, he also highlighted a truth that the Reagan administration’s critics often failed to appreciate: Communist regimes around the world had chosen Central America as a priority front. The Kremlin said as much. Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko observed happily, “This entire region is today boiling like a cauldron.” His Kremlin colleagues salivated at the chance to foment revolution in Central America, which they called the “strategic rear” and “soft underbelly” of the United States.[48]

			Even knowing this, Reagan was conflicted. He worried about overextension and provoking further resentments in the region. “I’m concerned that whatever we do, we do not do it in a heavy-handed way. I fear a negative reaction in Latin America,” he told the NSC. He repeated this ambivalence at the end of the meeting: “We do have to win in Central America, but we don’t want to get bogged down in that old Yankee interventionist question.” [49] The United States’ troubled history in the hemisphere, from military deployments to occupy Latin American countries in the 1920s and ’30s, to the Guatemala coup in 1954 and the ouster of Salvador Allende in Chile in 1973, plagued Reagan’s options. Even American economic assistance sometimes carried a paternalistic stench. Reagan told Thatcher, “Too many of these programs were undertaken without enough sensitivity for the feelings of the people living there, so many of whom felt intimidated by the Colossus of the North. . . . The United States wants to try a new approach. We want to bind these two continents together in a love of freedom.”[50]

			Mindful of balancing such concerns, on February 27 Reagan decided to send to El Salvador a relatively small assistance package of $25 million and twenty additional military advisors “in a strictly training capacity” with “specific prohibitions against any combat advisory role.”[51] The symbolism mattered more than the size. With this decision, Reagan took the first step in what would become not just a larger aid program for El Salvador but an eight-year immersion in Central America’s Cold War.

			Because of the Catholic Church’s opposition to communism and strong presence in Latin America, the White House sought to collaborate with the Vatican. John Paul II worried in particular about the regional inroads made by liberation theology, which he viewed as a sacralized form of Marxism that corroded Christian orthodoxy while providing spiritual cover for communist mischief, or even revolution. In a meeting in early May, the Pope told Haig that “if the US had not done what it did in El Salvador, another totalitarian state like Nicaragua would have been installed.”[52] One indicator of the severity of the Vatican’s concern was its willingness to back the Reagan administration’s military support for the Salvadoran government even after the murders of Romero and the Maryknoll nuns. John Paul II later commenced the sainthood process for Romero, and the Vatican eventually canonized him in 2018.

			The Vatican’s quiet backing of American policy contrasted with the vocal opposition from liberal Protestant leaders in the United States. Reagan noted the irony that on Good Friday, April 17, “while representatives of the Nat[ional] Co[uncil] of Churches [NCC] paraded (carrying the cross) in front of the W[hite] H[ouse] protesting our effort to help El Salvador, Cardinal Cook of N.Y. came to visit us in the W[hite] H[ouse].” The NCC in particular became a persistent critic of America’s anticommunist policies under Reagan, who made an acid confession to his diary: “Sometimes I think (forgive me) the [NCC] believes God can be reached through Moscow.”[53] It is not clear whether Reagan’s apology was directed to his diary, the NCC, or God, but in one sense the Kremlin may have shared his assessment of the NCC. Throughout the Cold War, the KGB targeted liberal church bodies such as the NCC’s global sister organization the World Council of Churches as useful albeit unwitting front groups for disseminating Moscow’s disinformation and propaganda.[54]

			
				VI

			

			Though Reagan focused on America’s economic woes during his first months in office, European wailing and gnashing of teeth over the United States’ high interest rates soon reminded him that foreign policy offered no escape from domestic policy. In some ways European umbrage at Reagan was unfair because the independent Federal Reserve, not the president, set interest rates. However, the president has authority to select the Federal Reserve chairman, and Reagan had chosen to keep Paul Volcker in the job despite his being a Carter appointee. Reagan’s support for Volcker provided political cover for the Fed even while creating political risk for Reagan. For example, when asked about the high interest rates at his first press conference, Reagan responded:

			
				I’ve met with Mr. Volcker, and not with the intention of trying to dictate, because it is an independent agency, and I respect that. But I think that we have to face the fact that interest rates are not in themselves a cause of inflation; they’re a consequence. And when you have, as we have had, double-digit inflation back to back for 2 solid years now . . . there is no question that interest rates are going to have to go up and follow that inflation rate. . . . The answer to the interest rates is going to be our program of reducing government spending, tied to the reduction of the tax rates that we’ve spoken of to bring down inflation, and you’ll find that interest rates come down.[55]

			

			The Europeans did not find this persuasive. West German chancellor Helmut Schmidt repeatedly complained to Reagan that America’s 20 percent interest rates were hurting the German economy by “suck[ing] into New York City all the liquidity in the world,” as German investors pursued higher returns across the Atlantic rather than deploying capital in their home country. The anxious German worried that American economic policies could even cost Schmidt his job, pleading to Reagan, “Please remember that what you do has consequences. There can be political destabilization as a result.” Newly elected French president François Mitterrand shared Schmidt’s concerns. His foreign minister lamented to Reagan that the strong US dollar “amounted to a ‘third-oil shock,’ ” since Europe used dollars to buy oil; and he echoed Germany’s worry that American interest rates “forced Europeans to raise their own rates, making it difficult to generate the investment necessary to fight unemployment.”[56]

			While European leaders badgered Reagan about American economic policies, Reagan began badgering Japanese leaders about Tokyo’s economic policies. During Reagan’s first year in office, he met with officials from Japan more often than with those of any other nation. In the first three and a half months alone, he hosted separate meetings with Japan’s foreign minister, ambassador, and former prime minister, and in May he welcomed Prime Minister Zenkō Suzuki to the White House for a state visit.

			Reagan delivered the same message in each meeting: Japan needed to reduce its automobile exports to the United States and increase its defense budget. On the former, Reagan warned of Congress’s appetite to impose mandatory curbs on Japanese cars; on the latter, he warned of the Soviet appetite for Japanese territory. With his commitment to free enterprise, as a matter of principle Reagan resisted tariffs, and instead urged Tokyo to reduce voluntarily the number of automobiles it sold in the United States each year. This, he hoped, would ameliorate the competitive pain hurting the American auto industry while avoiding a costly trade war.

			The specter of the 1930s also haunted the discussions, as both a caution against protectionism and a spur to the democracies to stand fast against tyranny. This burden weighed heavily on the Japanese leaders, given their nation’s troubled past. Former prime minister Fukuda, for example, told the president that he appreciated Reagan’s reminder to Congress not to repeat 1930s-style protectionism because a half century earlier “political problems had not been handled well, and . . . World War II had resulted.”[57]

			Reagan wore a broad grin as Prime Minister Suzuki’s motorcade pulled around the South Lawn for his White House arrival ceremony on the morning of May 7. Suzuki’s government had just announced that Japan would reduce its car and truck exports to the United States, handing Reagan a policy success on the eve of the visit. They met first in the Oval Office, accompanied only by their interpreters. In words that would have caused heartburn for Margaret Thatcher, Reagan assured Suzuki that Japan was “the most important ally that the US has.” An appreciative Suzuki described Japan’s toughened stance toward the Soviet Union following the Afghanistan invasion.

			The two leaders then walked to the Cabinet Room, where they were joined by their respective national security teams. Their discussion ranged across the Indo-Pacific region. Reagan expressed his hope “that as the United States continues to project its forces into the Indian Ocean, Japan’s assistance in the Northwest Pacific will make it easier for the United States to carry this additional burden” of countering the Soviets in maritime South Asia. Suzuki thanked Reagan for keeping American troops stationed in South Korea because they “contribute significantly to maintaining peace on the peninsula.” Suzuki then promised to continue improving Japan’s relationship with its other longtime rival, China, because if Beijing “should lose faith in the West and tilt toward the Soviet Union this would disturb the balance of power in Asia.” Continuing their discussion the next day, Suzuki pledged to increase Japan’s defense spending, and Reagan urged him to extend Japan’s naval patrol perimeter farther out to counter Soviet encroachments (and lighten the burden on the US Navy). Reagan concluded by enlisting Japan in the global battle of ideas, telling Suzuki, “In dealing with the Third World we should use our examples of high living standards and respect for human rights to demonstrate that we and Japan are the models to follow, not the Soviet Union.”[58]

			The warm glow of Suzuki’s Washington visit began to chill as soon as he boarded his flight home. Speaking at the National Press Club shortly before his departure, Suzuki was asked about the joint communiqué he had just issued with Reagan, which in Weinberger’s description affirmed “for the first time in the postwar era” that the United States and Japan would share “defense responsibilities in the Pacific.” Suzuki showed courage in signing it but clumsiness in explaining it. He fumbled through a description of how his country’s “alliance” with the United States would include expanded military cooperation and Japan’s commitment to defend its territory and sea lanes out to one thousand miles. Such talk was taboo in the officially pacifist nation. Outrage erupted in the Japanese media and public. The embarrassed prime minister then scapegoated the Foreign Ministry, prompting Foreign Minister Ito to resign in disgrace.[59]

			Yet Ito’s loss was America’s gain. As scholar Michael Green observes,

			
				Alliance managers in both Washington and Tokyo seized on the commitment as a benchmark for Japan to acquire real capability in air defense and antisubmarine warfare in order to bottle up Soviet air and naval forces in the Far East. Japan was poised to form the “shield” as the United States developed the “spear” in the navy’s emerging Maritime Strategy against Soviet forces in the Far East.[60]

			

			Suzuki’s travails and Ito’s demise nevertheless reminded the Reagan team that their Japanese counterparts did not protest in vain. They faced massive resistance among the Japanese public to increasing military spending and closer security cooperation with the United States. Overcoming these constraints would take a Japanese leader with Reaganesque charisma and a deft political touch. The cautious and clumsy Suzuki was not that man; his successor would be.

			Inside the White House, a quiet revolution was taking place in the United States’ strategic posture in Asia. Reagan’s three predecessors—Nixon, Ford, and Carter—had all pursued a “China first” policy, believing that America’s interests in Asia began with Beijing. Reagan reversed this, shifting to a “Japan first” policy that viewed Tokyo as the supreme partner in the region.

			However, Reagan did not neglect China. On March 19, he met with two senior Chinese diplomats, Ambassador Chai Zemin and Ji Chaozhu. Reagan told them he had just approved the export to China of eleven items of “sensitive electronic equipment” that were “not available to the Soviet Union.” Returning the goodwill, Ji informed the group that China under Deng had rejected Mao’s previous stance of using force to conquer Taiwan and said, “Our policy is to resolve the Taiwan question peacefully.” Appealing to their shared interest in countering the Soviets, Ji said that “the polar bear from the north” had inspired this policy shift. Continuing, Ji noted that “the US, China, Taiwan and Japan are all threatened by the southward expansion of the polar bear, and that together we would better be able to resist Soviet expansionism.” China’s apparently softened stance did not mean that Beijing had given up its claim on Taiwan, however. Ji and Chai then launched into a long harangue against America’s arms sales to Taiwan. Reagan bristled and reminded them that the United States would stand by its friends, especially given its obligations under the Taiwan Relations Act to provide for the island’s defense.[61]

			
				VII

			

			While Reagan talked to the Chinese about new ways to poke the “polar bear from the north,” he also sought to feed the bear’s subjects. Carter had imposed an embargo on grain sales to the Soviet Union after the invasion of Afghanistan. This loss of access to the Russian market brought considerable hardship to American farmers, and during the campaign, Reagan had promised to lift the embargo, believing that it caused more pain to Americans than to the Kremlin. While chairing an NSC meeting on March 26 on the simmering crisis in Poland, Reagan asked “whether some quiet indication that the United States might be willing to lift the embargo if the Soviet Union exercised restraint with respect to Poland might help the situation.”[62] This suggestion provoked a unanimous response from Reagan’s national security team: They all opposed it. Weinberger, Haig, and Casey each warned that even a hint about ending the embargo would send the wrong message to Moscow at a time when the United States sought to deter a Soviet crackdown on Poland.

			Reagan and his team deliberated on the grain embargo amid what felt like unrelenting waves of global challenges. At this same NSC meeting, in just sixty minutes they also tackled whether to evacuate American personnel from Nicaragua over fears of Sandinista mob violence after the termination of US aid (Reagan had discontinued the Carter administration’s financial assistance to the Sandinista government), discussed ways to quietly support the rebel leader Jonas Savimbi in his fight against the communist government and Cuban soldiers in Angola, wrestled with how to press South Africa to withdraw its forces from occupying Namibia, and as an afterthought considered changes to US assistance to El Salvador and Pakistan. Other NSC gatherings during the administration’s first months were similarly sprawling. A February 18 meeting addressed in one session the US strategy for the Caribbean basin, support for El Salvador, the sale of F-15 fighter jets to Saudi Arabia and Israel, and Israel’s arms sales to Central America. A February 27 meeting revisited those issues plus the Poland crisis. Allen’s opening comments for the April 1 NSC meeting are the ne plus ultra:

			
				There are at least six items on today’s agenda. Secretary Haig’s upcoming visit to the Middle East; the proposed AWACS [airborne warning and control systems] sale to Saudi Arabia; Israel’s request for further financial aid; the strategic petroleum reserve; terminating economic assistance to Nicaragua; reprogramming economic assistance to El Salvador and Liberia; and the Secretary of State’s recommendations to the President concerning Libyan activities in Chad.[63]

			

			The fact that Allen said “six items” and then proceeded to list seven shows just how befuddling the cascade of issues had become even for the NSA himself.

			This was no way to run a superpower. Some of these issues could have been handled at subcabinet levels; others were consequential and complex enough that they merited their own dedicated NSC meeting, rather than being crammed into a five-minute discussion sandwiched by other unrelated topics. The Reagan NSC was trying to do too much at once—even allowing for the many decisions that demanded presidential attention, the complexity and interconnectedness of the issues, the new administration’s need to establish its policies, and crises that could not be ignored.

			The chaotic NSC process mirrored growing discord among Reagan’s team. Late March brought a new eruption. Not surprisingly, Haig was the volcano at the center. Seething over his stature ever since he had failed in his Inauguration Day power play, Haig’s ego took another blow when he learned that Reagan and Baker had selected Vice President Bush over him to chair the White House’s crisis management group. A furious Haig complained to Reagan that he planned to resign. Despite reassuring Haig of his continued support, Reagan expressed considerable annoyance in his diary, writing on multiple days that Haig has “something of a complex about this,” is “seeing things that aren’t there,” and “has half the cabinet teed off.”[64] No doubt mindful that the secretary of state he had recommended was floundering, Nixon wrote to Reagan that “the major mark of a big man is his ability and willingness to enlist and tolerate other big men on his team.”[65]

			Nixon’s support notwithstanding, what Haig in his vainglory failed to appreciate is that he derived his authority not from the former president but from the current one. Reagan, otherwise patient to a fault with the peccadillos, vanities, and petty feuds that afflicted his team, found himself wearying of Haig after just two months.

			
				VIII

			

			The Kremlin did not wait for the administration to get its act together. Seizing the initiative to test the new president, in early March Brezhnev wrote a long letter to Reagan. It combined equal parts splenetic bluster and diplomatic outreach. Contrary to the past decade of the Kremlin’s military expansion, Brezhnev insisted, “The Soviet Union has not sought and does not seek military superiority.” He then took a preemptive shot against Reagan’s strategy: “But neither will we permit such superiority to be established over us. Such attempts, as well as attempts to talk to us from a position of strength, are absolutely futile.” From there he suggested a number of issues that the Kremlin sought to negotiate with the United States, of course on terms favorable to Moscow.[66] Reagan’s advisors spent the next three weeks feuding over how to answer the letter, bickering over various draft responses.[67]

			While Washington argued with itself, in Moscow on March 25, 1981, KGB director Yuri Andropov took the podium at a KGB caucus meeting to give the assembled chekists—the top ranks of Soviet security and intelligence operatives—their marching orders. The Communist Party’s Twenty-Sixth Congress had concluded three weeks earlier. The roomful of hardened spies were accustomed to striking terror at home and abroad, but on this day they heard their leader sound an unfamiliar note of fear.

			After disgorging a litany of Marxist agitprop, Andropov inadvertently echoed Reagan’s assessment that détente had been advantageous to the Kremlin as he wistfully traced the advances that the USSR had enjoyed during the decade of détente, when “the ranks of the world communist movement widened even further.” But now “the most reactionary circles of the West . . . have yet again resorted to the policy ‘from the position of strength.’ They brought to the forefront an ardent anticommunist—the American president R[onald] Reagan, and an ardent anti-Sovietist—the English prime minister M[argaret] Thatcher.”

			Andropov then made an assertion that likely stunned the room: “The imperialists are waging an arms race on an unprecedented scale, and are expediting preparations for war. . . . One of the crucial elements of nuclear strategy is to strike in such a way that one strike disables as many vital installations of the enemy as possible.” This gave new urgency to the KGB’s intelligence mission, as Andropov exhorted his officers to look aggressively for America’s “preparations for a nuclear strike,” telling them, “We must know about the brewing military schemes of the United States, its NATO allies, and its Peking hegemonists, in detail, ahead of time and at the earliest possible stages.”[68]

			Andropov’s speech offers a chilling window into Soviet paranoia and the Cold War’s precarious balance of terror: The Kremlin’s top leadership genuinely believed that Reagan was preparing to launch a surprise nuclear attack on the USSR. This misperception made the Soviets prone to misinterpret other American actions—and more inclined to order a preemptive strike of their own. For the next three years, the Cold War would descend into its most dangerous phase since the Cuban Missile Crisis.

			Five days after Andropov’s speech, the man who provoked Soviet fears lay on the operating table barely clinging to life. As Reagan had exited the Washington Hilton after a speech, a deranged gunman named John Hinckley had shot him. The most serious damage came from a .22-caliber bullet that ricocheted off the presidential limousine’s armor and entered near his heart. Rushed to the George Washington University Hospital, Reagan immediately underwent emergency surgery.

			His diary entry for that day bears witness to his Christian faith. Reagan described his thoughts as he struggled to breathe in the emergency room: “I focused on that tiled ceiling and prayed. But I realized I couldn’t ask for God’s help while at the same time I felt hatred for the mixed-up young man who had shot me. Isn’t that the meaning of the lost sheep? We are all God’s children and therefore equally beloved by him. I began to pray for his soul and that he would find his way back to the fold.”[69]

			As frenzied doctors worked at the hospital to save Reagan’s life, chaos consumed the White House. Were there other gunmen afoot? Was the shooting part of a broader attack on the nation? Was the KGB or a terrorist group behind it? And with Reagan unconscious on the operating table, and Vice President Bush in flight from Texas on Air Force Two, who was in charge of the United States government?

			Upon hearing initial reports of the shooting, Haig and Weinberger both rushed to the White House, joining Allen and other senior staff in the Situation Room. Their minds raced, terrified over the president’s condition and anxious about the two Soviet nuclear submarines that lurked underwater just miles off the Atlantic seaboard. CJCS General Jones called Weinberger on the secure phone and told him that because the Soviet submarines had moved closer to American shores than their normal patrol patterns, their nuclear missiles could hit Washington, DC, in “ten minutes, forty-seven seconds.” Allen and Weinberger worried that the Soviets might have assassinated Reagan as a prelude to launching a surprise nuclear attack. Weinberger told Jones to raise the alert level of the Strategic Air Command, readying America’s B-52 bomber fleet for potential retaliatory strikes.[70]

			Such was the unrelenting terror of the Cold War in 1981. The United States and USSR mistrusted and feared each other so much that within a five-day period in March, the head of the KGB warned his officers that the United States was preparing a preemptive nuclear strike, while the top echelons of the American government suspected the Kremlin had tried to assassinate their president and intended to launch nuclear missiles at their capital.

			Meanwhile, White House counsel Fred Fielding told the senior staff in the Situation Room that he was preparing paperwork for Reagan to transfer presidential authority temporarily to Bush under the terms of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment. Knowing that the vice president was still airborne with limited communications, Haig asserted to anyone listening, “So the helm is right here. And that means right here, in this chair for now, constitutionally, until the vice president gets here.” Haig’s claim to be the acting president stunned the room. Even worse than grandiose, it was wrong. The Constitution put the Speaker of the House and president pro tempore of the Senate both ahead of the secretary of state in the line of presidential succession.

			No one corrected Haig, but all soon wished they had. Upstairs in the press room, White House deputy press secretary Larry Speakes flailed about in a growing panic. Inundated with media questions on live national television, Speakes refused to confirm or deny any reports, let alone provide any details, on Reagan’s condition—or on who wielded the authority of the presidency. The senior officials in the Situation Room watched Speakes’s meltdown on a video feed. All were alarmed, but only Haig decided to rush upstairs and remedy it. Bursting into the press room, the flushed and sweaty secretary of state grabbed the podium and told the room—and the watching world—“As of now, I am in control here, in the White House, pending return of the vice president.”[71]

			With this episode Haig made himself a figure of ridicule for the rest of his life. He may have intended to reassure the nation that the American government remained intact. This was a legitimate concern amid the chaos. Yet to his colleagues who had suffered his venom and self-regard for the previous two months, the grasping, unhinged figure at the White House lectern confirmed their suspicions of the real man, now revealed to the world in all his hubris and presidential pretensions. Though Haig would last another fifteen months as secretary of state, his reputation would never recover.

			Reagan survived the surgery and began to heal. As with many who escape death, he came away a changed man. Americans noticed. Biographer Lou Cannon observed that Reagan’s grit and good humor in the aftermath of the shooting “cemented a bond with the American people that never dissolved. And that’s because they saw a genuine person that day. They began to feel for him the way they would feel for a friend or someone close to them, not just some politician.”[72] For Reagan, his survival deepened his faith and sense of divine calling. He wrote in his diary, “Whatever happens now, I owe my life to God and will try to serve him in every way I can.”[73]

			Back at the White House, Reagan spent weeks recuperating, often sitting in robe and pajamas in the rooftop solarium to bask in the sun and regain his strength. There he reflected, “Perhaps having come so close to death made me feel I should do whatever I could in the years God had given me to reduce the threat of nuclear war; perhaps there was a reason I had been spared.”[74]

			With this sense of divine mandate to bring the Cold War to a peaceful end, Reagan decided to respond to Brezhnev’s letter from early March. Since his fractious aides remained deadlocked over the language, Reagan decided to write the letter himself. He sent his handwritten draft to the NSC staff and State Department for review, and noted two days later, “I should know today whether my letter to Brezhnev has passed inspection by the striped pants set.”[75] It did not. Despite his reputation as a hard-liner, Reagan’s initial stab at outreach to Brezhnev irked the professional diplomats, who considered it too soft. One senior State official called Reagan’s conciliatory draft “atrocious”; Richard Pipes of the NSC staff dismissed it as “mawkish . . . written in a Christian turn-the-other-cheek spirit, sympathetic to the point of apology.”[76] The State and NSC staff then wrote an alternate draft that criticized the USSR’s military expansion and global aggression, and said that the right conditions did not yet exist for a Reagan-Brezhnev summit meeting.

			Reagan made some edits to soften the new draft, yet he also handwrote another letter to Brezhnev. Reagan included the draft of this new letter in his diary. It focused on human rights and religious freedom, and particularly the plights of imprisoned Jewish dissident Anatoly Shcharansky and the Siberian Pentecostals sequestered in the US embassy basement. Noting that he had recently met with Shcharansky’s wife, Avital, Reagan’s letter implored Brezhnev to allow both Shcharansky and the Siberian Pentecostals to emigrate to the United States. Reagan promised, “This is between the two of us and I will not reveal that I made any such request. I’m sure however you understand that such actions on your part would lessen my problems in future negotiations between our countries.”[77]

			Reagan does not seem to have sent this letter to Brezhnev, though it is unclear why. That he wrote it and included it in his diary shows his concern for human rights and religious freedom, especially the individual prisoners who captivated and troubled him. Meanwhile, having reluctantly agreed to send the State Department’s version of the response, Reagan then decided to handwrite a third letter to Brezhnev, drawing in part on the first draft he had penned a week earlier. This one he did send, as a cover note to the State Department missive. On April 25, a befuddled Kremlin thus received two letters—one handwritten, the other typed, both signed by Reagan.

			In his personal note, Reagan recalled his first encounter with Brezhnev a decade earlier at President Nixon’s home in San Clemente, California, and reminded the Soviet leader that then as now, “the hopes and aspirations of millions and millions of people throughout the world” depended on decisions made by the leaders of the US and USSR. In a direct shot at the Soviet system, Reagan asked, “If [the people of the world] are incapable, as some would have us believe, of self government, then where among them do we find any who are capable of governing others?” He then proclaimed America’s innocence of any threat to the Soviet Union or “imperialistic designs” on the rest of the world and invoked World War II’s aftermath to support his case. “Our military might was at its peak—and we alone had the ultimate weapon, the nuclear weapon. . . . If we had sought world domination then, who could have opposed us? But the United States followed a different course—one unique in all the history of mankind. We used our power and wealth to rebuild the war-ravaged economies of the world, including those nations who had been our enemies.”

			Reagan concluded with a conciliatory gesture, telling Brezhnev, “In the spirit of helping the people of both our nations . . . I have lifted the grain embargo.”[78] Reagan hoped this would show the Soviets his willingness to negotiate. He also had other audiences in mind, beyond American farmers and Kremlin leaders. As he told Japanese prime minister Suzuki, America’s European allies “began to get ideas from ‘my firm language’ that the US was not willing to engage in arms control talks with the Soviet Union. . . . The lifting of the embargo was done actually as a ‘gesture’ on the part of the US towards its allies in Europe.”[79] Reagan recorded a similar sentiment in his diary: “I’m reluctant about [lifting the embargo] but think it will reassure our allies that while we’re hard nosed about the Russians we aren’t refusing to talk.”[80]

			Brezhnev was unpersuaded. He wrote back with what Reagan described as an “icy reply” that conceded nothing, “blamed the United States for starting and perpetuating the Cold War, and then said we had no business telling the Soviets what they could or could not do anywhere in the world.” A resigned Reagan concluded, “So much for my first attempt at personal diplomacy.”[81] Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin, more perceptive than his boss, appreciated the significance that “while lying wounded, Reagan for the first time in his life addressed a personal letter to the leader of the Soviet Union and its Communist Party in his own hand.” However, Dobrynin concluded “the time was not yet ripe” for the American president and Soviet premier to connect.[82]

			The time would not ripen for over four years. Yet Reagan’s letters to Brezhnev and lifting of the grain embargo reveal how from the start he blended confrontation and conciliation toward Moscow. Even at this early juncture, Reagan showed the approach that he would continue over the next eight years. He would extend one hand in friendship to the Soviet Union while using the other hand to try to bring it down.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3
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			THE GLOBAL CHESSBOARD

			
				I

			

			It was a grim spring of assassination attempts. On May 13, a Turkish gunman—likely sponsored by the KGB—shot Pope John Paul II in St. Peter’s Square. The bishop of Rome was rushed to the hospital, his condition so grave that a fellow priest administered last rites. He would recover, but John Paul II came as near death as had Reagan six weeks earlier.[1] That they both survived bonded them in a sort of providential kinship. Reagan wrote to the Pope, “Happily, few leaders in the world today have the dubious distinction of knowing with some precision the kind of event you have just experienced.”[2] Bill Clark later reflected that “both men took shots in the chest by would-be assassins only . . . weeks apart. With a smile they decided that was God’s wake-up call that they had to work even faster in bringing down the Soviet empire.”[3]

			Four days after the Pope was shot, Reagan flew to South Bend, Indiana, to give the commencement address at the University of Notre Dame. Four years earlier, President Jimmy Carter had delivered his first major foreign policy address at Notre Dame’s graduation ceremony, where he downplayed Soviet malevolence and proclaimed, “We are now free of that inordinate fear of communism.”[4] Now Reagan chose the same venue to deliver a different message. To the assembled graduates, he praised the virtues of the free society and prophesied, “The West won’t contain communism, it will transcend communism . . . it will dismiss it as some bizarre chapter in human history whose last pages are even now being written.”[5]

			Back at CIA headquarters, Bill Casey sat in his office salivating to get into the fight. A man who combined subtle intelligence with a doctrinaire worldview where, in his biographer’s words, “issues were not black and white; they were red and white,” Casey brought to CIA the street smarts of a blue-collar kid from Long Island, the anticommunism of a devout Catholic, and the flexible ethics of a New York lawyer.[6] Reagan’s campaign against communism would be a full-spectrum military, political, economic, and intelligence effort, and Casey was an eager general for the latter—and an occasional interloper in the other domains too.

			At first many in the CIA workforce found themselves befuddled by their new director, whose last work in intelligence had ended in 1945 and whose background and manner were unlike anything they had seen before in the seventh-floor director’s suite. Bob Gates, a career analyst who would hold several leadership positions at the CIA in the Reagan administration, including as Casey’s chief of staff, recalls his first encounter with Casey:

			
				The old man, nearly bald, tall but slightly hunched, yanked open his office door and called out to no one in particular, “Two vodka martinis!” Without waiting for a response, he slammed the door shut. It was February 11, 1981, and this was the first time I had seen the new DCI since his appointment. Casey, in the job less than three weeks, was having lunch with John McCone, his predecessor under President Kennedy. Panic in the outer office. The DCI’s suite had been dry under Admiral Turner and there was no liquor. Finally, a bottle was produced—no doubt from someone’s desk drawer—and a vague semblance of a martini was carried in to the thirsty pair. . . . Years later I would think about the martini episode and realize that, however trivial, it foreshadowed how Casey would approach CIA on consequential matters. He would demand something be done immediately which the Agency no longer had the capability to do. He would fire instructions at the closest person regardless of whether that person had anything to do with the matter at hand. And he would not wait around even for confirmation that anyone heard him.[7]

			

			Those who did hear Casey often could not understand him. A blow to his trachea in a boxing match during his teenage years had left him with a lifelong struggle to speak clearly. To this he seems to have added the artifice of intentional mumbling when he did not want certain audiences—such as congressional oversight committees or skeptical journalists—to understand him. Reagan, already hard of hearing, often found Casey unintelligible during NSC meetings.

			For all of his trouble speaking, Casey possessed a skilled pen and preferred communicating by letter with the president. On May 6, Casey wrote a long missive to Reagan describing his challenges at CIA. “The Analytical and Operations units are most in need of improvement and rebuilding. The analysis has been academic, soft, not sufficiently relevant and realistic.” Casey also wanted to revitalize the Directorate of Operations (DO), the CIA’s elite clandestine service, which had been gutted of experienced officers under Carter and his CIA director Stansfield Turner. He concluded the letter by reminding Reagan of what they faced from their main foe: “We are working . . . to build up the elements needed to cope with a Soviet service which outnumbers us by three to one around the world.” Reagan scribbled “ok” and initialed his concurrence.[8]

			Even with his president’s support, Casey found himself regularly sparring with the other two branches of government. That summer, a federal judge in New York ruled that a decade earlier Casey had misled investors in one of his companies. The Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) immediately opened an investigation. Casey had done himself no favors with his dismissive posture toward legislative oversight. As Gates put it, “Casey was guilty of contempt of Congress from the day he was sworn in as DCI.”[9] Congress soon reciprocated the sentiment. The next week SSCI chairman and conservative icon Barry Goldwater, fed up with what he saw as Casey’s prevarications, called on him to resign. Several other influential GOP senators, including Majority Leader Howard Baker and Majority Whip Ted Stevens, supported Goldwater. Goldwater’s opposition left Casey’s job on virtual life support and produced what Newsweek called “the first political crisis” of the Reagan presidency.[10]

			As the White House began quietly preparing a list of candidates to replace Casey, the embattled DCI fought back. He enlisted support from his old OSS colleagues and GOP luminaries such as George Shultz. Inman reluctantly lent his considerable credibility to Casey by appearing on Ted Koppel’s influential ABC News program Nightline and voicing confidence in the director—a double irony considering that the two were already at odds over several intelligence matters, and Goldwater wanted Reagan to appoint Inman to replace Casey.

			Amid this public campaign, Casey turned over many more documents and endured hours of further grilling from the SSCI, which a few days later determined there was insufficient evidence to remove him from office. Casey’s attorney then demanded that the SSCI pronounce Casey “fit to serve.” SSCI vice-chairman Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who relished a good linguistic fight, countered with the grudging formulation that Casey was “not unfit.” In a compromise, the final SSCI statement declared, “No basis has been found for concluding Mr. Casey is unfit to serve as DCI.”[11]

			Casey returned to Langley both chastened and defiant. Soon many CIA officers, especially in the DO, found themselves inspired and emboldened by their peculiar DCI. They came to see him the same way an OSS lieutenant had described him four decades earlier: “Bill had a healthy contempt for bureaucracy, for form and protocol. He was like a breath of fresh air. Suddenly everybody wanted to work for Casey. He was a feet-on-the-desk, get-the-job-done-I-don’t-care-how-you-do-it executive. I was under his spell.”[12] Casey saw Nazis and communists as vultures of the same feather. After Nazi Germany’s surrender, Casey had visited the Dachau concentration camp and called it his “most devastating experience of the war.” His service in Europe also exposed him to Soviet barbarity, not to mention Moscow’s treachery in refusing to reciprocate OSS intelligence cooperation. The main difference he saw between Hitler and Stalin was merely that “the Nazis are finished. But the Communists are still unbeaten.”[13] Four decades later they remained unbeaten, and as Gates recalled, “Casey came to CIA primarily to wage war against the Soviet Union.”[14]

			In this spirit, Casey and his administration colleagues soon found at least one Carter program worth embracing. During his last year in office, Carter had signed a finding authorizing the covert provision of arms to the Afghan mujahideen fighting against the Soviet occupation of their country. When the DO briefed Casey on the program, the new DCI erupted in enthusiasm. “This is the kind of thing we should be doing—only more. I want to see one place on this globe, one spot where we can checkmate them and roll them back. We’ve got to make the Communists feel the heat. Otherwise we’ll never get them to the negotiating table.” He dismissed critics who caviled about the costs and risks of the program by appealing to his last war. “We’ve got to make these people understand what we learned in World War II. When we supported organized resistance against Hitler, it saved lives in the long run. It’s the same thing in Afghanistan.” With Reagan’s support, Casey continued the CIA’s aid to the Afghan rebels.[15]

			
				II

			

			Several miles down the George Washington Memorial Parkway, Weinberger sat in his suite in the E-Ring at the Pentagon trying to rebuild a Defense Department that seemed broken in body and spirit. Unlike Casey, at least he had Capitol Hill behind him. Perhaps the most revealing indicator of the woeful state of the American military in 1981 was the congressional unity in supporting Reagan’s defense expansion. In May, the Senate voted 92 to 1 in favor of a substantial defense budget increase, and two months later the House passed it by 354 to 63. The cover of Time coupled a photo of Weinberger with the words “How to Spend a Trillion” and described the White House’s ambitious goal of allocating $1.5 trillion to the military over the next five years. By 1985 the defense budget would be 50 percent larger than in 1980.[16]

			Not that Congress agreed on precisely where this money should be spent. A heated argument emerged over the MX missile. Intended to counter the Soviet Union’s fearsome SS-18, the longest-range and largest-payload ICBM the world had ever known, the United States responded by developing the MX Peacekeeper. With its pinpoint accuracy and ten nuclear warheads on a MIRV platform, once launched, the MX could inflict unfathomable destruction on Soviet targets. The problem was getting it launched. One of the perverse paradoxes of the arms race was that such uniquely powerful ICBMs were also uniquely vulnerable. Once in flight they were impossible to stop, yet while sitting inert in their silos they were difficult to protect and made an enticing target for a Soviet surprise attack. Thus the problem: The MX’s capability provided a strong counter to the SS-18, but if the MX could not be stored securely, it risked making the United States even more vulnerable by tempting the Soviets to strike first.

			The Carter administration had advanced development of the MX but left the unsolved quandary of how to base it—a puzzle that would bedevil the Reagan administration for its first few years. The many ideas and opponents the MX basing controversy generated display a nuclear kaleidoscope of American politics, culture, ingenuity, and occasional lunacy. The Carter team had originally planned to build the “Racetrack” system, a giant subterranean railway underneath a vast swath of Nevada and Utah that would house two hundred MXs on hundreds of miles of tracks able to carry the missiles to a range of launch sites beyond Soviet detection. Considering that the land needed was the same size as New Jersey, the Nevada and Utah political leadership strongly resisted relinquishing so much acreage—not to mention putting a bull’s-eye on their states for Soviet missiles. The Racetrack suffered its final death knell when the Mormon Church leadership, with large membership in both states, issued a statement in May 1981 that they were “most gravely concerned” over the planned deployment, saying, “We plead with our national leaders to marshal the genius of the nation to find viable alternatives.”[17] Another idea, known as “Big Bird,” involved carrying the MX aloft in a massive cargo plane and then launching the missile from the air. Perhaps the most outlandish proposal was “Dense Pack,” which posited basing all the Peacekeepers closely together in adjoining silos that would—so the theory went—cause the wave of incoming Soviet missiles to detonate each other in a fratricidal self-destruction. All told, there were at least thirty-five different MX basing schemes floated before Congress, which refused to fund the missile without a feasible plan.[18]

			
				III

			

			In the midst of pressuring Congress to pass his military budget and his tax-cut package to stimulate the American economy, Reagan traveled to Ottawa for his first Group of Seven summit. Known informally as the G7, the annual gathering of the world’s leading industrial democracies brought together America’s most important allies: Japan, the United Kingdom, West Germany, France, Italy, and Canada. In their summit at the historic forest resort Château Montebello, Reagan met the new French president, François Mitterrand, for the first time. Many observers expected them to clash, since the crafty French socialist and affable California capitalist would seem to have little in common. Instead, they built a genial rapport.

			Like many other European socialists, Mitterrand detested communism. He was eager to partner with Reagan against the Soviet Union. In their private meeting, Mitterrand shared a secret: The French intelligence service was running an agent deep inside the KGB. Code-named “Farewell” by the French, KGB colonel Vladimir Vetrov worked at the Yasenevo headquarters building in Moscow evaluating the intelligence collected by Directorate T, Line X, a massive Soviet espionage campaign to steal Western technology. Moscow had exploited the many US-USSR scientific and commercial exchanges set up in the 1970s under détente, taking advantage of American and European openness to purloin untold billions of dollars’ worth of Western technology. The real costs were measured not in dollars but in Soviet knowledge of the Pentagon’s capabilities and Moscow’s corresponding advances in weapons systems and communications technology—often giving the Kremlin disproportionate advantages over the United States. As former secretary of the air force and senior Reagan NSC official Thomas Reed recalled, “Given the massive transfer of technology in radars, computers, machine tools, and semiconductors from the US to the USSR, the Pentagon had been in an arms race with itself.”[19] Line X’s penetration had gone undetected for a decade, until Vetrov became disillusioned with Soviet communism and offered his services to French intelligence early in 1981.

			Upon learning of Vetrov from Mitterrand, Reagan put Vice President Bush in charge of the sensitive follow-up. Five years earlier, while serving as CIA director, Bush had built a trusted relationship with his counterpart in French counterintelligence, Marcel Chalet, whose agency now oversaw the handling of Vetrov. A few weeks later Chalet traveled to Washington, DC, and gave Bush a detailed briefing on their singular source, including a thick file of intelligence collected from Vetrov that became known as the Farewell Dossier. The next day Bush convened a meeting with a select group of senior intelligence leaders, including Casey and Inman. He handed them the Farewell Dossier and directed them to develop a plan to exploit the revelations from this new French connection.[20]

			
				IV

			

			In the late afternoon of Sunday, June 7, 1981, eight Israeli Air Force (IAF) F-16 fighter jets took off from a base in a desolate corner of the Sinai Peninsula. Flying just one hundred feet above the ground and below radar, they flew over the Gulf of Aqaba, skirted the edge of Jordan, traversed the vast desert of Saudi Arabia, and crossed into Iraq. Their target was the Osirak nuclear reactor, scheduled to become operational within months. Each plane carried two two-thousand-pound bombs, and seven of the pilots scored direct hits on the reactor dome. The bombing obliterated Osirak, thwarting Iraq’s quest for a nuclear weapon. It was a triumph for Israel, a humiliation for Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, a shock to the world, and a crisis for the Reagan administration.[21]

			Reagan’s first reaction was apocalyptic—in the literal sense. On hearing of the attack, he confessed to his diary, “I swear I believe Armageddon is near.”[22] Channeling his fascination with the Book of Revelation and horror at nuclear weapons, Reagan worried that his first year in office might also be the last year of planet Earth’s existence. Otherwise it was not clear what to do. As a matter of policy, the White House supported Israel, opposed nuclear proliferation, and disdained Saddam Hussein—all factors that would argue for endorsing the attack. Yet the White House’s other policy priorities included deepening ties with Saudi Arabia, tilting toward Iraq over Iran in the ongoing war between the two, and promoting peace and stability in the Middle East—all factors that pointed toward condemning the attack.

			Reagan had long backed Israel. Two months earlier he had written in his diary, “The Jewish community . . . [has] never had a better friend of Israel in the W[hite]H[ouse] than they have now.”[23] His fidelity to the Jewish state stemmed in part from his hatred of anti-Semitism. While making training films for the Army Air Forces during World War II, Reagan had seen raw film footage of Nazi concentration camps liberated by American forces. Horrified at these early images of the Holocaust, Reagan kept a copy of the film for himself because, as he later told George Shultz, he worried that “some people would later deny that it could have been so bad—or that it had taken place at all.” This exposure to anti-Semitism at its most demonic seared in Reagan a lifelong commitment to supporting Jewish rights and the state of Israel.[24] It also helped inspire his advocacy for Soviet Jews.

			So Reagan was surprised to find his White House in a series of rifts with the Jewish state throughout 1981 that put US-Israel relations under severe strain. Besides Osirak, two other crises descended on Reagan’s desk in the summer of 1981: the sale of airborne warning and control systems (AWACS) planes to Saudi Arabia, and possible war in Lebanon. Renewed threats from Libya provided an additional regional challenge. The Reagan team had come into office primarily viewing the Middle East through a Cold War lens, which entailed supporting Israel and opposing any further Soviet inroads in the region. The White House soon found that the Middle East had complexities and demands that went well beyond Israel and the Cold War alone.

			Lebanon had begun simmering just over a month prior to the Osirak attack. Syrian forces, which had occupied Lebanon since 1976, began deploying SA-6 missiles inside Lebanon. The Soviet-built surface-to-air batteries would pose a significant threat to the IAF. Israel began planning to strike the SA-6 sites, which risked escalating into a full-scale war in Lebanon. On May 5, Reagan met with Israeli ambassador Ephraim Evron, who warned that “Syria had crossed a threshold” with the missile deployment and “time is short” to respond. Reagan urged Israel not to attack Lebanon so that the United States could try to “bring about a settlement” and noted that he “had just dispatched Ambassador Philip Habib” to the region. Reagan had called Habib, an iconic career Foreign Service officer of Lebanese Christian descent by way of a childhood in a Jewish neighborhood in Brooklyn, out of retirement for this special mission.[25]

			In the midst of Habib’s shuttle diplomacy, Israel’s attack on Osirak took the White House by surprise as much as it did the Iraqis. Adding to the embarrassment, the United States had sold the F-16s to Israel just a year earlier. This led many Arab nations to assume that Washington had partnered with Israel in destroying the reactor. Further, the American terms of the sale stipulated that Israel could only use the jets for “defensive purposes”—a definition strained by the preventive strike on Osirak. Another complication: France, America’s NATO ally, had helped build and maintain the reactor in exchange for reduced rates on Iraqi oil, and those killed in the bombing included a young French nuclear technician. Israel’s action risked causing a rupture between the United States and some of its most important allies in both the Middle East and Europe.

			As an immediate step, Reagan suspended any further sale of F-16s to Israel, even though additional planes were scheduled for delivery later that week. On June 11, Reagan met with a cohort of Arab ambassadors representing Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Morocco, Sudan, and Bahrain. He then welcomed Israeli ambassador Evron, which likely created an awkward encounter in the small West Wing reception room as the Arab ambassadors departed while Evron arrived. The Arab delegation warned Reagan of “the embarrassing situation that your friends in the Arab world—particularly Jordan and Saudi Arabia—are in as a result of this action by Israel.” Reagan defended Israel as a small nation “outnumbered by a hundred to one, and many of these countries . . . will never rest until Israel no longer exists.” Next, in his meeting with Evron, Reagan complained of being “caught by surprise” by Israel’s strike and refused the ambassador’s entreaties to lift the suspension of F-16 deliveries. Reiterating his support for Israel, Reagan nonetheless admonished Evron, “Please keep in mind our primary objective to influence moderate Arab states in the peace effort,” and stressed in particular his worry about war in Lebanon.[26]

			This Oval Office shuttle diplomacy reflected Reagan’s personal ambivalence. He mused that in ordering the attack, Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin “took wrong option,” writing, “He should have told us and the French, we could have done something to remove the threat.” However, two days later, Reagan fulminated to his diary, “The Arab indignation on behalf of Iraq is a waste. Saddam Hussein is a ‘no good nut’ and I think he was trying to build a nuclear weapon. He has called for the destruction of Israel and he wants to be the leader of the Arab world—that’s why he invaded Iran.”[27]

			In the end, the Reagan administration, split internally, also split the difference in its response. Weinberger, much disposed toward the Arab states, argued for terminating all US assistance to Israel.[28] The White House officially denounced the attack, and Ambassador Kirkpatrick at the UN refused to veto a Security Council resolution condemning Israel. However, soon after suspending the F-16 sales, Reagan reversed course and allowed them to resume, while many senior officials applauded Israel unofficially. Elliott Abrams, serving at the time as assistant secretary of state for international organizations, recalls, “The official administration position was we condemned it, but we didn’t mean it.”[29]

			Viewing the Middle East through a Cold War prism was not wrong, just insufficient. A secret CIA assessment three weeks after Osirak concluded, “Washington’s ability to promote Arab cooperation against a Soviet threat or to bring the Arabs and Israelis to the bargaining table has been struck a hard blow. . . . In the absence of US restraint on Israel, Arab leaders will intensify their search for alternative ways to boost their security and protect their interests; this presents opportunities for the USSR.”[30] The Soviets continually looked for ways to increase their leverage, or at least play a spoiler role and undermine American interests in the Middle East. While the USSR’s regional influence had diminished after President Anwar Sadat had expelled Soviet military advisors from Egypt in 1972, the Kremlin remained a patron to mischief-makers such as Libya, Syria, and Iraq, and Moscow continued to harbor designs on the Persian Gulf’s hydrocarbon reserves.

			Habib wielded his diplomatic wizardry and in late July succeeded in negotiating a precarious cease-fire in Lebanon. Returning to Washington a few days later, Habib met with Reagan and gave the president a positive assessment of Begin’s commitment “to bring peace” to the region. Habib also stressed that “the Saudi role . . . had been indispensable” in forging the Lebanon agreement, especially in putting quiet pressure on Syria and the PLO to reduce their rocket attacks on Israel. Riyadh’s inducements had included giving the PLO $20 million to agree to the cease-fire.[31]

			Reagan appreciated such Saudi support because he was spending considerable political capital on the kingdom’s behalf. He had inherited from the Carter administration a commitment to sell an arms package featuring enhanced avionics for F-15 fighters and five E-3A AWACS jets to Saudi Arabia. With an advanced radar platform able to monitor airspace at all altitudes for a vast radius, the AWACS jets would give the Saudis an “eye in the sky” of unparalleled vision. The only other nations the United States sold the plane to were NATO members, so sharing it with the Saudis would give Riyadh a qualitative edge in the Middle East’s military balance.[32] This provoked fierce opposition from Israel and Israel’s supporters in the US Congress. Saudi Arabia remained hostile toward the Jewish state, and Israel feared that the AWACS planes would give the kingdom and its Arab allies air superiority. The IAF in particular would be hindered from mounting any future radar-evading raids like Osirak.

			The Reagan administration had several motives for selling the arms package to Saudi Arabia. These included honoring commitments to a partner nation; implicitly compensating for the humiliation of Israel’s Osirak raid; generating revenue and jobs for the American defense industry; preserving the Saudis as reliable petroleum suppliers; deepening collaboration with the Saudis against Soviet communism; and helping the House of Saud maintain its hold on power amid growing threats from Islamist revolutionary movements. Reagan later recalled of the AWACS sale, “I didn’t want Saudi Arabia to become another Iran.” He also “wanted to send a signal to our allies and to Moscow that the United States supported its friends and intended to exert an influence in the Middle East not just limited to our support for Israel.”[33] In so doing, Reagan continued another Carter legacy, by reinforcing the Carter Doctrine of opposing Soviet encroachment on the Persian Gulf region.

			
				V

			

			Reagan also faced renewed acrimony among his advisors over China and Taiwan. Once again Haig stood at the center of the storm. In early summer Reagan had decided to sell arms to Beijing, as part of a strategy to deepen cooperation with China against the Soviets while trying to ameliorate the PRC’s opposition to American arms sales to Taiwan. The White House decided to keep its decision secret until later in the fall, to allow time for consultation with allies such as Japan and Taiwan. Haig, who shared his mentor Kissinger’s affinity for Beijing and disregard for Taiwan, objected to the delay. The next week, on a trip to Beijing, Haig abruptly announced at a press conference that the United States would be selling weapons to China. The journalist Jim Mann recalls that “even Haig’s aides at the State Department were stunned at the disclosure.” Also stunned were NSC staff member Jim Lilley and Pentagon official Rich Armitage, who had accompanied Haig on the trip in part due to White House concerns that the secretary catered too much to Beijing—concerns that Haig’s reckless comments vindicated. Lilley was a career CIA officer who had been the first American intelligence professional to serve in the PRC, in the US liaison office headed by his old Yale classmate George Bush.[34]

			To curb Haig’s freelancing, Lilley turned some of his intelligence tradecraft against the State Department. During his previous tour of duty at the US embassy, he had secretly established a secure communications link with CIA headquarters and the NSC, bypassing the State Department. Lilley and Armitage now used this channel to send urgent messages to Allen and Weinberger, unbeknownst to Haig. Allen then alerted Reagan. The irked president told a press conference in Washington that same day, “I have not changed my feelings about Taiwan,” and reaffirmed his support for weapons sales to the island. Reagan’s words detonated in Beijing, aggravating the Chinese leadership and humiliating Haig. In retaliation, Haig tried to throw Lilley and Armitage off the trip and make them take commercial flights home, only relenting when they threatened to tell the press about his petulance.[35]

			To show the White House its displeasure, that summer Beijing invited a series of former senior Carter administration officials to China. These visitors included Carter himself, who, after being fêted by Deng Xiaoping, told a Chinese television interviewer that the Taiwan issue should be settled by the Chinese people “without interference from my country.”[36] For a former president to undercut his own government while overseas represented a remarkable breach of protocol. It revealed the enmity that Carter still felt toward his successor—a bitterness that Beijing relished exploiting.

			The transpacific dustup forced the White House to resolve the issue of arms sales to China. Lilley and Armitage worked with the State Department to forge an agreed position, which culminated in a rare joint memo from Haig and Weinberger to Reagan recommending selling arms to China as long as allies were consulted, and the weapons did not threaten Taiwan and could not be used against the United States.[37] Reagan approved; in doing so he aligned himself with every predecessor since Nixon who had sought to deepen United States–China ties.

			His decision also completed a remarkable turnabout from just two years earlier when Reagan had railed against America’s diplomatic recognition of Beijing. Why the change? Once in office, Reagan realized that it was in America’s interest to maintain productive relationships with both China and Taiwan—and that he needed as many partners as possible in his main priority: defeating the Soviet Union and bringing the Cold War to a peaceful end.

			
				VI

			

			That summer, the Kremlin confronted Reagan with three urgent questions. First, how would he address the Soviet deployment of intermediate-range nuclear missiles targeting Western Europe? Second, how would he respond to the plans by several Western European nations to partner with the USSR on a massive pipeline project supplying oil and gas from the Soviet Union to Europe—and enriching Moscow with much-needed hard currency? Third, did he want to support the growing movement in Poland resisting Soviet control of its largest Warsaw Pact satellite?

			Each issue by itself was vexing; taken together they reminded Reagan that he had not yet developed a strategy to guide his administration in the Cold War. Yes, he had long-held convictions about exploiting Soviet vulnerabilities, renewing American power, waging a war of ideas, and negotiating from a position of strength. But Reagan and his staff had not yet built those principles into a coherent strategy that aligned ideas with resources, established priorities and goals, and provided a blueprint for his national security team to implement. Meanwhile, Moscow did not wait for them to do so.

			The Soviets had changed the strategic balance a few years earlier by deploying several missile systems known variously as theater nuclear forces (TNF) or intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) targeting Western Europe, including the SS-20, bristling with three warheads. NATO had responded in December 1979 with the “dual-track” decision to deploy its own missiles while also negotiating with the Soviets over reducing the INF threat. The Reagan administration inherited this NATO policy but now had to figure out how to implement it. Specifically, the White House had to decide the knotty sequencing of whether and when to start negotiations with the Soviets, whether and when to reassure anxious Europeans by announcing those negotiations with the Soviets, and how to deploy Pershing II intermediate-range ballistic missiles and ground-launched cruise missiles (GLCMs) without provoking an overwhelming backlash from European publics who did not want nuclear weapons in their own backyards—and who threatened to vote out their leaders who permitted the missiles.

			Arms control would incite some of the most acrimonious divisions among Reagan’s advisors during his eight years in office, and the INF debate was no exception. Haig argued strongly for assuaging the Europeans by announcing a specific date to start negotiations with the Soviets. Weinberger, joined by Allen and Casey, resisted, preferring instead to study the Soviet threat and American capabilities before committing to any discussions with the Kremlin. Reagan, ever averse to conflict, said he “did not see much difference between [the] State and DOD positions” and suggested a compromise statement that the US “hope[d]” to begin negotiations with the Soviets by the end of the year.[38]

			The pipeline project originated in a simple economic reality: Western Europe had growing energy needs, and the Soviet Union had some of the world’s largest hydrocarbon reserves. Moscow had long relied on oil exports to bring in hard currency and sustain its economy, but a 1981 CIA assessment observed, “The Soviet oil industry is in serious trouble,” and it faced likely production declines in the coming decade due to diminishing reserves and growing drilling costs in its current fields. So the Kremlin decided to shift to natural gas, which it possessed in abundance. It salivated after Western Europe as its primary export market and economic lifeline. The CIA believed that “the USSR is counting heavily on hard currency earnings from these gas sales to compensate for a decline in oil export revenues, which accounted for nearly half of Soviet hard currency earnings in 1979.” The Soviet need for foreign currency revealed its economic fragility and the costs of its global ambitions. As Richard Pipes put it in an NSC memo opposing the pipeline, “The less hard cash the USSR has, the less mischief it can cause us and our friends.”[39]

			Some of those friends, however, had other priorities. America’s allies had much at stake beyond meeting their natural gas demands. Japan joined several European countries in pushing for the pipeline because they all had banks that sought to finance it, energy and construction companies that sought to build and maintain it, and voters whose jobs depended on it. The CIA concluded US efforts to stop the pipeline “would probably have a low yield and a high cost,” noting, “The Allies have already decided that the project is in their interest and will not voluntarily halt their participation. . . . US pressure could thus pose major risks for US-Allied relations.” [40]

			Jettisoning the CIA director’s traditional role as provider of intelligence but not policy advice, Casey deviated from the analysts who worked for him and advocated a hard line on the pipeline. He told Reagan and the other NSC principals that pressuring Europe to halt it “is our greatest opportunity ever to force the Soviets to divert resources from military programs,” since Moscow would need to fund and build the pipeline on its own. Kirkpatrick added the worry that the pipeline would increase Western Europe’s dependence on the USSR—which could blackmail the Europeans by shutting down the gas flows—and invoked an aphorism from Lenin about capitalist greed, warning, “We don’t want to increase the tendency towards the Finlandization of Europe. We don’t want to help the Soviets. We don’t want to sell them the rope to hang us!” [41]

			Haig pointed out that European leaders felt frustration at alleged American hypocrisy in lifting the US grain embargo on Moscow while trying to prevent European-Soviet cooperation on energy. He reminded Reagan, “Our European allies are in a blue funk about their economic situation. They blame us in part for their problems . . . because of our interest rates.” [42] Reagan agonized for months over the pipeline. At one point he lamented to his diary that it was “the most profound decision I’ve ever had to make.” [43] He decided that preserving cooperation with America’s allies mattered more than squeezing the Soviet economy. For now, he chose to tell his European counterparts of his objections to the pipeline but dispense with any stronger actions.

			The Polish crisis had been simmering since the summer of 1980, when Soviet forces had mobilized on the Polish border and threatened to quash the burgeoning Solidarity movement of Gdańsk shipyard workers. Led by the charismatic Lech Walesa, the Solidarity workers formed the first independent labor union in communist Poland and pressed for more political rights. Poland’s prime minister Wojciech Jaruzelski, torn between his Kremlin overlords, his communist faith, and his Polish nationalism, tried at first to curtail Solidarity while also resisting Moscow’s pressure to crack down harder. Soviet fears escalated when the Solidarity leaders issued a public letter greeting “the workers of Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, the GDR [East Germany], Hungary, Romania, and all the peoples of the USSR” and proclaiming, “We support those among you who have decided to enter the difficult path of struggle for a free trade union movement.” [44] Brezhnev feared that Solidarity could infect the entire Soviet bloc, especially since the movement received considerable support—organizational, financial, and spiritual—from the Vatican and many Polish clerics. Into the summer of 1981, Poland’s travails worsened, as its economy shrunk by some 10–15 percent and the government imposed severe food rationing. Reagan had to decide whether the United States and its allies should throw Warsaw an economic lifeline. Doing so could strengthen Solidarity and draw Poland closer to the West—or could provoke a Soviet crackdown. Not doing so could mean strangling the Solidarity movement and abandoning Poland to the Kremlin’s control. An NSC memo spelled out the “high-stakes decision” he faced:

			
				Either to risk, by inaction, the economic undermining of Poland’s challenge to Moscow or to undertake a prolonged, costly, and inherently speculative multilateral aid program to shore up Poland’s capacity to preserve its independence. The strategic and political rewards for success could be the neutralization of the second largest military force in the Warsaw Pact and the loosening of Soviet control of all of Eastern Europe. Success cannot, however, be assured.[45]

			

			Poland’s plight weighed on Reagan, especially as he struggled with his own country’s stagnant economy. He unburdened himself to his diary: “[Poland’s] economy is going bust. Here is the 1st major break in the Red dike—Poland’s disenchantment with Soviet communism. Can we afford to let Poland collapse? But in the state of our present economy can we afford to help in a meaningful way?” [46]

			History again loomed over the Reagan team’s deliberations. Haig argued for aiding Warsaw, warning that “the failure of Poland’s challenge to Moscow for lack of Western assistance would be the modern equivalent of Yalta, a historic act of indifference.” These debates over Eastern Europe showed Haig at his best. Distrusted and disliked though he was by his colleagues, none could deny Haig’s expertise and strategic acumen, especially when the former supreme commander of allied forces in Europe held forth on transatlantic issues. Everyone around the table appreciated his reference to the 1945 conference when Churchill and a dying Franklin Roosevelt had conceded Poland to Stalin’s sphere of influence—and replaced Nazi tyranny with Soviet tyranny over the long-suffering Poles. Though Reagan admired Roosevelt, he realized that he now faced the consequences of Roosevelt’s weakness. He decided that the United States would provide $50 million in emergency food aid to Poland, channeled primarily through charities affiliated with the Catholic Church. He hoped that by feeding the Polish people, he could also starve their Soviet overlords of support.[47]

			
				VII

			

			Presidential vacations are something of a myth. Even when away from the White House, a president never stops being president. Daily intelligence briefings, a regular stream of phone calls and staff memos demanding decisions, unrelenting media coverage, and inexorable national and global crises all command the president’s time and attention—no matter where he is. Even if a president does enjoy a brief mental break from the office, the omnipresent Secret Service and military aide carrying the briefcase with the nuclear launch codes all remind him that he cannot escape his singular responsibilities. As Reagan once bemoaned to his diary, “Presidents don’t have vacations—they just have a change of scenery.” [48]

			On the afternoon of August 6, Reagan departed the White House for his California ranch, eager for a few weeks away from Washington, DC. At the end of a rugged dirt road high in the Santa Ynez Mountains, Rancho del Cielo had become Reagan’s most beloved place on earth since he and Nancy had purchased it six years earlier. Visitors invariably found it surprisingly remote and rustic. The spartan homestead sat like a pebble in the shadow of the mountain. The Reagans stayed in a small adobe ranch house, parts of which Reagan had built himself, in a bedroom with rumpled twin beds bound together with wire, off a cramped kitchen with an ancient stove. A bookshelf with many of Reagan’s favorite volumes and a worn couch and chairs completed the living room. Outside, a wood fence he built rimmed the house, and the front porch looked out on a tranquil pond. Steep hills covered with solemn oak trees and pierced with dirt paths converged on an open meadow at the summit capped by a wild grass field. There, on his daily horseback ride, Reagan could behold a western vista where, befitting the ranch’s name, the light azure sky met and melted into the darker blue of the Pacific.[49]

			Though he could not escape the duties of office, Reagan still found the ranch a place of mental and physical respite, the latter an acute need as he continued to recover from the assassination attempt. Two crises loomed over his time in California, both testing his credibility before a watching world. The first had erupted three days earlier when the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization (PATCO) called a nationwide strike. The majority of the nation’s air traffic controllers walked off the job, choking flights at many airports and leaving many travelers stranded during the height of vacation season. The PATCO leadership believed they held the upper hand on Reagan because they had endorsed him during the 1980 campaign, one of the only labor unions in the nation to support the Republican candidate.[50]

			Reagan did not blink. The morning the strike began, he called a press conference and read a statement he had drafted himself. He recalled in his diary, “I . . . announced that they would have 48 hours in which to return and if they don’t they are separated from the service.”[51] Two days later Reagan did just that and fired the striking air traffic controllers.

			The PATCO strike may have appeared at first only a domestic issue, but it quickly became international. The Soviet news agency TASS denounced Reagan for his “brutal repression” of the strikers. World leaders watched to see how this new president would handle the crisis. Reagan held firm. He deployed military air traffic controllers to keep airports operating while his Justice Department arrested PATCO leaders and imposed punitive fines that soon depleted the union’s coffers. A short time later PATCO capitulated and dissolved as a union.[52] Many around the world took notice. George Shultz later reflected, with just small exaggeration, that firing the PATCO strikers “was the most important foreign policy decision Ronald Reagan ever made.”[53]

			The other crisis was fomented earlier in the summer by the maniacal Libyan dictator Muammar Qadhafi. His transgressions were many. Qadhafi was the world’s most extensive sponsor of terrorism; supplied weapons to the PLO, Irish Republican Army, and Sandinistas; frequently tried to assassinate disfavored foreign leaders and political opponents; had close ties with the Soviet Union; and in December 1980 had invaded the neighboring country of Chad. Qadhafi escalated his confrontation with the United States when he declared the Gulf of Sidra in the Mediterranean Sea to be his exclusive territory. Extending out north from Libya’s coast, the gulf had long been recognized as international waters, and the US Navy held regular exercises there.

			Reagan decided to defy Qadhafi’s claim. In an NSC meeting on July 30 he approved the Pentagon’s recommendation to send two aircraft carrier battle groups into the gulf “to assert freedom of navigation”—to sail over the line that Qadhafi had drawn in the water. Reagan authorized the navy to return fire if fired upon, and said that if Libyan jets attacked and then tried to hide in Libyan airspace, “we would chase them right into the hangar.”[54]

			The navy scheduled its exercise for August 18–19. While Reagan was in California, the fleet sailed into the Gulf of Sidra and began launching air patrols by F-14 Tomcats, the navy’s most advanced air superiority fighter. Two Libyan Su-22s, a modern Soviet-made fighter jet, intercepted two of the American planes. One Su-22 fired a missile at a Tomcat while the other Libyan fighter locked its radar on the other F-14. The American jets retaliated with Sidewinder heat-seeking missiles that destroyed both Su-22s.

			The shootdown of Qadhafi’s jets marked the first use of force on Reagan’s watch, and the first combat by the US military since Carter’s calamitous Desert One hostage rescue mission the year prior. If the images of the burning US aircraft in the Iranian desert had epitomized America’s weakness, the Reagan White House hoped that the destruction of the two Libyan jets showed the world a new picture of American strength. Weinberger later boasted that the navy’s action “did more to reassure our allies than any budget amounts we were committed to spend, or any amount of rhetoric.”[55]

			The navy stayed busy in August. While the Sixth Fleet confronted Qadhafi in the Mediterranean Sea, farther to the north the Second Fleet sailed an aircraft carrier battle group into the Barents Sea, on the Soviet Union’s Arctic doorstep. F-14s launched from the carrier decks probed even farther, to the edge of Soviet air defenses. Before leaving for his California ranch, Reagan had approved Ocean Venture ’81, described by Secretary of the Navy Lehman as “the largest and most aggressive US and NATO at-sea exercise within memory.” It mobilized fifteen NATO nations, over one thousand aircraft, and two hundred fifty ships to show America’s ability and willingness to project power globally.[56] Monitoring Moscow’s reactions from CIA headquarters, Inman observed that the exercise “scared the hell out of the Soviets.”[57] Reagan and his team hoped that this Arctic armada would expand the Cold War chessboard and strengthen America’s hand at the negotiating table. As Lehman later wrote, “diplomatic power was the shadow cast by military and naval power.”[58] The White House meant to lengthen that shadow.

			
				VIII

			

			Reagan returned to Washington on September 3. He was welcomed back by fierce opposition to the AWACS sale from some of his normal national security allies in Congress, such as Scoop Jackson, who along with Republican Bob Packwood led the bipartisan campaign in the Senate to defeat the deal. Jackson lacerated Saudi Arabia as a “nondemocratic, potentially unstable nation,” hostile to Israel and indifferent to American interests. Earlier that summer he had marshaled fifty-five senators—a voting majority—to write to Reagan opposing the sale.[59] Reagan faced the prospect of a humiliating defeat.

			Even worse, he found himself in the uncomfortable position of fighting Israel’s efforts to scupper the deal. This included Prime Minister Begin himself. Reagan welcomed the Israeli leader to the White House in early September for a state visit. Despite their differences, Reagan thought the visit went well—until, as he wrote in his diary, “[I] was annoyed to learn that P.M. Begin had gone to the hill and had lobbied against the sale after leading me to believe he wouldn’t.”[60] Though it remains unclear how much Begin actually did to kill the deal, Reagan’s belief that the Israeli misled him fueled a growing mistrust between the two.

			In the midst of the AWACS fight, America lost an important friend elsewhere in the Middle East. On the morning of October 6, Haig awakened Reagan with the news from Cairo that Egyptian leader Anwar Sadat had just been assassinated by Islamic militants. It furthered Reagan’s fear of Islamic revolutionary forces destabilizing America’s Arab allies. The next day he redoubled his efforts on the AWACS vote. Deploying his canny chief of staff, James Baker, as the lead lobbyist and vote counter, Reagan made a remarkable personal investment in winning the Senate. Unlike the campaign for his economic package earlier in the summer, where Reagan had barnstormed the country and taken his case directly to the American people, on this he played strictly an inside game. Most Americans knew little about Saudi Arabia, and what they did know they did not like, especially considering Riyadh’s leadership of the OPEC oil embargo that had caused high prices and long lines of misery at gas stations several years earlier. So instead of persuading the public, Reagan focused on persuading just fifty-one senators. Over the course of a few weeks he invited dozens of senators to the White House for individual meetings in which Reagan appealed to each for his vote. The whole world seemed to be watching. As Time magazine observed, “In European as well as Middle Eastern capitals, US allies awaited the vote as a test of Reagan’s credibility in defining American policy.” His combination of arm-twisting, reasoned national security arguments, and Oval Office blandishments for Senate egos proved enough, barely. On October 28, the Senate voted fifty-two to forty-eight to approve the AWACS sale.[61]

			
				IX

			

			Meanwhile, up at the United Nations, Kirkpatrick had emerged as a lonely voice crying in the wilderness of Turtle Bay. She found the institutional hypocrisy most galling, decrying the UN as “the glass house where everyone throws stones.” She also lambasted the institution for its skewed priorities, complaining in a speech to the General Assembly that while it habitually singled out Israel for condemnation, the UN remained “silent while 3 million Cambodians died in Pol Pot’s murderous utopia . . . while a quarter million Ugandans died at the hands of Idi Amin . . . and while thousands of Soviet citizens are denied equal rights, equal protection of the law; denied the right to think, write, publish, work freely, or emigrate.”[62] In launching these fusillades, Kirkpatrick enjoyed Reagan’s full support. With his devotion to America’s allies, he was a committed multilateralist, but Reagan had grown to detest what he saw as the UN’s distorted moral equivalency between tyrannies and free societies, and its habitual opposition to the United States and Israel. He also wanted to reclaim a measure of American sovereignty and freedom of action as part of his agenda of renewing the nation’s strength.

			Kirkpatrick was a lonely voice in other ways. At the UN she was the only woman representing a major nation, while on her frequent trips back to Washington, DC, she found herself the only woman in Reagan’s cabinet and national security team. Though she downplayed it in public, privately she felt herself at the margins, especially given the sexist contempt she endured from Haig and some of the other men in the cabinet. As her biographer recalls, during a meeting in the Situation Room with Reagan and the rest of the NSC, Kirkpatrick “saw a mouse scurry across the floor and thought to herself that it was no more surprising that such a creature should be there than that she, a woman, should be.”[63]

			Kirkpatrick’s broadsides against the UN’s double standards nonetheless raised hard questions about whether the Reagan administration had its own double standards. Specifically, did the White House see human rights merely as an instrument to bash communist regimes or as a universal good, to be promoted in adversary and allied nations alike? Reagan’s team was divided, and he seemed himself unsure.

			Reagan’s initial determination to be the antithesis of Carter and to support anticommunist partners meant downplaying and even disregarding how such governments abused their own people. This sometimes amounted to providing a blank check to oppressive regimes. For example, in March Reagan and Haig hosted in the Oval Office General Roberto Viola, a leader of the military junta ruling Argentina that tortured, murdered, or otherwise “disappeared” thousands of its political opponents. The CIA briefing for Reagan on Viola noted that “the change in emphasis in US human rights policy has been warmly received by Argentine leaders.” In the meeting, Reagan and Haig assured Viola that “there would be no public scoldings and lectures” on human rights; Viola cynically replied that he “hoped there would be no private scoldings either.”[64] In another case that tarnished the White House’s moral standing, in December a Salvadoran militia that had been trained and equipped by American military advisors murdered hundreds of civilians, including women and children, in the village of El Mozote. The Reagan administration disbelieved and denied the initial reports of the massacre, which only made it appear even more complicit in the eyes of critics of its El Salvador policy.[65]

			However, Reagan’s hatred of communism, sympathy for individual cases of human suffering, and hope to promote liberty around the world also led to meaningful human rights gestures in his first year. Religious freedom held special purchase for him, especially the persecution of Jews and Christians in the Soviet Union. One particular dissident in the gulag’s Perm 35 prison camp soon captured his attention. In 1978 the Soviets had sentenced Anatoly Shcharansky to thirteen years’ imprisonment because of his Jewish faith and his opposition to the Kremlin. On May 28, 1981, Reagan welcomed to the White House Shcharansky’s wife, Avital, and another Soviet Jewish activist, Yosef Mendelevich, who had served eleven years in prison. Avital combined pure-eyed innocence with fierce advocacy for her husband. Moved by their appeal and Shcharansky’s plight, Reagan denounced the Kremlin in his diary that evening in visceral terms: “D--n those inhuman monsters. He is said to be down to 100 pounds and very ill. I promised I’d do everything I could to obtain his release and I will.”[66]

			That fall, two senior Reagan appointees at the State Department, Elliott Abrams and Paul Wolfowitz, grew concerned at their administration’s growing credibility gap on human rights. Abrams and Wolfowitz had much in common: Both were former Democrats, both were Jewish, both were neoconservatives (in the term’s original sense of hawkish Democrats who moved right on foreign policy), and both were intellectuals. Both also saw strategic and moral problems with the Reagan administration’s inconstant human rights policy. Abrams recalls, “It is not an accident that people like the [South African apartheid regime], [Philippine dictator Ferdinand] Marcos, and [Chilean dictator Augusto] Pinochet were all delighted when Reagan won.”[67] In October 1981, Abrams and Wolfowitz broke with Kirkpatrick, Haig, Weinberger, and Casey in arguing for the White House to make a consistent commitment to human rights and democracy.

			As director of the Policy Planning Staff, the State Department’s iconic strategy office, Wolfowitz coauthored a memo with Assistant Secretary Larry Eagleburger to both Haig and the White House. They argued that the administration’s indifference on human rights was undermining its credibility with Congress, jeopardizing important aid programs such as the one for El Salvador, and amounted to unilateral disarmament in the Cold War: “ ‘Human rights’—a somewhat narrow name for our values—gives us the best opportunity to convey what is ultimately at issue in our contest with the Soviet bloc.” However, they cautioned, “a human rights policy cannot be credible if it has impact only on pro-Soviet countries” and instead urged that the United States be “a positive force for freedom and decency” with friend and foe alike.[68] Three weeks later, Abrams drafted a memo to Haig in tandem with Deputy Secretary Bill Clark that made a similar appeal for moral consistency while connecting human rights to America’s core identity. “ ‘Human rights’ isn’t something we add on to our foreign policy, but is its very purpose: the defense and promotion of liberty in the world,” they averred.[69] In trying to close the gap between Reagan’s rhetoric about freedom and the inconsistent reality of his policies, Wolfowitz and Abrams also hoped to seize the initiative in the Cold War. They knew, as did Reagan, that the Kremlin’s greatest vulnerability was not its economy or its overstretched military but its abuse of its own people.

			The two memos marked the beginnings of a shift by the Reagan administration to more principled support for human dignity and liberty, and to integrating human rights into its overall Cold War strategy against the Soviet Union. The Abrams and Clark memo also anticipated new jobs for both. Abrams, frustrated that his role as assistant secretary for international organizations trapped him in constant bureaucratic tension between Haig and Kirkpatrick, believed he would be more effective as assistant secretary of state for human rights and humanitarian affairs. A few weeks later Reagan appointed Abrams to that position—and also asked Clark to take on a new role.

			
				X

			

			The fall also confronted Reagan with a series of decisions on America’s nuclear forces. In short order he had to decide what new weapons to acquire, where to target them, and how to negotiate about them with the Soviets. Reagan addressed the first two questions with National Security Decision Directives (NSDD), highly classified memoranda issued only to his top officials. He answered the third question in a speech at the National Press Club, delivered for all the world to hear—especially the Kremlin.

			Reagan agonized about these issues in his diary, writing that determining what to do with nuclear arms “may be the most momentous decision any Pres[ident] has had to make.”[70] He felt particularly conflicted because he faced the tension between his loathing of Soviet communism and his hatred of nuclear weapons. In the arms race, America’s nuclear arsenal had fallen behind the Soviets in quality and quantity, and Reagan had campaigned on restoring America’s strength and strategic advantage. He did so not because he wanted to launch a nuclear war (despite the accusations from some of his more hysterical critics) but because he wanted to negotiate with the Soviets for the reduction and eventual elimination of nuclear arms. This is what he meant by “peace through strength.”

			On October 1, Reagan signed NSDD-12. It ordered an upgrade in all three legs of the triad, the American arsenal of strategic nuclear weapons. NSDD-12 directed the construction of one hundred MX missiles, the development of both the B-1 Lancer bomber and what would become the B-2 stealth bomber, and the replacement of older missiles on Trident nuclear submarines with the advanced D5 SLBM. Less visible but no less important, NSDD-12 also declared that “the highest priority element in the program” is the creation of “command and communications systems for our strategic forces that can survive and endure before, during, and after a nuclear attack.”[71] In the perverse logic of the nuclear age, the vulnerability of America’s arsenal could induce the Soviets to launch a surprise nuclear attack. The Reagan administration believed that building a secure communications system that could guarantee America’s ability to retaliate would deter Moscow from any preemptive strikes.

			Three weeks later, Reagan issued NSDD-13, with its grim dictates on where US nuclear forces would be aimed. Not declassified until 2017, this directive gave priority to destroying the Soviet nuclear arsenal and command-and-control structures, known as “counterforce” targeting. It committed the United States to “limit[ing] collateral damage” where possible. This nod to minimizing civilian casualties also implicitly acknowledged the unfathomable destructive power of nuclear weapons. NSDD-13 then described the unpredictability of the balance of terror: “While it will remain our policy not to rely on launching our nuclear forces in an irrevocable manner upon warning that a Soviet missile attack has begun, we must leave Soviet planners with strong uncertainty as to how we might actually respond to such warning.”[72] When reviewing this section of his policy, Reagan probably thought back to his visit to NORAD two years earlier, when he had learned that if American radar detected incoming Soviet missiles, the US president had no options other than launching a retaliatory strike. That choice terrified him—but so did the alternative of doing nothing as his nation faced annihilation.

			Reagan again connected his nuclear arms buildup with pressure on the Soviets to reduce arsenals. He described this in a secret message to Thatcher on his nuclear modernization decisions: “Without this program there would be no incentive for the Soviets seriously to negotiate meaningful and substantial arms reductions, a course to which my government remains fully committed.”[73] It was a deceptively simple plan: The US would build up its nuclear arsenal so that the Americans and Soviets could then agree to tear their weapons down.

			A few weeks later, Reagan saw what his world might look like in a nuclear war. On Sunday, November 15, he finished a turkey-hunting trip in the Texas Hill Country and flew back to Washington, DC, on a secret version of Air Force One called the “Doomsday plane.” This specially modified Boeing 747, designed to withstand an electromagnetic pulse from a nuclear blast, could carry up to 114 crew and staff and would serve as the president’s command post—and home—for up to three airborne days in the midst of a nuclear attack. Reagan’s terse diary entry about the flight—“Was briefed on its capabilities. It’s like being in a submarine—no windows”—offered a spare image for the darkness and distance he would feel from the people he was sworn to protect—many of whom would be perishing in a nuclear wasteland below, while the commander in chief circled above.[74] Around this same time, Reagan chaired an NSC meeting on how the United States would fare in a nuclear attack, and learned of the Pentagon’s estimate that “Right now in a nuclear war we’d lose 150 mil[lion] people. The Soviets could hold their loss down to less than were killed in W.W. II,” about 15 million people.[75] That month the Pentagon also gave him a briefing on the “Single Integrated Operational Plan,” the anodyne name for the terrifying process for Reagan to order nuclear strikes that would incinerate the Soviet Union.[76] Taken together, these experiences deepened Reagan’s resolve to free the world, and himself, from the nightmare of nuclear weapons.

			Three days after his maiden Doomsday flight, Reagan walked up to the lectern at the National Press Club and called for eliminating all intermediate-range nuclear missiles in Europe. With the actor’s gift for connecting with his audience, Reagan began the speech with a personal touch. Reading long excerpts from the letter he had written to Brezhnev seven months earlier, Reagan tried to take the moral high ground while reminding the world that global security often comes down to the bonds between individual leaders. He then turned to history, recalling, “Twice in my lifetime, I have seen the peoples of Europe plunged into the tragedy of war,” and pointed out that only the postwar creation of the Atlantic Alliance had prevented a third world war while creating a prosperous and free Western Europe.

			Then Reagan came to the heart of his proposal: “The United States is prepared to cancel its deployment of Pershing II and ground-launch cruise missiles if the Soviets will dismantle their SS-20, SS-4, and SS-5 missiles.” “Zero-zero,” or the “zero option,” as it came to be known, seized the strategic initiative for the United States. America had not yet deployed its missiles in Europe, whereas the USSR wielded several hundred operational missiles targeted at NATO capitals. Reagan’s proposal held the political appeal of ensuring a European continent free of intermediate-range nuclear missiles and the strategic appeal of, as Newsweek put it, “something for nothing”: The Soviets would have to eliminate their existing missiles while the United States would merely refrain from deploying new ones.[77]

			The zero option had initially been proposed by Weinberger and his brilliant assistant secretary of defense Richard Perle. Weinberger and Perle, both skeptics of arms control, seem to have crafted the idea as a measure to wrong-foot the Soviets and stymie any pressures on the United States to reduce its arsenal, since they could point to the Kremlin’s refusal to eliminate its missiles as justification for American inaction. Haig and most of his top State Department advisors opposed the zero option, fearing that the Soviets would reject it out of hand and the NATO allies would dismiss it as unserious. In an NSC meeting on the eve of his speech, Reagan chose to embrace it—not because he shared Weinberger and Perle’s deviousness, but because, in his words, “we can begin negotiations with the hope that we can eliminate all of these missiles totally, verifiably, and globally. Then, in good faith, we can with regard to other nuclear weapons, look to a realistic reduction.”[78]

			The White House broadcast the speech, the first major foreign policy address of his presidency, to some fifty nations and two hundred million people worldwide. Reagan had to persuade multiple audiences with different concerns. He needed to assure the American people that he would keep them safe, the leaders of Europe that he was committed to the alliance, the people of Europe that he was committed to peace, and the Kremlin that he was serious about arms control talks.

			The American response was positive. Media outlets normally not friendly to Reagan applauded the speech. Newsweek called it “a 22-minute virtuoso performance,” and The Washington Post described it as “a masterful performance that took the high ground.”[79] West German chancellor Schmidt phoned Reagan, just before Schmidt was to meet with Brezhnev, to “express my gratitude” and said the speech “just came in time.” Reagan asked Schmidt to assure the Soviet leader of Reagan’s sincerity in proposing the zero option. Reagan also reminded the West German that Brezhnev had “some problems on his side with the economy in his country and the hunger of his people, that he might be more amenable now to not spending so much on [the] military.”[80] For its part, the official Soviet media dismissed Reagan’s proposal as “sheer demagoguery” and “propaganda.”[81]

			Reagan’s gambit was unprecedented in the annals of the Cold War. Arms control for the previous two decades had focused on slowing the growth of the American and Soviet arsenals—not reducing, let alone eliminating, an entire class of offensive weapons. But that was not all that Reagan had in mind. In a little-noticed section tacked on to the end of his speech, Reagan spelled out his broader strategic goal: “The American concept of peace goes well beyond the absence of war. We foresee a flowering of economic growth and individual liberty in a world at peace.” After all, he continued, “terms like ‘peace’ and ‘security’ . . . have little meaning for the oppressed and the destitute. They also mean little to the individual whose state has stripped him of human freedom and dignity. . . . We must recognize that progress in the pursuit of liberty is a necessary complement to military security.”[82]

			Reagan did not seek merely to delegitimize Soviet communism, but to show a positive alternative of democratic capitalism, of free societies and free markets, prosperity and peace, throughout the world. He believed in a trinity of religious freedom, political freedom, and economic freedom. For the latter, earlier that fall he had entered the staid precincts of the World Bank and International Monetary Fund to launch his global campaign for free enterprise. The postwar creation of the World Bank and IMF, he declared, “rested upon a belief that the key to national development and human progress is individual freedom—both political and economic.” Continuing, he contended, “We cannot have prosperity and successful development without economic freedom; nor can we preserve our personal and political freedoms without economic freedom.” For this reason “my own government is committed to policies of free trade, unrestricted investment, and open capital markets.”[83]

			The Soviet Union was the world’s largest nonmarket economy. It was also in serious trouble—but just how much trouble was much debated. While many Western experts, including the CIA, had in the 1970s consistently overestimated Soviet economic strength, the CIA issued a secret assessment in October that began to detect Moscow’s economic travails. “The [Soviet] economy has turned sour,” it declared. “Slower economic growth will present President Brezhnev and his colleagues with some increasingly tough and politically painful choices regarding resource allocation and economic management.” When sending the report to Reagan, Casey’s cover letter noted, “The Soviets now face serious problems in almost every sector of their economy.”[84]

			Meanwhile, Reagan opened another front in the war of ideas. On September 9, he launched “Project Truth,” a worldwide campaign spearheaded by the United States Information Agency (USIA). It involved offense and defense. Project Truth would project “an accurate image of the United States and its foreign policy,” refute “misleading Soviet propaganda and disinformation,” show “the Soviet threat to the stability and security in various areas of the world,” and “underline the common values—moral, spiritual, cultural—that bind us to our allies.”[85] Under the leadership of the irrepressible USIA director Charles Wick—a business executive and longtime Reagan friend from California who made up for in zeal what he lacked in experience—the Reagan team joined the fight with fervor.

			
				XI

			

			In late November, a despondent Richard Allen walked out of the White House for the last time as national security advisor. Technically, he was on administrative leave, but his dismissal would soon become permanent, making him the shortest-serving NSA in history.[86] The public story was that he resigned over a bizarre episode involving a $1,000 cash gift from Japanese journalists, for a photo session with the First Lady, that Allen had forgotten in a White House safe. The real story was that he had never fit the role and got pushed out when virtually everyone, including Reagan, lost confidence in him. After just ten months in the job, he had never developed a rapport with Reagan; alienated Baker, Deaver, and the First Lady; failed to build the confidence of Bush, Weinberger, and Casey; exasperated the patient Meese; and never overcome Haig’s unrelenting hostility. His early exit fueled the constant stories of an administration at war with itself.

			Allen’s departure also meant that in December the Reagan White House faced its biggest foreign policy crisis yet without a national security advisor (Allen’s deputy James “Bud” Nance filled the role in an acting capacity). On Sunday, December 13, at six a.m. in Warsaw, Prime Minister Jaruzelski commandeered Polish national television and declared, “The State Council has imposed martial law all over the country.” He imprisoned over six thousand Solidarity members, banned public gatherings, imposed a nationwide curfew, closed the borders, and cut all telephone lines within Poland and to the outside world.[87] Jaruzelski was tightening the Iron Curtain on his own country and using it to strangle Solidarity in the process.

			Martial law shocked the White House. Up until late October, the CIA had been collecting intelligence on the communist regime’s intentions from Polish army colonel Ryszard Kuklinski, one of Langley’s most valued agents. Kuklinski’s reporting came to an abrupt halt when fears he was about to be arrested prompted Inman to order the CIA to exfiltrate him in a fraught clandestine operation on November 7. It saved the spy’s life, but the loss of Kuklinski’s intelligence closed the Reagan administration’s best window into Poland.[88]

			Now Reagan needed to decide what to do. He saw the hand of the Kremlin behind martial law and wanted to respond in ways that would punish both Jaruzelski and the Soviets while still leaving room for a negotiated solution, and not derailing the arms control talks getting under way in Geneva. For his part, Brezhnev phoned Jaruzelski on December 13 with congratulations on the crackdown and the promise of further Soviet economic assistance. The Kremlin also appealed to communist nations around the world to send aid to Poland, including Czechoslovakia, Hungary, East Germany, Cuba, Mongolia, Vietnam, and Laos.[89] Moscow and its satellites saw Poland as a central front in the survival of the communist bloc.

			Not all of America’s allies saw it that way, however. On December 19, Reagan sent impassioned letters to Thatcher, Mitterrand, and Schmidt warning of possible Soviet intervention in Poland, calling for strong measures and “alliance unity,” and concluding, “This may well be a watershed moment in the political history of mankind—a challenge to tyranny from within.” A contemptuous Thatcher told her foreign minister, Lord Peter Carrington, “[Reagan’s message] was so vague I didn’t even think it was worth reading last night.” Thatcher dismissed the Polish crisis as “simply an internal situation,” doubted any Soviet role, and disparaged Reagan’s call to punish Moscow, saying, “It seems a bit absurd if the Russians aren’t actually in the front line of it to take it out on them when they’re not.” She concluded that “there is nothing we can do to help the wretched people” of Poland beyond “say nasty things” about martial law.[90] Mitterrand and Schmidt were equally reluctant to get involved.

			Fortunately for Reagan, another European leader did want to get involved. Pope John Paul II grieved over his home country. Reagan phoned him on December 14 to assure the Pope of America’s support for Solidarity. The next day Reagan welcomed the Vatican secretary of state Agostino Cardinal Casaroli to the White house.[91] During their ninety-minute lunch, Reagan pivoted to the larger question of whether the Polish unrest revealed Soviet vulnerabilities. He wondered if “in our emphasis on the impressive buildup of Soviet military power . . . we had failed to appreciate how tenuous was the Soviet hold on the people in its empire.” The power of religious faith to undermine communism particularly captivated Reagan. He commented that “the Pope’s visit to Poland had showed the terrible hunger for God in Eastern Europe” and noted “reports of the fervor of the underground Church in the Soviet Union itself,” saying, “[I have] heard stories of Bibles being distributed page by page among the believers.”

			Turning to the arms race, Reagan told Casaroli, “[We] could threaten the Soviets with our ability to outbuild them, which the Soviets knew we could do if we chose. Once we had established this, we could invite the Soviets to join us in lowering the level of weapons on both sides.”[92] Reagan had just described several features of the Cold War strategy he would pursue for the next seven years: Use a weapons buildup to pressure the Soviet economy and force Moscow to negotiate major arms reductions, while supporting political and spiritual dissidents behind the Iron Curtain who would undermine the Kremlin from within.

			But first there was the Poland crisis. On December 19, the Polish ambassador to the United States, Romuald Spasowski, defected to America. Three days later Reagan and Bush welcomed him to the Oval Office, where Spasowski’s emotional pleas for a strong response to martial law further stiffened Reagan’s resolve. Spasowski appealed to Reagan to continue Radio Free Europe’s broadcasts: “Please, sir, do not ever underestimate how many millions of people still listen to that channel behind the Iron Curtain.”[93] Over the next week Reagan convened several NSC meetings on Poland. In one meeting, the impassioned president exclaimed: “This is the first time in 60 years we have had this kind of opportunity. There may not be another in our lifetime. Can we afford not to go all out? . . . It is like the opening lines in our declaration of independence. ‘When in the course of human events.’ This is exactly what the Poles are doing now.” Reagan then called for “a complete quarantine of the Soviet Union,” saying, “Tell the allies that if they don’t go along with us, we let them know . . . that we may have to review our alliances.” He compared the moment to the eve of World War II, when Roosevelt “asked the free world to join in a quarantine of Germany. On that request his brains were kicked out all over.” Undaunted by the opposition FDR had encountered, Reagan demanded “an absolute quarantine of all trade as President Roosevelt had proposed in 1938.”[94]

			Even as Reagan fulminated against the Kremlin, he did not seek to break off all contact. He made clear that the United States would continue the INF talks with the USSR in Geneva and would not consider suspending diplomatic relations by closing the Moscow embassy. Reagan rejected the latter in part because “we would have to give back the seven Christians that are there” in the embassy basement.[95] The Siberian Pentecostals were never far from his mind.

			Frustrated though he was with the NATO allies, Reagan recognized a new set of allies emerging from the Poland crisis: the Polish people, especially Solidarity. In lauding their historic valor and persistence, Reagan saw anew how some of America’s most valiant partners against Soviet communism were the everyday citizens living behind the Iron Curtain. He paid tribute to them in a televised address from the White House on December 23. Lamenting that “this Christmas brings little joy to the courageous Polish people,” Reagan announced a series of sanctions against the Polish regime, including some economic restrictions, suspending landing rights for the Polish national airline, and forbidding Polish fishing fleets from operating in American territorial waters.[96]

			Reagan’s appeal was heartfelt, but the measures he imposed were modest. He still lacked support from his European allies and still hoped to persuade the Kremlin and Jaruzelski to reverse course. He wrote an unsparing private letter to Brezhnev the same day as his speech. “Your country has repeatedly intervened in Polish affairs during the months preceding the recent tragic events,” accused Reagan as he warned of further consequences.[97] Brezhnev’s reply arrived two days later on Christmas. Over five pages blistering with indignation, the Soviet leader remonstrated that the United States was guilty of “gross interference in the internal affairs of Poland.” Annoyed at Brezhnev’s effort to turn the tables, Reagan wrote a note to himself distilling what he saw as the difference between the American and Soviet positions: “It seems to me that we are supporting the right of the Polish people to vote on the government they’d like to have. Mr. B. is supporting the right of the government to deny the Polish people a voice in their government.”[98]

			Brezhnev’s broadside disabused Reagan of any hopes for resolving the crisis. On December 29, the White House unloaded a barrage of new sanctions against the USSR. These included suspending all Aeroflot flights to the United States, banning many US exports to the Soviet Union, and, crucially, restricting licenses for American and European firms to sell oil and gas equipment to Moscow. Though aimed at the Kremlin, some of these sanctions threatened America’s NATO allies, particularly those with companies involved in the Siberian pipeline project.[99] Realizing this risk, Reagan wrote to Pope John Paul II the next day requesting “your assistance in using your own suasion throughout the West in an attempt to achieve unity on these needed measures.” Pipes captured the import of these new steps. “The sanctions, which we imposed on the Soviet Union in December 1981 had a significance beyond economics in that they broke with the Yalta syndrome that had tacitly acknowledged Poland as lying within the Soviet sphere of influence. They represented a direct challenge to the legitimacy of the Communist bloc.”[100] The unrest in Poland also added a new pillar to Reagan’s emerging Cold War strategy. He already sought to exploit the Soviet Union’s internal vulnerabilities in its economy and repression of its own people, and support anticommunist forces resisting Soviet proxies in the Third World. Now the administration would also increase pressure on the Kremlin in its border regions and Warsaw Pact satellites. Reagan would be targeting Soviet communism around its periphery, in its near abroad, and at its core.

			As the year drew to a close, Reagan and his White House had survived. That was no small success. The trials of 1981 included deepening economic recession, multiple fights with Congress, tensions with allies, a Middle East close to war, the murder of Sadat and near-murder of the Pope, Reagan’s own brush with death from an assassin’s bullet, and now a tense standoff with the Soviet Union. The next year would not be any easier.
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			THE BATTLE IS JOINED

			
				I

			

			On the morning of Tuesday, January 5, 1982, the least-qualified national security advisor in history walked into the West Wing for the first day of his new job. As of just eleven months earlier, Bill Clark had not worked a day in his life in foreign or defense policy, beyond a brief stint in the army three decades ago. A California native, Clark had previously dropped out of seminary after studying for the priesthood, dropped out of Stanford University without completing his bachelor’s degree, and dropped out of Loyola University law school without finishing his law degree. In 1966 he volunteered for Reagan’s gubernatorial campaign, and after the election, he joined the governor’s office, rising to become chief of staff, until Reagan appointed him as a justice on the California supreme court. The laconic and self-effacing Clark was a rancher, devout Catholic, and resolute conservative who shared with Reagan a love of horseback riding and a hatred of communism.

			The year before, when Reagan had nominated him to be deputy secretary of state, Clark had suffered through a torturous Senate Foreign Relations Committee confirmation hearing. He confessed that his sole foreign policy experience came from spending “72 hours in Santiago” in 1967, while fumbling basic questions on world affairs. Notwithstanding this humiliation, the Senate confirmed Clark for the post, but the damage endured. Much of official Washington, DC, and many foreign capitals dismissed him as an ignorant naïf.[1]

			Over the ensuing ten months, Clark had served quietly and faithfully as deputy secretary, learning much about foreign policy. In December, partly at the urging of Casey and Weinberger, Reagan reached out to Clark to gauge his interest in replacing Allen. They sealed the deal over the New Year’s holiday. Reagan agreed to restore the practice of having the national security advisor report directly to him, meaning Clark now could send memos straight to Reagan, meet with Reagan without any other minders present, and have “walk-in privileges” to enter the Oval Office anytime he wanted.[2]

			Reagan also restored the status of the position as equal to the other cabinet officers. The NSA’s authority derives entirely from the president. Unlike the secretary of state, who oversees hundreds of ambassadors and thousands of Foreign Service officers, or the secretary of defense, who commands over a million uniformed service members and hundreds of billions of dollars, or the director of central intelligence, who controls thousands of case officers and analysts and vast sums of money, the NSA has a small staff and almost no budget. What it does wield is the power of the presidency. Now Clark could sit at the head of the table in the White House Situation Room and look Haig, Weinberger, Casey, and other officials in the eye as a peer. When Clark spoke, those listening would know he spoke for Reagan.

			What Clark lacked in credentials or expertise, he made up for with two essential qualities. First, as one of Reagan’s few close friends, he enjoyed the full trust and backing of the commander in chief. Second, Clark knew how to organize, inspire, and lead a team. Contrary to the expectations of elite and (im)polite opinion, in short order he would become the most influential of Reagan’s national security advisors and one of the most important—albeit least remembered—national security advisors in history.

			As Clark moved into his new office and sorted through a deluge of goodwill letters and unsolicited advice memos, one lengthy missive from New York City caught his eye. It was twelve pages of counsel from Richard Nixon. Now that Reagan had passed his economic platform through Congress, Nixon urged making foreign policy his priority in 1982. To do so, Clark would need “a very substantial strengthening” of the NSC staff, which Nixon found lacking in competence. Replacing the laggards would not be easy, however. In Nixon’s acerbic words, “The problem that all conservative administrations face is that those who are loyal are not bright, and those who are bright are not loyal.” He closed with an admonition that resonated with Reagan’s own aspirations: “This year I think it is very important for the President to be seen at home and abroad as a peacemaker.” Nixon then drew a comparison from his own long-ago vice presidency: “During the Eisenhower years, Dulles played the role of the hawk and allowed Eisenhower, who was just as tough as Dulles, to be the great conciliator.” He urged Clark to have Reagan imitate this model, letting Haig and Weinberger display their talons while Reagan extended the olive branch of peace.[3] What Nixon failed to appreciate, but Clark knew, is that over the next seven years Reagan intended to play the roles of both hawk and dove himself.

			Sharing Nixon’s concern for the quality of the NSC staff, Clark overhauled his team. He replaced Deputy National Security Advisor Nance with Robert “Bud” McFarlane, a marine who had seen combat in Vietnam and whose policy experience included the NSC staff under Kissinger, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and most recently service as a counselor at the State Department. Among Clark’s other new hires, the most notable was Tom Reed. Reed had designed nuclear warheads at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, helped manage both of Reagan’s gubernatorial campaigns and his 1968 presidential gambit, pioneered a new business model in the California wine industry, founded a superconductor company, developed the Breckenridge Ski Resort in Colorado, run Bill Clements’s 1978 insurgent campaign to become the first Republican governor of Texas since Reconstruction, and held multiple senior roles at the Pentagon under Nixon and Ford, including secretary of the air force. He was a longtime friend of both Reagan and Clark, who would soon give him some of the NSC’s most sensitive and important assignments.

			A final irony of Reagan’s selection of the rock-ribbed conservative Clark as NSA is that the appointment came just as right-wing frustration with Reagan reached one of its periodic crescendos. At the end of 1981, the Heritage Foundation issued a scathing 150-page report on the administration’s national security policies that bemoaned that Reagan’s foreign and defense agenda thus far bore “little resemblance” to the recommendations Heritage had presented a year earlier during the transition.[4] A widely circulated conservative newsletter in January 1982 wailed, “After one year, conservative momentum is stalled, or, at least, slowed to a creep, and 1982 presently offers little hope for traction,” and warned, “On the right, there is already a near-mutiny.”[5] Forty-three Republican members of Congress wrote Reagan in February complaining, “In too many cases it appears as though career bureaucrats or Carter Administration hold-overs are being appointed to sensitive positions and are determining policy in ways contrary to the principles that were the bedrock of your 1980 campaign.”[6] A few months later Norman Podhoretz penned a lengthy screed for The New York Times Magazine titled “The Neo-Conservative Anguish over Reagan’s Foreign Policy” that described “sinking into a state of near political despair” over the White House’s alleged failures.[7]

			In these conservative brickbats, Reagan’s iniquities included failing to confront the Kremlin with sufficient ardor, failing to increase the Pentagon budget with sufficient alacrity, failing to roll back communist advances in Central America with sufficient assertiveness, failing to support Israel with sufficient zeal, and failing to appoint senior officials with sufficient conservative credentials. Regardless of the merits or consistency of these criticisms, such public grousing reminded the embattled White House that as 1982 unfolded, Reagan was vilified by the Left and distrusted by the Right.

			
				II

			

			A few days before Clark started his new job, Augustina Vashchenko and her daughter Lidiya stopped eating. As two of the seven Siberian Pentecostals living in the basement of Embassy Moscow, their desperation after almost four years in diplomatic limbo led them to launch a hunger strike. By mid-January their physical condition had deteriorated to the point of alarm. A distressed Reagan wrote a secret letter to Brezhnev appealing for him to “intervene personally” and allow the Pentecostals to emigrate. Brezhnev responded the next week with a diatribe denying Reagan’s request, asserting that “the entire responsibility for the existing situation rests with the US side” and accusing America of “detain[ing] those people within the walls of its Embassy.”[8]

			After a month the two resumed taking liquid nourishment, but by then Lidiya veered so close to death that Reagan approved Ambassador Art Hartman’s request to rush her to the hospital, even at the risk of rearrest and imprisonment once she left the embassy compound. An appalled Reagan noted that “the Soviets refused to send an ambulance,” so Hartman dispatched an embassy car to take her.[9] After she recovered in the Moscow hospital, in a small gesture the Kremlin permitted Lidiya to return to her Siberian hometown of Chernogorsk, though she was still barred from leaving the Soviet Union. Her six fellow believers remained in the embassy basement.

			That same month Reagan played a new card against the Kremlin. In January Bill Casey came to him with a secret proposal based on the Farewell Dossier that Mitterrand had shared the previous summer. At Casey’s behest, NSC staff member Gus Weiss had worked with a team of CIA technology experts to develop a devilish plan. Since the Farewell Dossier revealed Soviet penetration of Western technology companies and pilfering of Western expertise, Weiss had proposed to Casey, “Why not help the Soviets with their shopping? Now that we know what they want, we can help them get it.” Tom Reed recalls, “There would be just one catch: the CIA would add ‘extra ingredients’ to the software and hardware on the KGB’s shopping list,” hidden modifications designed to sabotage the products being stolen by the Soviets.[10]

			This was just the sort of tradecraft that Casey and Reagan loved. It leveraged American ingenuity and exploited Soviet treachery. In Weiss’s recollection, with the quiet cooperation of American industry, “contrived computer chips found their way into Soviet military equipment, flawed turbines were installed on a gas pipeline, and defective plans disrupted the output of chemical plants and a tractor factory. The Pentagon introduced misleading information pertinent to stealth aircraft, space defense, and tactical aircraft. . . . The program had great success, and it was never detected.”[11]

			In January, the CIA issued two reports highlighting “the Soviet economy’s distress.” Langley estimated that Soviet economic growth fell from 4 percent per year throughout the 1970s to just 1.5 percent per year in 1980 and 1981, even while Moscow’s subsidies to its Warsaw Pact satellites increased “from nearly $5 billion in 1975 to more than $18 billion in 1980.” As NSC staff member Norman Bailey put it in a memo to Reagan and Clark, the Soviets were learning that “empire is costly.” Moreover, the CIA discovered that the Kremlin was hemorrhaging its cash reserves as “skyrocketing imports from the West—especially grain—and a soft world market for Soviet oil are major factors in the Soviet hard currency squeeze.”[12]

			Reagan salivated to exploit these Soviet vulnerabilities, but his efforts to persuade the allies to help left him gnashing his teeth. Poland and the Siberian pipeline continued to be the main transatlantic frictions, along with the perennial chestnut of America’s high interest rates. The year seemed to start off well enough when Reagan hosted West German chancellor Helmut Schmidt for a visit. The German leader had spent the prior week on vacation in Florida. Watching American television news and reading newspapers had left him shocked by the fact that the US media and public viewed him as supine in the face of the Polish crisis and considered West Germany an impediment to stronger action. A chagrined Schmidt assured Reagan that he held the Soviets responsible for martial law and that his nation would not try to undermine any of the US measures in response. True to form, Schmidt then complained again about America’s high interest rates, fretting that they could cause the “worldwide recession” to turn into a “worldwide depression.”[13]

			Reagan responded by assuring Schmidt of his commitment to consult with the allies on any further steps on Poland, and that the United States would not suspend its Geneva arms control talks with the Soviets over martial law. An ebullient Schmidt phoned Thatcher after his White House meetings to report that they had “gone extremely well.” The surprised German also confessed to Thatcher, “I have come really to like [Reagan].”[14]

			Poland also sparked another round of conservative kvetching. On January 15, The Washington Post’s front page reported on the White House’s internal divisions over martial law, with Weinberger and Kirkpatrick featured for dissenting from what they saw as Reagan’s insipid response and excessive deference to the allies. Weinberger and Kirkpatrick had urged Reagan to declare Poland in default on its external debt, which would have forced the many European banks that had lent to Poland to demand repayment or seize its assets. This would crush the Polish economy—but also potentially collapse Western Europe’s economy with it. Such a move might also bring down the Jaruzelski regime—or bring Poland back even more tightly under Moscow’s control. Uncomfortable with such a high-risk gambit, with the only certain outcome being rupturing the Western alliance, Reagan sided with the State and Treasury Departments against the declaration of default.

			Two weeks later Thatcher delivered another broadside at the White House. The British leader had learned that a frustrated Reagan was reconsidering another round of tougher sanctions on Poland, including the dreaded declaration of debt default. At Thatcher’s request, Haig rerouted his return trip from the Middle East and Geneva to stop in London. She gave the exhausted secretary of state an earful. On his flight home over the Atlantic, Haig cabled Reagan:

			
				[Thatcher] raised two concerns with unusual vehemence. The extra-territorial reach of the sanctions we have already imposed and rumors she has heard of consideration by us of additional extreme measures including possibility we might call Poland into default on its debts. She pointed out that . . . the cost of the sanctions imposed thus far are greater to Europe than to the US.[15]

			

			Thatcher reiterated these points in a long letter she wrote to Reagan as soon as Haig departed. “We must not allow the Soviet crisis in Poland to bring about a crisis in the Western alliance which would suit only Soviet purposes,” she warned. She closed with an appeal for perspective. “The crisis in Poland looks like being a prolonged one. We risk losing the prize if we act hastily or out of step.”[16]

			Thatcher’s warnings resonated with Reagan. He explained to his diary the next night, “Our choice—to go it alone with harsher steps against Poland and risk split in the alliance or meet with E[uropean] alliance on things we can do together. The latter is my choice. The plain truth is we can’t—alone—hurt the Soviets that much.”[17] None of this caused him to change his fundamental course of trying to push aggressive policies on Poland without getting too far out in front of the allies. To do so he was willing to play the long game. As Clark recalled, Reagan believed “that if Poland started to unravel, the whole Soviet Empire would come down.”[18]

			Meanwhile, a group of Polish college students who formed a human rights organization smuggled a letter to Reagan via the US consulate in Kraków. “We have been deeply moved by . . . your words of support for the Polish nation fighting for man’s basic right to freedom and dignity,” wrote the students, and they thanked Reagan “for solidarity with us, for your condemnation of the disgraceful action of the regime in Poland.” Touched by this appeal, Reagan told Clark he wanted to keep a copy of it in his office.[19] Such appeals would have influence far beyond Poland. The letter reminded Reagan of the multiple audiences for his orations. His listeners included not just American citizens and foreign governments but ordinary people, and extraordinary dissidents, around the world. It was an insight he would remember in crafting many of his future speeches.

			
				III

			

			Poland was not Reagan’s only preoccupation in the new year. He also faced a contentious decision on arms sales to Taiwan, simmering tensions with Israel as the Levant threatened to erupt in more violence, and growing challenges in Central America.

			The question Reagan faced on Taiwan was deceptively simple: Should the United States sell it an advanced fighter jet known as the FX? Yet whatever Reagan decided about Taiwan would not stay in Taiwan. It would affect America’s relations with China, its posture in Asia, and even the strategic stakes in the Cold War. One of Reagan’s briefing memos reminded him, “The Polish situation makes US-PRC relations a matter of additional concern and sensitivity,” while West German chancellor Schmidt worried to Reagan about “reverse ping-pong” in the US-China relationship. By this, Schmidt meant that the Taiwan question was pushing the United States and China apart, in contrast to how the visits of table tennis teams had brought the two nations together in “Ping-Pong diplomacy” in 1971, anticipating Nixon’s historic visit the next year.[20]

			For Reagan, achieving the right balance would prove tantamount to walking a tightrope as one side (China) kept shaking the pole, while the supporters of the other side (Taiwan) in Congress hurled cantaloupes at the tightrope artist. Even worse, before Reagan could balance between China and Taiwan, he needed to bridge the divide within his own administration, which was growing almost as wide as the Taiwan Strait itself. Haig had continued trying to maneuver Reagan into a more pro-Beijing posture, while the NSC staff, led primarily by NSAs Allen and Clark along with Jim Lilley, continued to resist. As Lilley pointed out to Reagan, for Haig, “resolving” the Taiwan issue meant capitulating to Beijing’s demands. And those demands kept escalating. In October 1981, Beijing had pocketed Haig’s concession that future US arms sales to Taiwan would be reduced in “quality and quantity.” Then Foreign Minister Huang Hua insisted that the United States declare a future date by which its arms sales to Taiwan would end altogether. A few weeks later Huang met with Reagan in the White House Cabinet Room and upped the ante again. Speaking on behalf of Deng Xiaoping, Huang intoned that America must end all arms sales to Taiwan, period.[21]

			Lilley wrote afterward, “Deng believes that if he makes the cost high enough, a pragmatic US President will accommodate the Chinese.” No doubt with Haig in mind, Lilley continued, “The Chinese believe they have a strong constituency in the US Government, in the press, among academics who will support the strategic relationship with Peking at the expense of Taiwan.”[22] That same month Reagan appointed Lilley the director of the American Institute in Taiwan, the de facto US ambassador. Under the convoluted terms negotiated by the Carter administration for America’s diplomatic recognition of the People’s Republic of China, the United States could maintain an “unofficial” presence in Taiwan that was elaborately circumscribed. In the bemused Lilley’s description, “We were officially consultants under contract to the State Department working in an unofficial capacity at a nonembassy to advance America’s interests in Taiwan.” Diplomatic contortions aside, Lilley arrived in Taipei with something more important than an ambassadorial title. He had the backing of the commander in chief. Before his departure, Reagan invited Lilley and his family into the Oval Office for photos and a farewell greeting. The president pulled Lilley aside and reminded the emissary of Reagan’s strong personal commitment to Taiwan.[23]

			Meanwhile, in his first week on the job, Clark helped engineer a surprising consensus in two NSC meetings to sell Taiwan less-advanced fighter jets, the F-5E and F-104. A conflicted Reagan approved this compromise. He resented the constant pressure from elite opinion and his own State Department to jettison Taipei for Beijing. Yet he knew that China was a more potent strategic partner against the Soviet Union. As Foreign Minister Huang had reminded Weinberger, Chinese forces “pin[ned] down” one million Red Army troops on the Sino-Soviet border, detaining those Soviet forces far away from Western Europe.[24] Though it pleased no one, Reagan’s decision mitigated the worst outcomes and bandaged the China-Taiwan issue for the time being.

			Until Haig tore off the bandage the next month. The secretary of state suggested publicly that the United States would keep its arms sales to Taiwan below the levels of Carter’s final year in office, which had been minimal. In Taipei, Lilley received an earful of anger and confusion from Taiwan officials, forcing him to ask the White House for clarification. In response, the State Department composed a pro forma statement that reiterated America’s commitments to the Taiwan Relations Act, and Reagan added a handwritten note: “We keep our promises to Taiwan—period.”[25] Reagan complained to his diary, “[Haig] wants to make concessions which in my view betray our pledge to Taiwan. . . . I’m convinced the Chinese will respect us more if we politely tell them we have an obligation to the people [of] Taiwan and no one is going to keep us from meeting it.”[26] Reagan worried that Haig’s approach turned the United States into a supplicant seeking China’s permission rather than a superpower acting in its own interests and keeping faith with its allies. Yet Reagan bore some blame for Haig’s concessions. The president’s earlier inattention to the details and refusal to corral his own team had given Beijing an opening to exploit.

			
				IV

			

			Reagan had taken office intending to focus his national security energies on the Cold War. But the Middle East refused to be ignored and kept pulling him back in. Whether it was Libyan assassination plots against Reagan and his senior team, Israel’s tensions with Syria and the PLO over Lebanon, the high-maintenance Saudis, the troubled implementation of the Camp David Accords and Sinai disengagement, the Iran-Iraq War, or other crises, not a month went by without some new—or ancient—Middle East issue demanding presidential attention.

			Part of the problem Reagan inherited was a fractured regional security order. In previous decades, the United States had relied on its “two pillars” strategy of supporting Saudi Arabia and Iran as joint partners to deter the Soviets and preserve stability in the region, but Iran’s 1979 revolution had torn down one pillar. As Reagan said to the Egyptian defense minister in a March meeting on Iran’s regional mischief, “I sure miss the Shah.”[27] Reagan looked in part to Egypt, but even more to Israel to take over Iran’s previous role as regional security partner. Amid the acute tensions with Israel throughout 1981, the Reagan administration still elevated the US-Israel relationship to a formal defense partnership. The United States–Israel Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) deepened military cooperation between the two nations, including expanded support for procurement and sales of advanced weapons systems, and deeper consultation on defense issues in the region. State Department official Dennis Ross helped craft the MOU; he later described its significance as “for the first time put[ting] the relationship with Israel on a basis not just of shared values but of shared interests as well.”[28] For Israel, the benefits included a solidified partnership with a global superpower and, Begin hoped, greater freedom to act in the region without worrying that any controversies would rupture its relationship with the United States.

			Begin immediately put those shared interests to the test. Two weeks after finalizing the agreement, the prime minister announced that Israel would apply its law to the Golan Heights. It was a technical matter that landed in the Middle East and Washington, DC, like a nuclear blast. Captured by Israel from Syria fourteen years earlier during the Six-Day War, the Golan Heights remained under Israeli military control, but this was disputed by Syria and unresolved by the United Nations. Coming so soon after the MOU, Begin’s announcement amounted to a poke in the eye to the Arab states and a slap in the face to Reagan. The furious president suspended implementation of the defense agreement. US ambassador to Israel Samuel Lewis called on Begin, recovering at home from a broken hip, to deliver Reagan’s message. The bedridden Israeli castigated Lewis and the United States for seventy-five minutes, complaining, “Do you think Israel is a vassal state of the United States? Are we just another ‘banana republic’?”

			Begin’s anger was not just for show. Immediately after blowtorching Lewis, he chaired a cabinet meeting in which he announced his support for Defense Minister Ariel Sharon’s plan to invade Lebanon. Fed up with the PLO’s use of southern Lebanon as a safe haven from which to launch attacks on Israel, Begin and Sharon intended to eradicate Yasser Arafat and his terrorist organization once and for all. They also hoped to push back Syria’s foothold in Lebanon.[29] As the White House monitored Israel’s preparations to invade Lebanon, Reagan noted to his diary, “We are trying to persuade them they must not move unless there is a provocation of such a nature—the world will recognize Israel’s right to retaliate. Right now Israel has lost a lot of world sympathy.”[30]

			
				V

			

			Al Haig continued to seethe. Disdained by his administration colleagues and increasingly disregarded by Reagan, the secretary of state vented his frustrations to Clark in a tense West Wing meeting. Clark followed up with a terse note:

			
				Al:

				Today you expressed several points that concern me:

				
					1. the President “lacks trust and confidence” in you

					2. the President has “backed away from his commitment to the PRC”

					3. the President has “made a grave mistake on his MX decision”

					4. the President has failed to follow your advice on Salvador

				

				Al, if you truly believe all the above, we have a problem. Bill[31]

			

			Clark found such confrontations with Haig especially distasteful because in his prior role as Haig’s deputy, Clark had learned the craft of foreign policy under him. Now they were peers in rank, and it pained the protégé to see his erstwhile mentor self-destructing in slow motion.

			One of Haig’s many gripes concerned Central America, which continued to bedevil the White House. The previous November, Reagan had deepened American involvement in the region when he authorized, in his words, “a plan of covert actions etc. to block the Cuban aid to Nicaragua and El Salvador.”[32] At the NSC meeting where he approved these operations, Reagan voiced his misgivings: “What worries me most is this. If the people won’t support the leader and the cause then there will be failure. It is clear the press would like to accuse us of getting into another Vietnam. How can we solve this problem with Congress and the public opinions being what they are? . . . How do we deal with the image in Latin America of the Yankee colossus?”[33] Now, as 1982 unfolded, many of those concerns came to pass.

			Despite Reagan’s reservations, other hemispheric leaders implored him to staunch communist advances. In a White House meeting, Venezuelan president Luis Herrera Campíns warned that El Salvador “has become a neuralgic point for world Communism and Communist forces have set a victory in Salvador as a point of honor for them,” and “the defeat of Communism in Salvador will have worldwide significance.”[34] A few months later Reagan welcomed President Luis Alberto Monge of Costa Rica to the Oval Office. Monge reported that he and other Latin American leaders saw their region “caught in pincers, with economic crisis on the one hand, and Marxist-Leninist-sponsored subversion on the other.”[35]

			Reagan’s strategic goals in Central America were clear: Halt the spread of communism, curtail Soviet and Cuban influence, and promote democratic governments with market economies. Much harder was how to achieve those goals. The lack of good partners posed the most acute challenge. The El Salvador government was divided, plagued with ineptitude, and pocked with war criminals. The contras in Nicaragua suffered similar maladies as a beleaguered rebel force that controlled little territory. The military government in Guatemala, confronting a Marxist insurgency, became so barbaric in slaughtering its own people that the Reagan administration maintained only token support.

			Statecraft often means choosing from options that range from bad to dreadful. Such is what confronted Reagan in Central America. To do nothing meant ceding the region to the Soviets and Cubans, who continued to pour money, matériel, training, and personnel into Nicaragua and El Salvador while promoting brutal oppression. Reagan at times exaggerated the fear of communism swamping the region, but it was a real prospect that reflected Moscow’s and Havana’s ambitions.

			Persuading the American people, and Congress, to back his policies was another matter. Well-publicized atrocities by United States–supported proxy forces eroded public support. The traumas of Vietnam loomed; some American opponents of Reagan’s policy put on their cars a bumper sticker reading, “El Salvador is Spanish for Vietnam.”[36] A February Newsweek poll found that 74 percent of Americans believed El Salvador “could turn into a situation like Vietnam” and 54 percent believed the United States should have no involvement in El Salvador. Luminaries of the anti–Vietnam War movement, such as Reverend William Sloane Coffin, Father Daniel Berrigan, and Chicago Seven member David Dellinger, reincarnated themselves as activists against US involvement in El Salvador—and perversely urged support for the communist rebels instead.[37]

			Faced with this growing opposition, Reagan needed to try to win over public opinion. He decided to give a speech laying out a positive vision for the region, his continuing dream of a “hemisphere of liberty.” Two weeks later, he appeared before the Organization of American States and announced the Caribbean Basin Initiative. In a nod to the burdens of history, Reagan said, “At times we have behaved arrogantly and impatiently toward our neighbors,” and “Our very size may have made it seem that we were exercising a kind of paternalism.” Yet he proclaimed, “In the commitment to freedom and independence, the peoples of this hemisphere are one . . . we are all Americans.” He then proposed three economic initiatives: lowering tariff barriers to imports of regional goods, an increase of $350 million in US aid to Central American countries, and a package to increase investment in the region.[38] Time magazine, not prone to cheerleading for Reagan, applauded his speech as “thoughtful and moderate.”[39]

			Reagan’s positive economic message took a hit three weeks later when The Washington Post ran a story by Bob Woodward (of Watergate fame) revealing the covert action finding that Reagan had signed in November providing $19 million for a five-hundred-member opposition force in Nicaragua.[40] The money appropriated was small in sum but large in meaning. It marked the birth of Reagan’s support for the contras, the expansion of the fight in Central America—and the seeds of what would become his administration’s biggest scandal.

			Senate Intelligence Committee chairman Barry Goldwater, who had been briefed on the program, confirmed “everything in the Post story was true.” [41] The original finding focused the contra efforts on stopping the Sandinistas from shipping arms across Honduras to the FMLN rebels in El Salvador. Within a few months, under Duane “Dewey” Clarridge, the buccaneering new head of the CIA’s Latin American Division, the contra force ballooned to eleven hundred members and began operating out of Costa Rica as well, on Nicaragua’s southern border.

			One thing on which the Reagan administration and its fiercest critics agreed was that the United States should not send combat troops to Nicaragua or El Salvador. The White House, under congressional pressure, capped the number of American military advisors deployed in El Salvador at a paltry fifty-five. Despite the Vietnam comparisons that Reagan’s critics invoked, American involvement in El Salvador was of a different nature altogether. Rather than doing the fighting itself, the United States helped its friends do the fighting.

			The White House also helped its friends do the voting. As part of his strategy to promote democracy as an alternative to communism, Reagan urged El Salvador to hold a national election. Duarte agreed to do so in March. The White House hoped that a successful election would solidify Duarte’s legitimacy, discredit the FMLN, and marginalize the militant right wing. On March 28, over 80 percent of eligible Salvadorans went to the polls and delivered the first two goals, but not the third. Duarte’s Christian Democrats won the most assembly seats and 40 percent of the vote. The overwhelming voter turnout, which the Catholic Church had urged but the FMLN had threatened to block, revealed the guerillas to be antidemocratic and lacking in popular support. However, a coalition of rightist parties, led by the Nationalist Republican Alliance (ARENA), captured a majority of the vote. This coalition tried to install the vicious Roberto d’Aubuisson as president. The State Department and CIA maneuvered behind the scenes with centrist Salvadoran leaders to block d’Aubuisson, including threatening to terminate US economic aid. A month later the assembly reached a compromise that selected Álvaro Magaña as president.[42] However, d’Aubuisson received the consolation prize of heading the assembly, and ARENA ensured that death squad violence would continue.

			In elections, the conduct of the losers matters even more than the conduct of the winners. Duarte agreed to step down and turn the presidency over to Magaña, setting an important precedent for Salvadoran democracy. US senator Nancy Landon Kassebaum led a congressional delegation to observe the elections. Afterward they visited the White House and, in Reagan’s words, “told the most inspiring stories about the people standing in line 10 to 12 hours in order to vote.” Frustrated at the American media’s critical coverage of his El Salvador policies, Reagan also noted, “I liked it best when they said the people chanted at the press (our press) ‘Tell the Truth.’ ”[43]

			The Salvadoran election’s unexpected impact landed in the Oval Office. It furthered Reagan’s growing realization that right-wing authoritarians often made bad partners, and encouraged his belief in promoting democracy and human rights with friend and foe alike.

			
				VI

			

			Bill Clark knew that the White House could not keep reacting to each emergency as it erupted. The challenges were relentless. The first few weeks of the job alone had deluged his inbox with different crises with Poland, Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Cuba, China, Taiwan, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. Not to mention the perpetual tensions with the allies, and the threat of nuclear apocalypse from the Soviet Union that loomed every day at the White House and every night at home when he collapsed into bed. The Reagan administration needed a blueprint for what it wanted to do in the world, a road map to guide its ways, means, and strategic end goals. When Clark accepted the job, he had insisted on the authority for the NSC to conduct strategy studies involving every department and agency.[44] The unassuming Clark made no pretense of being a grand strategist. But he worked for one. In the words of Yale historian John Lewis Gaddis, Reagan was “his own chief strategist.” [45] Clark planned to take Reagan’s strategic vision and turn it into presidential directives that would ensure each department and agency understood what to do in specific policy areas and how its work fit into the overall strategy.

			The process of producing these directives mattered almost as much as the final text. The NSC staff would draft a National Security Study Directive (NSSD) to be issued by Reagan ordering the study and setting out the terms of reference. Clark and his NSC staff would then convene officials from the Defense Department, State Department, intelligence community, and economic policy departments and agencies for a series of discussions and working groups, culminating in a draft report. Clark would present the draft to Reagan for his input before returning it to the interagency team for further edits. Reagan would then convene an NSC meeting where he and his cabinet principals would debate and resolve any remaining issues. Reagan would approve the final version, known as a National Security Decision Directive (NSDD), and distribute it to senior interagency officials as a presidential statement of US policy.

			During Clark’s twenty-two months in the job, the NSC would issue seventy-two NSDDs. The two most consequential would be NSDD-32, “US National Security Strategy,” and NSDD-75, the strategy toward the Soviet Union. The Reagan NSC developed NSDD-32 and NSDD-75 simultaneously, though on separate tracks. At Clark’s direction, Tom Reed took charge of NSDD-32, while Senior Director for Soviet Affairs Richard Pipes (on leave from Harvard, where he was an eminent scholar of Russian history) led the drafting of NSDD-75.

			To start the process, Reed met with Reagan to seek the “commander’s intent.” In the Oval Office, Reagan brought up a favorite book that he and Reed had read years earlier. Written in 1952 by Whittaker Chambers, Witness tells of the author’s life as an American communist spying for the KGB in the 1930s, before losing faith in communism, embracing Christianity, and eventually exposing the ring of his fellow American communist spies, including senior State Department official Alger Hiss. It is a searching book, eloquent and melancholic, a formative text in the canon of American conservatism and the Cold War. Reed recalls,

			
				We’re . . . talking about the Cold War and why we need to end it and how, [and Reagan] recited key words from Whittaker Chambers’ letter to his children in Witness. And he was really focused on the lines about why did Chambers quit being a Communist and why his friends quit being Communists. And his friend put the word that’s in Chambers’ book, because they heard the screams. And Reagan and I recited to each other that Communism has wonderful ideals, but to make it work you need terror, and that leads to the screams of people in the prisons, political prisoners on the trains headed off into Siberia.[46]

			

			This recounting revealed why Reagan so loathed communism. For Reagan the “screams” showed more than just the moral bankruptcy of the Soviet system. They also unveiled its weakness. A system dependent on tormenting its people did not enjoy their devotion. Dictators that kept seven Siberian Pentecostals detained in an embassy basement for four years feared their own citizens. Reagan believed that offering American support to the Soviet people would help them bring down the system that oppressed them. He had mused back in 1976, “We could have an unexpected ally if citizen Ivan is becoming discontented enough to start talking back.” [47]

			Reed then asked the president what he envisioned as the “end goal” for the Cold War itself. Reagan repeated to Reed what he had told Allen several years earlier: “We win, they lose.” [48] With that presidential mandate, over the next four months, Clark and Reed led an intense process that convened dozens of interagency meetings with scores of officials, produced thousands of pages of draft studies, and formed consensus positions as well as identified issues needing presidential decisions. Every week, Clark and Reed would give Reagan a progress update, request his review of draft chapters, and seek his guidance on disputed questions. They would then take Reagan’s input back to their working groups and continue the process.

			Reagan oversaw the crafting of NSDD-32 mindful of his place in Cold War history. He had read the original Cold War strategy issued by President Truman in 1950, NSC-68, when it had been declassified in 1975. At the time Reagan had written a radio script that summarized NSC-68’s main points: “Russia is determined to impose its authority over the world; . . . we are the principle obstacle they would have to overcome, and if their expansionism wasn’t checked or contained soon no possible combination of the remaining free nations could assemble sufficient strength to stop them short of their goal.” [49] Yet while Truman and NSC-68 had emphasized the Soviet Union’s strength, now, as president, Reagan focused as well on the Soviet Union’s weakness. Over three decades into the Cold War and over six decades since the Bolshevik Revolution, Reagan believed that the Soviet system was breathing its last. The ideological bankruptcy of Marxism-Leninism, the economic sclerosis of a command economy, the unsustainable military spending, the fragility of the Soviet empire, and the moral rot of totalitarianism had all combined to make the Soviet Union a decrepit colossus. Reagan built his strategy to exploit these many vulnerabilities.

			While Reagan’s national security team believed the Soviet regime was brittle, they differed on just how brittle it was. A key debate concerned how much of the Soviet economy was devoted to military spending. In one NSC meeting, several senior officials expressed the conventional view that the USSR was spending about 16 percent of its GDP on the military—a large share but potentially sustainable. Reagan asked, “Why can’t we just push the Soviets over, backwards?” From one of the back seats, the chairman of the National Intelligence Council, Henry Rowen, broke in: “Yes, you can, Mr. President. Actually, they’re spending about fifty percent of the GDP on defense and they’re going broke.”[50]

			Knowing the precise amounts was impossible then and remains so now. The USSR’s expenditures on its military and the overall size of its economy were notoriously hard to calculate, for reasons including Kremlin secrecy, the challenge of converting Soviet rubles into hard currency like US dollars, Soviet manipulation of economic production statistics, and the opacity and paranoia that afflict a totalitarian society. Kremlin internal distrust was so endemic that the Soviet leaders themselves may not have known their own economic and defense figures. But whatever the exact number, Reagan’s insight remained: The USSR was cannibalizing itself to fund its military on a much larger scale than most Western estimates, including most CIA assessments. By comparison, the United States spent roughly 5 percent of its GDP on defense during the Reagan years. The Soviet levels, whether three or five or ten times that, could not be sustained.[51]

			It is important to recall just how heterodox Reagan’s views were at the time. Most elite opinion saw the Soviet Union as stable and resilient. The famed former Kennedy White House advisor Arthur Schlesinger Jr. visited Moscow in 1982 and declared, “Those in the US who think the Soviet Union is on the verge of economic and social collapse, ready with one small push to go over the brink, are . . . only kidding themselves.”[52] Two of America’s leading scholars on the Soviet Union, Columbia University’s Seweryn Bialer and Smith College’s Joan Afferica, wrote a sneering analysis of Reagan’s Soviet policies in Foreign Affairs at the end of 1982. Reflecting widespread academic opinion, they denounced Reagan’s “shrill, incendiary rhetoric,” dismissed his belief in the Kremlin’s vulnerability as “profoundly erroneous,” and condemned his strategy as doomed to fail: “Even were the West able to impose extreme economic choices on the Soviet Union, the system would not crumble, the political structures would not disintegrate, the economy would not go bankrupt, the elites and leadership would not lose their will and power to rule internally and to aspire externally to the status of a global power.”[53]

			Such were the expert tides Reagan swam against.

			In the midst of debating the Soviet economy’s vulnerabilities, Reagan participated in an exercise that showed his own country’s vulnerability to a Soviet nuclear attack. Reed’s special projects included a highly classified effort to overhaul America’s nuclear command-and-control system to ensure that the American government could survive a Soviet first strike. As part of this, Reed engineered the “Ivy League” continuity of government exercise, a three-day simulation of what the top echelons of the United States government would do and where they would go—and who would survive to lead the country—in a thermonuclear war. It involved over one thousand US officials, helicopter evacuations to top secret underground bunkers such as Raven Rock in Pennsylvania and Mount Weather in Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains, and displays in the White House Situation Room using red dots to show Soviet launches and nuclear detonations on a map of the United States.

			Reagan became the first president since Eisenhower to participate in such an exercise. He probably wished he had not done so. Sitting in the Situation Room on the morning of Monday, March 1, Reagan watched the screen showing the first Soviet missiles incinerating Washington, DC; the dead included the US president. As Reed recalls, “While he looked on in stunned disbelief . . . for the next half hour more red dots wiped out the survivors and filled in the few holes in the sea of red. In less than an hour President Reagan had seen the United States of America disappear.”[54]

			Ivy League terrified Reagan. It also stiffened his resolve to end the threat of nuclear weapons. On April 16, he convened a National Security Council meeting in the Cabinet Room to discuss the latest draft of NSDD-32. Reed opened with a bracing statement of how the world looked to the White House in early 1982:

			
				We are at a time of greatest danger to our national security since World War II. It is highly likely that, over the course of this decade, fundamental changes in East-West relations will occur . . . we call for active measures to counter Soviet expansionism, to encourage the liberalizing tendencies in the Soviet bloc, and to force the Soviet Union to bear the brunt of its economic mismanagement. The bottom line is we are helping encourage the dissolution of the Soviet empire.

			

			This was not stray bluster; Reed voiced the strategic principles that he and Reagan shared. His prediction of profound change within the decade would also prove prophetic.[55]

			This blend of fear and hope contained the paradox that confronted the White House. The Soviet Union was militarily more powerful than ever, yet its economy and political system were weaker than ever. The Kremlin had the military force to threaten the very existence of the United States—and the insecurity and vulnerability that might make it want to do so. This made the Kremlin uniquely dangerous—a bear, yes, but a wounded and angry one. Reagan’s strategy sought to overmatch the Soviet Union’s strengths while exploiting its weaknesses. Even in this meeting dedicated to planning the demise of the Soviet empire, Reagan reiterated his desire to negotiate with the Kremlin: “A vigorous defense build-up will also be a great help at arms control talks. The Soviets do not believe that they can keep up with us.”

			The discussion turned to several themes in the strategy. It highlighted the Reagan administration’s predicament with allies. In Reed’s words, “Allies are indispensable; we cannot go it alone. But we need more help from the Allies than in the past, and this makes us more vulnerable to Allied behavior.” Weinberger focused on another aspect of the Reagan military expansion: providing American weapons and training to other countries. “Security assistance is the cheapest and best way of defending the United States,” he contended. In a later meeting, Casey echoed Weinberger. The CIA director highlighted eleven countries “threatened by Soviet actions and the actions of Soviet proxies” and said, “The threatened countries are not capable of defending themselves. . . . They need light weapons and communications gear. We must remember that a little gets a lot done when it comes to security assistance.”[56]

			These points, codified in NSDD-32, captured other purposes of Reagan’s military buildup. He also intended his defense expansion to strengthen America’s alliances with security assistance and to induce US allies to spend more on their own defense by assuring them that the United States was a reliable partner. Finally, anticipating what would become the Reagan Doctrine, the military buildup would help strengthen America’s allies and partner forces to fight Soviet proxies—and in the case of Afghanistan, the Red Army itself.

			NSDD-32 emphasized the importance of allies perhaps more than any other national strategy document in American presidential history. In this it reflected Reagan’s own convictions. The United States had built its alliance system in the decade after World War II. Reagan’s strategy, by putting allies in a central role, represented the maturation of the system. Reagan would rely on allies more than any previous Cold War president, would devote more time and effort to them, and would demand more of them. He believed that allies helped compensate for America’s weaknesses and multiplied America’s strengths, and provided the United States an asymmetric advantage over the Soviets—whose only “allies” were its coerced satellites in the Warsaw Pact. “Given the loss of US strategic superiority and the overwhelming growth of Soviet conventional forces capabilities, together with the increased political and economic strength of the industrial democracies . . . [there was] no other alternative” to deepening cooperation with allies, NSDD-32 declared. NSDD-32 also singled out NATO members and Japan in particular as needing to increase their military spending—and their willingness to deploy their forces.

			NSDD-32 turned Reagan’s convictions into official US policy. No longer just trying to contain Soviet expansion as past administrations had done, with NSDD-32 Reagan announced the new strategic goal of “forcing the USSR to bear the brunt of its economic shortcomings, and to encourage long-term liberalizing and nationalist tendencies within the Soviet Union.”[57] Pipes elaborated on one theme of NSDD-32 in his own work on Reagan’s Soviet strategy: “We turn Soviet energies from expansion to internal reform.”[58] In the fashion of the Harvard professor that he was, Pipes crafted a paper explaining the “theoretical rationale” of Reagan’s Soviet policy that ran over seventy pages. In the fashion of the US government, the interagency bureaucracy resisted his paper, with the State Department finding it too “ideological” and then-NSA Allen rejecting it as too long. Though verbose and controversial, Pipes’s paper contained the pillars of Reagan’s emerging Soviet policy. Pipes understood Reagan’s strategic convictions well and combined those with his own exhaustive knowledge of Russian history and Marxist-Leninist ideology. Pipes summarized the main propositions as:

			
					
					Communism is inherently expansionist: its expansionism will subside only when the system either collapses or, at the very least, is thoroughly reformed.

				

					
					The Stalinist model on which Soviet Communism, the linchpin of worldwide Communism, is based, confronts at present a profound crisis caused by persistent economic failures and difficulties brought about by overexpansion.

				

					
					The successors of Brezhnev and his Stalinist associates are likely in time to split into “conservative” and “reformist” factions, the latter of which will press for modest economic and political democratization.

				

					
					It is in the interest of the United States to promote the reformist tendencies in the USSR by a double-pronged strategy: encouraging pro-reform forces inside the USSR and raising for the Soviet Union the costs of its imperialism.

				

			

			Reagan read a “shorter” (though at twenty-five pages, not short) version of the Pipes paper and wrote on it, “Very sound.” It mirrored his own thinking.[59]

			The last proposition is of profound importance. From his presidency’s outset, Reagan had hoped the Kremlin would choose a path of reform. But hope is not a policy. Reagan’s Cold War strategy entailed pressuring the Soviet system on every front—military, economic, ideological, diplomatic—not only to exploit its weaknesses, but to produce a reformist leader. A leader whom Reagan could negotiate with, and partner with, to end Soviet imperialism and end the Cold War. He would spend the rest of his first term looking for such a Soviet reformer. In his second term, he would find one.

			For all of NSDD-32’s ambitions, it was a global strategy setting America’s overall posture in the world yet did not detail just how the United States would confront the Kremlin. Seeing that need, Pipes proposed to Clark and Reagan that the White House produce a new NSDD dedicated to Soviet policy. Part of the need, Pipes contended, came from confused allies. He cited a recent plea from a senior French official: “You are asking us to go with you on a journey but you are not telling us where you are heading and where we will end up.” Pipes sharpened this question in his terms of reference for the study: Did the United States seek to “stabilize” or “destabilize” the Soviet bloc?[60]

			Clark agreed and put Pipes in charge of the process. The irascible professor did not win many friends at Foggy Bottom with his controversial views and abrasive manner. He told Clark, “The basic difference between State and myself is philosophical. State believes that we should be content with an attempt to influence Soviet behavior. . . . Following what I sense to be the President’s belief, I, by contrast, argue that behavior is the consequence of the system and that our policies . . . aim at modifying the system as prerequisite of changed behavior.”[61]

			Once the State Department realized that Reagan and Clark wanted the NSDD produced, they began cooperating on the process.[62] The NSC finalized the strategy just as Pipes’s government sojourn ended and he returned to Harvard. Reagan signed and issued it in January 1983. NSDD-75 declared, “US policy toward the Soviet Union will consist of three elements: external resistance to Soviet imperialism; internal pressure on the USSR to weaken the sources of Soviet imperialism; and negotiations to eliminate, on the basis of strict reciprocity, outstanding disagreements.” The “internal pressure” on the Kremlin included encouraging a reformist leader to emerge by promoting “the process of change in the Soviet Union toward a more pluralistic political and economic system.” It then laid out a comprehensive set of military, economic, diplomatic, and political lines of action, to be undertaken in concert with the allies.[63]

			Reagan’s strategy of targeting the Soviet system itself may seem obvious in hindsight. But at the time it was risky, controversial, ridiculed by many, seen as revolutionary by others. No previous president had tried it. Each preceding US president had sought in different ways to contain Soviet expansion from without. None until Reagan had sought to erode the Kremlin from within.[64]

			Reagan’s strategy answered many questions, but it also raised hard new ones. Could you negotiate with the Soviets while also trying to defeat them? Did he seek to win the Cold War or to end it?[65] This puzzle lies at the core of Reagan’s strategy. His own team and closest advisors would answer it in different ways over the next six years, each emphasizing different elements of pressure or diplomacy, often with much acrimony. Reagan always believed in both pressure and negotiations, together in service of the larger strategic goal. In short, he resolved these strategic paradoxes by embracing them. He believed the USSR was both strong and weak. He believed that, partly from US pressure, a Kremlin reformer could emerge and be encouraged to take actions that would dissolve the Soviet empire. By pushing to end Kremlin control of Eastern Europe and the Soviet republics, the United States would win the Cold War and end it.

			Reagan’s fascination with World War II helps explain this puzzle. In America’s last fight against totalitarianism, President Franklin Roosevelt had demanded the unconditional surrender of both Nazi Germany and imperial Japan. In the context of total war, against implacable dictators such as Adolf Hitler and Hideki Tojo, Roosevelt’s insistence on unconditional surrender made strategic sense. Such a demand did not fit the Cold War. Much as Reagan looked to Roosevelt and World War II as a model for how the free world should confront dictatorships in thrall to evil ideologies, in the case of the Cold War and the Soviet Union, calling for “unconditional surrender” from Moscow would have been delusional and foolhardy—especially since Reagan remained desperate to prevent the Cold War from turning hot and ending in nuclear apocalypse. Instead, combining pressure with diplomacy, working against the Soviet system while working with Soviet leaders, Reagan sought to bring the Kremlin to a negotiated surrender.

			The terms of a negotiated surrender would mean tough demands of Moscow: Lift the Iron Curtain and end Soviet control of its satellite states in Eastern Europe. Quit inflicting communist revolutions on the Third World. Stop tyrannizing its own people. Cease threatening the United States with nuclear destruction. Reagan would pursue these terms through a combination of coercion and persuasion, improvisation and adaptation, engagement and cost imposition, shifting back and forth from hard line to soft touch—all tactical adjustments in the service of a strategic vision.

			
				VII

			

			Though Reagan’s strategy prioritized cooperation with allies, the allies did not always reciprocate—nor did the United States always make an easy partner. Transatlantic tensions soon boiled anew over the White House’s economic warfare against the Soviet Union—which threatened much collateral damage in Western Europe. The Siberian pipeline once again lay at the center of the dispute. When he imposed the Poland sanctions at the end of 1981, Reagan had suspended a decision on “extraterritoriality,” specifically whether the prohibition on American companies’ providing pipeline equipment also applied to European subsidiaries and licensees—many of whom held the bulk of the pipeline construction contracts. If the United States wanted to block the pipeline, its sanctions would only scratch American companies while seriously wounding European companies.

			It was time to talk. In March, Reagan dispatched a delegation to Europe led by Under Secretary of State James Buckley (a former US senator, and brother of the conservative icon William F. Buckley Jr.). They hoped to negotiate a common position with West Germany, France, Italy, and the United Kingdom on increasing economic pressure on the Soviet Union. Reagan instructed the delegation to downplay the pipeline dispute and instead try to curtail European economic engagement with the Kremlin going forward. Specifically, he said the Buckley mission should focus on “ensuring that no additional medium- or long-term official or officially-guaranteed credits will be granted to the Soviet Union” and “discourage their firms from entering new prime contracts with the Soviet Union.”[66]

			The credits in particular rankled the Reagan team. The White House believed that Western European governments providing generous loans at below-market rates to Moscow only strengthened the Kremlin and freed up more rubles to spend on the Red Army. As Roger Robinson, the NSC’s senior director for international economic affairs, recalls, “In 1982 the Soviets had an empire stretching from Hanoi to Havana, but their hard currency revenue totaled only about $32 billion a year. . . . They were spending about $16 billion more annually than they were making, with the funding gap—the USSR’s life support—being financed by Western governments and banks.”[67]

			Still plagued by recession and high unemployment, Western European countries feared a double risk from curtailing credits to the Soviet Union. Over the past decade their banks had lent about $80 billion to Soviet bloc countries, and ending credits now could jeopardize repayment of those loans. Additionally, in 1982 alone, European credit guarantees would finance $4 billion in steel and machine tool exports to the Soviet bloc—and the thousands of Western European jobs that helped produce those goods.[68]

			Buckley was blunt in describing his trip’s goal: “To show the idiocy of subsidizing the Soviet arms buildup through credits.” He was equally blunt on the result: “We failed.” The French and Germans in particular refused to curtail their business with Moscow. Buckley reported that the Europeans admitted that their policies over the past decade (encouraged by détente) of “extending huge amounts of credits to Eastern European countries and the Soviet Union were fundamentally misguided.” But having dug themselves into that hole, their economies could not now afford the cost of digging out.

			Hearing Buckley’s report, Reagan veered from frustration to resignation. Ever the optimist, he ended the meeting on a hopeful note:

			
				Let me raise a question from the world of fantasy. . . . [The Soviets] are still in Afghanistan, they are still supplying Cuba, they are still preventing Jews and Christians from emigrating. Is there a right time for the West to cooperate? The Europeans do not understand. Can we foresee a time when [the Soviets] are in a desperate plight, when the military deprives the people of food, and we might be able to say to them: “Have you learned your lesson? If you rejoin the civilized world we will help you bring wonderful things to your people. But you must get out of Afghanistan, deal realistically in Geneva. No one wants to attack you.”[69]

			

			Reagan’s ruminations captured a fundamental difference between him and the Western European leaders. The Europeans looked at the Soviet Union as it was and asked how they had to deal with it. Reagan envisioned a Soviet Union transformed and asked how he could bring it about—to the point where Soviet communism gave way to a better system.

			
				VIII

			

			America’s allies in Asia also needed attention. Reagan continued his practice of meeting with almost every senior Japanese official who came to Washington, DC—a level of presidential attention that no other country received. In January he met with the minister of international trade and industry, in February with the special trade representative, and in March with the foreign minister. Each time, Reagan reaffirmed the value he placed on the United States–Japan relationship and pressed the same two points: Japan needed to increase its defense spending and open its markets to American goods.

			Repeating these points without much headway tested Reagan’s patience. Much as he treasured Japan as an ally, it also caused some of his biggest political headaches. As his meeting with Special Trade Representative Masumi Esaki ended, the normally decorous president told a bizarre story about a man trying to sell a stubborn horse, who clubbed the poor animal between the eyes with a two-by-four plank because “that’s how you get his attention.” This provoked much consternation and confusion among the Japanese delegation and media, who puzzled over what the unfortunate equine represented in Reagan’s parable: Was it Congress, or the media, or the bureaucracy, or . . . ? At a reception that evening, it fell to an NSC staff member to sheepishly inform a Japanese reporter that the president saw Japan as the horse.[70]

			In the spring Reagan dispatched both Bush and Weinberger on separate trips across the Pacific to tend to relations with Japan and South Korea. Upon arriving in Tokyo, Weinberger pressed Prime Minister Suzuki to implement his commitment of the previous May to extend Japan’s defensive perimeter out one thousand nautical miles. The Soviet navy’s Pacific Fleet constituted its largest force at 720 ships—more than the entire United States Navy. America needed Japan’s help to contain this growing Soviet presence. In a speech at the Japan Press Center, Weinberger appealed to Japan to “complement” the American military buildup and forward deployments: “If these Japanese and American elements are supplemented by US Sea Control and Projection forces in the Southwest Pacific and Indian Oceans, the vital arteries of free commerce in the Pacific would be strengthened.” The Japanese leadership responded to such appeals because Reagan and Weinberger were not just engaged in yen-counting on military spending but rather building a genuine partnership. As Michael Green points out, “The Reagan administration sought specifically to elevate Japan to NATO levels of decision making and to agree on a division of roles and missions and integration of defense strategies with Japan.”[71]

			From Tokyo, Weinberger flew to Seoul. During a ceremonial luncheon for the secretary, President Chun Doo-Hwan described South Korea as an “unsinkable aircraft carrier” available to its US ally for power projection in northeast Asia. Chun’s bluster masked a deeper vulnerability. A few months earlier, US ambassador Dixie Walker had sent a cable to Washington, DC, describing Chun’s dictatorial rule and crackdowns on the many political and religious dissidents calling for democracy. Walker concluded that while Chun might hold power for a time, “eventually the incongruity between the economically and socially modern society which is emerging and the traditional form of government, could threaten serious instability.”[72] Geographically the South Korean landmass may have been an aircraft carrier, but its political ferment threatened to sink its repressive government.

			The shadow of a recent event four thousand miles away clouded the view that Reagan and his senior team had of Korea. The Iranian Revolution three years earlier had cautioned the White House on how popular discontent against an American-backed authoritarian regime could turn into a radical revolution. Yet there were many dissimilarities between Iran and South Korea. Soon the Reagan administration realized that the main question was not who the Korean dissidents were protesting against but what they were advocating for. Unlike the Islamic revolutionaries in Iran, the Korean activists were pushing for democratic self-governance.

			A month after Weinberger’s visit, Bush arrived in Seoul determined to send quiet but strong signals of support for freedom in South Korea. NSC staff member Don Gregg accompanied Bush on the trip. A CIA officer with almost three decades of experience in Asia, Gregg’s service had included chief of station in Seoul in the 1970s. He maintained close ties with his Korean intelligence counterparts, who cautioned him that President Chun had become even more repressive than his brutal predecessor Park Chung Hee.[73] Bush defied Chun’s objections and spoke to the National Assembly on “the importance of political diversity as a source of strength, not weakness.” His appearance before the legislature highlighted its role as a potential check on Chun’s dictatorial authority. More provocatively, Bush hosted a breakfast meeting at the US embassy with a group of South Korean political dissidents, including Protestant and Catholic church leaders critical of the Chun dictatorship—and of American support for Chun. Even The New York Times ran an editorial applauding Bush’s “important signal” for human rights.[74]

			Bush’s stop in Singapore highlighted the importance that smaller Asian nations placed on America’s alliance with Tokyo—and the suspicion with which they regarded Beijing. In their meeting, Singapore’s iconic prime minister Lee Kuan Yew admonished Bush, “It’s all right for you to be the sheriff of the Pacific. But just be sure that your posse is Japanese, not Chinese.”[75] Lee’s message was clear: Other Asian countries regarded Japan as a more trustworthy regional power than China.

			Ironically, while Singapore urged America to favor Japan over China, Japan urged America to repair its relations with China. In March, China and Japan had held confidential talks. The Chinese delegation appealed to Japan to impress upon the Americans that while China would show some flexibility on Taiwan arms sales, Beijing would downgrade ties if the United States did not compromise. A worried Prime Minister Suzuki wrote to Reagan of his “concern [that United States–China relations might] suffer from a setback” over Taiwan. Then Ambassador Mansfield wrote to Reagan, “The Japanese are more anxious than we have ever seen them over the possibility that US-PRC relations may deteriorate. Over the last decade, for the first time this century, Japan, China, and the US have developed mutually good relations which . . . have given the Japanese a greater sense of security.”[76]

			Bush’s original itinerary did not include China, but while the vice president was in New Zealand for the last stop on his trip, with Deng Xiaoping’s agreement Reagan asked Bush to circle back to Beijing before returning to Washington, DC. The vice president arrived in China bearing a letter from Reagan to Deng expressing confidence “that a means can be found to resolve current differences and deepen our bilateral and strategic cooperation.” This followed two other letters Reagan had sent to Deng and Chinese premier Zhao Ziyang three weeks earlier. The PRC whipsawed Bush with a “good cop, bad cop” routine. Foreign Minister Huang Hua berated the vice president for two hours, complaining about US arms sales to Taiwan. Yet the next morning Deng charmed Bush with a congenial discussion over two and a half hours that did not resolve the issues but at least improved the tone.[77]

			Bush’s visit to Beijing, and the State Department’s subsequent release of Reagan’s three letters, caused a furor in Taipei. Taiwan’s vice foreign minister lambasted Lilley, complaining, “Why three letters? Why the need to grovel?” Lilley himself had been blindsided by the release of Reagan’s three epistles. Seeking to repair the United States–Taiwan relationship and recover his own standing with his host government, Lilley requested that Reagan send a private message that he could deliver to President Chiang Ching-kuo. Reagan did, enabling Lilley to provide Chiang with Reagan’s specific reassurances that the United States would not set a date for ending arms sales and would not pressure Taiwan to negotiate with Beijing.[78]

			Reagan and Bush’s reassurances had calmed Beijing, Taipei, and Tokyo for the moment. But much of Asia, and much of Reagan’s own government, still watched and wondered how he would resolve the Taiwan issue.

			
				IX

			

			In the predawn dark of April 2, one thousand Argentine troops floated in ships offshore from a barren, windswept pair of islands in the South Atlantic. Around four thirty a.m. their first landing craft motored through the waves to the island coast and unloaded a unit of navy commandos for an amphibious assault. Other landing craft and helicopters soon deployed the rest of the invasion force. A small garrison of British Royal Marines fired only token shots of resistance, killing a few Argentine servicemen. Within a few hours, the Argentine forces took control of the territory and raised Argentina’s flag over the capitol building.[79]

			The islands, known to Argentina as the Malvinas and to the United Kingdom as the Falklands, soon provoked a crisis on three continents and confronted Reagan with the problem of what to do when two friends go to war with each other over disputed islands of which most of the world has never heard. Argentine military dictator General Leopoldo Galtieri had taken power a few months earlier. He had inherited a populace resentful of the junta’s repression and an economy falling apart from mismanagement and a ballooning debt crisis. To bolster his domestic standing, unite his divided country, and distract his critics, he decided to start a war.

			Reagan had tried to stop the invasion. Knowing of America’s close ties with Argentina, Thatcher had appealed to Reagan to urge Galtieri against the use of force. Reagan phoned Galtieri on the evening of April 1 and spoke for fifty minutes. An NSC staffer who took notes on the call wrote that Galtieri “sounds like a thug” with “broken mafioso-type English” and lamented, “None of [Reagan’s] eloquent delivery cuts any ice with the junta leader.” Galtieri’s intransigence was in part liquid fueled. Clark recalled that the dictator “had obviously been drinking, and this habit may have influenced his actions.”[80] Indeed, the invasion force was already in motion.

			Bereft of natural resources and military significance, inhabited by more sheep than people, the Falklands were hardly a strategic asset. The coming battle resembled, in the acid description of Peruvian writer Mario Vargas Llosa, “two bald men arguing over a comb.” Washington Post correspondent Don Oberdorfer called it “a cross between a 19th century melodrama and a Peter Sellers farce.” But now that comedy was turning into a crisis.[81] Thatcher had already mobilized a naval armada to sail to the South Atlantic and retake the islands—just as Reagan had warned Galtieri she would do.

			The Falklands mattered because Galtieri and Thatcher decided they mattered—and because the Argentine and British publics decided they mattered. At that point the issues became, in the words of British scholar Sir Lawrence Freedman, “international reputation and the principles of nonaggression, self-determination, and loyalty among allies.”[82]

			Loyalty to which allies was the question that divided the Reagan White House. On the surface it may have seemed an easy choice to favor the British. The United Kingdom was a NATO treaty ally, a nuclear power, a democracy, and America’s most important European partner. Thatcher was Reagan’s closest friend among world leaders, and her nation was acting in self-defense. Argentina, on the other hand, was a dictatorship, led by a buffoon, with a bankrupt economy and a third-rate military. It was also the aggressor.

			But that was not the whole story. Reagan valued Argentina as a hemispheric partner against communism. The junta resisted Argentina’s being taken over by communists and quietly supported the anti-Sandinista forces in Nicaragua with training, matériel, and manpower. The White House also inherited the Monroe Doctrine’s resistance to European meddling in the Western Hemisphere, and America’s historic aversion to European colonialism. In this light, Britain’s efforts to retain its imperial territories eight thousand miles from London did not garner much American sympathy. Further, Reagan knew that all of Central and South America would watch to see what he would do, and he did not want to incite further resentments in the region.

			As the British task force sailed south on its three-week journey to recapture the Falklands, the Reagan administration tried to figure out where it stood. Jeane Kirkpatrick emerged as a forceful voice for Buenos Aires. Her affinity for Argentina dated to graduate school, when she wrote her dissertation on Argentine politics, and now her strategic priorities focused on countering communism in the Western Hemisphere and keeping the Argentine junta in power.[83] Haig, torn between his transatlantic loyalties and hemispheric proclivities, favored a posture of neutrality. He also favored placing himself in the limelight as the chief mediator brokering a diplomatic resolution to the crisis. Weinberger, a lifelong Anglophile, firmly supported the British. As did Inman, who substituted for the traveling Casey at multiple National Security Planning Group (NSPG) and NSC meetings on the Falklands crisis.[84]

			Reagan at first seemed to support Haig and Kirkpatrick. He dispatched the secretary of state on several rounds of shuttle diplomacy between Buenos Aires and London; told the media, “We’re friends of both sides”; and did not speak to Thatcher for the first week of the crisis.[85] Meanwhile, Weinberger and Inman began at once providing the British with sensitive intelligence and made the American military base on Ascension Island (in the mid-Atlantic, roughly halfway between the UK and the Falklands) available as a resupply point for the British armada. Weinberger and Inman did this surreptitiously, under existing intelligence and military cooperation agreements between the United States and UK. Weinberger also personally granted every British request for weapons, including state-of-the-art Sidewinder heat-seeking missiles, which British Harrier jets would use to decimate the Argentine Air Force.[86]

			Reagan had a jocular line to describe the confusion and infighting in his White House: “In my administration, sometimes our right hand doesn’t know what our far-right hand is doing.”[87] It was worse in the Falklands crisis: The two hands actively worked against each other. While Weinberger engineered the munitions resupply and intelligence-sharing operation to support the British, Haig pursued a diplomatic deal that in effect favored Argentina. Once The Washington Post disclosed Weinberger’s secret efforts, a distressed Haig sought to recapture the posture of neutrality and pressed in vain to end American intelligence and logistics support for the British armada. This further incensed Thatcher.[88]

			By the end of April, Haig’s negotiations had failed. He had presented several versions of sweetheart terms to the Argentines that he described as “a camouflaged transfer of sovereignty” which in time would have given the Falklands to Argentina, but the vainglorious Galtieri rejected each deal because it did not let him claim immediate victory. Reagan began feeling more pressure to side with London. The US Senate overwhelmingly approved a resolution demanding Argentina’s withdrawal from the Falklands.[89] On April 30, Reagan decided to shift the American position from neutrality to explicit support for the British. He did this with some ambivalence and still hoped for a “future role for the US as a mediator.”[90]

			Reagan’s pivot toward the UK did not pacify Thatcher. Tensions between the two leaders only worsened. Thatcher took umbrage at Reagan’s continued efforts to dissuade her from the use of force, especially as the crisis turned into a war. On May 2, the British submarine Conqueror torpedoed the Argentine cruiser General Belgrano, sinking it and killing 321 Argentine sailors. Two days later an Argentine fighter jet sank the British destroyer HMS Sheffield with an antiship missile. Most of the crew survived, although 20 perished with the ship. A CIA assessment described this turn in the conflict as going from the “comic opera stage into the grim business of killing.”[91]

			Reagan still hoped that a settlement could end further bloodshed. On May 13, at Kirkpatrick’s behest, he phoned Thatcher to urge her to “hold off military action” and cooperate with United Nations peace negotiations. An irked Thatcher responded, “[The Argentines] attacked our ships yesterday, so they’re not holding off on military action.” Reagan pleaded that America’s support for the UK was exacting “a price on what we’ve been trying to accomplish in creating a better relationship with the Latin states, the South American countries,” and warned Thatcher that the Argentines were succeeding in “creating a kind of David-Goliath image now, in which you’re Goliath.” Thatcher retorted, “I can hardly be Goliath when I have to go eight thousand miles.” She also reminded Reagan that the Falkland residents themselves wanted to “live under democracy” and not Argentine dictatorship, and admonished the president, “You wouldn’t like to put any of your people . . . under a military junta. . . . I can’t put mine under that either.”[92] Nonetheless, Thatcher relented a bit and agreed to submit a peace proposal that offered significant concessions to Buenos Aires. Which the junta summarily rejected. Thatcher then ordered the invasion to retake the islands. British troops landed ashore on May 21. While they slowly advanced in fierce fighting, Reagan called Thatcher again on May 31. This time he tried to persuade the prime minister to impose a cease-fire and allow an international “contact group” of peacekeeping troops to superintend the islands. Thatcher would have none of it. Growing livid at Reagan, she protested, “I didn’t lose some of my finest ships and some of my finest lives, to leave quietly under a cease fire without the Argentines withdrawing.” Each time Reagan tried to interject, Thatcher browbeat him with fusillades of indignation and argument, leaving the president to stammer, “Margaret, I . . . well . . . yes, well . . .”[93]

			Thatcher soon quieted her fury, especially knowing that she would be meeting with Reagan in four days at the Versailles G7 summit and hosting him in London right afterward. She also took heart from the steady advance of British troops, who completed their conquest and raised the Union Jack triumphantly over the islands on June 14.

			Argentina’s surrender and humiliation led to Galtieri and his junta compatriots’ being toppled from power by their own citizens. To Reagan’s pleasant surprise, what came next in Buenos Aires was not a revolutionary leftist government but a transition to democracy. The aftermath of the Falklands War may have provided another lesson for the Reagan administration, or at least a nudge to question its support of right-wing autocrats. Military dictatorships could be aggressive abroad and brittle at home, and less stable as allies than democracies. Reagan would spell out this insight in London that same month—with Thatcher sitting before him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			
				[image: ]
			

			SUMMER OF FREEDOM

			
				I

			

			As Air Force One taxied down the runway at Andrews Air Force Base on the morning of June 2, 1982, Reagan looked forward to his first trip outside North America as president. He would need every measure of his congenital optimism. He left a United States still mired in recession, where only 45 percent of Americans approved of his job performance, Congress continued feuding with him over his budget, and his administration was rife with rivalry and leaks.

			What awaited him across the Atlantic was no better.

			He would soon be landing in a Europe that regarded him with wariness at best, if not outright hostility. Most European publics worried that, as Time magazine put it, “the leadership of the Western alliance is in the uncertain hands of a trigger-happy cowboy.” Hundreds of thousands of protestors would demonstrate for nuclear disarmament (and against Reagan) during his stops in Bonn and London.[1]

			To till the soil for his Europe sojourn, three weeks earlier Reagan had traveled to Eureka College in Illinois. The president returned to his alma mater as the commencement speaker on the fiftieth anniversary of his graduation. His trip hearkened back to the worst his country had endured in his lifetime. Remembering his alma mater during the Great Depression, when “we [students] were totally without funds, our families destitute victims,” Reagan alluded to the isolationism of the era when the United States turned away from its fellow democracies and failed to confront the threats of Nazi Germany and imperial Japan. He compared the present moment to the 1930s as “a crucial juncture in history.”

			This time he resolved that America would not retreat to its 1930s cave, but instead would bear the mantle of global leadership that history had thrust upon it. Mindful of his upcoming transatlantic journey, he declared, “Our own nation’s fate is directly linked to that of our sister democracies in Western Europe.” He then came to the core of his speech: a proposal for new negotiations with the Soviets, the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START). Its goal would be “to reduce significantly the most destabilizing systems, the ballistic missiles, the number of warheads they carry, and their overall destructive potential.”[2] It was a shrewd maneuver. At once he signaled to skeptical Europeans that he was serious about arms control, seized the initiative again in proposing genuine cuts (just as he had several months earlier in calling for scrapping all intermediate-range nuclear missiles), and targeted the Soviet advantage in ballistic missiles. The Soviet ICBM and SLBM force exceeded the American arsenal by almost 50 percent, so the START reductions would fall disproportionately on the Kremlin’s arsenal.[3]

			Reagan paired his arms control outreach to the Kremlin with a separate outreach to the Kremlin’s biggest critics. The next day, back at the White House, he hosted a luncheon with eight Soviet dissidents exiled from their home country. The idea for the lunch had originated with the most famous Soviet dissident, who ultimately refused to attend: Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. Over the past year, numerous members of Congress had urged Reagan to invite the Nobel laureate in literature to the White House. NSC staffer Richard Pipes, however, had counseled against the invitation, primarily because of his concern over Solzhenitsyn’s “often anti-Western and anti-democratic” attitudes.[4]

			A combination of media leaks, White House staff ineptitude in mishandling the invitation, and Solzhenitsyn’s vanity led him to decline the meeting with Reagan. Solzhenitsyn then made his refusal public, causing further embarrassment for the White House, though the imperious writer did offer to host Reagan at his farm in Vermont “when you will no longer . . . be president and will have full freedom of action.”[5] Meanwhile, the White House had invited eight other dissidents, who embraced the chance to dine with the president. They represented diverse religious commitments, including Orthodox, Baptist, Jewish, and Muslim, and ethnicities including Ukrainian, Tatar, and Russian. What united them was a shared opposition to Soviet tyranny and the common experience of suffering. Pipes noted, “All of them have given proof of their courage and most have spent long years in Soviet prisons and psychiatric wards.”[6]

			The dissidents seldom missed a chance to take a stand on principle. Walking into the White House dining room, the Baptist pastor Georgi Vins saw wine on the table and proclaimed his refusal to eat at a meal where alcohol would be served. The staff removed the libations, Vins’s abstemious conscience was salved, and Reagan welcomed his guests by remembering the many prisoners of conscience still incarcerated in the Soviet Union.[7] The president told of his hope for the prisoners: “Someday, they may wake up knowing there will be no more persecution, no more pain, just because they love the truth, strive for a greater good, and believe in God.”[8]

			American media coverage of the meeting focused on the snub by Solzhenitsyn. The more important audience was in the Kremlin, however. Moscow Radio fulminated, “Perhaps Reagan finds pleasure in meeting people who, for American dollars, slander their former homeland.”[9] Knowing that his support for human rights struck a nerve in Moscow, the meeting fueled Reagan’s determination to make it central to his Cold War strategy.

			
				II

			

			On June 2, Air Force One landed just before midnight in Paris, where Reagan enjoyed two days of ceremonial meals and bilateral meetings. From there he journeyed to Versailles for the G7 summit. The palace evoked memories of its eponymous treaty at the end of World War I, which had deepened splits in the Western alliance and failed to resolve the European security issues that would lead two decades later to World War II. For Reagan, this summit would also disappoint.

			The leaders of the other G7 countries—Canada, France, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and West Germany—all arrived at Versailles bearing frustrations with Reagan, and with each other. All of their nations save Japan were suffering recessions, which they continued to blame on America’s high interest rates. All of their nations, including Japan, felt threatened by Reagan’s economic warfare on the Soviet Union, especially the potential pipeline sanctions and crackdown on credit to Warsaw Pact states. All of them save Thatcher worried that Reagan’s confrontational posture toward the Kremlin put their countries at greater risk of nuclear war.

			While Reagan stood alone in his opposition to the Siberian pipeline, in his effort to curtail export credits to the Soviet bloc, he enjoyed vocal support from Thatcher and quiet support from Japanese prime minister Suzuki and Italian prime minister Giovanni Spadolini. Mitterrand, Schmidt, and Trudeau all resisted. Much wrangling ensued over whether the summit’s communiqué would commit to “limiting” export credits. The final compromise called for “commercial prudence in limiting export credits.” Its ambiguity confused everyone and satisfied no one.[10] One problem was most European leaders did not share Reagan’s belief in Moscow’s economic vulnerability. French foreign minister Claude Cheysson channeled European skepticism when he told a reporter, “Don’t forget that we are dealing with a totalitarian state. They are in a position to impose, I would say, anything on their people. So we can’t bring the Soviets to kneel because they don’t have the money. I think we may be out of breath before they are.”[11]

			As the Versailles gathering concluded, a new war erupted in the Middle East when Israeli tanks rolled across the border into Lebanon. Three days earlier in London, Palestinian terrorists had attempted to assassinate the Israeli ambassador to the United Kingdom, leaving him crippled for life from gunshot wounds. This prompted Prime Minister Begin and Defense Minister Ariel Sharon, after months of rumors and warnings, to follow through on their threats to invade southern Lebanon and eradicate the PLO forces that targeted Israel with rockets and other terrorist attacks. The war would lead to one of the biggest crises of Reagan’s presidency, but for now Haig and Clark kept him updated on Lebanon while he focused on the remainder of his Europe trip.

			From France, Reagan journeyed to Rome for his first meeting with Pope John Paul II. Sitting beneath Perugino’s masterpiece painting Resurrection, the president and the Pope bonded over their shared survival of assassinations the previous year and their common sense of divine destiny. In their public remarks together, Reagan expressed solidarity with “the martyred nation of Poland—[the Pope’s] own homeland,” and reaffirmed his commitment “to help bring a real, lasting peace throughout the world.” The Pope in turn prayed, “May America step forward in this crucial moment in history to consolidate her rightful place at the service of world peace.”[12]

			Turning words into deeds, on this visit Reagan and John Paul II also solidified a unique intelligence-sharing arrangement. Casey, Clark, and Special Envoy Vernon Walters would continue providing sensitive intelligence to the Vatican on Poland and other countries of interest from America’s signals intercepts and human sources. The Vatican, in turn, would provide the Reagan administration with confidential insights from its own intelligence sources—its singular network of clergy and laity behind the Iron Curtain.[13] Not since Harry Truman collaborated with Pius XII against communism in Europe at the outset of the Cold War had an American president and a bishop of Rome forged such a partnership.

			Once in the UK, an exuberant Reagan described his London visit as “a fairy tale experience.”[14] Perhaps it was taking a horseback ride with the queen, or the black-tie and white-tie dinners she hosted for him on two consecutive nights at Windsor Castle, or perhaps it was the warm welcome from his friend Thatcher, eager to put aside their rift over the Falklands.

			Or perhaps it was delivering the greatest speech of his presidency.

			Few expected it, certainly not the British government. In a confidential cable to Thatcher previewing the visit, her US ambassador Nicholas Henderson described Reagan’s weakening political standing at home: “Public confidence in his policies is eroding as month after month goes by without the promised economic turnaround.” Reagan, he said, would be “walking another tightrope” as he navigated his unpopularity on both sides of the Atlantic and would use his Westminster speech, Henderson predicted, “to project himself as . . . a peacemaker and not a warmonger.”[15]

			Reagan devoted considerable time to crafting the address in the weeks before his trip. The White House speechwriter who produced the initial drafts, Tony Dolan, was a devout Catholic, gifted stylist, and fierce Cold Warrior who, like Reagan, saw the conflict as a battle between good and evil. A Yale man, before joining the White House Dolan had been mentored by William F. Buckley Jr., won a Pulitzer Prize as a reporter, and recorded an album as a conservative folk singer (yes, such a creature did exist, for one album at least). This rhetorical pugilist was quick to draw his pen against any perceived threats or ideological deviations, especially among the rest of the White House staff. He shared the view expressed by one of his colleagues: “The speechwriters were a band of brothers. . . . Our enemies were the Soviets, liberal Democrats, and the White House senior staff, although, come to think of it, I just listed them in the wrong order.”[16]

			Reagan worked closely with Dolan on the speech. Dolan based his initial draft on his research into Reagan’s critiques of communism over the past twenty years. Pipes provided some of the intellectual framework in the analysis of Marxism-Leninism and exposure of the Soviet system’s vulnerabilities. Columnist George Will provided input as well. Clark helped shepherd the process. But all knew that it was Reagan’s speech. Two scholars who analyzed every draft found Reagan personally wrote at least 60 percent of the final speech text.[17] Biographer Steven Hayward notes how Reagan placed his remarks in the historical stream originating four decades earlier: “There is an obvious symmetry to this speech: its debt to Churchill’s 1946 ‘Iron Curtain’ speech at Westminster College in Missouri . . . is evident. Churchill’s speech might be said to have been the official announcement of the beginning of the Cold War. Here, at another location named Westminster, Reagan began to lay out an understanding of how it might end.”[18] As Robert Zoellick points out, Reagan “would be speaking to three audiences—Americans, Europeans, and Soviets—who ranged from worried and doubtful to hostile.”[19] Though Reagan knew he needed to hearten Americans, reassure Europeans, and scare the Soviets, he also resolved to give a speech that transcended the precarious political moment. Reagan would describe his ambition to bring the Soviet Union to a negotiated surrender—and the world he envisioned in its wake.

			That vision entailed recognizing some emerging trends. Historian Hal Brands observes that by the late 1970s, the world was “undergoing an epochal political awakening in which demands for democracy and individual rights were ever-harder to ignore.” Crucially, this trend was enveloping nations ruled by both communist regimes and right-wing autocrats.[20] It was not apparent to many at the time, however. Just three years earlier, the Iranian and Nicaraguan revolutions had seemed to embody a very different wave of the future when they brought radical authoritarians to power, not democracies. Reagan, though fearful of any more Iranian- or Nicaraguan-style revolutions, saw the democratic wave forming earlier than most leaders and sought to encourage it. The task of statecraft is to spot trends when they begin to simmer, embrace the good and mitigate the bad, and develop policies that steer these trends in the right direction.[21]

			Stepping to the podium, Reagan felt history’s weight from the surrounding statues and paintings displaying great moments in the British past. Now before him sat a legion of British leaders, polite but skeptical, casting a doubtful gaze at this American who just weeks earlier had been an uncertain ally in the Falklands and who they feared put their island at risk of nuclear annihilation.

			Then Reagan’s voice began to fill the hall. Beginning with a tribute to democracy’s English roots, he traced its present progress. “Democracy is proving itself to be a not-at-all-fragile flower. From Stettin on the Baltic to Varna on the Black Sea, the regimes planted by totalitarianism have had more than 30 years to establish their legitimacy. But none—not one regime—has yet been able to risk free elections. Regimes planted by bayonets do not take root.” In a prophetic note, he decried the Berlin Wall as “that dreadful gray gash across the city . . . in its third decade” and praised Poland as “being magnificently unreconciled to oppression.”

			But it was the ideology behind that wall that most exercised Reagan. He conscripted communism’s philosopher king for his own prediction:

			
				In an ironic sense Karl Marx was right. We are witnessing today a great revolutionary crisis, a crisis where the demands of the economic order are conflicting directly with those of the political order. But the crisis is happening not in the free, non-Marxist West, but in the home of Marxist-Leninism, the Soviet Union. It is the Soviet Union that runs against the tide of history by denying human freedom and human dignity to its citizens.

			

			From philosophy, Reagan turned to the reality of life behind the Iron Curtain and how the people behind it voted with their feet:

			
				One of the simple but overwhelming facts of our time is this: Of all the millions of refugees we’ve seen in the modern world, their flight is always away from, not toward the Communist world. Today on the NATO line, our military forces face east to prevent a possible invasion. On the other side of the line, the Soviet forces also face east to prevent their people from leaving.

			

			Then he pointed to hope. “Beyond the troublespots lies a deeper, more positive pattern. Around the world today, the democratic revolution is gathering new strength.” Yet, “If the rest of this century is to witness the gradual growth of freedom and democratic ideals, we must take actions to assist the campaign for democracy . . . [fostering] the infrastructure of democracy, the system . . . which allows a people to choose their own way to develop their own culture, to reconcile their own differences through peaceful means. This is not cultural imperialism, it is providing the means for genuine self-determination and protection for diversity.”

			He concluded with a prophecy, and a way to hasten it: “What I am describing now is a plan and a hope for the long term—the march of freedom and democracy which will leave Marxism-Leninism on the ash-heap of history.”[22]

			In hindsight it may look obvious; at the time, Reagan’s imprecation seemed radical, even delusional. His speech generated predictable gnashing of teeth among the Soviet leadership, which accused him of being “the gravedigger of the ideas of détente.’ ” The Washington Post’s Moscow correspondent wrote that the Kremlin “no longer sees Reagan as a simplistic cowboy shooting from the hip with ill-conceived statements. Instead, he now appears to be seen here as a far more dangerous politician out to inflict maximum damage on the Soviets.”[23]

			The British and American media reaction was not as negative as the Kremlin’s, but not much less so. A column in The Guardian disdained the speech as “unmemorable” and sardonically invoked Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address to predict that “the world will little note nor long remember what we say here.” NBC News anchor Tom Brokaw dismissed the speech as “naïve.”[24] A New York Times editorial complained that “characteristically, [Reagan] failed to point the way from here to there, or to give the Russians a plausible range of policy choices. Soviet society has always endured great hardship to resist and arm against danger. If it responds at all, it will not be to alien appeals for democratic capitalism.”[25] Even some conservatives piled on. Columnist Robert Novak lambasted Reagan’s trip as “an abysmal failure” and lacerated the policies in the speech as “in some ways . . . softer than Jimmy Carter.”[26]

			These disparate critics shared a common concern about the unrealism of Reagan’s proposals to reduce nuclear arms and expand democracy. Whether from the Left or the Right, they shared a default commitment to the Cold War status quo of two nuclear-armed blocs and a stagnant number of democracies. Reagan challenged these verities and envisioned a new world beyond the Cold War. Commenting on Reagan’s foresight, Dolan believed it came in part from his background as an actor. “He sees that life is a drama in which a lot of scenes still haven’t been written,” Dolan once told two of his fellow speechwriters. “Reagan can imagine a post-Soviet world—he can really see it. So he tossed out the old script to write a new script of his own.”[27] He believed that showing communism’s manifest failures would make the case for democracy and free markets better than any abstract arguments. And he now knew that his call for political, economic, and religious freedom must apply universally—including to America’s authoritarian allies. Reagan did not just seek to defend the free world; he sought to enlarge it.

			The day after his speech, Reagan met with Thatcher again. The UK’s unfolding victory in the Falklands put her in a magnanimous mood. Absolving the president of her earlier frustrations, she thanked Reagan “for his magnificent support of the United Kingdom’s position” and regretted that she “could not specify in public the extent of that support.” They closed by previewing their trip to Bonn that afternoon for the NATO summit. Speaking of the need to support Eastern European countries trying to extricate themselves from the Kremlin’s vise grip, Reagan told Thatcher, “Our aim should be to teach the emerging countries the nuts and bolts of democracy.”[28] That comment contained the seeds of what would become a major initiative birthed by his Westminster speech: the National Endowment for Democracy.

			In Bonn, some three hundred thousand demonstrators greeted Reagan with a massive protest against his defense policies. The protestors had more in common with the president than they realized. Speaking to the Bundestag, Reagan reflected, “The nuclear threat is a terrible beast. Perhaps the banner carried in one of the nuclear demonstrations here in Germany said it best. The sign read ‘I am afraid.’ ” Continuing, he spoke to the protestors: “To those who march for peace, my heart is with you. I would be at the head of your parade if I believed marching alone could bring about a more secure world.” Instead, in the words of The Washington Post, “Reagan won his loudest applause when he pledged his support to the Western alliance that was forged in the aftermath of Germany’s defeat in World War II.”[29]

			He made his final stop in West Berlin. Visiting Checkpoint Charlie and the Berlin Wall, Reagan saw again the physical symbols of communism’s depredations and a divided continent. Asked by a reporter what he thought of the wall, Reagan replied, “It’s as ugly as the idea behind it.” When another asked if he thought Berlin would ever be reunited, the president responded, “Yes.” He spoke at Tempelhof Airport to thousands of US troops stationed in West Berlin—a visceral reminder of America’s security commitment to the lonely city surrounded by communist East Germany.[30]

			
				III

			

			Though his Europe trip somewhat reassured the allies, it made no progress on the pipeline dispute. Back at the White House, Reagan convened an NSC meeting on June 18 to resolve the extraterritoriality question of whether US sanctions would apply to European companies. Clark’s briefing memo reminded the president, “Last Sunday commemorated the six-month benchmark of martial law in Poland, where the situation remains basically unchanged if not worse.” Cataloging the interagency positions, Clark noted that State and Commerce favored lifting the sanctions, while the Pentagon, CIA, and US Mission to the UN (namely Kirkpatrick) favored extending the sanctions.[31]

			Reagan had tipped his hand the day before in a speech to the United Nations General Assembly. He had invoked his favorite predecessor:

			
				As President Eisenhower once said . . . “We are for peace first, last, and always for very simple reasons.” . . . He said to those who challenge the truth of those words, let me point out, at the end of World War II, we were the only undamaged industrial power in the world. Our military supremacy was unquestioned. We had harnessed the atom and had the ability to unleash its destructive force anywhere in the world. In short, we could have achieved world domination, but that was contrary to the character of our people. Instead, we wrote a new chapter in the history of mankind.

			

			Reagan contrasted America’s conduct at the end of the war with the Kremlin’s, then and since:

			
				Since World War II, the record of tyranny has included Soviet violation of the Yalta agreements leading to domination of Eastern Europe, symbolized by the Berlin Wall—a grim, gray monument to repression that I visited just a week ago. It includes the takeovers of Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Afghanistan; and the ruthless repression of the proud people of Poland.[32]

			

			He then detailed four decades of Soviet intransigence on arms control. Reagan was in no mood to compromise.

			He carried that resolve into the NSC meeting. Under Secretary of State Larry Eagleburger sat in for the absent Haig, who had stayed in New York to meet with Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko. After hearing his advisors air their conflicting views, Reagan unleashed his frustrations. He recalled how at Versailles he had admonished the allies, “The Soviet Union is more vulnerable than ever, especially economically because of their military outlays and foreign adventures. They are literally starving their people to keep this up.” “But I got no support,” Reagan complained. The allies stayed quiet or criticized him, while Moscow remained intransigent. “The Soviet Union has given us nothing but words to show that they will abandon the global Marxist state. . . . The time has come for someone to stand on principle. . . . We cannot retain credibility with our Allies who will say that we are all rhetoric and no action.” Reagan’s conclusion jolted the table. “So unless the Soviet Union takes action and shows us, then they can build their damn pipeline without our help.”[33] Still seething that night, the president wrote in his diary: “Cabinet very divided. I ruled we would not remove sanctions. There hadn’t been the slightest move on the Soviets’, part to change their evil ways.”[34]

			But that was only part of the story. In this same NSC meeting where Reagan threw down the gauntlet, he also offered the Kremlin a quiet off-ramp to save face. “We can use quiet diplomacy,” he told the room. “We must not issue an ultimatum which will make it impossible for them to give in.” He had Clark remove the language describing Soviet obstinance on Poland from the White House statement announcing the new sanctions. Reagan, worried, said, “The specific references as to what they have not done in Poland means that they cannot give in. . . . If we mention what should be done, we almost foreclose the possibility of it being done.”[35] Showing an essential attribute of statecraft—the ability to see through the eyes of your counterparts—Reagan sought to preserve space for negotiations with the Soviets and to give Moscow room to make quiet concessions without appearing to capitulate to American demands. Though Reagan wanted to bring the Soviet Union to a negotiated surrender, he did not seek a public surrender ceremony.

			
				IV

			

			There would be no more NSC meetings for Al Haig. On the Europe trip, he had made a series of vainglorious stumbles that left his days numbered. He whined about not being included on Reagan’s helicopter from Heathrow Airport to Windsor Castle, stood at the head of the president’s receiving line at 10 Downing Street (moving only when Thatcher told him he was standing in Reagan’s spot), and erupted into a shouting match with Clark at Windsor Castle over a UNSC resolution on Lebanon. Clark had told Haig to review the resolution with Reagan first, while Haig insisted on devising the US position without consulting the president. Washington Post reporter Lou Cannon witnessed the Clark-Haig kerfuffle and wrote that it “marked the end of any accommodation of the secretary of state.”[36]

			Now back in Washington, Haig felt outraged anew that Reagan had extended the pipeline sanctions without even consulting him. On June 24, the embittered secretary met with the president and presented a bill of particulars detailing his many grievances and demands. Reagan read the document and the next day told a surprised Haig that he accepted his resignation—even though the secretary had not formally offered it. Reagan had had enough. He went out to the press pool and read a terse statement announcing Haig’s departure. Later that day a humiliated Haig wrote and issued his resignation letter, and ascribed his exit to disagreements over policy. Reagan wrote that night in his diary, “Actually the only disagreement was over whether I made policy or the Sec[retary] of State did.”[37]

			The tragedy of Haig is that it did not need to be so. He was a man of enormous talent, fervent work ethic, singular accomplishment, courage, and grit; his gifts nonetheless kneeled to his ego. His marginalization was not ideological. Moderate figures in the administration, such as Baker and Deaver, found Haig just as insufferable as did conservatives, such as Kirkpatrick, Weinberger, Casey, and Clark. On some issues, like his hard line toward Cuba and his zeal for Israel, Haig arguably stood to the right of Reagan; on others, like his affinity for China and his sympathy toward détente with the Soviets, he was to Reagan’s left. Regarding personality, temperament, and chain of command, he was always out of step.

			Reagan knew that in Haig he had gotten his most important cabinet choice wrong. This time he would get the choice right. At Reagan’s direction, Clark tracked down George Shultz in London, where he was on a business trip. Clark asked Shultz to make haste to the US embassy so that Reagan could talk to him on a secure line.

			The president got to the point:

			“Al Haig has resigned, and I want you to be my secretary of state.”

			Shultz clarified, “Mr. President, are you asking me to accept this job now, over the phone?”

			Reagan said he was. Shultz replied, “Mr. President, I’m on board.”[38]

			It was an inspired choice. Shultz was one of the most accomplished men in the annals of American statecraft. A Princeton football player and marine who saw combat for two years in the Pacific theater in World War II, Shultz then earned a doctorate from MIT in economics; became dean of the University of Chicago’s business school; served in the Nixon administration as director of the Office of Management and Budget, secretary of labor, and secretary of the Treasury; and then became president of Bechtel, one of the world’s largest construction companies. More important, Shultz’s strengths complemented Reagan’s and compensated for the president’s weaknesses. Analytical where Reagan was intuitive, attentive to detail where Reagan saw the big picture, and a skilled manager where Reagan neglected organization, the two could have clashed. Instead they would develop into one of the most effective president–secretary of state tandems in American history, and Shultz would become—in this author’s estimation—the greatest secretary of state since Dean Acheson.

			Shultz shared Reagan’s moral assessment of the Cold War. During his confirmation hearing before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, liberal California senator Alan Cranston asked Shultz: “Can you tell us what the United States, for its part, has done to contribute to the tension that exists between the United States and the Soviet Union?”

			Replied Shultz: “Nothing.”[39]

			Shultz also shared many other convictions with Reagan, including the vulnerability of the Soviet Union and the need to combine force with diplomacy; the priority of expanding political, religious, and economic freedom; the primacy of allies; and the advantages of open societies in harnessing the emerging globalization trends for good. They also both understood something Haig had failed to grasp: Reagan was president, and the secretary of state served at his behest. Shultz knew that his effectiveness would depend on his closeness to Reagan, so that his foreign counterparts around the world and the State Department officials serving under him all saw him as a surrogate for the president.

			Shultz was not without faults. His self-confidence could blur into arrogance, his judgments were not infallible, and since he did not suffer fools gladly, he too often regarded as “fools” any who disagreed with him. But unlike the frenetic Haig, Shultz camouflaged his self-regard with a quiet dignity and congenial warmth. The career diplomats at the State Department quickly embraced their new chieftain.

			
				V

			

			On Friday, July 16, Shultz arrived at the White House to be sworn in. There was no time for champagne toasts; as soon as the ceremony ended, Reagan and his new secretary walked down the cramped stairway to the Situation Room for an NSC meeting on the rift within the transatlantic alliance over the pipeline sanctions. It was just one of the several crises he faced.[40]

			Afterward Shultz’s motorcade made the short drive back to the State Department. An overflowing inbox greeted him in his seventh-floor suite. Everything was important; few items make it to the secretary of state’s desk that are not. Rather, Shultz needed to determine what problems were most urgent and demanded his immediate attention. Lebanon and Taiwan jumped out.

			The Middle East had consumed much of Shultz’s confirmation hearings before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Several senators worried that due to his extensive Bechtel work in Arab countries, Shultz would be hostile to Israel (a concern that would turn out to be groundless). He disputed with Senator John Glenn over sending marines to Lebanon as part of a multinational peacekeeping force. Like Shultz, Glenn was a marine combat veteran of World War II who had flown many missions in the Pacific theater.

			To Glenn’s query, Shultz answered, “I favor the use of US forces if it can be done properly and safely” to help remove the PLO fighters and preserve a peace settlement. Glenn retorted, “If it can be done safely, we do not need the Marines. And if it cannot be done safely, then we are going to be attending some funerals over in Arlington with Marines coming back in body bags one of these days.”[41]

			It was a prescient exchange.

			The Lebanon crisis had escalated when Israeli troops advanced all the way to the outskirts of Beirut, violating Begin’s earlier indications that the IDF would halt its invasion just a few miles over the Israel-Lebanon border. Begin and Defense Minister Ariel Sharon harbored grandiose ambitions to kill Yasser Arafat, destroy the PLO once and for all, and transform Lebanon by installing Israel’s ally Maronite Christian Phalangist leader Bashir Gemayel as president. Sharon hid most of these designs from the Israeli cabinet, which had approved only a limited incursion into Lebanon. Reagan and Shultz feared that Sharon’s dream might instead destroy Lebanon and set the entire Middle East aflame. As soon as Israeli tanks had breached the border, Reagan dispatched Phil Habib back to the region for yet another effort to forge a cease-fire, if not a peace settlement.[42]

			Seeking some creative ideas and regional insights, during his first afternoon in the office, Shultz phoned several colleagues and friends and asked them to join him for a strategy session the next day. Among them was Henry Kissinger, who flew down from New York City. Shultz and Kissinger often disagreed, but Shultz held his predecessor in high regard. Shultz also invited CIA officer Robert Ames to the Saturday meeting. Ames, the CIA’s premier Arabist, had served for two decades in various Middle Eastern countries. For over ten years he had maintained a covert back channel with the PLO.[43]

			Shultz valued Ames’s expertise but distrusted his employer. Three days after the State Department gathering, Ames met again with a PLO representative, which Shultz complained was done “against my instructions but with CIA Director Bill Casey’s approval.” Moreover, the intelligence that Ames relayed from his PLO liaison turned out to be inaccurate. Wrote Shultz, “I saw then that Bill Casey and the CIA acted independently and provided information on which I could not necessarily rely.” It marked the start of Shultz’s frictions with Casey and skepticism toward the CIA.[44] Ames largely escaped the secretary’s disdain, as Shultz would continue to rely on his insights and involve him in emerging diplomatic initiatives.

			The Reagan administration’s goals in Lebanon were simple but not easy: Get Israel, Syria, and the PLO out of the country, and hold Lebanon together. Those tasks were hard enough. But from the outset, the White House also sought to use the crisis to advance the stalled Israeli-Palestinian peace process. As Clark wrote to Reagan in a June 14 briefing memo, the United States should exploit its leverage over Israel “by linking our Lebanese peace efforts with major concessions from Begin on the question of autonomy and Israeli policy towards the Palestinians on the West Bank.” [45]

			Escalating violence in Lebanon eclipsed any notions of Israeli-Palestinian peace and forced Reagan and his team to focus on the fracturing country. In early August, Israeli forces launched an assault on Beirut in hopes of crushing the PLO. Foreign Minister Yitzhak Shamir visited Washington that same week. On August 2, Reagan met with Shamir at the White House and delivered an unvarnished warning. An Israeli invasion of Beirut “would have grievous consequences for US-Israeli relations,” the president cautioned, and “the slaughter of innocent civilians must stop.”

			Shamir played the Soviet card in response. If the United States supported Israel’s campaign to remove the PLO, he promised, then the United States would have “the most important position in the region,” and it would be “as if the Soviet Union does not exist.” Reagan did not buy this ploy. He retorted that “in reality Russia has profited the most” from the Lebanon crisis. The angry president continued, “The television is showing the human results of the use of phosphorous bombs: burned babies. . . . This benefits the Soviet Union.” [46] Reagan’s mounting fury toward Israel coincided with his growing realization that the Middle East could not be seen only through the lens of the Cold War. But how it should be viewed was a murkier question.

			As the Israeli assault escalated, Shultz and his team stayed up all night on August 3 in the State Department’s Operations Center, on a constant telephone circuit with Habib in Lebanon, Shamir at his hotel in Washington, and Begin and Sharon in Israel, all in a vain effort to stop Israel’s bombardment of Beirut.[47] At seven fifteen a.m. the next morning, a sleepless Shultz rushed over to the White House, where Reagan called an emergency NSC meeting. The meeting went over four hours, with Reagan and others shuttling in and out as they fielded new reports and tried frantically to negotiate a cease-fire. The president alternated between anger at the PLO and anger at Israel. When Kirkpatrick interjected, “The PLO is not a bunch of agrarian reformers. They are international terrorists who are working against US interests and committing acts of violence throughout the world supported by the Soviet Union,” Reagan agreed with her and asserted the need to expel the PLO from Lebanon. Then Reagan rewrote a draft letter to Begin and read it to his team. His missive blamed Israel’s aggression for the latest impasse and concluded with a threat shorn of the usual diplomatic finesse: “The relationship between our two countries is at stake.” Recalling a newspaper photo of an infant injured by Israeli bombing, Reagan ended the meeting in disgust: “I’m getting extremely tired of a war whose symbol has become a burn[ed] baby with no arms.”[48]

			World War II loomed over Reagan and Begin’s exchanges. In one tense phone call, Reagan told Begin that Israel’s bombardment was “causing a holocaust in Beirut.” This infuriated Begin, whose parents and brother were murdered in the Holocaust. He responded, “Don’t teach me about holocausts. I and my people know very well what ‘holocaust’ means.” Soon afterward Begin wrote to Reagan, hinting at Israel’s intention to kill Arafat, saying, “I have sent an army to Berlin to wipe out Hitler in the bunker.”[49]

			The combination of Israeli force, American pressure and diplomacy, and PLO desperation finally led to a deal for the PLO’s exit and Israel’s restraint. Habib’s negotiations had taken an unexpected turn when almost every Arab state refused to accept the PLO fighters, and Habib realized that his challenge was not just to persuade the PLO to leave Lebanon but also to persuade other countries to take them. Arab leaders’ braying support for the PLO masked the uncomfortable fact that those same leaders privately regarded Arafat and his cohort as troublemakers unwelcome in their countries. Habib and other US ambassadors twisted enough arms in the region that a reluctant Tunisia agreed to take Arafat and most of his forces, with other PLO members dispersing to South Yemen or Syria.[50] On August 22, the PLO began to leave Lebanon. The day after their departure, the Lebanese parliament elected Christian Phalangist Bashir Gemayel as president, furthering Begin and Sharon’s plan to have an Israeli friend running Lebanon. Two days later, Reagan sent eight hundred US marines to Lebanon to join French and Italian troops in a multinational peacekeeping force.[51]

			With the PLO out and the marines in Lebanon, Reagan and Shultz decided to use this new leverage to resume their hopes for Arab-Israeli peace. Shultz had developed a peace plan in secrecy with Reagan and just a few close advisors over the past several weeks. Having lost trust in Begin, he did not consult him or any other Israeli officials on the terms. Instead, Ambassador Lewis briefed Begin on the details on August 31, the day before Reagan announced the plan to the world in a major speech.

			The Reagan Plan had enough to upset everybody. Its call for Israel to freeze settlements in the West Bank and grant the Palestinians “self-government” in association with Jordan outraged Begin, as did the Americans’ blindsiding him with the plan. Its denial of an independent state to the Palestinians and its refusal to press Israel to return to pre-1967 borders angered many Arab leaders. Nonetheless, as Shultz wrote, “President Reagan’s new initiative now commanded the high ground. . . . By having an agenda out there, we at least had everyone’s attention.”[52] The value of that attention was another matter. State Department official Dennis Ross concluded, “The Reagan Plan would gain us nothing with the Arabs, but would not mark the low point in US-Israel relations.”[53]

			That low point came just a few weeks later.

			On September 14, a Syrian intelligence operative planted a bomb in the Phalangist party headquarters that killed President Gemayel and twenty-six others. The next day, the Israeli army seized control of west Beirut, ostensibly to restore order. Two days later, Phalangist militias, fueled by drugs and bloodlust, entered the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps and massacred hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Palestinian refugees, most of them women and children. At Sharon’s direction, Israeli forces stood by, giving tacit permission for the Phalangist slaughter.[54]

			An outraged Reagan called an emergency NSC meeting on Sunday. He had not imagined that Sharon was capable of such barbarism—nor that Lebanon’s fragile progress could crumble so quickly. He told his diary, “I finally told [the NSC] we should go for broke.” Reagan had withdrawn the marines two weeks earlier when stability seemed to be restored; now he redeployed them again to join French and Italian troops as part of the Multi-National Force (MNF) peacekeepers. He described his goals: “We are asking the Israelis to leave Beirut. We are asking Arabs to intervene and persuade Syrians to leave Lebanon. . . . In the meantime Lebanon will establish a government and the capability of defending itself. No more half way gestures, clear the whole situation while the M.N.F. is on hand to assure order.” Reagan also believed that his team stood unified behind him. “George S[hultz] and Jeane K[irkpatrick] were enthusiastic about the idea and apparently there was no disagreement.”[55]

			Reagan’s optimism would not avail. His administration was in fact divided, with Weinberger and the Joint Chiefs in particular opposed to sending the marines back. After a tense meeting with the military leadership on the Lebanon mission, Clark pointed out to Reagan, “There seems to be a distinct difference between your perspective and that of the JCS on the value of using US military power for specific peacetime roles in the Middle East.”[56] Reagan and Shultz believed in the diplomatic and deterrent value of displays of force; Weinberger and the Joint Chiefs focused on the costs and risks. The result was a dangerous muddle. In Shultz’s words, Weinberger used “a standard Pentagon tactic: when you don’t want to do something, agree to do it—but then with such an impossible set of conditions . . . that the outcome will be to do nothing.”[57] These White House divisions produced a compromise with the worst possible elements: deploying the marines with tight operational restrictions, limited resources, and an unclear mission into the midst of a civil war. It also caused tensions with the allies. Weinberger’s comment that the marines would be “lightly armed” provoked complaints from the French that the strict American rules of engagement, constrained weapons, and vague mission of “presence” would render them ineffective.[58]

			The Middle East confounded all of Reagan’s customary values and instincts. In other strategic regions of the world, such as Europe and Asia, he employed some basic principles to guide his policymaking: Stay committed to allies, build rapport with key heads of state, oppose communist inroads, align power and diplomacy, and promote democracy and free markets. None of those verities applied in the Middle East. The United States had a special but complicated relationship with Israel, and no treaty allies in the region. Reagan never built close personal ties with any Middle Eastern leaders. While the Soviets had client states such as Syria and Iraq, there were no communist regimes in the region except destitute South Yemen. Nor were any Arab states receptive to appeals to democracy and free enterprise. Adding to these challenges, Reagan never once set foot in the region as president and never developed an instinctual feel for navigating its politics, as he would in Asia and Europe. When he looked at the Middle East, it appeared as disorienting as a haboob on a moonless night. Feeling unsure and conflicted, he would struggle to resolve the fierce feuds that would divide his national security team and bedevil American policy.

			
				VI

			

			Support for small, isolated nations in hostile regions is a unique feature of American foreign policy. In the midst of the Reagan team’s struggles with Israel, they also navigated troubled waters with Taiwan. Many influential members of Congress weighed in with Reagan throughout the summer urging expanded arms sales to the island, while China issued escalating threats if Reagan did not cater to Beijing’s demands. During the three-week interregnum between Haig’s departure and Shultz’s arrival, most of the State Department’s Asia hands also pushed for terms favorable to China.

			Though Reagan often paid little heed to policy details, on occasion he delved in depth on issues that were personal priorities, such as relations with the Soviet Union. And Taiwan. In early July, the State Department sent Reagan a fourteen-page memo, dense with legal and diplomatic minutiae, proposing a settlement with China on Taiwan arms sales. It reflected the terms Haig had negotiated before getting fired. Reagan read it with care, making marginal notes in every paragraph and rewriting the language in several places. He struck out the sentence committing the United States to the “ultimate objective” of ending arms sales to Taiwan. This was the president’s most important edit. Reagan did not trust China’s intentions and did not want to leave Taiwan vulnerable in the future. Otherwise, he made clear, the United States would continue providing weapons to Taiwan—no matter Beijing’s remonstrances.[59]

			Deng Xiaoping tried in vain for a few more weeks to extract further American concessions, until conceding in mid-August that China would sign the agreement, known as the Joint Communiqué or Third Communiqué. It stated that the United States “does not seek to carry out a long-term policy of arms sales to Taiwan” and “intends to reduce gradually its sales of arms to Taiwan, leading over a period of time to a final resolution.”[60] Even with the amendments he had made to the communiqué, Reagan still feared that over time Beijing’s pressure might abrade American support for Taiwan. It was in part a problem of his own making. Over the previous year Reagan had allowed Haig and others at the State Department to concede much more to Beijing than he had intended. To remedy this, Reagan made two additional gestures, the first to reassure Taiwan, and the second to buttress his own government.

			First, Reagan directed Jim Lilley in Taipei to meet with President Chiang Ching-kuo and give the Taiwanese president “six assurances.” These commitments, which Lilley helped craft, reaffirmed America’s commitment to the Taiwan Relations Act and promise not to pressure Taiwan into negotiations with Beijing.[61] Then, the same day that he signed the Joint Communiqué, Reagan drafted a secret memo to Weinberger and Shultz delivering presidential guidance on how to interpret the Joint Communiqué. Reagan’s memo declared, “The US willingness to reduce its arms sales to Taiwan is conditioned absolutely on the continued commitment of China to the peaceful solution of the Taiwan-PRC differences.” It also ordered that “the quality and quantity of the arms provided Taiwan be conditioned entirely on the threat posed by the PRC.”[62]

			Reagan’s memo is one of the most unusual documents in the annals of American diplomacy. With one hand he had signed the Joint Communiqué, satisfying most of Beijing’s demands, while with the other hand he had drafted a codicil that vitiated the communiqué in terms that Beijing would never have accepted. It could have led to a disastrous confrontation between the United States and China. But instead, thanks to careful implementation and deft diplomacy over the coming years, Reagan’s two steps solidified and rebalanced the settlement with Beijing and Taipei, and helped preserve peace across the Taiwan Strait for the next four decades. In Michael Green’s summary, “The communique reestablished the link between arms sales and the Chinese threat to Taiwan—at least for the American side—and the Six Assurances put in place a straightforward formula for protecting American interests in the security of Taiwan independent of developments in US-China relations.”[63] Shultz affirmed this framework and set about implementing it.

			It came at a cost, however. Notwithstanding Reagan’s assurances to Taiwan, Beijing signed the communiqué because Deng Xiaoping still got much of what he wanted. When the agreement was announced publicly, many media reports portrayed it as a victory for Beijing. Reagan, in part because of his secret memo and promises to Taiwan, consoled himself in his diary: “[The] truth is we are standing with Taiwan and the P.R.C. made all the concessions.”[64] But this was not entirely true. As Jim Mann recalls, over the previous year “the administration had repeatedly yielded ground in the talks with China, only to have Beijing ask for more. American objectives, such as obtaining a concrete pledge from China not to use force against Taiwan, were progressively weakened.”[65]

			Still, in resolving the Third Communiqué in this way, Reagan rejected the zero-sum approach that both Beijing and Taipei had adopted. In their minds, any US concession to one side of the Taiwan Strait meant a proportionate loss for the other side. Reagan avoided this trap. He wanted the United States to maintain constructive relations with both nations and determined to adopt policies to do just that. Setting that paradigm for the US-China-Taiwan triangle may have been Reagan’s most important legacy for cross-strait relations.

			
				VII

			

			On July 16, in the forest outside Geneva, Paul Nitze went for a walk. This was not a normal stroll for the septuagenarian and chief US negotiator for the INF talks. Nitze was accompanied by Soviet diplomat Yuli Kvitsinsky, and they had work to do, such that their ambulation in the Swiss woods would soon become the most famous walk in arms control history.

			If the American establishment had an icon, it would be the silver-maned Nitze. To the manner born in 1907, he went from Harvard to the army to Wall Street and would continue revolving through the door between government and finance for the next four decades. A longtime Democrat and lifelong hawk, in the 1970s Nitze had grown disenchanted with his party’s softened stance toward the Soviets and been among the many Democrats who supported Reagan. His career bookended the Cold War. In 1950 he had authored NSC-68 as America’s strategy at the outset of the Cold War, and now, at age seventy-four, Nitze had returned to service in the Reagan administration to help negotiate the conflict’s end.

			The INF negotiations took place in Geneva, a city that combined natural beauty with Cold War neutrality. After a year of little progress, Nitze sought escape from the stalemate. Washington and Moscow both remained wary of being the first to offer a concession, out of the fear that the other side would sense weakness and demand more. Nitze spent weeks cloistered away, crafting a plan that he hoped would enable both sides to slip this negotiating trap. He then invited Kvitsinsky on a hike.

			The two envoys strolled along a logging road until they came to “a pile of felled trees” and sat down side by side. Nitze pulled out of his jacket four papers and handed them to the Soviet one by one. The papers detailed Nitze’s proposal, which amounted to an “integrated package” in which the US would only deploy seventy-five GLCMs, the Soviets would reduce their arsenal to seventy-five SS-20s, and both sides would limit their total European deployments to two hundred twenty-five nuclear warheads each. An intrigued but noncommittal Kvitsinsky agreed to consult his superiors in Moscow on the proposal; Nitze said he would do the same in Washington.[66]

			There was one problem. Reagan had not authorized Nitze’s gambit. Nor had Shultz, who took office as secretary on the same day as Nitze and Kvitsinsky’s walk. Nitze, a wily bureaucratic operator, took advantage of the three-week interregnum at the State Department to spring his proposal with no oversight. Creative and bold though it was, it contradicted Reagan’s “zero-zero” position. Nitze’s biographer (and grandson) Nicholas Thompson calls the initiative “one of the most astonishing acts of insubordination in US-Soviet history.”[67]

			Nitze returned to Washington ten days later to start sharing the outlines of his proposal with senior officials such as Clark, Shultz, and Weinberger. While all were willing to hear him out, misgivings quickly emerged. One NSC staff member who sat in on Nitze’s briefing wrote to Clark, “We are now faced with potentially very severe bureaucratic and substantive problems. Mr. Nitze has strayed way off the reservation. . . . [He] may have undercut the future of the Administration’s ‘zero option’ with the Soviets by dealing informally with the Soviets on a ‘non-zero’ approach.”[68] The State Department’s Richard Burt, not normally a hard-liner, objected that Nitze had undermined America’s credibility with its NATO allies, many of whom had taken considerable risks both with their publics and with the Soviets in backing the Pershing II and additional GLCM deployments that Nitze now proposed jettisoning.

			Ironically, one of Nitze’s fellow Democrats and erstwhile protégés took the lead in euthanizing his proposal. Richard Perle, the assistant secretary of defense and originator of the zero option, had learned the arms control field at Nitze’s feet over a decade earlier. Perle was attending a conference in Aspen, Colorado, when frantic messages from his staff alerted him to Nitze’s freelancing. With no access to a secure telephone line, it took several cryptic messages and calls from pay phones for his staff to inform Perle, “Our white-haired gentleman . . . has made a far-reaching proposal without any instructions.” An outraged Perle returned to Washington ready to do battle. Working with Weinberger and some Pentagon and NSC staff, Perle mobilized people and arguments against Nitze. One point that gained purchase with Reagan was that Nitze’s proposal conceded the “fast-flyer” SS-20s to the Soviets while allowing only the “slow-flyer” GLCMs to the United States. Reagan did not see why the Soviets should retain ballistic missiles that were denied to the Americans.[69]

			Matters came to a head on September 13, when Reagan convened a meeting in the Situation Room on the INF negotiations. When Nitze protested that Reagan’s zero-zero position demanded that the Soviets trade their deployed missiles for mere American aspirations to deploy, the president responded, “Well, Paul, you just tell the Soviets that you’re working for one tough son of a bitch.”[70] However, while Reagan held firm on zero-zero, he remained hopeful about negotiations with the Soviets and authorized Nitze to keep open the private channel to Moscow via Kvitsinsky.[71] Any other American official who engaged in such maverick diplomacy would have been fired with dispatch. Nitze’s survival testified to his singular stature.

			Perle’s maneuvering and Reagan’s reluctance killed the proposal at the US end. But it was a gratuitous death, since the Kremlin had killed it in Moscow already. When Kvitsinsky met again with Nitze three months after their walk, the Soviet admitted that as soon as he had returned to Moscow bearing Nitze’s proposal, Foreign Minister Gromyko and senior Red Army and KGB officials had all rejected it out of hand without even showing it to Brezhnev. The Soviets feared that the proposal was too hard on them in limiting SS-20s and too soft on the Americans in permitting the GLCM deployment.[72]

			The Walk in the Woods mattered because of, not despite, its failure. The Kremlin’s summary rejection of its terms, even though they were quite favorable to Moscow, revealed Soviet suspicion of the United States and solidified Reagan’s commitment to zero-zero. The episode also reinforced Reagan and Shultz’s conviction that power strengthens diplomacy, and deepened their resolve to deploy the Pershing IIs and GLCMs the next year. They realized that absent a show of force by the United States to alter the strategic balance in Europe, the Kremlin would not budge.

			Meanwhile, a growing terror beset many in the West that the arms race itself—and not the Soviet Union—posed the greatest threat to world peace. Activists coalesced behind the “nuclear freeze” movement, which called for the United States and Soviet Union—especially the former—to halt any further production of nuclear weapons. In June, some 750,000 protestors marched in New York City against nuclear arms. This largest gathering in the city’s history brought together, in the words of The New York Times, “pacifists and anarchists, children and Buddhist monks, Roman Catholic bishops and Communist Party leaders, university students and union members.”[73]

			The communists and Catholics posed a particular problem for the Reagan White House. The communist activism represented a new front in Moscow’s covert activities, whereas the Catholics represented the possible loss of an important ally. On the former, the KGB increased its surreptitious sponsorship of antinuclear and peace activities. A secret US intelligence assessment in 1982 found that the USSR was “invigorating the peace movement” with extensive financial and organizational support across many European countries and a particular focus on inciting public opposition to the upcoming INF deployment.[74] Most of the antinuclear protestors protested from sincere convictions. But as two scholars conclude based on extensive KGB records, “The constant stream of Soviet peace propaganda, reinforced by KGB active measures, encouraged—even if it did not cause—the overconcentration by most Western peace activists on the nuclear menace posed by Reagan and his NATO allies rather than on that from the Soviet Union.”[75]

			Even as Reagan deepened his anticommunist alliance with the Vatican and populated his administration with devout Catholics such as Casey, Clark, Dolan, and Chief of Naval Operations Admiral James Watkins, he faced opposition from other corners of Catholicism. The National Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB) began preparing a “pastoral letter”—really a book-length manifesto—on nuclear weapons. Clare Boothe Luce—the writer, ambassador to Italy under Eisenhower, former Republican member of Congress, member of the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, devout Catholic convert, and all-around iconoclast—alerted Clark that an early draft of the NCCB letter took aim at Reagan’s nuclear weapons policy.

			As a former seminarian keen on maintaining Catholic support for the White House, Clark read the seventy-page draft and wrote back to Luce with a detailed critique that he intended her to share with the NCCB. Clark identified “two major concerns” with the letter. First, it showed a “fundamental misunderstanding” about US deterrence policy, specifically in its call for the United States to declare a “no first use” policy. Clark objected that this disregarded the threat from the Red Army’s massive conventional forces, which could only be deterred by the possibility of nuclear retaliation. Otherwise, a no-first-use pledge could “lead the Soviets to believe that Western Europe was open to conventional aggression.” Second, Clark complained that the draft ignored Reagan’s “very far-reaching efforts” to negotiate significant reductions in nuclear arsenals with the Soviets.[76] The draft letter alarmed the White House so much that it mounted a sustained effort to get the bishops, or the Vatican itself, to cease and desist. A few months later Shultz met at the Vatican with the Pope and Vatican secretary of state Casaroli. Shultz called the draft letter “a matter of tremendous importance” to him and Reagan and told Casaroli, “It is an illusion to think that the moral values we hold dear can be defended by unilateral disarmament.”[77]

			What the protestors, Catholic bishops, and other critics failed to appreciate is that Reagan feared and detested nuclear weapons as much as they did. They did not realize that the nuclear abolitionist-in-chief resided in the White House. It is just that Reagan detested Soviet communism even more, and remained determined to build up America’s nuclear arsenal in order to bring down both the Soviet Union and the world’s most destructive weapons.

			
				VIII

			

			Deluged by crises and policy fights over Lebanon, Taiwan, INF, and much else, Reagan needed a break. In August, he returned to the repose of Rancho del Cielo. Not yet twenty months since swearing his inaugural oath, he was already on his second national security advisor and his second secretary of state, and his “team” continued to be riven by infighting and leaking. Recession still afflicted the economy, and a New York Times headline blared, “Approval Rating for Reagan Is Lowest Ever,” citing his decline to 41 percent in the Gallup poll.[78] His briefing materials for his flight to California included a memo from his White House political staff on the latest polling data and public opinion assessments. It made for grim reading. “The President’s image as a leader has declined considerably. . . . It appears to many that the Reagan Administration may have commenced its demise.”[79]

			Reagan also carried a personal burden to the ranch. Nancy’s beloved father, Loyal Davis, an avowed atheist, lay dying in Arizona. Reagan handwrote a four-page letter trying to persuade his father-in-law of the Christian Gospel message. Describing biblical prophecies and the life and death of Christ, and then quoting John 3:16, Reagan concluded, “All we have to do is ask God in Jesus’ name to help. . . . A greater life, a greater glory awaits us . . . all that is required is that you believe and tell God you put yourself in his hands.” Ten days later Loyal Davis died, but not before seeking out the hospital chaplain for a desperate conversation and prayer.[80] Reagan would share a similar message with a Soviet leader six years later.

			
				IX

			

			Reagan returned from California to a transatlantic storm in Washington. Barely two months after he imposed the pipeline sanctions, the European allies waged an open revolt. The British firm John Brown, with thousands of employees, verged on bankruptcy due to lost contracts for gas turbines it made for the pipeline. In an extraordinary public rebuke, Thatcher told a BBC television interviewer on September 1 that America’s actions made her and her country feel “deeply wounded by a friend.”[81]

			Reagan also began to see how sanctions could function as a cluster bomb rather than a rifle shot and inadvertently hurt his allies with friendly fire. On September 22, he convened the NSC to review the situation. Upon learning that the sanctions were preventing the construction of a pipeline in Australia that had no connection with the Soviet Union, Reagan asked, “We want to hurt the Soviets. Are we stopping the Australian pipeline?” He had intended to inflict pain on Moscow, not Melbourne. Yet even those who opposed the pipeline sanctions had grown frustrated with the allies. Shultz groused, “The Europeans are out of their minds to put themselves in the position of reliance on Soviet energy.”[82]

			The allies’ objection to the sanctions should not be dismissed as typical European squishiness. At the core of European concern, repeated ad nauseam in their meetings with Americans, was the disparity in costs, burdens, and risks. It seemed to European leaders that in demanding that their nations stop helping build the pipeline, the United States insisted that European companies bear the financial costs of lost contracts, that European publics bear the burden of higher gas prices, and that European nations bear the risks of Soviet wrath—especially since they lived in the shadow of the Iron Curtain. Whereas the United States stood five thousand miles away behind an ocean buffer and enjoyed relatively secure energy supplies, and, in a point that European leaders repeatedly invoked, Washington remained unwilling to reimpose its grain embargo on the Soviets because of the cost to American farmers.

			Like Haig, Shultz opposed the pipeline sanctions. Unlike Haig, he knew how to relate to Reagan, to gain his trust while respecting his authority as president. The economist in Shultz believed the sanctions would not work; the diplomat in him feared they risked harming alliances beyond repair. He felt particular concern to keep the allies on board for the upcoming deployment of INF missiles, especially since the five European countries that would host the missile bases (Great Britain, West Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Belgium) all had major equities with the pipeline.

			Shultz believed that Reagan would be receptive to these arguments and knew that Reagan needed an off-ramp to avoid the sanctions’ rift becoming a permanent rupture. While Reagan’s strategic insight that the Soviet Union was vulnerable to being starved of hard currency and Western technology was sound, the pipeline sanctions were not the best way to prey on that vulnerability. Shultz persuaded Reagan to let him explore alternatives and then spent much of October and November negotiating with his European counterparts to resolve the impasse. The agreement Shultz reached had the United States lift the sanctions in exchange for the allies’ agreeing to eschew any new gas contracts with the Soviets and to tighten restrictions on technology exports and loans to Moscow. Shultz’s deft diplomacy lanced a painful boil in the transatlantic relationship.[83]

			The sanctions reversal did not mark the end of Reagan’s economic warfare on the Soviet Union. Building on Shultz’s diplomacy, the NSC issued NSDD-66, codifying various measures with the allies to maintain economic pressure on the Soviets. Nor did American efforts to sabotage the pipeline abate. The covert program to slip defective devices and infected software into the KGB’s Line X pilfering continued its quiet work, damaging the pipeline and baffling the Soviets.[84] NSC staff member Roger Robinson summarized the collective results. When the pipeline “finally came online it was roughly two and a half years late, resulting in the loss of roughly $25 billion in anticipated hard currency earnings. The second [pipeline] strand never came online (estimated to have earned Moscow some $12–15 billion a year).”[85]

			Reagan and his team also turned to other Soviet vulnerabilities, such as Eastern Europe. On paper the countries of the Warsaw Pact and the countries of NATO stood as two rival blocs, each bound together in mutual defense treaties in a tense face-off across the Iron Curtain. In reality there was a profound difference. NATO member states had joined the alliance of their free will, while the citizens in the Warsaw Pact were shackled involuntarily by the Soviet Union. This is why Reagan saw the Warsaw Pact as a liability for Moscow. Maintaining control of its satellites consumed money, manpower, and diplomatic energy, while draining the Kremlin of moral capital and generating resentments among the occupied. This insight was not new to Reagan. George Kennan had distilled it at the Cold War’s outset when, channeling his reading of Edward Gibbon’s analysis of the fall of the Roman Empire, Kennan described “the unnatural task of holding in submission distant peoples.”[86] Reagan agreed. He would enlist the peoples of Eastern Europe as allies against the Soviet foe, and use Eastern Europe to create fissures in the Soviet bloc.

			Clark and the NSC staff had already put together an Eastern Europe strategy for Reagan’s review. Reagan issued it on September 2. NSDD-54 declared, “The primary long-term US goal in Eastern Europe is to loosen the Soviet hold on the region and thereby facilitate its eventual reintegration into the European community of nations.”[87] NSDD-54 admitted that the policy itself was not new, since “differentiation toward Eastern Europe . . . has been US policy for nearly 20 years.” What was new were the measures Reagan would employ to advance it.

			Bill Casey soon brought him an option. As Poland suffered under martial law, Solidarity continued its peaceful resistance. That summer, Clark had directed Casey to explore what could be done, including covert action, to support Solidarity. The CIA put together an ambitious proposal. On November 4, as Seth Jones describes, “Reagan agreed to sign a presidential finding to provide money and nonlethal equipment to moderate Polish opposition groups through surrogate third parties, hiding the US government’s hand. The finding also authorized the CIA to conduct clandestine radio broadcasting into Poland.”[88] This program, code-named QRHELPFUL, would help change the course of the Cold War.

			In the same spirit, Reagan moved to implement his Westminster call for a “crusade for freedom.” Even before the June speech, the White House had been working on what U.S. News & World Report reporter Sara Fritz described as a project “to establish a quasi-governmental program to promote democracy in the third world by financing political parties, Labor unions and newspapers.” In a note to her editors, Fritz added the snark, “I can’t help noting the irony in the Reagan administration wanting to fund Labor unions.”[89] But Fritz overlooked that Reagan had once been a union leader himself, as head of the Screen Actors Guild, and that in his anticommunist coalition he saw labor unions as allies—starting with Solidarity.

			With this presidential mandate, Clark moved to institutionalize support for human freedom. He designated NSC staff member Walter Raymond to lead Project Democracy, which gave birth the next year to the National Endowment for Democracy (NED). Former Kirkpatrick staff member Carl Gershman became its inaugural president.[90] Under Gershman’s able leadership over the coming decades, the NED would become the most influential democracy-promotion organization in the world.

			Reagan made it a personal priority. On November 4, he walked into the White House East Room to greet, as he wrote in his diary, “delegates from all over the free world here for the Conference on elections.” He noted, “This grew out of my speech to Parliament last summer in London—start of a program to sell democracy to the world.”[91] In his remarks to the assembled leaders from democratic nations in Latin America, Asia, Africa, and Europe, the president quoted Eisenhower’s words just after World War II: “Our most effective security step is to develop in every country where there is any chance or opportunity a democratic form of government.” To this Reagan added, “I do not underestimate the capabilities for repression of dictatorships of either the left or the right or the devastating effect of terrorism. But the imperishable democratic ideal and the democratic movement—these are stronger.”[92] He saw the beginnings of a global democratic wave—and sought to coax it along.

			Freedom’s advance depended on not just conferences, programs, and dollars but also—especially—the courage of individual dissidents. While Reagan hosted the White House luncheon, Anatoly Shcharansky lay starving in a cell at the remote Chistopol Prison some five hundred miles east of Moscow. He had launched a hunger strike over a month earlier. Reagan, worried that Shcharansky might die, wrote to Brezhnev on October 20 urging his “release from prison and permission to join his family in Israel.”

			By this point the Soviet Union was feeling Reagan’s pressure on all fronts—economic, military, ideological, human rights—and Brezhnev was in a surly mood. He complained to East German leader Erich Honecker, “There has never been such an unbridled and aggressive administration in the USA as that of Reagan.” Replying to Reagan’s letter, the truculent Soviet huffed that because Shcharansky had been “sentenced for espionage and other grave anti-Soviet crimes . . . there are neither legal nor other grounds for resolving it in the manner you would wish.”[93]

			It would be the last correspondence between the two leaders. Less than two weeks later, on November 11, the ring of Reagan’s secure bedside phone in the White House residence woke him at three thirty a.m. The caller was Bill Clark, informing the president that Brezhnev had just died.[94]

			A few days later, the president and First Lady rode with Clark up Sixteenth Street to the Soviet embassy. Walking inside, they signed the condolence book for the dead leader. Then Reagan smiled at Clark and asked, “Do you think they’d mind if we just said a little prayer for the man?” The three bowed their heads and Reagan invoked God’s blessings on the late Brezhnev and his atheist nation.[95]

			
				X

			

			The Soviet Politburo replaced one geriatric hard-liner with another. Two days after Brezhnev’s death, the Kremlin announced KGB director Yuri Andropov as the new general secretary of the Communist Party. Andropov became the first KGB director to attain the supreme Soviet leadership position. He shared Brezhnev’s suspicion of the United States and continued to fear that it planned to launch a surprise nuclear attack. He had put his warnings into action with Operation RYAN, a worldwide endeavor to gather intelligence on America’s purported intention to strike first.

			Now that he commanded the Kremlin, Andropov upped the ante on Operation RYAN. He ordered every KGB rezidentura (station) around the world to work “systematically to uncover any plans in preparation by the main adversary [the United States] . . . to use nuclear weapons against the USSR or immediate preparations being made for a nuclear-missile attack.” Andropov’s directive specified a list of warning signs to watch for in NATO countries that encompassed almost every dimension of human activity, including lights on in buildings, cars in government parking lots, cattle in slaughterhouses, and even supply levels at blood banks. For a paranoid leader, almost anything could indicate an impending attack. In another time, it would have been the stuff of parody, of bureaucracy and conspiracism run amok. At the height of the Cold War, it was terrifying. A misperception by either side could mean the end of the world.

			Late in 1982, a senior KGB officer in London dutifully shared Andropov’s Operation RYAN directive with his team—and then passed it on to his MI6 handler as well. Oleg Gordievsky had risen through the ranks of Soviet intelligence while spying for the British. Each week he met surreptitiously at a Bayswater safe house with a small MI6 team to share documents, microfilm, and insights from the KGB’s inner workings. MI6 in turn began sharing some of this intelligence with its CIA counterparts.[96] The intelligence windfall provided by Gordievsky reinforced the value that Reagan placed on allies. Notably, of the three most important Soviet human intelligence sources for the United States in the 1980s (Vladimir Vetrov, who provided the Farewell Dossier; Adolf Tolkachev, a radar technician in Moscow run by the CIA; and Gordievsky), two of the three came from allied intelligence services.

			Not all was grim in Moscow. Amid his fears and hostility toward the United States, Andropov held some hope of improved relations between the rival superpowers. Bush and Shultz flew to Moscow for Brezhnev’s funeral, and a chance to size up his successor. Historian Simon Miles observes that “Andropov’s briefing papers for this meeting described the future of East-West relations with striking optimism. The United States had made its intention to improve relations sufficiently clear, as had the Kremlin.” In his meeting with Bush and Shultz, Andropov downplayed the public criticisms each country made of the other and instead pledged Moscow’s interest in improved bilateral relations “since this would be in the interests of not only our two countries, but in fact of all mankind.”[97]

			Andropov had one condition, however. He wanted the United States to stop hectoring the Kremlin about its abuse of its own people. Andropov told Shultz that Reagan’s “interference” on human rights irritated the Politburo and hurt relations between Moscow and Washington.[98] Andropov’s complaints had the opposite effect. They reinforced for Reagan and Shultz the Kremlin’s vulnerability to dissent and sense of its own illegitimacy. It was a point they would relentlessly press going forward.

			
				XI

			

			Andropov was not the only new leader to debut on the world stage. In the next two months, America’s World War II enemies elected heads of government who would become two of Reagan’s closest friends and most valued partners. In October, West German voters welcomed Helmut Kohl as their new chancellor, and the next month, Japan selected Yasuhiro Nakasone as prime minister. Now from Tokyo to London to Bonn, the most powerful countries of the Western alliance had center-right leaders committed to free enterprise and anticommunism.

			Kohl visited the White House on November 15. He and Reagan had first met in 1978 when both aspired to their nation’s top roles; now they greeted each other as president and chancellor. Kohl assured Reagan that no matter what transpired, he should “proceed on the assumption that [West Germany] will stand by the United States.” The German leader also reinforced his commitment to the scheduled deployment of GLCMs and Pershing IIs the next year, promising that Germany would install the missiles “even if I have to do it all by myself.”

			Their discussion ranged wide across the world economy, the need for West Germany to increase its defense spending, how to deal with Mitterrand, Sino-Soviet relations, KGB support for “peace movements,” the importance of Solidarity in Poland, whether Marxist ideology or Russian historical paranoia drove Soviet behavior (answer: both), and what to make of Andropov. Both felt skeptical of the new Soviet leader, with Reagan seeing Andropov as a “tough adversary” who would not bring “great changes in Soviet policy.” Reagan assured Kohl, however, that he continued to reach out to the Soviet Union “on a human basis” and had “been recently pursuing quiet diplomacy with the Soviets.” Specifically, Reagan said he had asked the Kremlin to release the Siberian Pentecostals garrisoned in the US embassy as a “gesture” of goodwill. He had promised Moscow that if the Pentecostals were released, “the US would not publicize it, but would reciprocate with an appropriate response.”[99] The meeting cemented an enduring partnership.

			So did Reagan’s call to Tokyo two weeks later. Reagan phoned Prime Minister Nakasone to congratulate him on his election and invited him to visit the White House in January.[100] Unbeknownst to Nakasone, a month earlier Reagan had issued NSDD-62, on United States–Japan relations. Combining new NSC staff member Gaston Sigur’s encyclopedic knowledge of Japan with Reagan, Weinberger, and Shultz’s strategic intuitions, the directive affirmed treating Japan as on par with NATO allies while pressing Tokyo on the perennial needs to expand its defense commitments and further open its economy.[101] Nakasone would prove a willing partner on these priorities.

			
				XII

			

			For his final international journey of the year, Reagan traveled south to Latin America. He made democracy the focus of his trip. The four countries on his itinerary, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, and Honduras, had each held elections in the previous year. Reagan and Shultz hoped a presidential visit would encourage further democratic progress throughout the region. What was planned in private matched what was said in public. While Reagan’s trip remarks and White House publicity materials, such as a glossy twenty-page booklet titled A Hemisphere of Democracy, trumpeted the democracy theme, Reagan issued the top secret NSDD-71, affirming “the development of stable and democratic political systems and institutions which promote respect for basic human rights” in Latin America as a policy priority.[102]

			NSDD-71 also set a goal of supporting “a region free of Soviet-dominated or hostile governments.” Reagan fixed on the fear of Soviet inroads in part because he continued to hear it voiced by the region’s leaders. In the months before his trip, he met at the White House with President Roberto Suazo Córdova of Honduras, who called Nicaragua “practically Marxist-Leninist . . . a cancer . . . [that] could metastasize throughout the region and destroy Honduras’ tranquility,” and with Panama’s president Ricardo de la Espriella, who warned Reagan that “the Soviets were behind much of the trouble” in the region and urged him to “warn the Soviets bluntly to keep their hands off,” saying, “The people of the region want liberty and to work towards democracy.”[103]

			Landing first in Brazil, Reagan found an immediate rapport with President João Figueiredo. They visited the Brazilian’s ranch and bonded over their shared equestrian interests; Figueiredo let Reagan ride one of his champion stallions. In São Paulo, Reagan returned to a favorite theme and asked Figueiredo for help on “how we could realize my dream of an accord between the nations of South America and North America.”[104] Reagan repeated this call in his speech to a Brazilian audience, where he also hailed the “strong democratic tide running in the Americas.” In Costa Rica, he told a national television audience that the United States and Costa Rica both “live the peaceful revolution of democracy, secure under the rule of law, and prospering under economic freedom.” But elsewhere, Central America was ensnared in “a struggle of ideas between the violence of false revolutionaries and the reaction of false conservatives.”[105]

			Reagan pointed toward democratic capitalism as the middle path between the communist and right-wing authoritarian governments that afflicted the region. Yet he had to reckon with his administration’s support of the latter. Just before his speech in Costa Rica, he met with President Magaña of El Salvador and pressed Magaña to improve “human rights so [the United States] could continue to help.” Other instances were less defensible. The next day, in Honduras, Reagan met with the newest Guatemalan dictator, Efraín Ríos Montt, who had taken power in a coup a few months earlier. Reagan wrote in his diary that evening: “[Ríos Montt’s regime is] getting a bad press rap as a mil[itary] government, which makes it hard for us to help even though they are under constant terrorist attacks.”[106] Reagan was wrong. Ríos Montt may have been an anticommunist, but he was a brutal thug, responsible for the deaths of tens of thousands of innocent civilians. He would be deposed in yet another coup the next year.

			
				XIII

			

			Congress ended the year delivering two gut punches to Reagan. First, the House and the Senate both voted in December to terminate funding for the MX missile until the White House came up with a viable basing plan. Reagan thought he had resolved the issue two weeks earlier when he had issued a formal decision to deploy the first one hundred MXs in a “dense pack” of hardened silos spaced closely together at Warren Air Force Base in Wyoming. A majority in both houses of Congress, including many Republicans, found the basing plan outlandish and scuttled it, despite weeks of arm-twisting and cajoling by Reagan. He worried that not deploying the MX weakened his diplomacy with the Soviets. He wrote in his diary, “I shudder to think what it will do to our arms reduction negotiations in Geneva.”[107] One reporter commented that Reagan “is very down, almost depressed” over the vote and “regards the MX defeat as the biggest setback of his presidency.”[108]

			The second blow came on December 9, when Representative Edward Boland, chairman of the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence (HPSCI), persuaded the House to pass unanimously his amendment banning the use of any funds “for the purpose of overthrowing the Government of Nicaragua.” The HPSCI had oversight and funding responsibility for CIA covert action programs. Former State Department official Robert Kagan highlighted the ambiguity in the Boland Amendment: “The Reagan administration could aid the contras, who sought to overthrow the Sandinista government, so long as it was not the Reagan administration’s intent to overthrow the Sandinistas.”[109] In truth, many administration officials, including Reagan himself, would not have minded if the Sandinista regime were removed from power. But the relatively paltry funding the White House provided was far from sufficient for a regime-change insurgency—which the contras were incapable of marshaling anyway.

			Dewey Clarridge, the Latin America Division chief in the CIA Directorate of Operations, who ran the contra aid program, later confessed, “In truth, no one in the Agency was going to shed any tears if Daniel Ortega, Tomás Borge, and the rest of the Sandinista ruling directorate found unemployment as a result of our efforts. However, with permission to work with a disorganized, small band of insurgents on the Honduras/Nicaragua border, no one knew better than I how far from that possibility we really were.”[110] Much of the acrimony over Nicaragua policy was not about Nicaragua. Rather the debate revolved around the fitting historical analogy and the perceived threat of Soviet communism. Congressional Democrats who opposed contra aid saw Nicaragua as “another Vietnam” and argued the United States should not intervene in a civil war, especially against a Sandinista government of agrarian reformers who resented Yankee imperialism. These voices regarded Soviet influence in Central America as an overhyped irritant but not a threat, and saw Managua’s nods toward Moscow as more rhetorical than real. Whereas contra supporters saw Nicaragua as “another Cuba” whose Sandinista government sought to impose Castro-style tyranny on its own people while offering itself as a Soviet intelligence outpost and military base, and supporting communist insurgencies in neighboring countries such as El Salvador. Judging by the Kremlin’s actions, Moscow seemed intent on creating a new Cuba. A CIA assessment found that the Soviet Union grew its military aid to Nicaragua from $6 million in 1981 to $53 million in 1982, including tanks and mobile rocket launchers, in addition to $163 million in development and technical assistance.[111]

			Beleaguered, demoralized, diminished, the Reagan presidency stumbled to the end of the year. If he could not even win negotiations with his own Congress, how could he negotiate successfully with the Soviets? To many pundits and pollsters, Reagan’s presidency appeared to be failing. Appearances can conceal more than they reveal, however. Hidden beyond the headlines of economic woes and political defeats, Reagan had built a foundation for American renewal, the global expansion of freedom, and a decisive shift in the Cold War’s balance of power.
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			RAISING THE STAKES

			
				I

			

			Bill Clark looked with dread to the new year. Twelve months into the NSA job, he had enjoyed much success. He had channeled Reagan’s ideas and principles into several concrete strategies, recruited able new staff to the NSC, and helped mobilize the vast machinery of the US government behind the president’s vision. But this came at a great cost. Clark felt exhausted, pummeled by unceasing crises, demoralized by staff feuding, and drained by constant leaks. Everything from frictions with allies, to smackdowns from Congress, to incessant skirmishing with the press, all pervaded by the daily dread of nuclear war, afflicted him with unrelenting stress.

			Clark informed Reagan on January 7, 1983, that he was considering resigning. The worried president told his diary that he “didn’t try to talk him out of it” because of concern over the strain on Clark, but added, “Lord knows I want him to stay.” Clark eventually told Reagan he would only stay for one more year.[1] For good and ill, that year would be the most consequential of Reagan’s presidency.

			Reagan began 1983 in the lowest trough of his political standing. His approval rating plumbed the depths at 35 percent. As an unpopular president and, at the time, the oldest ever to hold the office, he caused many in the media and even his own staff to doubt he would run for reelection.

			When presidents are strong, they act with confidence. When they are weak, they form commissions. With his political capital on its last reserves after his congressional losses on the MX, the defense budget, and Central America, Reagan resorted to two commissions. First, he established the Commission on Strategic Forces to recommend new basing options for the MX. A few months later he announced the Commission on Central America. He asked the former national security advisors for his erstwhile rival President Ford to chair one each. Brent Scowcroft would lead the strategic forces commission, while Henry Kissinger would preside over the Central America commission. Reagan chose them in part for their expertise and availability, but also as a political outreach to the moderate wing of the GOP, which had opposed him on the MX and Nicaragua votes. For similar reasons he enlisted prominent Democrats such as former Carter Pentagon official Bill Perry and labor union leader John Lyons for the strategic forces commission, and Lane Kirkland and Bob Strauss for the Central America commission. Bill Clements, the former deputy secretary of defense, and investment banker Nicholas Brady were the only two men appointed to both.

			The new year brought more personnel turmoil when Reagan fired Arms Control and Disarmament Agency director Eugene Rostow on January 12. One of the original hawkish Democrats to support Reagan, Rostow had alienated many in the administration and among conservative Republicans in Congress with his sharp elbows and suspect views. He burned his final bridge when he continued to advocate for Nitze’s Walk in the Woods formula abandoning the zero option, long after Reagan had decided otherwise. In his stead, Reagan nominated Ken Adelman, a young intellectual then serving with Kirkpatrick at the UN, whose past escapades included being Muhammad Ali’s translator during the “Rumble in the Jungle” match in Zaire against George Foreman in 1974. Adelman had also worked in the Ford Pentagon and on the 1980 Reagan campaign, and viewed the arms control establishment with a jaundiced eye. Earlier he had written that “perhaps nowhere in life is the disparity greater between exalted expectations and a dismal track record than in arms control.”[2] Such heresies provoked the opposition of many Democratic senators and a few liberal Republicans as well. The Senate only confirmed him after a long fight and close vote, secured by Reagan’s personal appeals to several senators.

			A few days later Reagan issued NSDD-75, making official his strategy of combining pressure with diplomatic outreach to crack open the Kremlin. As part of this strategy, Reagan continued his rhetorical and spiritual outreach to the Russian people. On January 31 he spoke to four thousand preachers with the National Religious Broadcasters, one of the most influential Protestant groups in the country, whose collective radio and television programs reached tens of millions of listeners each week. Reagan announced that he had ordered the USIA to expand its religious broadcasts behind the Iron Curtain, and then spoke in a direct and personal way of his commitment to religious freedom:

			
				To those who would crush religious freedom, our message is plain: You may jail your believers. You may close their churches, confiscate their Bibles, and harass their rabbis and priests, but you will never destroy the love of God and freedom that burns in their hearts. They will triumph over you. . . .

				[The Soviets have] the most awesome military machine in history, but it is no match for that one, single man, hero, strong yet tender, Prince of Peace . . . Jesus.[3]

			

			Reverend Billy Graham, the world’s most prominent evangelist, phoned Reagan afterward and told him his speech “was the greatest declaration for the Lord any Pres[ident] has ever made.”[4] Even discounting Graham’s flattery, Reagan’s remarks combined his personal faith with his view of the Cold War as a religious conflict.

			
				II

			

			As Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone’s motorcade drove through the White House gates, he knew that the man he was about to greet would do much to determine whether Nakasone’s government would succeed or fail. A waiting Reagan also knew that the Japanese leader would have similar sway over his presidency. The United States was still in an economic slump, which many voters blamed on Japan. The night before, Reagan had written in his diary, “This Nakasone meeting is going to be a make or break one.”[5] Reagan had prepared extensively for the summit, including multiple meetings with American business leaders about, in Reagan’s words, “Japan’s gimmicks to pretend free trade but practice protectionism.”[6] On the strategic level, Reagan and Shultz sought to bring Japan into the free world’s varsity ranks, where Japan could help uphold and defend the international order from which it had so benefited. The two nations together accounted for 35 percent of the globe’s economic output. Reagan and Nakasone both knew that if they could temper their economic rivalry and elevate their strategic partnership, the United States–Japan alliance would pose a formidable counterweight to the Soviet bloc.

			Before traveling to Washington, DC, Nakasone took four actions to address Reagan’s concerns. He visited Seoul to help repair relations between Japan and South Korea; he boosted Japan’s defense spending by 6.5 percent; he lifted restrictions on the export of sensitive military technology to the United States; and he reduced or eliminated import tariffs on many agricultural and industrial goods.[7] To the White House, these gestures were a welcome start, though not enough. Describing the protectionist pressures erupting from Capitol Hill, Reagan warned Nakasone that unless they cooperated to lower trade barriers, “the collapse in the free trade system might result in conditions worse than the Great Depression.” After they moved into the Cabinet Room to include their policy teams, Nakasone said that he agreed with Reagan’s concern about protectionism and the specter of the 1930s.[8] It was a potent comparison for both nations, considering that decade had led to Pearl Harbor and Hiroshima.

			Earlier that day, in a breakfast with reporters, Nakasone had described Japan as America’s “unsinkable aircraft carrier.” (This metaphor was a favorite of America’s Asian allies; President Chun had used it two years prior to describe South Korea, as had General Douglas MacArthur to describe Taiwan decades earlier.) For Nakasone, it was more than rhetoric. He invited Reagan to deploy nuclear-capable F-16s at Misawa Air Base in northern Japan—less than a one-hour flight to the Soviet border—from where they would bolster Japan’s defenses against Soviet Backfire bombers and remind the Kremlin that America could project power into its airspace.[9]

			Nakasone also told Reagan that the United States and Japan should cooperate on maintaining the Sino-Soviet rift. Nakasone found common cause with China, which may have historically been Japan’s regional rival but now saw the Kremlin as a greater threat. With American encouragement, Japan began sharing intelligence on the USSR with China. Beijing in turn welcomed Tokyo’s defense expansion.[10]

			For the past two years, Reagan had been increasing military pressure on the Soviet Union’s western flank, especially with the forthcoming missile deployments in Europe. Now, in Japan, he had an ally to squeeze Moscow from the east too. Feeling this pressure, the Soviet news agency TASS reacted hysterically to Nakasone’s comments by threatening a nuclear strike against Japan that “could spell a national disaster more serious than the one that befell it 37 years ago [at Hiroshima and Nagasaki].” Not surprisingly, such ghoulish threats only further solidified Japan’s aversion to the USSR and embrace of the United States.[11]

			The two things Reagan valued most in his foreign counterparts were conviction and chemistry. Nakasone had both. The Japanese leader shared Reagan’s commitments to free markets, democracy, and anticommunism, and his affable manner and easy rapport. They quickly moved to a first-name basis of “Ron” and “Yasu.” They did not fix all of the problems between their nations. Rather, they built a new relationship that elevated what their countries had in common over what divided them. Reagan and Nakasone also built a framework to address their differences—and to keep those differences from poisoning what the White House still regarded as “the most important bilateral relationship in the world.”[12] For these reasons, when Reagan urged Japan to take a chair at the high table of international politics, Nakasone readily agreed.

			
				III

			

			A few days later, Shultz flew to Asia. The region had long fascinated him. Four decades earlier, as a Princeton undergraduate, he had taken a senior seminar on American strategy in the Pacific. Then as a young marine, he had fought against the Japanese on several islands in the Pacific theater, where he “learned to view the Japanese fighting ability with great respect.”[13] From this background he would become, in the words of Michael Green, “the most effective secretary of state on Asia and the Pacific in the history of the republic.”[14]

			Because Shultz saw Japan as the centerpiece of America’s posture in the region, he made sure to visit Tokyo before continuing on to China, Hong Kong, and South Korea—and then stopped again in Japan on his return leg to brief them on what transpired in the other countries. It helped that the week prior in Washington, Shultz had hit it off with his counterpart, Foreign Minister Shintaro Abe. In a region that values symbolism, no one missed the signal that Shultz sent by stopping in Japan first and last.

			By this juncture the Reagan administration’s Asia strategy had come into focus. Developed largely by Shultz and Sigur based on Reagan’s convictions, it was built on five strategic triangles, with the United States forming a point of every one. A strategic triangle consists of three nations whose interests are defined in relation with each other—whether as friends or foes or something in between. Each triangle had its own internal logic and challenges; each also intersected with the other triangles.

			The first was the triangle of values. It consisted of Japan, Australia, and the United States, the region’s three main democracies. Reagan had described it to Australian prime minister Malcolm Fraser in 1981, when the president said the “triangular relationship between Japan, the United States, and Australia” provided an anchor “to bring all of the nations of the Pacific along to greater prosperity and security.”[15] The second was the triangle of allies, formed by Japan, South Korea, and the United States. It framed America’s forward presence in northeast Asia to contain Soviet expansion. The third was the triangle of power: Japan, China, and the United States, the Asia-Pacific’s three largest militaries. In this triangle the United States sought to balance its relations with the region’s two most formidable countries—who happened to be historic rivals of each other yet also shared an adversary in the Soviet Union. The fourth was the triangle of the Taiwan Strait. Comprised of China, Taiwan, and the United States, this triangle delivered more headaches than benefits, as the United States navigated the tensions between Beijing and Taipei while trying to maintain stable relations with both. Fifth was the strategic triangle: the United States, China, and the Soviet Union. This triangle consisted of the three main antagonists in the Cold War.[16] For the first two decades of the conflict, the Soviets and China had aligned against the United States, but the triangle’s balance had shifted when Nixon and Kissinger’s opening to Beijing aligned it with the United States, an alignment that Reagan sought to both deepen and recalibrate. Paul Wolfowitz, then the new assistant secretary of state for East Asia, recalls, “The best way to rebalance relations with China [was] to make them realize that Japan [was] number one and [we wouldn’t] give away anything more on Taiwan.”[17]

			For all his strategic insight, Wolfowitz was a novice at travel to Asia. When Shultz’s plane landed in Tokyo, his Japanese hosts ushered him and his delegation straight into a ceremonial meal. Exhausted and jet-lagged, Wolfowitz fell asleep at the table during Shultz’s toast. Roused awake, an embarrassed Wolfowitz asked a seasoned colleague how to avoid transpacific fatigue. “I have been sitting on my fork,” came the reply.[18]

			Over the next two days, Nakasone and his cabinet devoted much of their time with Shultz to discussing the Soviet threat and arms control. The Japanese supported Reagan’s “position of negotiating from strength” but feared that any INF agreement would “merely shift [more] Soviet SS-20s from Europe to Asia,” where the missiles menaced Japan (and China) from bases in the Russian Far East. Shultz assured Nakasone that he and Reagan would hold firm on eliminating all INF missiles, not just those targeting Europe. The secretary also reminded Nakasone of Reagan’s massive boost in defense spending and urged Japan to do the same.[19] Reagan and Shultz believed that leading by example obtained more progress with allies than public hectoring.

			Shultz then flew to Beijing, his first time in China. US ambassador to China Arthur Hummel wrote Shultz before his arrival, describing Beijing’s “sharp disappointments caused by inflated expectations . . . that the [United States] ought to give China highly preferential treatment.” Fortunately, Hummel continued, the Chinese government “[is] becoming more realistic” about the United States and “putting relations on a firmer, more rational basis.”[20] Beijing realized that gone were the days of Nixon, Kissinger, Carter, and Brzezinski, when China dominated the American strategic imagination. Reagan and Shultz were not so bedazzled by China’s glow as the debutante of 1970s geopolitics. Twenty-first-century readers mindful of China’s recent ascent to world power should recall that in 1983 it was still weak and impoverished. Its economy was smaller than Canada’s and less than one-fifth the size of Japan’s, and its military, though large, was primitive and incapable of projecting power beyond China’s borders.

			Many of America and China’s shared interests stemmed from their common foe in Moscow. In practice this included partnering to support anti-Soviet insurgencies in Afghanistan and Cambodia (known at the time as Kampuchea). Beijing viewed the Soviet presence in both countries as part of the Kremlin’s hostile encirclement of China, from Afghanistan on its far western border to Cambodia to its south, along with Soviet troops deployed along the northern border China shared with the USSR. Vietnamese forces sponsored by the Kremlin occupied Cambodia. A pastiche of Cambodian opposition groups had united to fight the Vietnamese, ranging from nationalists under former head of state Prince Sihanouk to the diabolical Khmer Rouge. The latter were maniacal Maoists who had murdered 1.8 million Cambodians during their reign of terror from 1975 to 1979, until Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia displaced them from power. As part of Mao’s loathsome legacy, China had long supported the Khmer Rouge, now including its guerilla campaign against the Vietnamese occupiers.

			The United States detested the Khmer Rouge. However, the Reagan administration also feared that the growing Soviet footprint in Vietnam and Cambodia threatened the rest of Southeast Asia, especially Thailand, an American ally. Though the United States and China differed over the Khmer Rouge, they agreed on coordinating “approaches aimed at driving out [the] Vietnamese and restoring peace.”[21] The Association of Southeast Asian Nations, the main regional organization, shared these goals and worked with the United States to negotiate Vietnam’s withdrawal and the resumption of self-rule in Cambodia by anyone but the Khmer Rouge.

			America’s collaboration with China to eject Vietnam from Cambodia was another policy that Carter had initiated and then Reagan expanded. Beginning in 1982, Reagan approved a covert action proposed by Casey for the CIA to provide $5 million annually to the noncommunist Cambodian resistance groups who allied with the Khmer Rouge.[22] Reagan prohibited any aid going to the Khmer Rouge, and the administration consistently opposed letting the genocidal fanatics play any role in a future Cambodian government. Modest though the amount of funding was, it opened another front in the White House’s counteroffensive against the Soviet Union. Yet this support to the opposition groups also entailed, in the words of Reagan administration official Peter Rodman, “a Faustian bargain . . . for it left [the United States] indirectly in bed with the hated Khmer Rouge.”[23]

			Shultz had similar complications in mind as Deng Xiaoping ceremoniously welcomed him to the Great Hall of the People. This head of a brutal dictatorship was also a reformer seeking to improve the lives of his people, and a recipient of growing amounts of American military, technological, and intelligence assistance. Seated in the cavernous room, enveloped by the ghosts of history, the two men conversed on the gamut of geopolitics. Deng did most of the talking. As Shultz recalled, over the next three hours the Chinese leader veered from “moderate, pleasant, and jocular tones” to “a seemingly endless, scathing diatribe” against anyone who doubted China’s power. Not surprisingly, Shultz made little headway with Deng on human rights. Deng dismissed Shultz’s advocacy for greater liberty, responding with a contemptuous reference to China’s vast population: “You support the right to emigrate? We’ll give you 10 million people today! Would you like 20 million?”[24]

			One of Shultz’s most notable exchanges took place before an American audience. He gave a speech to leaders of the American business community at a Beijing hotel. Given his background as a business school dean, former secretary of the Treasury, and former president of a multinational construction company, the audience expected he would share their priorities. He did not.

			Shultz and the business leaders both knew the PRC’s intelligence services had bugged the room, so each was mindful of the electronic audience listening in. To a question from one business leader about loosening export controls on sensitive technologies, Shultz scolded American companies that “sign a contract when they know it falls outside the guidelines” and then demand that the US government approve it. “Buddy, that’s your problem when you do that,” retorted Shultz, “don’t complain to the government.”

			Another executive griped that Japanese and European governments approved licenses faster than the United States. “Why don’t you move to Japan or Western Europe?” replied the secretary.

			The next questioner asked for loosened controls on nuclear power. By now Shultz’s patriotic dander was up. He shot back, “The question carries the implication, as most of your questions do, that there is something wrong with the United States.” Shultz then described the grave risks of nuclear proliferation and concluded, “The question suggests in a rather cavalier fashion that you brush it off. I don’t brush it off.”

			The final question pleaded for more US export subsidies for American businesses. To which Shultz dismissed export subsidies as “nothing more than a form of protectionism” and warned that with the “emergence of a gigantic export subsidy world, we will all be the losers.”[25]

			Critics of Reagan often derided him as a lackey for commercial interests, but Shultz’s Beijing scuffle showed rather that the administration focused on protecting national security and promoting genuine free markets. Both principles were difficult to balance—witness the pipeline sanctions debate—but both were anathema to corporate welfare.

			Back in the United States, Shultz gave a speech in San Francisco recounting his trip. He distilled how history shaped his view of the region and how Asia’s dynamism encapsulated the global future. In his words, “two simple facts” governed the Reagan administration’s outlook on Asia: “We trade more today with the nations of East Asia and the Pacific than with any other region on earth, including western Europe,” and “we have fought three wars in the Pacific in the last forty years. We do not want to fight another.”[26] When Shultz spoke these words, he did so mindful that the 1980s were the first decade since the 1930s that American troops were not fighting and dying in wars in Asia. The Reagan administration aimed to turn the Asia-Pacific from a region of conflict to a region of commerce and liberty, all while resisting the encroachments of Soviet communism.

			
				IV

			

			Shultz flew from Asia back to a Washington, DC, stymied by a massive snowstorm. This led to an unexpected dinner invitation, and a diplomatic breakthrough. The blizzard prevented the Reagans from making their customary weekend stay at Camp David. On Saturday, February 12, the homebound First Lady phoned Shultz to see if he and his wife, Obie, would be free to join the Reagans for an impromptu dinner at the White House that night. Over a candlelit table, the couples had a wide-ranging discussion on Shultz’s recent Asia trip, and diplomacy and relations with the Soviet Union.

			Reagan spoke again of his desire to negotiate with the Kremlin. Karen Tumulty writes, “Nancy had planned [the dinner] so that Shultz would begin to understand something important about her husband. . . . ‘I’m sitting there,’ [Shultz recalled] ‘and it’s dawning on me: This man has never had a real conversation with a big-time communist leader, and is dying to have one.’ ”[27]

			The secretary seized the moment. “I will be meeting with Dobrynin again late Tuesday afternoon,” he told Reagan. “What would you think about my bringing Dobrynin over to the White House for a private chat?”

			Reagan responded enthusiastically. He wanted to meet with the Soviet ambassador.

			What Shultz did not realize is that NSA Bill Clark had prepared the way the week prior by writing a long memo to Reagan recommending starting a private dialogue with the Soviets. Clark even suggested that Reagan have Shultz bring Dobrynin into the White House Map Room for a secret meeting. Belying his image as a hard-liner opposed to diplomacy, Clark’s memo cautioned that this dialogue “holds some risks” and would “engender criticism from the right.” But “it would be worthwhile because it would make clear that you are not ideologically against solving problems with the Soviet Union.”[28]

			Though they do not seem to have consulted with each other, Clark and Shultz both encouraged Reagan to take a step that the president already wanted to take. Two years after his inauguration, it would be his first encounter as president with a Soviet official.

			A few days later Reagan welcomed Dobrynin to the White House residence for what turned into a two-hour meeting. The discussion grew testy; “Sometimes we got pretty nose to nose,” said Reagan.[29] They covered arms control, regional conflicts, bilateral economic issues, and human rights. This initial meeting set the template for the future, as these four issue areas would become the framework for US-Soviet negotiations for the rest of Reagan’s presidency.[30]

			As the time drew late, Reagan looked for a diplomatic opening. He closed with an earnest pitch to the Soviet ambassador about the Siberian Pentecostals, now in their fifth year of basement exile in the US embassy. “If you can do something about the Pentecostals . . . we will simply be delighted and will not embarrass you by undue publicity, by claims of credit for ourselves, or by ‘crowing.’ ”[31]

			The imperious Dobrynin reported back to Moscow “recommending that we continue working patiently to bridle Reagan’s extremist views.” The Kremlin was baffled by his appeal for the Pentecostals. To the Soviets, “Reagan’s request looked extremely odd, even suspicious,” observed Dobrynin. No one in the Politburo could fathom why this president regarded the plight of the Pentecostals “as if it were the most important issue between” the two countries.[32]

			It was a singular moment in the annals of the Cold War. In his debut negotiation with the Soviets, Reagan asked not for a concession on nuclear arms, or troop levels in Europe, or trade, or other high matters of state. Rather he asked that a few stubborn Pentecostals be given exit visas. The decades-long clash and mutual test of credibility between two superpowers now rested on the fates of six renegade, pious, long-suffering Siberian Christians cloistered in the US embassy basement.

			To Reagan it made perfect sense. He saw the Cold War as a spiritual conflict. He believed that supporting the religious freedom of Russian Christians could undermine the idolatrous claims of Soviet communism and weaken the Kremlin’s grip on its people. He also had a practical reason for his request. The old Hollywood labor negotiator knew that successful bargaining begins with small steps to build trust. Granting exit visas to the Pentecostals should have been an easy gesture for the Kremlin to make, and staying quiet about it would not be hard for Reagan. If both sides honored the deal, trust could be built, preparing the way to tackle bigger issues.

			Two weeks later, the Soviets sent an oblique reply that hinted at flexibility on the fate of the Pentecostals. Over the next five months, Shultz and Dobrynin engaged in a delicate choreography, using a combination of diplomatic finesse, semantic obfuscation, trusted intermediaries, and sheer doggedness to craft a solution. Meanwhile, Reagan and Shultz also enlisted Max Kampelman to open an additional human rights channel with the Soviets. Reagan had designated Kampelman, another Democrat serving a senior role in the administration, to lead the American negotiations in Madrid at the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe meetings on implementation of the Helsinki Accords, a set of territorial, security, and human rights agreements signed by the United States, European nations, and the USSR in 1975. In Madrid, Kampelman developed a quiet rapport with the KGB general who oversaw the Soviet delegation. Reagan gave Kampelman a list of imprisoned Jewish refuseniks whom he wanted to see freed, and Kampelman in turn pressed his KGB contact for the release of both the Pentecostals and the Jewish dissidents.[33]

			Together these efforts led first to Lidiya Vashchenko’s permission to depart the USSR from her home in Chernogorsk, followed by the release from the embassy and subsequent emigration of the remaining six Pentecostals, who settled in St. Louis, Missouri. The Kremlin permitted several other Christian and Jewish dissidents to depart the Soviet Union in this same window. A thrilled Reagan kept his promise of silence. Shultz described the liberation of the Siberian Seven as “the first successful negotiation with the Soviets in the Reagan administration.”[34]

			Back home, Shultz continued putting his imprint on the State Department. He did so with a soft touch. Though devoted to Reagan’s agenda, Shultz empowered the career Foreign Service officers (FSOs) and drew on their expertise in foreign languages, cultures, and diplomacy. Many FSOs would come to regard Shultz as the greatest secretary under whom they served. Shultz never let them forget who they worked for, however. Mindful of the temptations of “clientitis,” where diplomats come to advocate more for the interests of the country of their posting rather than the United States, Shultz developed an inoculation. Before sending a new ambassador out to their post, Shultz would hold a farewell meeting in his office. At the end of their discussion, he would tell the diplomat, “You have one more test.” Shultz would then spin the globe in his office and tell the new ambassador, “Point out your country.” Invariably the puzzled envoy would put their finger on their country of destination. To which Shultz would reply: “Wrong—your country is the United States. Don’t ever forget it.”[35]

			Shultz excelled in managing his staff at State and his relations with his foreign counterparts, but he did not play well with his peers in the administration. Especially those, such as Bill Clark, whom he did not regard as a peer. Shultz’s memoir drips with condescension toward Clark, saying he “simply didn’t comprehend the subtleties or the nuances” of foreign policy and accusing him of “standing in the way” of Reagan’s policies.[36] The two men had started off on a collegial note, but their relationship soon deteriorated over differences in style and policy and disputes about bureaucratic turf. For his part, Clark resented, and resisted, Shultz’s efforts to cut him and other senior officials out of important policy discussions. Ultimately the fault lay with Reagan himself; the conflict-averse president refused to enforce discipline with his fractious team.

			Over his six and a half years as secretary, Shultz would have tensions and sometimes outright feuds with every national security advisor, secretary of defense, and CIA director, and Vice President Bush to boot. He would not build close ties with any other national security principals. Except the one who mattered most: the president.

			
				V

			

			The Cold War’s centers of gravity sat in world capitals like Washington, DC; Moscow; London; and Berlin. But sometimes the events of most consequence took place in the mountains of the Hindu Kush, or the shipyards of Gdańsk, or the gulag of the Siberian steppe. Or a hotel conference room in Orlando, Florida.

			The thousands of delegates gathered on March 8, 1983, in the Sheraton convention center for the National Association of Evangelicals’ annual convention applauded Reagan as he took the stage. His speech, most of which he had written himself, began with domestic issues such as abortion and school prayer. He confessed America’s “legacy of evil” in slavery and ongoing racism. Reagan then turned to foreign policy, beginning with the growing number of Catholics and evangelical Protestants embracing the nuclear freeze movement. Even the iconic Billy Graham had participated in a Soviet-sponsored nuclear propaganda conference in Moscow the year before.[37] Reagan closed with an impassioned appeal to his fellow Christians, and what would become his most controversial indictment of the Soviet Union:

			
				The truth is that a freeze now would be a very dangerous fraud, for that is merely the illusion of peace. The reality is that we must find peace through strength. I would agree to a freeze if only we could freeze the Soviets’ global desires. . . .

				Let us pray for the salvation of all of those who live in that totalitarian darkness—pray they will discover the joy of knowing God. But until they do, let us be aware that while they preach the supremacy of the state, declare its omnipotence over individual man, and predict its eventual domination of all peoples on the Earth, they are the focus of evil in the modern world. . . .

				I urge you to beware the temptation of pride—the temptation of blithely declaring yourselves above it all and label both sides equally at fault, to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong and good and evil. . . .

				I believe we shall rise to the challenge. I believe that communism is another sad, bizarre chapter in human history whose last pages even now are being written.[38]

			

			Ignoring Reagan’s commitment to negotiations with the Soviets, his confession of his own nation’s sin, and his call for abolishing all nuclear weapons, his critics seized on his condemnation of the “evil empire.” New York Times columnist Anthony Lewis lambasted the speech as “outrageous” and “primitive.” In The Washington Post, Richard Cohen dismissed Reagan as a “religious bigot.” The venerable historian Henry Steele Commager sneered, “It was the worst presidential speech in American history, and I’ve read them all.”[39]

			The Soviets agreed. The Kremlin’s news agency TASS inveighed against Reagan’s “bellicose, lunatic anti-Communism,” and a senior Soviet official denounced his “hypocritical talk” and “outright medievalism.”[40] It may have been Reagan’s use of the word empire, even more than evil, that most incited Moscow. Reagan had long criticized the USSR for subjugating the nations of Eastern Europe like colonial properties, and for how its support for communism in the Third World treated developing nations like vassal states. In one writer’s words, the Soviet Union was just “the Russian empire operating under an assumed name.” [41] This stung Moscow because it turned on its head the standard Marxist-Leninist critique of the United States as “imperialist.” When Reagan labeled the Soviet Union an empire, he hit the Kremlin in its most vulnerable ideological spot.

			That which offended American liberals and outraged the Kremlin inspired the victims of Soviet tyranny. Sitting in his prison cell some weeks later, Anatoly Shcharansky was given a Soviet newspaper article condemning Reagan’s use of the phrase evil empire. The dissident was overjoyed. He tapped on his cell wall a coded message to his fellow inmates reporting what the American president had dared say. As word spread through the prison population, shouts of joy erupted. Sharansky recalls, “That moment made it impossible for anyone in the West to continue closing their eyes to the real nature of the Soviet Union. It was one of the most important, freedom-affirming declarations, and we all instantly knew it. For us, that was the moment that really marked the end for them, and the beginning for us.” [42]

			Reagan was not done with his provocations. Two weeks after recasting the moral terms of the Cold War, he gave another speech reframing its strategic balance. On the evening of March 23, he called for “a program to counter the awesome Soviet missile threat with measures that are defensive.”

			This announcement came from a combination of Reagan’s long-standing convictions and last-minute improvisations. Protecting the nation from nuclear missiles had been a preoccupation of his going back to his 1979 visit to NORAD, and his desire to abolish nuclear weapons went back even farther. As president, he had begun exploring policies for missile defense the previous year when the physicist Edward Teller visited him in the White House. The visionary architect of the hydrogen bomb, Teller had since become something of a rogue in the scientific community, distrusted by many of his colleagues for his anticommunism and his occasionally outlandish ideas. Reagan did not mind. When White House scientific advisor Jay Keyworth endorsed Teller’s proposal to research directed energy defenses against nuclear missiles, Reagan scrawled a note to Clark: “We should take this seriously and have a real look. Remember our country once turned down the submarine.” [43]

			A few weeks prior to his speech, Reagan hosted the Joint Chiefs of Staff for lunch to discuss the MX basing problems. Led by Chief of Naval Operations Admiral James Watkins, a devout Catholic who shared Reagan’s abhorrence of the massive civilian deaths a nuclear war would produce, the lunch discussion ranged into more fundamental questions of the arms race and mutual vulnerability in which the United States and USSR both lived under the constant terror of nuclear annihilation. That night, Reagan told his diary that “a super idea” had emerged at the table: “So far the only policy worldwide on nuclear weapons is to have a deterrent. What if we tell the world we want to protect our people not avenge them; that we’re going to embark on a program of research to come up with a defensive weapon that could make nuclear weapons obsolete?”[44]

			The president may have wanted to “tell the world” this message, but he neglected to tell his secretaries of state or defense. The process of crafting what would become the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) was interagency malpractice. Knowing that Weinberger and Shultz would oppose it, Reagan did not inform them of his plans, let alone invite their input. Instead he worked in secret with Clark, McFarlane, and the Joint Chiefs, and wrote the most important parts of the speech himself. Shultz and Weinberger only learned that Reagan would be announcing one of the most consequential decisions of his presidency two days before the speech. Then, as NSC official John Poindexter recalls, “all hell broke loose.”[45] Though the secretaries of state and defense rarely aligned on policy questions, both agreed that the SDI announcement would overturn decades of strategic doctrine, rattle the allies with fears that America was retracting its nuclear umbrella, and violate the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. Shultz importuned Reagan to amend the speech, while Pentagon officials Fred Iklé, Richard Perle, and Ron Lehman scrambled to kill the proposal outright. They demanded that Clark and McFarlane inform Reagan of their “most extreme concern” and warned that SDI would “create a furor from which we will never recover.” [46]

			Reagan incorporated some of Shultz’s edits, aiming to mollify the allies and comply with the ABM Treaty, but otherwise disregarded the caterwauling of his staff. He resolved to present his vision for a world rid of the Soviet menace and free of nuclear weapons.

			The night of March 23, a nationwide television audience tuned in to see Reagan sitting at his desk in the Oval Office. The bipartisan consensus of two years earlier supporting a boost in defense spending had dissipated. Many congressional Democrats and some Republicans now resisted any further increases in the Pentagon budget. For the first twenty-two minutes of his remarks, Reagan sought to rally the public behind his defense program and against congressional cuts by detailing the Soviet threat across the globe.

			Then Reagan paused. He began to speak not as the most powerful man in the world, but as one frightened human being to another—to millions of others, in fact:

			
				I’ve become more and more deeply convinced that the human spirit must be capable of rising above dealing with other nations and human beings by threatening their existence. . . . If the Soviet Union will join with us in our effort to achieve major arms reduction, we will have succeeded in stabilizing the nuclear balance. Nevertheless, it will still be necessary to rely on the specter of retaliation, on mutual threat. And that’s a sad commentary on the human condition. Wouldn’t it be better to save lives than to avenge them?

			

			Then he asked:

			
				What if free people could live secure in the knowledge that their security did not rest upon the threat of instant US retaliation to deter a Soviet attack, that we could intercept and destroy strategic ballistic missiles before they reached our own soil or that of our allies? . . . I call upon the scientific community in our country, those who gave us nuclear weapons, to turn their great talents now to the cause of mankind and world peace, to give us the means of rendering these nuclear weapons impotent and obsolete. . . .

				I am directing a comprehensive and intensive effort to define a long-term research and development program to begin to achieve our ultimate goal of eliminating the threat posed by strategic nuclear missiles. This could pave the way for arms control measures to eliminate the weapons themselves.[47]

			

			The United States and Soviet Union had lived under the balance of terror for over three decades. Reagan sought to render this mutual vulnerability extinct. While presiding over a modernization and expansion of America’s nuclear arsenal, he wanted to make those same weapons obsolete.

			Neither America’s allies nor its enemies shared Reagan’s faith. Many NATO nations worried that SDI could mean the United States’ folding up the nuclear umbrella that sheltered them under extended deterrence. A secret British Defense Ministry assessment complained that Reagan’s announcement “presents particular difficulties for the United Kingdom.”[48] If the British were anxious, the Soviets were apoplectic. Andropov issued a blistering statement accusing Reagan of searching for “the best ways of unleashing nuclear war in the hope of winning it,” saying, “Engaging in this is not just irresponsible, it is insane.” [49]

			Reagan threw another curveball a few days later when he suggested that once the United States developed missile defense technology, a future president could “offer to give that same defensive weapon to [the Soviets] to prove to them that there was no longer any need for keeping these missiles. Or with that defense, he could then say to them, ‘I am willing to do away with all my missiles. You do away with all of yours.’’’[50]

			Here was Reagan’s second stunning departure from strategic convention in less than a week. He knew that if the United States could build an operational missile defense system, it would upset the delicate balance by enabling the United States to strike the Soviet Union without fear of Soviet retaliation. So Reagan offered to share SDI with Moscow. This would reassure the Kremlin of America’s benign intentions and perhaps enable both countries to abolish their nuclear missiles. There was no precedent in the Cold War, perhaps no precedent in human history, for one state sharing its most advanced military technology with its mortal adversary. But precedent mattered little to Reagan, especially if a strategic revolution was within his grasp.

			American critics of SDI, who were many and loud, fell into two main camps. The first was much of the scientific community, who decried SDI as technologically infeasible. This included the physicist and defense expert Ash Carter, who wrote a report for the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment dismissing the chances of SDI becoming operational as “so remote that it should not serve as the basis of public expectation or national policy.”[51] Seizing on such critiques, Senator Ted Kennedy dismissed Reagan’s proposal as “a reckless ‘Star Wars’ scheme,” invoking the popular science fiction movie to treat SDI as fantastical. The term soon took hold in popular media. The second camp were the apostles of arms control, who had developed a theological faith in mutual assured destruction as a guarantor of stability and who feared that SDI would disrupt this delicate balance. In short, the scientists thought that SDI would not work, the arms controllers thought it would work, and both of them hated it.

			In one sense, both camps were correct. SDI did not become operational by the end of the century despite billions of dollars in research and testing. Yet the mere concept of it disrobed MAD’s pretensions to providing stability and peace. Both groups of critics missed the strategic point. For the same reasons they despised SDI, Reagan embraced it. It put the Soviets on the defensive, fueling the Kremlin’s perennial fear of America’s technological prowess. It envisioned an escape from the trap of MAD, replacing a fragile stability based on mutual terror with peace based on mutual security. And it changed the landscape of the Cold War, as the United States regained the strategic initiative. Shultz soon recognized this and turned from skeptic to enthusiast.

			SDI was also the apotheosis of the Reagan defense buildup. It culminated his strategy to grow the military not just in mass but—crucially—in capability to overmatch the Kremlin’s quantitative edge in troops, tanks, aircraft, missiles, and ships. Otherwise, Moscow’s numeric advantages appeared to stretch far into the future. The Pentagon estimated in early 1983 that the “Soviet investment in future military capabilities,” including weapons, bases, research, and development, continued to be “nearly double” that of the United States.[52] The Reagan Pentagon sought to counter those Soviet advantages while recasting the arms race, which had been a contest of quantity, as a contest of quality. As Weinberger had written a few months earlier, the United States was modernizing its military “in such a way that will force the Soviets into an expensive program of research, development and deployment to overcome it.”[53]

			Stealth aircraft. Precision-strike munitions. Highly accurate, radar-evading cruise missiles. Undiscoverable submarines. Tank-killing aircraft. Advanced guidance, control, and communications systems. And now SDI, a program to shoot Soviet ballistic missiles out of the sky. With these new systems either deployed or under development, Reagan and Weinberger designed their military expansion to neutralize Soviet weapons capabilities, bedevil Soviet planners, impose costs on the Soviet economy, pressure the Soviet system, and strengthen Reagan and Shultz’s hands at diplomacy. Reagan sought to outsmart the Soviets as much as outspend them.

			Yet as he built out the pieces of his strategy, he faced growing divisions among his team. He lamented to his diary that Shultz and Clark continued to feud, and complained, “Some of the NSC staff are too hard line and don’t think any approach should be made to the Soviets. I think I’m hard line and will never appease but I do want to try and let them see there is a better world if they’ll show by deed they want to get along with the free world.”[54]

			Moscow was not amused. The day after Reagan’s meeting with reporters, The New York Times published an article by foreign policy eminence Leslie Gelb on his recent trip to the Soviet Union. Following ten days of discussions with senior officials, Gelb described the Kremlin’s “outright hostility” to the United States and noted “the mood has clearly worsened” since Reagan’s SDI speech. Andropov made clear that he had no interest in a summit meeting with Reagan. Gelb’s headline summed it up: “Moscow Angrily Settles Back to Await End of Reagan Era.”[55]

			
				VI

			

			Reagan and Weinberger wanted to use the formidable military they were building. Not in combat—their strategy sought to deter a shooting war, and both were reluctant to employ force—but through displays of strength that would deter and unnerve the Soviets, such as massive military exercises. Besides rattling Moscow, exercises offered several other advantages. They provided training to military personnel; tested and refined new weapons platforms; strengthened alliances through joint exercises with allied forces and by reassuring allied leaders of American capabilities; and produced valuable intelligence when they prompted the Soviets to respond, thus revealing the Kremlin’s detection abilities and tactics.

			Calibrating these exercises was not easy. The Pentagon sought to poke the Soviet bear without provoking it to bite back.

			Two days after Reagan’s SDI speech, the aircraft carrier Enterprise set sail from Japan into the northwestern Pacific, where it joined the carriers Midway and Coral Sea for the Pacific Fleet’s largest exercise since World War II. The maneuvers, named Fleetex 83-1, would be a Pacific version of Ocean Venture from eighteen months earlier, continuing navy secretary John Lehman’s strategy of “aggressive defense.”

			The Kuril Islands chain stretches between the Soviet Union’s Kamchatka Peninsula and Japan’s northernmost island of Hokkaido. Claimed by both Tokyo and Moscow, the Kurils had been occupied by Soviet forces since World War II. Officially, the United States took no side in the territorial dispute. Unofficially, the US Navy decided to show that it did not recognize the Kremlin’s claim. In the words of a top secret National Security Agency history, the exercise “served notice that Allied naval forces would intrude into what the Soviets had come to regard as their own private lakes. . . . These actions were calculated to induce paranoia, and they did.”[56]

			On April 4, the Midway switched into stealth mode, slipped away from the armada, and sailed toward the Kurils. It launched six F-14 Tomcat fighters, which flew at high speed and low altitude over a Soviet naval base on Zeleny Island, catching the Russians by surprise. A Soviet air force squadron based on nearby Sakhalin Island did not scramble in time to intercept the Tomcats. An embarrassed Kremlin lodged a diplomatic protest with the State Department—and sent two Soviet nuclear-capable bombers on an overflight of Alaska a week later, the first intrusion into US airspace by Soviet bombers since 1969.[57]

			Moscow also ordered an investigation into its Sakhalin Island air defense lapse. One of the Soviet pilots later recalled, “A commission flew out to the regiment and gave us a dressing down. They really berated us.” [58] The Soviet air force determined to be more aggressive against any future aircraft incursions into northeast Asia. It would be a fateful resolution.

			The US Navy leadership regarded Fleetex 83-1 as a successful training operation and show of American resolve. They puzzled, however, over the lack of intelligence gleaned on Soviet capabilities. The Soviet navy in particular seemed oddly quiescent; its normally active surface ship surveillance had been “nearly non-existent,” wrote one US Navy commander. The Soviets did not need to watch the exercise from the outside because they could view it from the inside. Jerry Whitworth, a radioman on the Enterprise, had been spying for the KGB for years as part of a spy ring run by former navy officer John Walker. Whitworth pilfered millions of pages revealing the navy’s secure communications codes, countersurveillance tactics, and fleet operations, and passed them on to the KGB via Walker. Two years later, a KGB defector testified that the Walker and Whitworth ring was “the most important operation in the KGB’s history.”[59]

			
				VII

			

			Provocative exercises were just one use to which Reagan put his military expansion. He also wanted to put American weapons in the hands of other anticommunist fighters. The term “Reagan Doctrine” would not be coined by columnist Charles Krauthammer for another two years, but by 1983 it was already taking shape. From Central America to Central Asia, the United States equipped militaries and insurgent groups to fight communism. These efforts drew a direct lesson from the Vietnam War: Don’t send American troops when you can support local forces to fight.

			CIA director Casey became the main implementer of this strategy. The previous year he had traveled through Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia. In Pakistan, President Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq laid out for Casey a map of the region showing how the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan put the Kremlin within striking distance of the Strait of Hormuz and control of the Persian Gulf’s oil supply lines. Casey also worried that Soviet-backed regimes in Ethiopia and South Yemen could give Moscow control of access to the Red Sea—and thus a veto over Suez Canal traffic.

			On his return, Casey wrote a memo to Reagan describing his alarm at how “the Soviets have mounted subversion and insurgency threats to countries which control the most strategic choke points in the world.” To counter this, Casey urged Reagan to increase support for anticommunist forces, including “light arms, transport, and communications” equipment.[60] Casey made this case to the public the next year. In April 1983, he wrote a Wall Street Journal op-ed describing the Third World—a term originally coined for Cold War regions that were part of neither the Western bloc (“First World”) or the Soviet bloc (“Second World”)—as “the principal US-Soviet battleground for many years to come.” Casey detailed communist takeovers in the past decade in Vietnam, Ethiopia, Angola, Afghanistan, Nicaragua, Grenada, and Suriname, and urged the United States “to help our friends defend themselves” with training and weapons for anticommunist forces.[61] Next to Reagan himself, Casey was the administration official most attuned to the battle of ideas in the Cold War. He saw signs that the tide was turning. The CIA briefed State Department official Peter Rodman in 1983 on a classified study showing that, while for decades most insurgencies around the world had been communist-backed, all of a sudden “almost all the guerilla wars going on in the world were rebellions against Communist regimes. It was an extraordinary reversal of fortune.”[62] Marxist revolutionary fervor seemed to be running on fumes, while the Kremlin was running out of funds to bankroll new insurgencies.

			Afghanistan became the vanguard of this turnaround. While Reagan and Casey had decided two years earlier to continue the CIA covert action inherited from Carter providing $60 million per year in matériel to the Afghan insurgents, by early 1983 the program had stagnated. Influential officials at the CIA and the State Department voiced skepticism about the fighting ability of the mujahideen.[63] Some more cynical observers, noting that the limited American weapons supply would not give the rebels a battlefield advantage over the superior Red Army, said that the United States seemed “willing to fight to the last Afghan.”[64]

			Even more important, Pakistani president Zia had resisted a major expansion of aid, because he feared it could trigger Soviet retaliation against Pakistan. Since the American and Saudi support for the rebels flowed through Pakistan, Zia held an effective veto on the levels and recipients of the aid. Instead, he told Casey in April 1982 that the United States should “keep the pot boiling, but not boil over,” in Afghanistan. However, Zia did urge the provision of more sophisticated matériel, especially ground-to-air weapons that could shoot down Soviet aircraft.[65] He and the CIA agreed that the weapons should be of Soviet bloc origin rather than American manufacture, to obscure the US role as the supplier.

			By 1983, this caution began to give way. Two meetings deepened Reagan’s personal interest in the Afghan campaign and laid the foundation for expanded US support. The first came in December 1982, when Reagan hosted Zia at the White House for a state visit. Over the thirty-five years since Pakistan’s nativity, its relationship with the United States had been fraught and extraordinarily complex. The two nations had been treaty allies with a close intelligence collaboration, partners in Nixon and Kissinger’s diplomatic opening to China, and adversaries at odds over Pakistan’s nuclear weapons program and destabilizing wars with India—sometimes at the same time. Meeting with Zia privately in the Oval Office, Reagan voiced the obligatory concern over Pakistan’s nuclear aspirations and later noted, “Zia gave me his word they were not building [a nuclear weapon].” Zia lied to Reagan. But the president did not press on this prevarication, turning instead to their shared interests in Afghanistan as they moved into the Cabinet Room for an expanded meeting. Zia described the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and efforts to “intimidate Pakistan” as stemming from the Kremlin’s hostility to religion, especially Islam. Between the Iranian Revolution and Islamic movements in Afghanistan and Pakistan, Moscow feared further unrest in “the soft underbelly” of the Soviet Union’s own Muslim regions, restive under the oppressive yoke of communist rule. In a recent meeting with Andropov, Zia had realized that the Soviet leader knew his forces were bogged down and sought a way out. Zia and Reagan both saw an opening to impose more costs on the Soviet occupiers.[66]

			Zia’s analysis resonated with Reagan’s own view of the Cold War’s religious dimension and of Soviet vulnerabilities in Afghanistan. On top of Reagan’s efforts to aid Christians and Jews behind the Iron Curtain, he would support Zia’s Islamic fighters in their holy war against the godless Soviets. That night at the state dinner, Zia toasted Reagan as “a man of God” and predicted that history “[will] remember you . . . [as] Reagan the Peacemaker.”[67]

			Two months later came the second pivotal meeting. On February 2, 1983, Reagan hosted six Afghan rebels in the Oval Office. Accompanied by CIA officer Gust Avrakotos, the Afghans, including one woman, described their fight against the Soviets and the Red Army’s atrocities. One of the Afghans lifted his shirt and showed Reagan the burn marks on his skin from a Soviet chemical weapons attack. The meeting greatly affected Reagan. He wrote of it at length in his diary, describing the “freedom fighters” who suffered under the “inhumanity of the Soviets,” including “a village where the Russians had burned 105 people alive with gasoline and chemicals in an irrigation tunnel.”[68] This personal connection with the Afghanistan insurgency deepened Reagan’s commitment to help.

			The mujahideen soon gained an unlikely new ally in Washington, DC. Congressman Charlie Wilson, an East Texas Democrat, had recently traveled to Pakistan and become captivated by the Afghan resistance. A lecherous alcoholic and swashbuckling bon vivant, Wilson was also a tenacious and cunning lawmaker. Following his trip, he engaged in months of legislative legerdemain to increase the congressional appropriation supporting the resistance to $100 million. This 67 percent increase included more lethal antiaircraft guns to target Soviet helicopter gunships. Wilson capitalized on the desire of many of his Democratic colleagues, starting with House Speaker Tip O’Neill, to demonstrate their support for anticommunist forces in Afghanistan in part as political cover for their opposition to Reagan’s Central America anticommunist policies on human rights grounds.[69] Such support was ironic given that the mujahideen were hardly democratic and many engaged in serial war crimes. Few were immune to selective morality in the Cold War.

			
				VIII

			

			The struggle over Central America intensified, both in the region itself and in Washington. In January, NSC staff member Alfonso Sapia-Bosch warned Clark of “an increasingly difficult time keeping [the United States’] Central American program on course in the coming months.” Sapia-Bosch detailed growing congressional resistance to the White House’s Nicaragua and El Salvador aid and warned that John Paul II’s upcoming Central America trip “will be an overall minus from our standpoint,” because papal meetings will “legitimize” radical rulers and the Pope will refuse to denounce “leftist priests.”[70]

			Sapia-Bosch got Congress right and the Pope wrong. In early March, John Paul II visited eight Central American nations in seven days. His trip was pastoral and his main message was spiritual. Consistent with Catholic social thought, the Pope also called for “a climate of true democracy for the promotion of the common good” (words that Reagan quoted a few days later).[71] For John Paul II, this entailed speaking out against communists and liberation theology on the Left, and oligarchs and authoritarians on the Right.

			Nicaragua witnessed the trip’s most consequential event. The Sandinista regime engineered massive disruptions of the Pope’s open-air mass in Managua. Sandinista mischief included loudspeakers drowning out the Pope’s words, a bused-in mob, and Daniel Ortega himself leading the Sandinista rulers yelling, “People’s power,” during the Holy Father’s homily. The Pope persisted with the service, at one point yelling, “Silencio!” to the mob. The Sandinista stunts backfired, spectacularly. Live television broadcast the mass throughout Central America, leaving millions of viewers, in papal biographer George Weigel’s words, “shocked at the vulgarity of Sandinista misbehavior. . . . The Sandinista myth began, slowly, to erode.”[72]

			A month prior, Jeane Kirkpatrick had traveled to Central America. She and Casey shared the belief that the region was a central front in the Cold War, and they worked together to shape what became the Reagan Doctrine. Kirkpatrick also appreciated that Casey “treated me as an equal,” unlike some of her other male peers in the administration. She recalled, “Bill was more interested in my views on Nicaragua than my sex.”[73] So was Reagan, who regarded her as one of his most important advisors on Latin America.

			Assistant Secretary of State for Latin America Tom Enders and US ambassador to El Salvador Deane Hinton both opposed Kirkpatrick’s trip. Enders even sent a secret nine-page cable to the US embassies in each country on her itinerary, instructing them to disregard her views. His skullduggery failed. American and local officials both had the good sense to disregard Enders and welcome the higher-ranking Kirkpatrick. She met with all the US officials and regional leaders she wanted, including a late-night discussion with Duarte in San Salvador, where he impressed upon her the importance of free elections to his country’s future.

			What Kirkpatrick saw and heard on her trip increased her alarm. Many Central American leaders described growing Soviet, Cuban, and Nicaraguan inroads in the region. She grew to fear that Mexico itself might be ripe for subversion.[74] No slouch at bureaucratic infighting, Kirkpatrick exacted revenge when she briefed Reagan on her trip and persuaded him to fire Enders and Hinton. The president vented to his diary, “I’m now really mad. . . . I’m determined heads will roll beginning with Ambas. Hinton.”[75] Both Enders and Hinton favored a power-sharing agreement between the Salvadoran government and the FMLN rebels. Reagan, Casey, Kirkpatrick, Clark, and Shultz all opposed such a settlement, which they feared would enable the FMLN to bypass the election process and even give it an opening to take over the country.[76] Shultz did not mind dismissing Enders and Hinton since he did not want them undermining the administration’s policy. To lead the Latin America bureau, he appointed Langhorne “Tony” Motley, then serving as ambassador to Brazil, and replaced Hinton with Thomas Pickering, among the most capable diplomats in the Foreign Service.

			Reagan faced growing congressional opposition to his Central America policies, led by Speaker Tip O’Neill himself. For O’Neill it was a spiritual fight, as the Cold War fault lines cut through the Catholic Church. His beloved ninety-one-year-old aunt was a Maryknoll nun, and he described the Maryknoll priests and nuns ministering in Central America as the “special source” of his “passion” for the region. He claimed that these men and women religious sent him an unequivocal message: “I haven’t met one of them who isn’t completely opposed to our policy.” Further, the Speaker feared that Reagan planned to invade Nicaragua and described such a prospect as his “greatest fear about Reagan’s foreign policy” (even though Reagan showed no intention of doing so). Nonetheless, O’Neill tried to block all of the White House’s efforts to aid those anticommunist forces already fighting in El Salvador and Nicaragua.[77]

			Most of the activists and members of Congress who joined O’Neill in mobilizing against Reagan’s Central America policies did so from genuine conviction. They feared another Vietnam, lamented America’s troubled history in the region, and detested the brutal repression that some Central American anticommunists employed. Few of these activists realized that the KGB supported their efforts. In 1980 the Soviet and Cuban intelligence services launched a covert campaign to fuel popular opposition in the United States to the Salvadoran and contra aid programs. For example, the KGB helped organize and fund the Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador, cofounded by Sandy Pollack of the Communist Party USA, to coordinate activism against US aid to El Salvador. One internal KGB document described this campaign: “Influence was exerted on US public opinion: about 150 committees were created in the United States which spoke out against US interference in El Salvador, and contacts were made with US Senators.”[78] The effects of these KGB efforts are hard to measure and should not be overstated, but at a minimum they contributed to eroding support for the White House’s policies.

			Reagan undertook a campaign to bolster public opinion and secure more backing from Congress. In March and April he and his team poured forth a cavalcade of speeches, interviews, and op-eds to explain their strategy—including an address by Reagan to a joint session of Congress, and even a Wall Street Journal op-ed by Richard Nixon titled “Don’t Let El Salvador Become Another Vietnam” (by which Nixon meant letting it fall to communism).[79] The White House’s messaging featured two main points. First, communist toeholds in Central America threatened “the entire Western hemisphere,” including Mexico and even the United States, especially if the Panama Canal were to fall under hostile control. As Reagan wrote to Nixon in a letter thanking him for his op-ed, Soviet bloc advances in the region would herald “the beginning of the conflict for communist control of the United States itself.”[80] Second, Reagan’s strategy in the region entailed not just stopping communism but promoting democracy.

			Reagan highlighted this in his April 25 address to Congress. As with most of his major speeches, he drafted a good portion of it himself.[81] “In response to decades of inequity and indifference,” he said, “we will support democracy, reform, and human freedom.” For Reagan, democracy was a middle way between the authoritarian, oligarchic Right and the revolutionary Left. He then invoked the Truman Doctrine, also delivered to a joint session of Congress almost four decades earlier, to place his Central America policy in a bipartisan context of Cold War history. He channeled the spirit of Truman’s warnings about the global consequences of communist advances: “If Central America were to fall, what would the consequences be for our position in Asia, Europe, and for alliances such as NATO? If the United States cannot respond to a threat near our own borders, why should Europeans or Asians believe that we’re seriously concerned about threats to them?”[82]

			Reagan’s warnings about how European and Asian allies viewed the United States’ credibility in Central America were exaggerated. Numerous European leaders in particular, under pressure from their own inflamed publics, preferred that the United States curtail its military aid programs in the region. Reagan often bristled at these objections, responding that Europeans had the luxury of opining on Central America without facing the risks that the United States did of instability and communist advances on its southern doorstep.

			He knew that his appeals for democracy would ring hollow if the Salvadoran government did not protect innocent civilians. He also knew that Congress would not approve any further aid without improvements in human rights. In an April 5 phone call, Reagan urged President Magaña to take specific steps, including releasing political prisoners, investigating the 1980 murders of the Maryknoll nuns, and prosecuting the war criminals in the military.[83] Casey reinforced the message in person soon thereafter. On a secret trip to the region, he had dinner with Magaña in San Salvador and delivered a blunt warning: “Stop the death squads. I’m not going to lecture you about morality—you can worry about your own souls. But I’m telling you this: if you expect the United States to save you from a Salvadoran Castro, cut it out.”[84]

			Magaña readily agreed to these demands from Reagan and Casey. Whether he could deliver was another matter. Solving the Salvador challenge was hard enough when sober. The weak president, flummoxed by his legislature, fearful of his rogue military, leading a country aflame in civil war, took to the bottle. In a lunch meeting with a visiting American congressman, Hinton recalls that Magaña arrived “unusually late . . . dead drunk. After a bad half an hour, I convinced an aide to take him home.”[85]

			The White House struggled with its own hangover from Vietnam. On the one hand, Reagan emphatically rejected the comparison. He told reporters, “There is no parallel whatsoever with Vietnam.”[86] He repeatedly disavowed any thought of sending American combat troops to El Salvador or even to “Americanize the war with a lot of US combat advisors,” as he explained in one speech.[87] On the other hand, Reagan’s incessant warnings about American credibility and communist threats to other nations in the region sounded much like the credibility and domino theory arguments that past American leaders had used to justify intervention in Vietnam. Ironically, Reagan’s strategy in El Salvador and Nicaragua did incorporate lessons from the Vietnam experience—so much that he deliberately took the opposite approach. Instead of sending American troops to fight, Reagan supported local forces to do the fighting. Yet for many Americans, Vietnam’s lesson was not about how best to support anticommunist forces in a civil war, but rather not to get involved in civil wars at all.

			
				IX

			

			Late on Friday night, April 8, 1983, Clark and a small team of CIA, NSC, and Pentagon officials boarded a presidential airplane at Andrews Air Force Base and flew in secret to South America. Their weekend mission was to reverse communist inroads in a Latin American nation that most Americans had never heard of: Suriname. Its Marxist leader Dési Bouterse had taken power in a coup in 1980. Soon after, he began murdering his political opponents, building ties with the Soviets and Cubans, and welcoming arms shipments from Libya.

			Suriname’s small size belied its importance in the minds of Reagan and Clark. They feared its becoming the first South American state to slip into the Soviet orbit. As Clark warned Reagan, a Soviet toehold in Suriname would provide a base for maritime surveillance aircraft to track American submarines entering the southern Atlantic and give the Kremlin “the potential to control the Southern Caribbean and endanger shipping lanes,” including petroleum transiting from Venezuela to America’s Gulf Coast refineries.[88]

			Back in early January, Reagan had convened an NSPG meeting on Suriname. His diary entry that night reflected his concern and his limited options. “Press is neglecting this place possibly because the blood thirsty dictator is on the left. He had about 30 labor leaders, academics and civic leaders executed and is seeking alliance with Cuba. This must not be allowed. We have to find a way to stop him. The Marines could do it but we’d lose all we’ve gained with the other Latin Am[erican] countries.”[89] Reagan’s fear of a regional backlash to an American military intervention led him to search for other options.

			He found one with the Clark mission. It would be an elaborate bluff. In Clark’s description, “it was a war plan, a false one but looking very real on paper . . . [to] invade Suriname.” Clark and his team first landed in Caracas. They met with President Campins and threatened that if Venezuela did not halt Bouterse’s embrace of Havana and Moscow, the United States would attack Suriname. As Clark recalls, Campins “turned pale” but demurred, protesting that his political troubles prevented him from doing anything. From there the Clark delegation flew on to Brasília. They delivered the same warning to Brazilian president Figueiredo and his staff. Figueiredo, who disliked the notion of a communist outpost on Brazil’s northern border, agreed to take care of the problem. “Brazil moved in with a carrot and stick to Bouterse,” as Clark described, providing $25 million in development aid while also deploying Brazilian troops to the Suriname border. Bouterse soon distanced his country from Havana and Moscow. Clark’s gambit had succeeded. He and Reagan had not sought a change in regime, just a change in behavior.[90]

			
				X

			

			Beyond America’s backyard, Reagan also looked to the other side of the globe. In 1983 he began spending more time on Africa. That year alone, he hosted separate White House visits by the leaders of Zambia, Ivory Coast, Zaire, Senegal, Zimbabwe, Liberia, Cape Verde, Togo, and Sudan, in addition to Bishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa. While these meetings covered issues particular to each country, every discussion also included the common concerns of Libya’s misbehavior, Soviet and Cuban encroachments, and southern Africa’s tangle of the odious white supremacist regime in South Africa, its occupation of neighboring Namibia, and the Cuban forces propping up the communist regime in Angola.

			Any consideration of Reagan’s policies toward South African apartheid becomes entwined with Reagan’s record on race and civil rights in the United States. It is a complex subject. Virtually everyone who knew Reagan agreed that he abhorred racism. As a football player at Eureka College in 1931, on a team road trip he had refused to sleep in a hotel that barred two of his Black teammates and instead welcomed them to stay with him overnight in his home.[91] As a baseball radio announcer in the 1930s, he spoke out against the sport’s segregation. As president in 1981, he hired Middle East expert Dr. Raymond Tanter as one of the first Black members of the NSC policy staff, and in his second term would select General Colin Powell as the first Black national security advisor in history. Reagan took personal offense at racist behavior. In 1982, he had been appalled to read in The Washington Post of the Ku Klux Klan burning a cross on the front lawn of a Black family in Maryland. The horrified president cleared his schedule that afternoon so that he and the First Lady could visit the family at their home and offer consolation and encouragement. That night he lamented to his diary, “There is no place in this land for the hate-mongers and bigots.”[92]

			However, his background also includes some disturbing episodes. In 1971, following the United Nations’ decision to eject Taiwan and welcome the People’s Republic of China to membership, then-governor Reagan phoned President Nixon to complain about the support of many African nations for the move. Reagan fulminated, “To see those, those monkeys from those African countries—damn them, they’re still uncomfortable wearing shoes!”[93] His language is ugly and indefensible. It also seems to be the only instance in the public record of Reagan’s life where he used racist language. Another troubling moment came in his 1980 campaign when he gave a speech in Mississippi extolling “states’ rights”—even though the nearby town of Philadelphia had been the site in 1964 of the murders of three civil rights workers by white supremacists. Historian Rick Perlstein describes Reagan as reluctant to give the speech, persuading himself that he had no racist intent even if the audience heard otherwise. Perhaps out of penitence, the next day he visited Black leader Vernon Jordan, recovering from an assassination attempt by a white supremacist, in the hospital, and gave an address to the Urban League.[94]

			As Lou Cannon, the journalist who covered Reagan for over two decades, concludes, “Any fair-minded look at Mr. Reagan’s biography and record demonstrates that he was not a bigot.”[95] Reagan believed in racial equality but was not above occasional displays of racial insensitivity and did not make combating racism his top policy priority.

			Instead, Reagan viewed Africa primarily through the lens of the Cold War. As did the Soviets. The previous decade had been good for the Kremlin in Africa. The communist People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) had seized power in Angola with support from Moscow and Havana, while communist dictator Mengistu Haile Mariam brought Ethiopia into the Soviet orbit. Brezhnev bestowed over $1 billion worth of weaponry on the Mengistu regime and deployed over seven thousand Soviet military and civilian advisors in the country, giving the USSR an influential perch on the Red Sea and its channel to the Suez Canal. As historian Odd Arne Westad observes, such victories “gave rise to unprecedented optimism in Soviet Third World policy.” The emboldened Kremlin believed, as a senior Soviet official put it, “the world was turning in our direction.”[96]

			To tackle these problems, Reagan had appointed one of the most capable assistant secretaries in the State Department, Chester Crocker. A Georgetown professor who had previously served on the NSC staff in the Nixon White House, Crocker combined the mind of a scholar with a mastery of bureaucratic knife fighting learned at Kissinger’s knee. When Reagan nominated him in 1981 to lead the Africa bureau, Senator Jesse Helms, a close collaborator with South Africa’s white supremacist government, blocked Crocker’s confirmation for six months because the nominee opposed the apartheid regime in Pretoria. Reagan and Haig stood steadfast behind Crocker, and eventually Helms relented.[97]

			With Reagan’s support, Crocker developed a strategy for southern Africa predicated on removing foreign forces and bringing peace to the troubled region. The challenges were almost infinitely complex. Angola had become mired in civil war as anticommunist rebels under the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) banner, supported by South Africa and led by Jonas Savimbi, fought the communist MPLA and its Cuban and Soviet backers. The Angolan regime and its Soviet allies in turn supported the African National Congress, the main antiapartheid organization targeting the white minority regime in South Africa.[98] Both Angola and South Africa treated Namibia as their proxy, with Angolan-sponsored insurgents warring against the occupying South African troops.

			Reagan and Crocker’s strategy linked three goals: ending South Africa’s occupation and securing independence for Namibia; removing the fifty thousand Cuban troops from Angola; and ending apartheid in South Africa. Each goal was integrated and sequenced in a complex diplomatic dance; each goal also addressed the fears of the other parties. The South African regime worried that withdrawing from Namibia would allow it to become a base for communist guerilla attacks sponsored by Angola. The Angolan regime worried that losing its Cuban and Soviet backers would lead to its defeat at the hands of UNITA. Reagan, Shultz, and Crocker in turn feared that destabilization in South Africa could lead to the tyranny of apartheid being replaced by the tyranny of communism—and give the Soviets another foothold on the resource-rich southern tip of the continent. Instead they developed a policy of “constructive engagement” that combined protecting Pretoria from communism while pressing Prime Minister P. W. Botha to end the white minority’s power monopoly and oppression of the Black population. As Reagan told his diary, “We detest apartheid but believe we can do better with S[outh] Africa by persuasion.”[99] While some of Reagan’s critics dismissed “constructive engagement” as too soft, Botha himself feared it as a serious threat to apartheid because, in US ambassador Herman Nickel’s words, “it appealed to those elements in South African society who wanted change and who saw, as one of the benefits of such change, a better relationship with the United States.”[100]

			Unlike the White House’s use of military aid in Central America and Afghanistan, persuasion was the main weapon that Reagan and Crocker had for the entire region. Congress had passed the Clark Amendment in 1975, banning military assistance to Angola. The removal of that instrument from the US toolkit increased American dependence on the Pretoria government as its main anticommunist proxy in the region. With South African arms and Savimbi’s battlefield brilliance, in 1983 UNITA rebels advanced on Luanda itself. This terrified the USSR and Cuba. A CIA analysis found that their client’s losses “prompted Moscow and Havana to increase significantly their support for the besieged Angolan regime,” including “a major increase in the quality and quantity of arms delivered to” the MPLA.[101] Meanwhile the Reagan administration resorted to a combination of diplomacy and economic development aid to try to roll back communist inroads and bring peace to Africa’s troubled southern cone.

			
				XI

			

			Ersatz vehicles and erratic driving were common on the war-ravaged streets of Beirut. Few Lebanese or Americans took much notice when just after noon on April 18, a black GMC pickup truck, its springs groaning with a heavy payload, began creeping toward the US embassy. At 1:04 p.m., its young Shia driver swerved into the embassy driveway, smashed through the glass-windowed lobby, and detonated one ton of high explosives in the truck bed. Bob Ames, visiting for the week from Langley, had just finished a contentious meeting inside the secure vault housing the CIA station. The blast wrenched the seven-story building from its pillars, ripped off its front, and caused its floors to collapse on each other like a deadly accordion. Sixty-three people were killed, including seventeen Americans, eight of them CIA employees. Among the dead was Bob Ames.[102]

			The loss of his top Middle East expert shook Casey. In a headquarters ceremony, as eight new stars were inscribed on the CIA’s memorial wall, the director paid tribute to Ames as “the closest thing to an irreplaceable man.” Soon after, Casey personally recruited veteran officer William Buckley to deploy to Lebanon as chief of station to rebuild the CIA presence in the country.[103] It was a request that would turn into a death warrant.

			The bombing heralded a grim new era for the region and America’s role in it. It was planned and executed by a new organization, sponsored by Iran, that would soon be known to the world as Hezbollah.[104] It pioneered a new method, suicide bombing, that would wreak havoc for decades to come. It marked a surge in Shia militancy that included an accelerating spate of kidnappings of American hostages in Lebanon. It was terrorism’s first major blow to America during Reagan’s presidency. It would not be the last.

			As smoke still wafted from the embassy ruins, Shultz embarked on a round of shuttle diplomacy. He worried that the bombing might cause a series of further explosions, literal and metaphorical, in the region. Traversing Jerusalem, Beirut, Amman, Jeddah, and Damascus, within a few weeks he brokered the May 17 Agreement, signed by Israel and Lebanon. Under its terms Israel agreed to withdraw its troops from Lebanon, and Lebanon agreed to prevent its southern border region from being used for attacks on Israel.

			Syria began to sabotage the deal before its ink had dried. Damascus did so in part to press its own advantage and in part to please its Soviet patrons. The previous year, the Israelis had decimated the Soviet-equipped Syrian military in combat in Lebanon. The Kremlin, wanting to bolster its ally and also bedevil the United States, had launched an emergency airlift to rebuild the Syrian military with $2 billion in weapons and aid.[105] Prince Bandar, the Saudi ambassador to the United States, met with President Hafez al-Assad in Damascus and then returned to Washington to warn Reagan, “The Soviets have increased their influence to a disturbing proportion. . . . Assad kept reading me a list of what the Soviets are doing for him—giving him arms, manning their air defense, providing direct telephone links with Moscow.”[106]

			Reagan continued to view Middle East and Cold War events in apocalyptic terms. He fretted to his diary, “Syria is poisoning the well and the possibility of an Israeli-Syrian (plus Soviet) confrontation can not be ruled out. Armageddon in the prophecies begins with the gates of Damascus being assailed.”[107] Such fears affected Reagan in two paradoxical ways. They deepened his commitment to making peace in a troubled region at the center of history. Yet they also deepened his uncertainty about what policy to choose and which advisors to favor—especially if the end of the world might hang in the balance.

			By reinforcing Assad’s murderous rule, the Soviets increased their ability to foil American goals in the region. Now, with the May 17 Agreement, which one author described as “stillborn” because it depended on Syrian cooperation, Assad saw his chance.[108] In partnership with Iran, Syria began stepping up its aggression in Lebanon. The Lebanese government became increasingly imperiled. Israel suspended its withdrawal plans. Clark sent Reagan a grim report: “Ratification of the Lebanon-Israel agreement has led the Syrians to make good on earlier threats to destabilize the Gemayel Government. Behind all this activity in the region, the Soviets continue to inveigh against the agreement and our role in negotiating it.”[109]

			Assad also declared Phil Habib to be persona non grata, barring the envoy from Syria and neutering his effectiveness. Exhausted and frustrated, Habib decided to resign. Clark replaced him with Deputy National Security Advisor Bud McFarlane.[110] McFarlane had two prerequisites for success: He was capable, and he had White House support. But he lacked experience and deep knowledge of the region, and he lacked support from Shultz, who resented this latest NSC intrusion on State’s domain.

			The American mission in Lebanon became even more muddled. The NSC rather than State had the lead on diplomacy. The State Department advocated for continuing the marine deployment, while the Pentagon opposed it—and opposed McFarlane’s role as well. The CIA presence was shattered. In the midst of this acrimony, Reagan could not resolve the differences within his own government—nor could he repair the rift with Israel. Instead, with his administration divided, diplomacy flailing, and the marines left exposed on the front lines with their hands tied and mission unclear, worse trouble awaited.

			
				XII

			

			It was a sign of the times that spring in Washington, DC, witnessed the perennial bloom of the cherry blossoms enveloping the Jefferson Memorial—and the publication of two landmark reports on nuclear weapons. On April 6, the Scowcroft Commission issued its recommendations on the MX missile basing dilemma, and on May 3 the US Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) released its pastoral letter on nuclear weapons.

			Both generated national headlines, though the two documents could not be less alike. The Scowcroft Commission report, written in the muscular prose of nuclear strategy, supported the White House’s nuclear modernization. Warning that “deterrence is not, and cannot be, bluff,” among other measures it urged deploying one hundred MX missiles in hardened Minuteman silos and developing a new, more mobile single-warhead ballistic missile.[111]

			The importance of the Scowcroft Report lay not as much in what it said as who said it. Its recommendations largely mirrored the Reagan administration’s own emerging plans. But its bipartisan membership of moderate Republicans and Democrats created political cover for fence-sitting members of Congress to reverse their previous opposition. Reagan capitalized on this. Throughout May he threw himself into a lobbying campaign, phoning or meeting personally with over one hundred senators and representatives, to secure their support. It worked. Both the House and Senate, including ninety House Democrats, voted to fund the MX. The Peacekeeper missiles would be deployed in silos in Wyoming. Though never to be launched in anger, their impact would be felt at the negotiating table in Geneva.

			If the Scowcroft Report provided political support, the White House feared that the USCCB letter imposed political shackles. Titled The Challenge of Peace: God’s Promise and Our Response, the densely argued epistle of forty-five thousand words combined Jesuitical casuistry with florid eloquence. It was also widely seen as an inquisition against Reagan’s nuclear posture. The USCCB condemned the arms race as “one of the greatest curses on the human race” and demanded that the United States and NATO adopt a “no first use” nuclear policy.[112] Such visible Catholic criticism undermined Reagan’s effort to marshal a united religious front against Soviet communism. It could have been worse. The USCCB had revised earlier drafts in response to the concerns voiced by Clark and other Catholic conservatives. Their entreaties persuaded the USCCB to remove its call for a nuclear freeze and amend its accusations that the US nuclear posture directly targeted civilian populations.[113]

			Reagan had followed the document closely. He unburdened himself in a letter to a Catholic priest in Ohio who wrote to the White House of his own misgivings with the USCCB’s position. Responded Reagan:

			
				I’m sure the bishops supporting the “freeze” and unilateral disarmament are sincere and believe they are furthering the cause of peace. I’m equally sure they are tragically mistaken. What they urge would bring us closer to a choice of surrender or die. Surrender of course would mean slavery under a system that would banish God. I believe there is another way, the way we call peace through strength.[114]

			

			Yet scrupulous readers of the Scowcroft Commission report and the USCCB letter would have noticed some surprising areas of convergence. The Scowcroft Commission concluded with its hope for arms control agreements that would reduce the risk of war and reduce the size of Soviet and American arsenals, while The Challenge of Peace gave a qualified acceptance of nuclear deterrence. What few readers, let alone the authors of either report, appreciated is how Reagan himself took both goals even further. He wanted to build up the American arsenal to sufficient strength to force the Soviets into negotiating—not just to reduce nuclear arms but to abolish them altogether.

			
				XIII

			

			In the late seventeenth century, the Williamsburg settlement became the capital of colonial Virginia and one of the birthplaces of democracy. Three centuries later came the United States’ turn to host the G7 summit, and Reagan chose Williamsburg for this symbolism. He hosted most of the meetings at the Williamsburg Inn, which creaked with the ghosts of allies past. Exactly four decades earlier, in May 1943, the combined British and American joint chiefs of staff had repaired to the Williamsburg Inn while planning the campaign to liberate Europe from Nazi tyranny. Now, in May 1983, Reagan and his allies gathered there to plan how to liberate the world from Soviet tyranny.

			Reagan welcomed Japanese prime minister Nakasone to the White House before the G7 gathering. This visit cemented their personal relationship. It also advanced Reagan’s “effort to establish a new Pacific emphasis in US foreign policy,” as Clark wrote.[115] Nakasone had earned this return White House invitation by taking tough political steps back in Tokyo. He had secured his legislature’s approval for several defense measures and, as important, persuaded a critical mass of the Japanese public to support a stronger military and deepened security cooperation with the United States. Nakasone had sent Reagan a lengthy letter in April outlining these steps, including increased defense spending, lifting the ban on exporting advanced military technology to the United States, and committing Japan to defending its territorial waters and any US forces in the region under attack.[116] Against the view that structural forces alone shape international politics, Nakasone was showing how individual leaders can make a decisive difference. He was engineering a revolution in Japan’s strategic posture that none of his predecessors could even envision.

			During their White House lunch, Nakasone indulged his penchant for metaphors resonant with American ears. Regarding their strategy at Williamsburg, he told Reagan, “You be the pitcher, and I’ll be the catcher.” Of course, Nakasone added, sometimes the catcher calls the pitches.[117] It was an apt description of their partnership beyond the weekend summit, through the next four years. An appreciative Reagan wrote that night of Nakasone, “He impresses me more every time I see him.”[118] Nakasone proved as good as his word behind Reagan’s back. Ahead of the summit he privately told Thatcher that he “wished Williamsburg to demonstrate Western solidarity so that President Reagan felt that all his allies were behind him in the [nuclear arms control] negotiations.”[119]

			Reagan looked forward to welcoming his counterparts to Williamsburg. Several he now counted as friends, especially Thatcher, Kohl, and Nakasone. He even enjoyed a bonhomie with Mitterrand, despite their political differences. Mitterrand would later commend Reagan’s resolve as “primal: like a rock in the Morvan, like plain truth.”[120] The one leader Reagan still found grating was Canadian prime minister Pierre Trudeau.

			By this point Reagan’s economic policies had led to reductions in inflation and interest rates (from 18 percent to 9 percent) as the American economy revived. In Williamsburg he would be spared European complaints about interest rates that had plagued previous meetings. Instead his counterparts had a new gripe: the United States’ growing budget deficits. Thatcher and Kohl in particular feared American deficits could provoke inflation’s vengeful return and tempt more capital flight from their countries to finance American borrowing.[121]

			In Williamsburg, Reagan parried these criticisms by agreeing to vague language in the conference economic declaration committing all member nations to reducing deficits. In turn Reagan secured, with support from Thatcher and Kohl, strong statements supporting free markets, opposing protectionism, and committing to a new round of General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) negotiations. Together they began laying the foundation for expanding free trade and economic growth around the world. It embodied Reagan’s vision of displaying the free world’s prosperity as an attractive contrast to the penury of the communist bloc.

			The scheduled American missile deployment in Europe loomed that fall. European public opinion continued to resist the missiles, even while most European leaders supported them. Before the summit began, Reagan asked Thatcher to suggest a G7 statement endorsing the deployment. Once Thatcher put the idea on the table over dinner, Reagan led the negotiations and even took the notes that would be turned into the statement.[122]

			Mitterrand and Trudeau worked to block it. The bombastic Frenchman tried to storm out of the room until physically restrained by the much larger Kohl. Returning to the table, Mitterrand complained on procedural grounds that the INF issue was a NATO rather than G7 concern.[123] Nakasone, however, had a firsthand interest in the INF question. The Soviets had deployed SS-20s in their far east, targeting Japan. Nakasone knew that any hope of removing that threat depended on the diplomatic leverage that American missiles in Europe would provide.

			Reagan pulled Mitterrand and Nakasone aside and spoke to Mitterrand on the Japanese leader’s behalf: “You’ve got to understand: Nakasone’s side doesn’t have any democratic neighbors in Asia. He’s got to be part of our democratic community if he’s going to be supported effectively as a democratic country.” Mitterrand found Reagan’s appeal persuasive. When the full group reconvened at the table, Mitterrand spoke up in favor of an INF statement.[124] To reinforce the point, Nakasone took the dramatic step of inserting language in the statement linking Japan’s security to Europe’s security—a connection no other postwar Japanese leader had ever made in public.

			Trudeau posed a bigger problem. The haughty Canadian dismissed the INF deployment as “utterly and tragically wrong” and proposed instead expressing “mutual trust” with the Kremlin because “the Soviet people want peace.” The other leaders found those banalities naïve and irksome. Then tempers erupted when Trudeau went a step further and said that Canada, though a NATO member, should not be bound by the INF decision because he had not been in office when NATO first announced it in 1979.[125] Such a sentiment struck at the heart of the alliance’s credibility and integrity, which should not be captive to the whims of an individual premier. Reagan confessed that he “got angry,” while Thatcher became downright incensed, especially after Trudeau shouted, “We should be busting our asses for peace!” An amused Reagan told his diary, “I thought at one point Margaret was going to order Pierre to go stand in a corner.”[126] Trudeau relented in the face of this alliance wrath. The other leaders finished crafting the declaration and dispatched Shultz to read it to the assembled media. The statement also warned Moscow about the KGB’s disinformation campaign and fomenting of antinuclear protests in NATO countries: “Attempts to avoid serious negotiation by seeking to influence public opinion in our countries will fail.”[127]

			Reagan and his team returned to Washington, DC, feeling triumphant. Even the Washington Post editorial page, not normally supportive, gushed that “Mr. Reagan personally acted very much the leader of the alliance.”[128]

			
				XIV

			

			If Reagan led the Western alliance, John Paul II served as its chaplain. NATO leaders watched anxiously as the Pope landed in Warsaw on June 16 for his first return to Poland since martial law. A nervous General Jaruzelski acceded to the Vatican’s insistence that the Pope meet with Lech Walesa. This bolstered the Solidarity leader’s spirits and injected the movement with new vitality. (The CIA’s ongoing covert support also helped.) Over seven days the Pope visited several cities and drew flocks numbering up to two million of the Polish faithful. In George Weigel’s description, the papal visit “restored hope to a people who had begun to lose hope.”[129] A few weeks later West German foreign minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher visited Washington and told Reagan and Shultz that the Pope’s Poland trip would “make the Soviets think twice” and “effectively answered the question of how many divisions he has” (a reference to Stalin’s derisive comment “How many divisions does the Pope have?”).[130]

			One month after the Pope’s departure, a beleaguered Jaruzelski lifted martial law. Poland was far from free. But it was a step closer.[131]

			Reagan continued to wrestle with the most effective ways to secure freedom for Soviet dissidents. In May, he had presided over a Rose Garden ceremony to sign a bill establishing “Andrei Sakharov Day” as an annual remembrance of the dissident physicist and Nobel Peace laureate, then under house arrest in the Soviet Union. That night, Reagan confided his ambivalence to his diary: “I’m kind of sorry about the whole thing. We’ve been working behind the scenes to get him released—quiet diplomacy. This kind of public demand puts the Soviet politicos in a corner where they lose face if they give in.”[132]

			As he waged his freedom offensive against the Kremlin, Reagan remained mindful of how Moscow perceived it. He continually tried to see the world through Soviet eyes, even as he tried to pressure the Soviet system into producing a reformist leader he could look at directly across the negotiating table.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7
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			THE MAELSTROM

			
				I

			

			At 2:42 a.m., Soviet air force pilot Gennady Osipovich took off from a base on the Kamchatka Peninsula and throttled his Su-15 interceptor into the night sky. The base commander had ordered him to track an unfamiliar aircraft that had drifted into Soviet airspace. His plane, among the Soviet air force’s most advanced fighter jets, was armed with a twenty-millimeter cannon and R-98 air-to-air missiles.

			Osipovich soon located the intruder. It was a Boeing 747, one of the world’s most widely used civilian passenger jets. With its iconic silhouette and navigation lights on, it would normally have been recognizable, but in the darkness Osipovich could not be sure.

			He remembered being upbraided by his superiors five months earlier when the US Navy F-14s had flown over Zeleny Island undetected. He had resolved not to let it happen again.

			Osipovich tried to contact the plane over the Soviet military’s radio identification system. No response. He fired warning shots from his cannon, but the rounds did not include tracer bullets and were unseen by the 747 pilots. His commander then ordered him to shoot down the aircraft. Osipovich locked in his radar and fired two missiles. One struck the 747.

			“The target is destroyed,” radioed Osipovich.

			But the jet did not immediately explode. Instead, a five-foot hole torn in its fuselage, the 747 began to climb in an awkward ascent.

			Its bewildered pilots struggled to control the crippled air giant.

			“What’s happened?”

			“Retard throttles.”

			“Altitude is going up.”

			A computer alert sounded in the cockpit: “Attention: emergency descent! Attention: emergency descent!”

			The panicked first officer: “This is not working. This is not working.”

			The captain: “Manually.”

			“Cannot do manually.”

			“Is it power compression?”

			“Is that right?”

			“Rapid decompression descend to one zero thousand!”

			The passengers heard the public address system intone over and over, in Korean, English, and Japanese: “Put out your cigarette. This is an emergency descent.”

			Oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling.

			The PA repeated: “Put the mask over your nose and mouth and adjust the headband.”

			Then the 747 began to descend, first gradually and then in a rapidly accelerating death spiral.

			The plane was Korean Air Lines flight 007, en route from New York City to Seoul. Because of a navigation error, it had drifted off course into Soviet airspace. Its 269 civilian passengers and crew spent their last moments in the slow-motion horror of feeling their aircraft plummet from the sky. Twelve terrifying minutes after the missile hit, their plane disintegrated as it crashed into the sea. All aboard died instantly from “blunt force trauma” in the clinical words of the coroner’s report. Most of the passengers were South Korean citizens; sixty were Americans.[1]

			When news broke of the KAL 007 shoot-down, Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson called a press conference in Seattle to excoriate the Soviets for their brutal massacre. Hours later he suffered a massive heart attack and died.

			Jackson’s death deprived Reagan of a friend and a valued ally in the Senate who lent a bipartisan foundation to his Cold War policies. The mournful president wrote in his diary that it was “a real loss.”[2]

			It would soon get much worse. The next three months would bring the largest loss of life for the American military since Vietnam, the departure of his most trusted member of his national security team, and a new nadir in the US-Soviet relationship. The world would also come to the edge of nuclear war.

			
				II

			

			Earlier in the summer, Reagan and Shultz had renewed their outreach to the Kremlin. They sent the American delegation back to Geneva on June 8 to resume the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) with the Soviets. They also probed for an opening with Andropov.

			Reagan received conflicting reports on the economic conditions facing the new Soviet leader. The CIA and the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, somewhat revising their earlier assessments of economic distress, issued multiple analyses throughout 1983 describing the Soviet Union as on “a slow-growth track” and forecasting a modest GDP increase of 2 to 3 percent. They depicted a stagnant economy, with a few bright spots overshadowed by systemic inefficiency, that could nonetheless keep muddling along and faced little prospect of collapse.[3]

			Frustrated by how the intelligence community seemed to accept Soviet official statistics, Andrew Marshall at the Pentagon’s Office of Net Assessment commissioned an outside study by a group of Soviet émigré economists based in Maryland. The émigrés combined academic expertise and firsthand familiarity with their home country’s pathologies. Their report, circulated widely at the NSC, detailed how the CIA and most other American economists failed to “recognize the extent of the badness” of the Soviet economy. The émigrés described it instead as “desperate” and on the brink of “economic disaster.”[4] Their assessment reinforced Reagan’s convictions and his strategy to increase pressure on Soviet vulnerabilities.

			This strategy could include a summit with Andropov. Reagan and his team deliberated over how to propose such a meeting with the Soviet leader. To replace Pipes after his return to Harvard, Clark had recruited Foreign Service Officer Jack Matlock to the NSC staff as senior director for Soviet affairs. Beyond his policy expertise and Russian linguistic skill, Matlock maintained a good relationship with Shultz and other State officials, which Clark hoped might help ease the persistent NSC-State tensions. Clark and Matlock contended that America’s military expansion, allied unity, and impending INF deployment, combined with the “myriad of problems” besetting Andropov, meant “our negotiating strength is stronger than it has been for many years.” Shultz agreed. However, all counseled to proceed with caution and “use the summit issue in a manner which enhances our leverage rather than weakening it.” They worried that the Kremlin’s insecurity and refusal to make concessions could cripple a summit as mere talk with few results.[5]

			Reagan decided to explore it with a letter. Andropov had sent Reagan a polite but perfunctory note of holiday wishes on July 4. The next week Reagan handwrote his response. Reiterating his commitment to “elimination of the nuclear threat,” Reagan appealed for negotiations across the full spectrum of issues in the US-Soviet relationship, including Eastern Europe, Afghanistan, Central America, arms control, and trade.[6]

			It was the second time that Reagan wrote by hand to a Soviet leader suggesting a diplomatic opening, following his missive to Brezhnev two years earlier. The result would be much the same. The two leaders exchanged three more letters over the following month. Andropov focused on the looming basing of American missiles in Europe. The Soviet leader hinted he might reduce the number of Soviet medium-range missiles, but only if the United States halted its planned deployment. In doing so, Andropov inadvertently revealed just how much the Kremlin feared the American missiles—and how much strategic leverage they provided the United States. Andropov demurred on discussing the other issues Reagan raised. This epistolary dialogue, already strained, ended altogether with the shoot-down of KAL 007.[7]

			
				III

			

			As the world grew more turbulent, so did the strains within Reagan’s team. The amiable Clark found himself, surprisingly, at the center of the acrimony. From the outside, Clark’s star appeared ascendant in the summer of 1983. Time magazine put him on its cover, and The New York Times Magazine featured him in a story as “the most influential foreign-policy figure in the Reagan Administration.”[8] But in his White House basement office, he found himself being squeezed by a three-way vise. The strangulating pressures came from Shultz at the State Department, James Baker and Michael Deaver upstairs in the West Wing, and, most fatally, the First Lady in the East Wing.

			Shultz fretted, not without cause, that Clark and the NSC staff were intruding on the State Department’s prerogatives and keeping Shultz in the dark—especially on Middle East and Central America policy. After belatedly learning of a major US military exercise near Nicaragua and a Middle East trip by McFarlane, on July 25 the furious secretary demanded a meeting with Reagan, Bush, Clark, Baker, and Meese. Shultz complained of being sidelined, told Reagan that he should get a new secretary of state, and acidly suggested, “Bill Clark seems to want the job, because he is trying to run everything.”[9]

			Reagan rejected Shultz’s threat to resign and reassured the secretary of his full faith and confidence. This mollified Shultz for but a moment. Four days later he erupted again when the Time story appeared, featuring Clark leading the White House’s “big stick” approach in Central America and described Shultz’s “disappearing act” at the State Department, which further chafed Shultz’s fragile ego. As did a New York Times Magazine cover story portraying Clark as an influential anti-Soviet hard-liner. Such coverage also irritated the First Lady, who took umbrage at any staff who seemed to eclipse her husband. She phoned Shultz and told him she wanted to see Clark fired. Shultz recalled, not unhappily, “Clark was getting heavy publicity, but I knew his days were numbered.”[10]

			The next month, on September 14, Reagan was having lunch with Bush and Shultz when Baker burst into the private dining room. The chief of staff, normally unflappable, was irate. He brandished a letter that Reagan had signed earlier in the day authorizing the attorney general to subject any senior official—including the chief of staff, cabinet secretaries, and vice president—to lie detector tests in a leak investigation.

			The day prior, The Washington Post had published an article on Reagan’s Lebanon policy that included leaked information about McFarlane’s regional travel that exposed the envoy to danger. An enraged Clark and Meese went to Reagan and persuaded him that only polygraphs could smoke out the culprit and smother the leak fires consuming the White House. They did not consult Baker because they suspected him as the source of the story.

			Standing at the lunch table, Baker protested to Reagan that the polygraphs would be ineffective, foolish, and bad for staff morale. Shultz huffed that he would only take a lie detector once (his second resignation threat in less than two months). A flustered Reagan summoned all parties to the Oval Office. Clark and Baker traded angry accusations, while Reagan compromised by ordering an FBI investigation into the leak but eschewing strapping his team to polygraphs.[11]

			It was no coincidence that much of this acrimony centered on Middle East policy. Through the summer, the administration had struggled with the deteriorating situation in Lebanon and its regional fallout, all while the White House’s own policy rifts resembled Middle East sectarian strife. The NSC, led by Clark and McFarlane, and State under Shultz supported the marine deployment, to preserve order and negotiate a peace settlement. Though the NSC and State agreed on the mission, they disagreed on tactics—and differed even more on who should be in charge, with each jockeying for the lead role. Meanwhile the Pentagon’s civilian and military leadership, under Weinberger and CJCS Jack Vessey, disliked partnering with Israel, saw no national interests at stake in Lebanon, and opposed the marine deployment. America’s recent military misadventures shaped their skepticism; one NSC staffer derided Weinberger and Vessey as “charter members of the ‘Vietnam never again club.’ ”[12] In an NSC meeting, Reagan plaintively asked for “innovative ideas on how we might untie this Gordian Knot in Lebanon.”[13] His fractious team differed over not just which strand to pull but whether to try to unravel it at all.[14]

			With September, conditions worsened. Mortar attacks killed four marines over four days. When Reagan made condolence calls to their families, one father asked the president “if they were in Lebanon for anything that was worth his son’s life.” Such questions haunted Reagan. He admitted to his diary, “[Lebanon’s] Civil War is running wild,” and agonized over the “choice of getting out or enlarging our mission.”[15] King Hassan of Morocco, one of the region’s savviest leaders, privately warned Reagan that Lebanon was a “Syrian trap” to tie down American forces and urged the president to withdraw the marines.[16]

			As troubled as that mission was, hindsight is easy and unfair. Reagan’s options ran the gamut from bad to worse. Withdrawal and disengagement, as Weinberger and Vessey urged, would have abandoned Lebanon to civil war and massive civilian suffering, handed Syria a vassal state, emboldened terrorism, strengthened the Soviet hand, alienated regional partners, and damaged American credibility. Faced with that alternative, Reagan made the fateful choice to side with his NSC and State Department and doubled down on the mission. The problem was that this choice incurred many of the same grim risks as withdrawal, and others besides.

			
				IV

			

			When Clark phoned Reagan at his ranch with the news of the KAL 007 shoot-down, the president cut short his trip and flew back to Washington. He could not yet know that ahead lay the most perilous, tragic, and bloody three months of his presidency.

			On Saturday, September 2, he chaired an emergency NSPG meeting. He and his advisors, their initial shock turning to sustained outrage, wrestled with how to respond. Several facts complicated the picture. Shortly before KAL 007 had approached the Kamchatka Peninsula, a US Air Force RC-135 spy plane flew a surveillance loop in the vicinity, trying to monitor a rumored Soviet missile test. The RC-135 stayed in international airspace but still irked the Soviets, who dispatched several fighter jets to intercept and track it. When KAL 007 crossed the RC-135’s flight path and drifted by accident into Soviet territory, the Soviet radar operators seemed to confuse KAL 007 with the RC-135, as did their interceptor pilots. The Soviet air force, still rattled from the US Navy F-14 intrusion five months earlier, erred on the side of incaution in deciding to shoot down the plane.

			It was still inexcusable. Weighed against the mitigating factors were these: Neither the Soviet ground commander nor his interceptor pilots ever made a positive identification of the civilian plane, despite having shadowed it for two and a half hours. Nor did KAL 007 show any hostile intent; the jetliner was actually exiting Soviet airspace when Osipovich received the order to fire on it. The Kremlin’s response only reinforced the worldwide impression of its guilt. Rather than showing contrition, Moscow stonewalled: It blocked Japanese and Korean search-and-rescue ships from the area, refused to cooperate in an international investigation, fulminated that KAL 007 had “rudely violated the state border and intruded deliberately into the Soviet Union’s airspace,” and dismissed international outrage as a “hullabaloo.”[17]

			Reagan, Clark, and Shultz soon settled on a two-track approach. First, the United States would take the lead in marshaling world opinion against the Soviets and marginalizing Moscow. Clark wrote to Reagan, “[The shoot-down] presents us with the opportunity to reverse the false moral and political ‘peacemaker’ image that the Soviets have been cultivating.”[18] Second, Reagan would still pursue his diplomatic endeavors with the Kremlin. Most immediately, Shultz would keep his planned meeting with Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko in Madrid that week, resisting many calls to cancel it.

			On September 5, Reagan delivered an address to the nation. Dissatisfied with two different drafts that the White House speechwriters and State Department had sent him, he rewrote most of his remarks himself. Speaking with controlled fury about Soviet atrocities, he drew a line from the shoot-down to the Soviet system itself: “It was an act of barbarism born of a society which wantonly disregards individual rights and the value of human life and seeks constantly to expand and dominate other nations.” He announced a series of sanctions, including multinational restrictions on the Soviet state airline Aeroflot.[19]

			Jeane Kirkpatrick followed up with a masterful performance at Turtle Bay. Leading a special UN Security Council session, she captivated the room—and the watching world—by playing audio intercepts of the Soviet commander’s exchange with Osipovich that closed with the Soviet pilot’s cold, clinical reply, “Target is destroyed.” To the Kremlin excuse that KAL 007 had violated Soviet airspace, Kirkpatrick’s response was withering: “Straying off course is not recognized as a capital crime by civilized nations.”[20]

			
				V

			

			Three weeks later, Reagan continued his outreach to Moscow from the podium at the UN General Assembly. Declaring, “I’ve come today to renew my nation’s commitment to peace,” he announced several new concessions being offered to the Soviets in the START negotiations and quoted Eisenhower in describing his hope “to meet at the conference table with the understanding that the era of armaments has ended and the human race must conform its actions to this truth or die.” He also repeated his vow that “a nuclear war cannot be won, and it must never be fought.”[21]

			An hour after Reagan finished his speech, Red Army lieutenant colonel Stanislav Petrov walked through the gate at the Serpukhov-15 early warning base south of Moscow to begin his twelve-hour command shift. The Kremlin recently had deployed a new satellite surveillance system known as Oko (“eye”) that from outer space could detect any American ICBM launches as soon as they left their silos, ten to twelve minutes before Soviet radar would pick up the missiles as they traversed the Arctic Circle.

			The arms race was not just about building bigger, faster, stealthier, and more accurate weapons. It was also about building bigger, better, farther-reaching, and more accurate detection systems. The sooner the Soviets or Americans could learn of their adversary’s planned or impending attack, the sooner they could take protective, defensive, and retaliation measures, including scrambling aircraft, moving mobile missiles, deploying submarines, preparing launch sequences—and sheltering their leadership. Both sides invested continually in improved detection and alert systems, especially radar, to give their leaders decision advantage.[22]

			An engineer, Petrov had helped design and program the new satellite system. He knew that when Oko worked, it gave the Kremlin a view it had never before enjoyed of America’s missile bases. He also knew that Oko did not always work.

			A few minutes past midnight on September 26 at Serpukhov-15, the red letters “LAUNCH” lit up an alert panel. An alarm siren began to wail. Petrov ordered his operators to double-check their systems for problems or glitches. They reported that all was in order. He thought it must be a false alarm.

			Then, as he was on the phone with the duty officer, the screen burst with lights showing at least five American ICBMs incoming, possibly many more. “MISSILE ATTACK,” flashed the warning panel. Terrified, Petrov knew that standing orders dictated alerting the Soviet high command so they could launch retaliatory strikes before the American missiles impacted. That decision window was closing in minutes, even seconds.

			But something did not seem right. Petrov had not heard Reagan’s speech earlier in the day, but he did not need to—he already did not believe America would launch a preemptive strike. He did not want to be responsible for a nuclear war. He did not yet see any detection of the missiles by ground-based radar. He did not trust Oko. He made a gut decision and told the duty officer it was a false alarm. He waited, knowing that his career—and the fate of his nation, even the world—rested in the balance.

			Petrov was right. As the minutes ticked by and no American missiles descended, he realized another Oko glitch had caused the false alert. (An investigation would reveal that reflections from high clouds over US missile bases in Wyoming had triggered the system.)[23]

			Petrov’s quiet heroism in preventing a nuclear war would not come to light until a decade hence. The United States knew nothing of it at the time.

			Three days later, Reagan welcomed Margaret Thatcher back to the White House. Her recent reelection victory had also reinforced British public support for basing American nuclear missiles on their soil. She affirmed Reagan’s measured response to the KAL 007 shoot-down, particularly his efforts to keep dialogue open with the Kremlin. Reagan reiterated the contours of his strategy: “The Soviets are only at the negotiating table because the US is rebuilding its defense posture,” he told her. “[The Kremlin] recognizes . . . that they cannot compete . . . the Soviets are at the limit of their military buildup—they can’t afford another round in the arms race.”[24] Reagan wrote in his diary that night, “I don’t think US-UK relations have ever been better.”[25] That would change the next month.

			Two weeks after her visit, Reagan sat at Camp David and watched the screen in front of him in horror as Soviet ICBMs detonated over Lawrence, Kansas, incinerating the city under a series of mushroom clouds.

			It was only a movie. But it terrified Reagan. He was watching an advance screening of The Day After, which would air nationwide on ABC a month later and become the most-watched television movie in history. Millions of viewers would share Reagan’s trauma. He confessed to his diary, “[The movie] left me greatly depressed. . . . My own reaction was one of our having to do all we can to have a deterrent and to see there is never a nuclear war.”[26]

			This was not the first movie to frighten Reagan about nuclear war. Earlier that summer he had screened WarGames at Camp David. Its tale of a teenage hacker who penetrates NORAD’s computer systems and almost triggers a nuclear exchange with the Soviets so tormented Reagan that a few days later he shared his worries at an NSC meeting. CJCS Vessey then ordered a Defense Department review that confirmed the president’s fears about the Pentagon’s cybersecurity vulnerabilities. This prompted the Reagan administration to issue NSDD-145 the next year—America’s first presidential directive on protecting computer and electronic communications systems from hostile actors.[27]

			
				VI

			

			The Lebanon leak and polygraph debacle solidified for Clark what he had planned since January: It was time to leave. In early October he informed Reagan that he was resigning. The unrelenting demands of the job combined with the feuding and acrimony had ground Clark down, leaving him despondent and spent. He still had Reagan’s trust, but with Baker, Deaver, Shultz, and the First Lady united against him, Clark knew he could no longer serve effectively. At Clark’s request, Reagan made him secretary of the interior, where the lifelong outdoorsman could preside over public lands safe from the White House’s daily knife fights.

			Reagan should have had a plan to replace him, especially since he had known for almost a year of Clark’s desire to resign. Yet the president’s inattention to management fueled instead what Edmund Morris describes as “a White House power struggle of Lebanese intricacy.”[28]

			Having shivved Clark, James Baker and Michael Deaver concocted a scheme for the former to replace him as NSA and the latter to slide up to chief of staff. They pitched it to Reagan, who agreed without much thought or consultation. An alarmed Clark learned of this plan on his last day, just before the president was about to announce the new appointments. Clark implored Reagan to wait. Clark then marshaled his allies Weinberger, Casey, and Meese, who together appealed to Reagan to appoint Kirkpatrick as NSA instead of Baker. The president, about to depart for Camp David, agreed to think on it over the weekend. Their plot foiled, Baker and Deaver then enlisted Shultz to join them in vetoing Kirkpatrick to Reagan.

			The discomfited president settled instead on Deputy National Security Advisor Robert “Bud” McFarlane as the choice least objectionable to the feuding factions. It was hardly a ringing endorsement for one of the most important national security jobs serving the leader of the free world.

			Clark’s departure brought a cascade of affection and even some tears from the NSC staff. Several wrote him heartfelt letters pleading that he reconsider. They saw in Clark a leader who had empowered their work, shielded them from West Wing crossfire, maintained their integrity, and developed the interlocking pieces of Reagan’s Cold War strategy. His legacy would be felt for the next five years as those many strategy directives continued to guide the administration.

			McFarlane brought to his new role a fierce work ethic, knowledge of government and policy, and loyalty to the president’s agenda. He also suffered torments and insecurities that in time would bring him near to death—and the administration near to ruin.

			
				VII

			

			It was a rough way to start a new job. McFarlane’s very first week as NSA brought the proverbial “three a.m. phone call” on two consecutive nights. While accompanying Reagan on a golf weekend with Shultz at Augusta National in Georgia, at three o’clock in the morning on Saturday, October 22, 1983, McFarlane received a call from Eugenia Charles, prime minister of Dominica and chair of the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS). She appealed to the United States to intervene on the neighboring island of Grenada. The White House had long been concerned about the growing Cuban military presence on the island, including the construction of a massive military airstrip. The crisis had escalated a few days prior when Prime Minister Maurice Bishop, a communist who had taken power in a coup, was in turn deposed and executed in another coup by his even more radical deputy Bernard Coard.[29] Earlier in the year, the Grenada communists had sponsored a failed effort to overthrow Prime Minister Charles too. She and other OECS nations feared that the new regime would accelerate its efforts to export Marxist revolution in their neighborhood.

			The appeal from Charles had been anticipated, but the call still proved a bracing introduction to McFarlane of his new responsibilities. He, Reagan, and Shultz convened in the cottage living room, and Reagan gave the order for Operation Urgent Fury to launch three days hence on October 25.

			After trying for a couple hours more sleep, when dawn broke Reagan and Shultz played a round of golf, careful not to give any hint to the traveling press pool of the impending invasion.

			The next night McFarlane received another call at two a.m., unanticipated and gut-wrenching. The White House Situation Room informed him that a suicide bomber had destroyed the US marine barracks in Lebanon. The marine deaths shook McFarlane, himself a marine veteran who had fought in Vietnam. As Middle East envoy he had spent two and a half months in Beirut and come to know many of the marines personally—including those now buried in the rubble.

			For the second night in a row, McFarlane had to wake the president and inform him of a national security crisis.[30]

			Reagan was devastated. He had received many warnings about the risks to the marines and had felt his own growing disquiet. Earlier that month, the intelligence community had issued a special national intelligence estimate expressing the unanimous view that the Lebanon mission was hopeless and the marines in great peril.[31] Two days before the bombing, Weinberger had argued to Shultz that the marines should be redeployed to ships offshore because of the risks they faced in Beirut.[32] That same week Reagan himself wrote in his diary of wrestling with “how to . . . avoid murder of our Marines.”[33] Now 241 of them were dead—on a mission he had ordered. A separate, coordinated terrorist bombing killed another 58 French soldiers participating in the Multi-National Force.

			Reagan’s grief mixed with anger. McFarlane noticed on the president’s face “an expression of hatred and wish for revenge that I never saw in him before or since.”

			“Those sons of bitches,” swore Reagan. “Let’s find a way to go after them.”[34]

			He meant it in the moment. But it was a promise he would fail to keep.

			Reagan cut short his golf trip and flew back to Washington to confront two crises erupting at once. Six thousand miles from each other, Grenada and Beirut both converged in the White House Situation Room. One crisis was public, the other top secret. The Beirut bombing sparked a media frenzy, while Reagan tried to protect the Grenada operation from disclosure until the troops deployed ashore.

			As soon as he landed, that Sunday afternoon Reagan convened a series of NSC meetings. He wrestled with whether to call off the Grenada operation because of Lebanon but at seven o’clock that night gave the order to continue. The invasion fleet kept sailing south.

			Since his campaign, Reagan had been eyeing Grenada with growing alarm. Coard’s coup sent his fears into overdrive. Some six hundred Americans were enrolled in medical school on the island, and Reagan worried they could be taken hostage. Just over eighteen months since the end of the Iran hostage crisis, it was not an unwarranted concern—especially after Coard’s militia rebuffed State Department requests to let the students evacuate by chartered flight or ship.[35]

			The administration put together the invasion in haste. Just four days earlier, on October 19, Shultz and Assistant Secretary of State Tony Motley had persuaded Reagan that force might be needed. The State Department, with Motley in the lead, coordinated the planning process along with NSC staff members Constantine Menges and Oliver North. The Pentagon, though reluctant about the use of force, followed orders to begin drawing up war plans that same day.[36] Operation Urgent Fury may well be the most rapidly planned invasion in American military history.

			Monday night, October 24, as the troopships sailed into position off the Grenada coast, Reagan summoned the congressional leadership to the White House to inform them of the impending landings. In the midst of his meeting, Margaret Thatcher phoned. It was one a.m. in London, and she was calling in response to two cables Reagan had sent in the past few hours. The first had informed her of his concerns about the island and requested—disingenuously—her “thoughts on the matter.” The letter also promised to “inform you in advance” of any military action. Because Grenada was a British commonwealth nation, Thatcher had a personal stake. Before she could reply, a second cable from Reagan arrived informing her that he had decided to launch the invasion—though it did not say when.[37]

			Reagan described their call in his diary that night: “She’s upset and doesn’t think we should do it. I couldn’t tell her it had started. This was one secret we really managed to keep.”[38] Reagan feared that if given more notice, Thatcher would object and try to block the invasion. He was correct about her views, but his deception damaged his relationship with the British leader. It was a rare moment when Reagan broke faith with an ally. Thatcher found it especially painful because it came just weeks before the American nuclear missiles would be deployed in the UK, which she had spent much political capital to support. To Thatcher this felt more like a personal betrayal than a policy difference.

			Just before dawn on Tuesday, October 25, a combined assault force of eight thousand marines, navy SEALs, army rangers, and the Eighty-Second Airborne Division landed on Grenada by sea and air. Though stiff resistance by Cuban troops and several interservice communication fiascos slowed their advance, within a few days the Americans took control of the island, rescuing the medical students and other American citizens. Nineteen American servicemen were killed in action.

			Early on the first morning of Urgent Fury, Prime Minister Charles flew to Washington, DC, to join Reagan for a press conference and briefings to Congress. On behalf of her fellow Caribbean leaders, she spoke forcefully about the regional fears that Coard’s junta would help the Cubans and Soviets inflict revolutionary violence on other island states.

			One reporter asked whether “the United States has the right to invade another country to change its government.”

			Responded Charles: “But I don’t think it’s an invasion. . . . This is a question of our asking for support. We are one region. Grenada is part and parcel of us . . . and we don’t have the capacity, ourselves, to see to it that Grenadians get the freedom that they’re required to have to choose their own government.”[39]

			Though she was too defensive over the term invasion (which it was), her larger point stood: She and her fellow Caribbean leaders wanted to protect their nations from aggression and restore the democracy in Grenada that had been overthrown by the communist coups. Charles later recalled that if Reagan had not invaded, “all of the islands would have gone the way of Grenada,” saying, “We must remember that the Communists already had cells in each island.”[40]

			Thatcher continued to fume over Reagan’s duplicity. Reagan phoned her on October 26 to apologize, while fighting still raged. Summoning all of his Hollywood charm, the president began, “If I were there, Margaret, I’d throw my hat in the door before I came in.” In between a meandering account of the invasion, Reagan twice expressed remorse “for any embarrassment that we caused you.” It would be another two months before she forgave Reagan, and she never forgot it.[41]

			Many congressional Democrats and media outlets denounced the operation. Typical was The New York Times’ editorial philippic: “The cost is the loss of the moral high ground: a reverberating demonstration to the world that America has no more respect for laws and borders, for the codes of civilization, than the Soviet Union.” Much of this outrage dissipated a few days later when US Air Force planes flew the rescued students home and national news broadcasts showed several kneeling down and kissing the airport tarmac in relief.[42] As one student told The New York Times, “I’m not a big fan of American foreign policy and never have been, but if ever there was a need for intervention it was this country.” [43]

			The invasion unearthed a hive of Soviet bloc personnel active on Grenada. American forces captured and repatriated almost eight hundred Cuban troops, forty-nine Soviet advisors, fifteen North Koreans, ten East Germans, and three Bulgarians, along with seventeen Libyans.[44] A CIA assessment of a Grenadian document cache concluded the “Soviet Union, Cuba, and North Korea had embarked on major military assistance programs to Grenada,” including agreements by the Soviets and North Koreans to supply almost $40 million worth of weaponry.[45] Within a few days the US military turned over power to a transitional government led by the British governor-general; an election restored full democracy the next year.

			By military standards, Urgent Fury was a small operation, but its importance transcended its scale. It marked America’s first use of ground troops in combat since Vietnam and the first fighting by the all-volunteer force since the end of the draft in 1973. It demonstrated to a watching world Reagan’s willingness to use force. As Shultz reflected, the invasion “was a big message to the Soviets. . . . It raised the credibility of the US” and “had an impact around the world” because it showed that Vietnam’s legacy no longer crippled America’s willingness to fight.[46]

			Reagan and Shultz both believed that the credible threat of force strengthened diplomacy—and effective diplomacy made the need to use force much less likely. Though the invasion fueled the alarms of Reagan’s critics that he was trigger-happy to send American troops into combat in El Salvador, Nicaragua, or any number of other trouble spots, Grenada would be the first, last, and only time Reagan deployed American ground troops in combat during his eight years in office.

			His grief over the Beirut bombing tempered any triumph he felt about Grenada. If Grenada restored American military credibility, then Lebanon displayed America’s vulnerability to the world. France was America’s closest partner in Lebanon, a former French protectorate. Mitterrand flew to Beirut immediately after the terrorist attacks. He and Reagan spoke on the phone on October 24, following Mitterrand’s return to Paris. Reagan told the French president, “If we can find and locate the perpetrators, I’m sure that we are together in wanting retaliation for it. I want you also to know our position is firm. We are not going to let this terrorist attack drive us out of Lebanon.” Mitterrand agreed.[47] That same day, Morocco’s King Hassan sent Reagan a message confirming that Syria and Iran had jointly sponsored the bombings. Hassan warned, “The Syrians and the Soviets think the USA will become a paper tiger, and once forced to leave Beirut US prestige will sink.” [48]

			Later that week, Reagan issued NSDD-111, with the discordantly optimistic title “Next Steps Toward Progress in Lebanon and the Middle East.” Largely crafted by McFarlane and the NSC staff, it ordered, “Subject to reasonable confirmation of the locations of suitable targets used by elements responsible for the October 23 bombing, attack those targets decisively, if possible in coordination with the French.” [49] Shultz and McFarlane believed, not unreasonably, that this provided clear presidential guidance to the Pentagon to prepare retaliatory strikes. Weinberger and Vessey, however, would exploit the caveat about confirming targets as a loophole.

			The barracks bombing exemplified the problems bedeviling the American mission in Lebanon. The Pentagon’s feud with the NSC and State Department, and Reagan’s refusal to resolve it and set a clear policy, meant gridlock in Washington, DC, and grave peril in Beirut. In recent weeks, McFarlane and Shultz had nudged the marines toward protecting the Lebanese army while maintaining an official posture of neutrality. Weinberger continued to resist providing more forces or loosening the rules of engagement.

			This had created the worst of all worlds: The Druze, Shia, and Syrian militias fighting the Lebanese army viewed the marines as adversary combatants, yet the marines had their hands tied with peacekeeper cuffs. The suicide bomber had barreled his truck with ten tons of TNT past marine guards holding unloaded rifles, as per standing orders for the peacekeeping mission, who watched helplessly as the truck drove into the building and detonated.

			A new terrorist organization named Islamic Amal, a precursor to Hezbollah, carried out the attacks, funded and directed by Iran and aided by Syria. Ayatollah Khomeini likely approved the mission himself. He had many incentives to do so. He wanted to increase Iran’s influence in Lebanon by driving out the MNF peacekeepers, deepen his partnership with Syria, harm Israel’s interests, weaken the Lebanese army, and—especially—hurt the United States. The Reagan administration had recently begun providing quiet intelligence support to Iraq in its war with Iran, which further fueled the ayatollah’s animus.[50]

			Reagan’s firm words glossed over some hard facts and hard questions. Combined with the April embassy bombing, terrorists sponsored by Iran and Syria had now destroyed both the symbols and substance of America’s diplomatic, intelligence, and military presence in Lebanon—and killed over 250 Americans. The available policy options for Lebanon were now even less appealing.

			For McFarlane, the baptism into the flames of the national security advisor role extended well beyond the Grenada and Lebanon crises. Each week, the various senior directors on the NSC staff would send him a weekly report summarizing the major issues in their respective policy areas and often requesting decisions from McFarlane. Just a glance through the reports for his first week of October 21 shows the cascade of other policy issues and challenges that confronted him.

			These included: resisting congressional efforts to restrict funding and personnel at the United States Information Agency; pushing for political reform by the Ferdinand Marcos regime in the Philippines and overcoming congressional resistance to admitting refugees from Southeast Asia; managing an interagency dispute over funding for the Strategic Defense Initiative; pressing Japan for import concessions in advance of Reagan’s upcoming trip; preparing a strategy for trade policy at the London Economic Summit; managing conflicts with NATO allies over armaments cooperation while being buffeted by antinuclear protests in Europe; managing a fight with the Pentagon over alleged Soviet violations of the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty; maintaining congressional funding for the B-1 bomber and MX missile; and remedying the sloppy performance by White House staff of a presidential award ceremony for former director of central intelligence Richard Helms.[51]

			Every subsequent week on the job would bring a similar litany. The daily demands McFarlane faced were not unique to him; every other NSA, in every presidency before and since, confronted a similar deluge. Scholars and journalists may be able to focus in depth only on one or two issues, but senior policymakers have no such luxury.

			
				VIII

			

			Even though the United States suffered a hard blow in Lebanon, the global view from the Kremlin did not look good. The Grenada operation caught the Soviets by surprise and snuffed Moscow’s hopes for another Caribbean foothold. The American missiles would begin arriving in Europe on November 15, countering the Soviet INF advantage. Moscow still suffered global opprobrium for the KAL 007 massacre two months earlier. And the geriatric Andropov, not seen in public since August, hospitalized in declining health, connected more to his dialysis machine than to the Politburo, left unclear who was in charge at the Kremlin.[52]

			The White House worried that a weakened Kremlin was a dangerous Kremlin. On November 5, Matlock warned McFarlane that despite Reagan’s recent outreach, Moscow’s “current policy is to stonewall negotiations and make threatening gestures.” Moreover, the recent “blow[s] to Soviet prestige . . . will incline them to seek relatively risk free ways to embarrass us.”[53]

			But in the Cold War standoff between nuclear powers, nothing was “risk free.”

			Each fall, NATO conducted a joint military exercise testing its response to a Soviet invasion. For November 2–11, 1983, this exercise would be known as “Able Archer 83.” The scenario—which had been crafted in the Pentagon well before the Beirut bombing but now felt even more realistic—began with conflict in the Middle East as Soviet proxies such as Syria increased their hostilities against the United States and its regional partners. Soon it escalated to Europe, with Soviet attacks on NATO countries. Overwhelmed NATO forces would retaliate with nuclear weapons against the Soviet invaders; the Cold War would turn hot.[54] It was a grim contemplation.

			Able Archer 83 involved a combined NATO force of over one hundred thousand troops, the bulk of them American. It included nuclear submarines and, for the first time, nuclear-capable B-52 bombers. It would also take place during the tensest period in US-Soviet relations in over two decades.[55] Soviet and other Warsaw Pact intelligence services monitored Able Archer closely, as they did all NATO exercises. This time, however, in Fred Kaplan’s words, “the Soviets . . . reacted in ways that they never had during any previous exercise—in ways similar to how they might have acted if the US were gearing up for a real attack.”[56] The Kremlin put its nuclear-capable jets on high alert and moved its SS-20 mobile launchers from their shelters forward to camouflaged positions—undetected by NATO surveillance, able to launch on command within two and a half minutes and to incinerate Western European capitals within ten minutes.

			The war footing worried spies on both sides. In London, Oleg Gordievsky saw his KGB and GRU colleagues scrambling under Moscow’s orders to detect whether the United States was preparing a preemptive nuclear strike. He warned MI6 that the Kremlin, already conspiratorial from its Operation RYAN monitoring, might be misreading the exercise as a real attack.[57] In Brussels, Rainer Rupp, a NATO civilian employee spying for East German intelligence, sent his handler an urgent coded reassurance: Able Archer was just an exercise.[58] The Gordievsky and Rupp reports helped ease tensions. As Steven Hayward observes, “The avoidance of war in November 1983 may have come down to the actions of two double agents.”[59]

			Able Archer 83 has attained almost mythical status in Cold War lore. Many scholars contend that it marked the conflict’s final brink, a turning point when a paranoid Kremlin almost launched a nuclear war and a terrified Reagan reversed his hard-line approach in favor of conciliation toward the Soviets. The military, intelligence officers, and diplomats involved on both sides felt the tension. Almost four decades later, many still recall their genuine terror that a nuclear war was imminent.

			However, more recent scholarship that draws on declassified Soviet and Warsaw Pact records reveals a different picture. Historian Simon Miles shows that the top Soviet and Warsaw Pact leadership knew all along that Able Archer 83 was just an exercise. As Miles writes, “The Kremlin did not take seriously the idea that a surprise nuclear attack was coming. . . . Far from being shocked by what they learned about Able Archer 83 and contemplating a preemptive strike, Soviet policy-makers paid it no heed.”[60]

			Instead the Kremlin and Red Army leadership used the NATO war games as an excuse to mobilize, test, and terrify its own troops and intelligence officers. The Soviet bloc rank and file along the Iron Curtain were led to believe that NATO may well have been preparing nuclear strikes—and Moscow wanted to see how they would respond. As one senior Kremlin official recalled, “We scared our own people.”[61]

			
				IX

			

			When Reagan and his senior team searched the past for inspiration, they often fixed on Winston Churchill. Weinberger and Casey in particular revered the British statesman. The defense secretary had begun reading Churchill’s books as a twelve-year-old, found Churchill’s prime ministerial speeches so inspiring that as a Harvard student he tried to join the Royal Air Force in 1940 (poor eyesight kept him out), and then, as a US Army officer in the Pacific theater, followed Churchill’s every utterance throughout the war.[62] Casey had lived and worked under Churchill’s leadership while based in London with the OSS during World War II.

			Such affinities led Weinberger and Casey to make pilgrimages to Fulton, Missouri, in 1983. This small town hosted Westminster College, where Churchill delivered his “Iron Curtain” address of 1946. Weinberger and Casey each delivered a speech in the same campus lecture series as Churchill. They hoped to wrap the Reagan administration’s policies in a Churchillian cloak and forge a visible connection between World War II and the Cold War.

			Clare Boothe Luce introduced Casey for his October speech. She extolled him as “the kind of character a great novelist might dream of inventing,” “the American Superspook,” and the “hottest of Cold War warriors.” Tickled at such acclaim from the glamorous grande dame, Casey took the stage to lay out his view of the Cold War. He described the Soviet Union as both ruthless and vulnerable. “The Soviet Union is crippled . . . in having only a military dimension,” he pronounced. “It has not been able to deliver economic, political or cultural benefits abroad. Without exception, the economic record of the countries which have come under Soviet influence has ranged from poor to very poor. . . . The Soviet Union cannot compete in these areas.” In contrast to the stagnation of the communist bloc, Casey took hope in the growth of self-government and market economies. “Around the world today, the democratic revolution is gathering new strength, in Asia, in Africa, in our own hemisphere. In Latin America, 18 of 34 countries have freely-elected governments and 6 are working toward democratization, altogether representing 70% of the people of that continent.” The United States should support liberty’s spread, he believed, because the Cold War “is a conflict deeply rooted in ideas . . . a contest between two elemental and historically opposed ideas of the relationship between the individual and the state.”[63]

			Back at CIA, Herbert Meyer, the vice-chairman of the National Intelligence Council, elaborated on Casey’s arguments in an assessment titled “Why Is the World So Dangerous?” Casey had hired Meyer two years earlier from a journalism career to provide a fresh perspective in the CIA’s most elite analytic office.

			Meyer did not disappoint. He believed the global spasms of violence in recent months signaled “the beginning of a new stage in the global struggle between the Free World and the Soviet Union . . . that present US policies have fundamentally changed the course of history in a direction favorable to the interests and security of ourselves and our allies.” Describing the manifest challenges facing the Soviet Union, including economic “calamity,” technology shortfalls, population decline, restive ethnic minorities, dissension within the Warsaw Pact, and anti-Soviet insurgencies in Nicaragua, Mozambique, Angola, Cambodia, and Afghanistan, Meyer argued this left Moscow with a dilemma: “Kremlin leaders could boost their country’s economic growth rate only by slashing the defense budget or by enacting massive economic reforms. Either remedy would threaten the Communist Party’s grip on power.” He concluded, “If present trends continue, we’re going to win the Cold War.”[64] Casey found Meyer’s analysis so compelling that he forwarded it to Reagan.

			Others at the CIA disagreed. Reflecting the views of many of his colleagues, senior analyst Hal Ford wrote a rebuttal to Meyer. Against the Soviet weaknesses that Meyer highlighted, Ford described several Soviet strengths and contended the USSR “is going to be with us for years to come.” He predicted, “The US-Soviet cold war may still be confronting our grandchildren . . . [and] the Soviet challenge will not disappear as a result either of its own folly or of the brilliance of this or that Republican/Democratic policy initiatives.” Mindful that Reagan had read Meyer’s analysis, Ford concluded with his worry that “senior policymakers . . . [would] subscribe to many of the views Herb’s memo advances.”[65]

			
				X

			

			In the midst of crises in Europe, Latin America, and the Middle East, Reagan flew to Asia. It was his first presidential trip to the region. Earlier in the summer, Clark had told Reagan that his visit could “usher in a new era in US foreign policy in which we elevate the priority of Asia and the Pacific Basin,” especially since the Far East “is already more important to us (in economic terms) than Europe.” Clark even suggested that Asia would “provide the setting for the ‘Reagan Doctrine.’ ”[66] That nomenclature would later be applied to Reagan’s support for Third World anticommunist insurgencies, but the fact that the White House envisioned it for Asia shows just how important Reagan and his team considered the region for his current strategy and future legacy.

			Reagan wanted to prioritize America’s allies and so deferred a visit to China for the next year. This trip instead focused on the alliance triangle with Japan and South Korea. He could afford to skip China in part because Weinberger had enjoyed a successful visit there in September and ensured that Beijing stayed more favorably disposed toward Washington than toward Moscow. Reagan also hosted Chinese foreign minister Wu Xueqian at the White House a few weeks before his Asia trip. Wu reiterated China’s support for the zero option on INF. The 108 Soviet SS-20s deployed in the Russian Far East threatened China as well as Japan, and the missiles’ mobility enabled the Kremlin to move them easily between Europe and Asia. Wu told Reagan, “During our talks with the Soviet Union we demanded that these missiles be cut down and dismantled on the spot.”[67] Reagan’s diplomacy ensured that every major Western European and East Asian nation shared the American position: All Soviet INF missiles should be eliminated.

			Reagan’s Japan trip approached as he and his friend Nakasone both confronted looming campaigns. Elected leaders share an ineffable bond. They have experienced what neither their closest advisors nor their dictator counterparts can feel: the democratic crucible of running for office, of persuading voters to support them and their party—and of answering to those voters at reelection time. In the United States, Election Day was twelve months away, while the Japanese leader would face the voters in parliamentary elections just six weeks after Reagan’s visit. In both nations, voters would render their verdicts in part on their economies and the state of United States–Japan relations. Each leader faced political pressure to take measures that could help their public but hurt the other nation’s economy. In this sense, Reagan’s and Nakasone’s electoral fates were intertwined but not aligned.

			The weeks before the trip brought a flurry of emissaries crisscrossing the Pacific to pre-negotiate the nettlesome economic issues. Reagan dispatched Gaston Sigur and US trade representative Bill Brock to Tokyo, while Nakasone sent a personal envoy to Washington. The stakes were substantial. NSC staffer Charles Tyson wrote, somewhat histrionically, that failure to reduce the United States–Japan trade deficit would result in the “destruction of US-Japan strategic, economic, and security relations.”[68] A more sanguine Reagan simply noted in his diary, “Japan is still holding stubbornly to trade practices that are unfair. I’ll have to really lean on P.M. Nakasone.”[69]

			When structural forces produce friction in international politics, personal relationships can provide the lubricant that prevents conflict. In Tokyo, Nakasone told Ambassador Mansfield, Brock, and Sigur of his deep affection for Reagan and said, “When a friend is in trouble, you have to stand close by and help, and you know that your friend will do the same for you.” However, the prime minister leavened this pledge with his own plea. He reminded the Americans that his own elections were less than two months away and asked for “priority attention” first to his political situation. Nakasone believed this constrained him from opening the Japanese market to imports of American beef and citrus. Drawing on their decades-long friendship, Sigur then met one-on-one with Nakasone. The NSC official “laid it on the line” to Nakasone that America’s continued revival depended on Reagan’s reelection—and that reelection depended on progress in United States–Japan trade issues. Nakasone reassured Sigur that he and Reagan could “work out any difficulty,” saying, “We will and we must.”[70]

			As Air Force One approached Tokyo, Reagan remained resolved not to let economic tensions hijack the strategic partnership. He began his meeting with Nakasone by reaffirming that the United States–Japan relationship was the most important bilateral pairing in the world for promoting peace and prosperity. Befitting this strategic framework binding the world’s two wealthiest democracies, Reagan and Nakasone spent most of their time together discussing the rest of the globe. They covered the Asia triangles, including Japan’s much-improved relationships with both China and South Korea; the growing instability in the Philippines under the Marcos dictatorship; arms control and the Soviet Union; and extensive discussion on the Middle East, especially Lebanon, Syria, and the Iran-Iraq War. Japan had an acute interest in the region due to its reliance on Persian Gulf oil, and Nakasone described his efforts to “exert ameliorating influence on both” Iran and Iraq.[71]

			Japan’s concern with the Middle East showed the connectedness of the Cold War world. Tokyo’s ability to increase its military spending and defense commitments depended on a strong economy. Its economy depended on reliable energy supply chains from the Middle East. Reliable Middle East oil supply depended on regional stability. And that stability depended on American policy and presence in the region.

			Nakasone honored Reagan by making him the first American president to address the Japanese Diet. Reagan’s speech itself was a rather pedestrian effort. He paid homage to the shared values between the nations, criticized Soviet aggression, and warned against trade protectionism. Much more notable was the moment it represented. As a young Hollywood actor, Reagan had first called for the abolition of atomic weapons in August 1945, immediately after the United States destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki under mushroom clouds.[72] Now, almost forty years later, Reagan stood before the Japanese government as the leader of its most vital ally and heralded “the day when nuclear weapons will be banished from the face of the earth.” He repeated his pledge that “a nuclear war can never be won and must never be fought.”[73]

			Memories of Japanese aggression in World War II still haunted the region. This history also highlighted how the US alliance reassured other nations. Shultz recalls, “Everywhere I went in the Asia Pacific, the idea of a rearmed Japan was opposed,” whereas “the idea of a Japan with a strategic relationship with the United States, including the presence of American troops on Japanese soil, was welcomed.”[74] The rest of Asia knew America’s tight embrace of Tokyo prevented any renewed Japanese militarism.

			From Asia, Reagan recorded his weekly radio address, which he used to warn Congress and the American people against protectionism and to extol the virtues of the free market. Calling trade barriers “defensive and dangerous,” he spoke in blunt terms:

			
				Let’s recognize Japanese and Korean efficiency for what it is. If their products are better made and less expensive, then Americans who buy them benefit by receiving quality and value. And that’s what the magic of the marketplace is all about. The best course for us to take is to take the offensive and create new jobs through trade, lasting jobs tied to the products and technology of tomorrow. I’m confident American products can compete in world markets if they can enter foreign markets as easily as foreign products can enter ours. Currently they can’t.

			

			The president then described his pressure on Japan and South Korea to lower their import barriers.[75]

			Reagan’s broadcast faced a disagreeable American public. Opinion polls consistently showed 60–70 percent of Americans favored imposing tariffs on countries such as Japan with high trade barriers.[76] Politically, defending free trade was not a winning hand for Reagan. But he spoke from his convictions—about the free market and the singular importance of the United States–Japan alliance. He tried to shape and lead public opinion, not pander to it.

			Just three weeks after the Beirut bombing, Reagan landed on November 12 in a South Korea grieving from two recent traumas of its own. The KAL 007 shoot-down in September had killed over one hundred Korean citizens. A month later, on October 9, in Rangoon, Burma, North Korean agents had planted bombs targeting the visiting South Korean delegation led by President Chun. A timing glitch spared Chun, but the explosions killed sixteen senior Korean officials, including the foreign minister and other cabinet members.

			Many in the South Korean public and military demanded retaliation against Pyongyang, but Chun knew that a counterattack could spark a new war on the Korean Peninsula. With American encouragement, he stayed the hand of vengeance. He and Reagan could also relate to each other on life’s fragility: Both had survived assassination attempts.

			Reagan’s two priorities in South Korea were to demonstrate America’s security commitment and to continue pressing the Chun regime toward democracy. The year before, the Reagan administration had quietly negotiated the release from prison of South Korea’s leading dissident, Kim Dae Jung (after having secured the commutation of his death sentence in December 1980), and given Kim sanctuary in the United States. In their private meeting, Reagan told Chun that “the soul of democracy is freedom under law. Those people who are elected to office are our servants, not our masters.” He reminded Chun of how President Richard Nixon had resigned and allowed a peaceful transfer of power to Gerald Ford, rather than trying to cling to office through a coup. Reagan and Shultz both urged Chun to reaffirm his previous pledge to step down and allow free elections to be held in 1988. Chun agreed to do so.[77]

			Reagan ensured that the Korean people knew of America’s support for democracy. Speaking before the National Assembly, which had relatively little power but represented the first seeds of representative government, Reagan affirmed “the continuing development of democratic institutions.” He also put the United States on record as saying, “We welcome President Chun’s far-sighted plans for a constitutional transfer of power in 1988”—and put the dictator on public notice.[78] South Korea’s spiritual fervor struck Reagan. He marveled at the growth of Christianity in the country. Having learned of the leadership of Korean Catholics and Protestants in the democracy movement, Reagan afterward told Vatican secretary of state Casaroli that he “felt a close identification with their quest for freedom.”[79]

			Even in South Korea, Reagan remained mindful of his dilemma over responding to the marine barracks bombing. He told Chun he appreciated his restraint after the Rangoon attack, despite the desire for revenge. Reagan then said, “I had the same feeling regarding the Beirut situation, yet to do what some wanted us to do would have meant war.”[80] Here Reagan revealed a new reason for his hesitation to retaliate: fear of an escalation spiral that would trap the United States in war in the Middle East.

			
				XI

			

			Reagan landed back in Washington from Asia at noon on November 14. He went straight to the White House for an NSPG meeting on whether to retaliate for the terrorist attack on the marine barracks. What happened in that meeting, and a follow-up meeting two days after, still remains disputed four decades later.

			While Reagan was in Asia, the NSC staff worked with the State Department and Pentagon military planners to put together a strike package for his review upon his return. It included a draft White House statement announcing the strikes, messages to allied leaders, notifications to US embassies, and war plans for aircraft from the USS Eisenhower to bomb Islamic Amal training camps in the Bekaa Valley, which the CIA and French intelligence had identified as the base where the bombing was planned.[81] In the meeting, General Vessey presented the attack options to Reagan but also described the risk of American planes being shot down and of further retaliation against the remaining marines.[82]

			McFarlane, also just off the plane from Asia, claims that in the meeting, Reagan “gave his approval for a retaliatory strike to be conducted on November 16. It was a direct, unambiguous decision.” The bombing raids would be conducted jointly with French aircraft from the carrier Clemenceau, whose commander helicoptered over to the Eisenhower to coordinate planning with his American counterpart. Yet McFarlane recounts an early morning phone call two days later with Weinberger, who reported that he had turned down the theater commander’s request to strike due to Weinberger’s uncertainty about the mission. In his memoir, McFarlane’s anger remains palpable: “It was outrageous. Weinberger had directly violated a presidential order.”[83]

			Weinberger emphatically denied McFarlane’s account. In his own memoir, Weinberger avers, “The NSC staff people, always eager for combat at all times, circulated a report that I had been ‘ordered’ to participate with the French in a joint attack . . . but I had refused at the last minute to carry out that order. This is, of course, absurd; because on the face of it, if I had been ordered by the President to do anything and had refused, I would not have been around for several more years.” Weinberger claims that he had not heard anything about a potential attack until receiving a call from the French defense minister the morning of November 16 informing him of France’s imminent strike, but “I had received no orders or notifications from the President or anyone prior to that phone call from Paris.”[84]

			Adding to the confusion is that both McFarlane and Weinberger in their memoirs get the date wrong, citing November 16 as the date of the French strikes. The French strikes took place the next day, November 17—following a second NSPG meeting on November 16 that McFarlane also fails to mention.

			Reagan’s own diary shows his state of mind at the time but also leaves some ambiguity. On November 14, the date that McFarlane insists Reagan gave the order for a retaliatory strike, Reagan records: “At 2 P.M. a meeting re the same Beirut problem we’d discussed before the trip. We have some additional intelligence but still not enough to order a strike.” Two days later, on November 16, Reagan held a second NSPG meeting to discuss options. He wrote in his diary of the meeting, “We’ve contacted French about a joint operation in Beirut re the car bombings.”[85]

			What Reagan meant is unclear. “Contacting” the French could have been a consultation to consider a possible strike or a decision to carry it out. Most likely Reagan thought the former, since if he had given a clear order to bomb, he would have written as much. Weinberger’s diary entry from the same meeting says, “Concluded we should get more intelligence,” which reinforces this view.[86] Deputy National Security Advisor John Poindexter, though no fan of Weinberger, later agreed that the president did not issue an “execute order” directing the military to retaliate.[87]

			Early the next morning, November 17, the French defense minister phoned Weinberger to see if the US planes would be participating in the imminent strike. Weinberger’s notes from the conversation indicate he replied, “The president has not made a decision; he is still considering it.” The secretary then wished the French well in their operation.[88] That same day Reagan’s diary notes, “Surprise call from France—they were going ahead without us and bombing our other target in Lebanon. They took it out completely.”[89]

			Reagan was wrong. The French air raid was a fiasco; their rockets and bombs missed the targets entirely. It embarrassed Mitterrand and fueled French resentment toward the United States for not joining, especially given the superior capabilities of American navy pilots and jets. French bitterness would linger and later prove costly. They “never forgave us for not backing them in the attack,” recalled Poindexter.[90] An angry McFarlane confronted Reagan over what he saw as Weinberger’s defiance. McFarlane recalls that an “evasive” Reagan expressed disappointment but refused to remonstrate with the defense secretary.[91]

			How to explain this sorry episode? While much remains unknown, two conclusions seem warranted. First, when Reagan was unsure about an issue and faced a divided staff, the president sometimes would speak in broad, ambiguous terms that left his team members hearing what they wanted to hear. Reagan may well have said in both the November 14 and 16 meetings that he wanted to strike, but also expressed hesitation about intelligence uncertainty and escalation risks. McFarlane seized on the desire to act, and Weinberger on the reservations. Second, Reagan’s comments to Chun in Korea as well as his diary entries reveal his growing misgivings about retaliation. Given those doubts, and the lack of any written record indicating a presidential order to bomb, Weinberger’s account seems more accurate.

			This does not mean that McFarlane’s anger was unjustified. Reagan should have retaliated. His failure to do so damaged American credibility, hurt relations with an important ally, and invited further terrorist attacks.[92]

			
				XII

			

			Though Reagan repeatedly had offered the zero option to the Soviets as an off-ramp for the INF impasse, the Kremlin continued to refuse the deal. This only reinforced Reagan’s belief that diplomacy works best when backed by strength. On the eve of the American missile deployment, Reagan met with his ambassador to the Soviet Union, Arthur Hartman. The president wrote in his diary, “[Hartman] confirms what I believe: the Soviets won’t really negotiate on arms reduction until we deploy the Pershing II’s and go forward with MX.”[93]

			The US sent 108 Pershing IIs and 464 GLCMs to Europe. West Germany hosted the Pershing IIs, while it joined the United Kingdom, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Italy in basing the GLCMs, also known as Gryphons. This geography dispersed the strategic risk—by spreading the targets behind various groves, hamlets, and secure facilities across Western Europe—and the political risk, as the NATO governments stuck together against public protests.

			These missiles frightened the Kremlin even more than large American ICBMs such as the Minuteman or the MX. The Pershing IIs could fly at Mach 8 and hit Moscow within ten minutes of launch, while the terrain-hugging Gryphons could penetrate Soviet airspace undetected by radar. Paired together, they neutralized the Soviet nuclear monopoly in Europe and changed the global strategic landscape.

			On his return from Asia, Reagan began receiving a trickle of intelligence revealing the Soviet forces’ heightened alerts during Able Archer 83. This coincided with the nationwide broadcast of The Day After. Reagan vented to his diary:

			
				I feel the Soviets are so defense minded, so paranoid about being attacked that without being in any way soft on them we ought to tell them no one here has any intention of doing anything like that. What the h---l have they got that anyone would want. George [Shultz] is going on ABC right after its big Nuclear bomb film Sunday night. We know it’s “anti-nuke” propaganda but we’re going to take it over and say it shows why we must keep on doing what we’re doing.[94]

			

			A week after Reagan wrote those words, the Pershing IIs arrived in West Germany, and a message arrived at the White House from Andropov. “Since by its actions the United States has torpedoed the possibility of reaching a mutually acceptable accord at the talks on questions of limiting nuclear arms in Europe . . . the Soviet Union considers its further participation in these talks impossible.”[95] Two weeks later the Kremlin refused to engage in the START negotiations as well.

			The Soviets had abandoned the negotiations in Geneva. As fruitless as the talks had been, they were also the main mechanism that the two Cold War rivals had to maintain a dialogue. For the first time since 1969, the United States and the Soviets had no arms control talks of any type under way.[96] Now Reagan, as eager as ever to find an opening to negotiate with the Kremlin, watched another door close.

			He turned to history for hope. Speaking to reporters on the day the Soviets terminated all talks, Reagan invoked his favorite predecessor:

			
				It was just 30 years ago today, on December 8th, 1953, that President Dwight Eisenhower made a speech on this very subject of nuclear weapons. And in that speech, he said, “To the making of these fateful decisions, the United States pledges before you . . . its determination to help solve the fearful atomic dilemma—to devote its entire heart and mind to find the way by which the miraculous inventiveness of man shall not be dedicated to his death, but consecrated to his life.”[97]

			

			The next week, Reagan reiterated to the press, “We’re still determined on the reduction, particularly of nuclear weapons, and I am determined that once you start down that path, we must come to the realization that those weapons should be outlawed worldwide forever.”[98]

			
				XIII

			

			On December 15, Reagan welcomed his least favorite allied leader back to the White House. Pierre Trudeau arrived to pitch Reagan on his plan to travel to Moscow and play the intermediary between the United States and USSR. Trudeau told Reagan that he appreciated the president’s recent arms control initiatives and Tokyo speech calling for reducing nuclear weapons but cautioned that “Reaganism” was “perceived so poorly in the world arena” due to Reagan’s military buildup and bellicose rhetoric. With undisguised condescension, the Canadian offered to explain American policies to the Kremlin, while urging Reagan to return to “détente and moderation in global politics.”

			Reagan responded with a “spirited defense” of SDI and explained to Trudeau that he did not just want to reduce the risk of nuclear war; rather he wanted to escape the MAD trap, eliminate offensive missiles, and end the West’s “dependence on the tyranny of these nuclear weapons.” For all of his own dreaminess, Trudeau did not seem to grasp Reagan’s vision of abolishing nuclear weapons and instead tut-tutted that such a missile defense system “would be destabilizing.”

			The president replied by describing what he saw as a split between the Soviet system and the Russian people. The Kremlin remained intent on spreading communist revolution worldwide, and by giving so much authority to its military leadership, it had “created a Frankenstein with [its] large military establishment.” Soviet citizens, in contrast, “do not want war,” especially because of their collective memory of past suffering under the Napoleonic and world wars. Neither did Reagan want war, he told Trudeau, and neither did the American people.[99]

			As Reagan spoke these words, he was already planning to take that message directly to the Russian people in the new year.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			
				[image: ]
			

			TOIL AND TROUBLE

			
				I

			

			A joke circulating, furtively, in Moscow went as follows:

			
				Two KGB officers are talking at the office and one notes that he just received a frantic phone call from a Soviet citizen. The caller indicated that he “had just lost his parrot, but wanted them to know that he didn’t necessarily share its views.”

			

			Another popular joke among Muscovites:

			
				The Soviet Union is having problems with the new stamp that was issued with Andropov’s picture on it. Apparently, the citizens were encountering difficulties in getting the stamp to stick to the envelope. A lengthy investigation revealed the source of the problems—the people were spitting on the wrong side of the stamp.

			

			Reagan relished these jokes too. The president asked his NSC staff and Embassy Moscow diplomats to regularly collect the latest humor from the Soviet people.[1] Though the old actor loved to disarm his audiences with a good laugh, he also had a more serious purpose. Part of his Cold War strategy involved driving a wedge between average Soviet citizens and the Kremlin. The Russian people and their culture fascinated him; he saw them as allies in his campaign against Soviet communism. He believed that their jokes—told on street corners, in bread lines, at family dinners—provided a window into their collective soul, and also revealed, as only humor can do, the vulnerabilities in the Soviet system, which provoked in its people equal parts fear, revulsion, and contempt.

			Time’s January 2, 1984, cover featured Reagan and Andropov together as “Men of the Year.” The editors chose the two leaders because the standoff between their nations held the fate of the planet in the balance. Time painted a bleak picture of the impasse. Describing Reagan’s speeches over the first three years of his presidency, the article noted, “To Soviet ears, [Reagan] seems not only to be denying the USSR’s coveted claim to equal status with the US as a superpower, but even challenging its right to exist as a legitimate state.”[2]

			If Kremlin officials read the interview with Reagan in the same issue, they would have heard him make a peace offering. Asked about his imprecation of the Soviet Union as the world’s “focus of evil” nine months earlier, Reagan replied, “I would not say things like that again.” It is not that he no longer believed it. Reagan had made clear he viewed the Soviet system as wicked but also knew that he had to deal with Moscow—even as he hoped to transform it. He continued, “I would like to convince the Soviets that no one in the world has aggressive intentions toward them. Certainly we don’t. . . . I would like to make them see that it is to their best interest to join us in reducing arms . . . [to] join the family of nations.”

			Reagan concluded with his dream of nuclear abolition. “And if we start down that road of reducing, for heaven’s sake, why don’t we rid the world of these weapons? Why do we keep them? Here’s a world today whose principal armaments would wipe out civilians in the tens and hundreds of millions. Let’s get back to being civilized.”[3]

			Reagan’s abhorrence of nuclear weapons did not mean he failed to see their use. In a meeting the next month with British Labour Party leader Neil Kinnock, Reagan said he disagreed with the Labour platform calling for unilateral disarmament. He told Kinnock that nuclear weapons had helped preserve global peace since World War II and continued to be a “key factor in maintaining global stability and preventing war.” [4] Reagan needed a formidable US nuclear arsenal to strengthen his hand in confronting the Soviets—and he needed a Soviet negotiating partner to work with him to abolish the nuclear arsenals of both nations. Reagan sought to resolve the puzzle in sequence: He would first use the American buildup as part of his multipronged pressure to weaken the Kremlin. Once the Soviet system began to crack and produce a reformer, Reagan would have a negotiating partner to join in reducing and then eliminating nuclear weapons.

			On January 16, Reagan delivered a speech from the White House East Room that stretched the olive branch further toward the Kremlin. His address targeted multiple audiences: the Soviet leadership and people, of course, and also the NATO allies, who sought reassurance that the missiles based in their countries did not mean the United States had abandoned the diplomatic track. He also spoke to the American people. In less than eleven months he faced reelection. While the growing economy helped his electoral prospects, roughly half of Americans still expressed misgivings about his handling of national security. Reagan strove to remind them—just as he had four years earlier during the 1980 campaign—that he aimed for peace, and that he did so with a steady hand.[5] Or as he put it to his diary, he crafted the speech “to be a level headed approach to peace to reassure the eggheads and our European friends I don’t plan to blow up the world.”[6]

			He reiterated how America’s defense buildup and economic recovery had restored its deterrent and put the United States in its strongest position in years to establish a constructive and realistic working relationship with the Soviet Union. He restated his desire to negotiate with the Kremlin for significant reductions in nuclear arms, progress in human rights, and above all, peace. Reagan then closed with a passage he wrote himself. Channeling the humanity of ordinary Americans, he made his most direct appeal yet to the Soviet people:

			
				Just suppose with me for a moment that an Ivan and an Anya could find themselves, oh, say, in a waiting room, or sharing a shelter from the rain or a storm with a Jim and Sally, and there was no language barrier to keep them from getting acquainted. Would they then debate the differences between their respective governments? Or would they find themselves comparing notes about their children and what each other did for a living?

				Before they parted company, they would probably have touched on ambitions and hobbies and what they wanted for their children and problems of making ends meet. And as they went their separate ways, maybe Anya would be saying to Ivan, “Wasn’t she nice? She also teaches music.’’ Or Jim would be telling Sally what Ivan did or didn’t like about his boss. They might even have decided they were all going to get together for dinner some evening soon. Above all, they would have proven that people don’t make wars. . . .

				If the Soviet Government wants peace, then there will be peace. Together we can strengthen peace, reduce the level of arms, and know in doing so that we have helped fulfill the hopes and dreams of those we represent and, indeed, of people everywhere. Let us begin now.[7]

			

			Reagan’s concluding vignette reflected his faith that the Russian people were victims of the Soviet system and that their common humanity could help bring the Cold War to a peaceful end. It struck some on his own team as too maudlin. On seeing the “Ivan and Anya” addition to the speech draft, one White House staff member asked aloud, “Who wrote this shit?”[8]

			The Kremlin did not care for it either. A few days later Pravda published a lacerating satire in which an impoverished Jim and Sally take Ivan and Anya to a soup kitchen to eat, suffer constant FBI surveillance, and complain of being exploited by the Reagan White House.[9]

			
				II

			

			The morning after Reagan’s speech, an anxious Suzanne Massie sat in Bud McFarlane’s White House basement office. The diminutive writer was about to advise the most powerful man in the world on the Soviet Union and journey to Moscow as his personal emissary.

			Massie had visited the USSR many times and cultivated friendships with many Russians while becoming expert on their art, history, and literature. Four years earlier, she had published Land of the Firebird: The Beauty of Old Russia, a book about the millennium of Russian history before the Bolshevik Revolution. Thanks to a series of connections first set in motion by her friend Helen Jackson, recent widow of Scoop, as well as by Admiral Bob Inman, Massie had been introduced two months earlier to McFarlane. He found her insights impressive, a new realm of culture beyond the standard political and economic fare dispensed by the State Department and CIA. McFarlane knew Reagan would enjoy meeting with her too.

			Walking upstairs to the Oval Office, Massie expected a short conversation with just Reagan and McFarlane. Her trepidation leapt when she walked in and, half-blinded by the light streaming through the office windows, was greeted by Reagan—and also by Bush, Baker, Deaver, and several other senior staff, all men. To the self-conscious Massie, they appeared as “an intimidating masculine phalanx.” Reagan ushered her to a chair next to him, put her at ease, and began with a question: “How much do they [Soviet leaders] believe in communism?”

			Massie responded, “Mr. President, of course I can’t tell you how all Russians think, but I can tell you what many of them say. They call them [the communist leaders] ‘the big bottoms’ and say ‘they only love their chairs.’ ”

			This, and their ensuing conversation about the fervent Orthodox Christian faith that many ordinary Russians still held, confirmed Reagan’s intuition of the growing chasm between the Soviet people and the Kremlin. The former were devout, open to the United States, and distrustful of their rulers. The latter was militantly secular, sclerotic, a parasite on its own society.

			As their meeting closed, Massie asked Reagan if he meant what he had said in the prior day’s speech about improving relations between the two superpowers. She wanted to carry this message to Moscow. Replied the president, “Yes. If they want peace, they can have it.”[10]

			For all of the intelligence and policy briefings at his disposal from the US government’s legions of Soviet experts, Reagan still felt he lacked a window into the hearts, minds, and—especially—souls of the Russian people. Massie helped fill that gap. The president wrote appreciatively of their meeting in his diary that night, adding the wry note that she “has no truck with the government types.”[11] Just as Reagan sought to understand the Russian people, he also tried to see the world through the Kremlin’s eyes. His growing knowledge of Russian history led him to appreciate that its insecurities stemmed in part from its past. He often remarked how centuries of invasions such as those by Napoleon and Hitler had given Moscow an understandable paranoia about foreign encirclement.[12]

			In January, Shultz traveled to Stockholm for a Helsinki Accords conference. Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko also attended. His speech to the assembly amounted to a snarling bite at Reagan’s outstretched hand. Gromyko accused the United States of exporting “militarism, enmity, and war hysteria” to Europe, having a “pathological obsession” with preparing for war against the Soviet Union, “sowing death and destruction” in Lebanon, committing a “piratical act of terrorism” in Grenada, “hurling gangs of mercenaries and terrorists against Nicaragua,” “propping up the murderous antipopular regime in El Salvador,” and for good measure being “the main threat to peace” in the world.[13]

			This was not the reckless invective of a renegade apparatchik. Gromyko stood as one of the two or three most powerful members of the Politburo. Following this diatribe, an outraged Shultz met privately with Gromyko for five hours. Shultz protested Gromyko’s slanders against the United States and pressed the obstreperous Soviet on a full range of issues, including human rights, SS-20 deployments, the American mission in Lebanon, and other points of contention. Gromyko yielded little.

			Yet as their marathon session drew to a close, Shultz took heart from the fact that he and Gromyko had had a frank exchange of views; the mere act of talking seemed to be progress. Shultz, like Reagan, felt a certain empathy for his Soviet counterpart. The secretary later reflected that he saw Gromyko “as a symbol of communism’s tragic flaw. He was a man of dignity and intelligence . . . [but] he lived a life of irreconcilable objectives. He believed the Marxist dogma he preached . . . he believed in the cause of peace, but a peace that could come only when all the world turned communist. That was clearly not happening.”[14]

			Reagan’s outreach did not mean he had abandoned his strategy to bring the Soviet Union to a negotiated surrender. Many scholars and journalists contend that the multiple Cold War crises of 1983 prompted a “Reagan reversal.” In this view, the escalated tensions, nuclear war scares, and collapse in the Geneva talks prompted Reagan to abandon his confrontational policies and instead seek conciliation with the Kremlin for the next five years.

			He did not. Rather, from the beginning Reagan pursued a dual track of pressure on the Soviets combined with diplomatic outreach. The INF deployment, military expansion, economic warfare, covert support to Solidarity and overt broadcasting, human rights campaign, and support for anticommunist insurgencies all embodied the pressure track. Just as Reagan’s repeated letters to Soviet leaders, offers to negotiate arms reductions, refusal to downgrade relations after crises such as KAL 007, vision of abolishing nuclear weapons, and search for a Soviet reformer all embodied the outreach track.

			As 1984 unfolded, Reagan did not reverse his two-pronged strategy. Instead he rebalanced it, with a tilt toward diplomacy.

			
				III

			

			On January 10, Reagan opened diplomatic relations between the United States and the world’s tiniest state: the Vatican. Though Vatican City had no military, a minuscule population, and territory spanning just one hundred acres (one-eighth the size of Manhattan’s Central Park), the Holy See wielded the spiritual power of almost one billion Catholics, many living in strategic areas of Eastern Europe, Asia, and Latin America.

			Technically Reagan’s move was a “restoration” of diplomatic relations with the Vatican, which Congress, in a spate of anti-Catholicism, had defunded back in 1867. Several subsequent US presidents had dispatched special envoys and personal emissaries to Rome, but Harry Truman’s bid in 1951 to upgrade the relationship to ambassadorial level had ignited outrage among American Protestants and been rejected by Congress. Now times were different. As Assistant Secretary of State Elliott Abrams had advocated to Clark, Vatican recognition was “an idea whose time has come.”[15] A more pluralistic United States valued the Vatican as an anticommunist ally, and Reagan and John Paul II had forged a personal partnership.

			Over the past two years, Reagan had worked with eager members of Congress to restore funding for a diplomatic mission to the Vatican. The president also used his personal credibility with evangelical Protestants, including quiet help from Billy Graham, to gauge and in some cases alleviate opposition.[16] Not all agreed. Following the announcement, a flock of prominent evangelical leaders descended on the White House. The group—including Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, Tim LaHaye, Oral Roberts, Jimmy Swaggart, and Bill Bright—met with McFarlane and other senior White House staff to voice their displeasure at what they viewed as inappropriate favor to Catholicism.[17] They and their followers formed a vital part of Reagan’s political base. His willingness to incur their disfavor ten months before the election shows the priority that he put on Vatican relations. It did not hurt that American Catholics, also an important voting bloc, overwhelmingly supported the move.

			Though the White House and Vatican had consummated their union, they did not enjoy a honeymoon. The upgraded diplomatic relations coincided with an increase in policy tensions between the Reagan administration and Holy See. Two issues had become irritants: Poland and Lebanon.

			Reagan continued to favor squeezing the Jaruzelski regime with sanctions, while the Pope worried that the sanctions hurt ordinary Poles more than they helped undermine the communist government. A few months earlier, the Nobel Committee had bestowed the Peace Prize on Lech Walesa. Jaruzelski barred the Solidarity leader from traveling to Oslo for the award ceremony. An apoplectic Andropov wrote to Jaruzelski blaming the Vatican for “reawakening the cult of Walesa,” saying, “The Church is creating a new kind of confrontation with the Party. In this situation, the most important thing is not to make concessions.” Urged on by the Kremlin, Jaruzelski increased the torment of Solidarity. The Polish secret police arrested and tortured many Solidarity activists, and beat at least one to death.[18]

			This oppression made Reagan reluctant to ease the pressure on Warsaw, but the Pope worried it was missing the mark. In a February meeting with Bush at the Vatican, John Paul II complained to the vice president that “the people are getting hurt” by the American sanctions and said, “This must be changed.” He contrasted Russia’s history of czarist and Soviet totalitarianism with Poland’s “tradition of freedom.” Of the Polish people—his people—he reminded Bush, “Many times in the past they have defended themselves against oppression.” The Pope believed that their resistance to dictatorship remained vibrant and a source of Kremlin vulnerability. He appealed for the United States to lift the punitive measures and instead channel more support directly to ordinary Polish citizens.[19]

			The next week, Reagan responded in a letter informing the Pope that the United States would ease some sanctions.[20] The White House also worked with Congress, the Vatican, and European allies to allocate $28 million in direct aid to Polish farmers, bypassing the regime. Reagan kept most other sanctions in place, however. Some leading Polish dissidents urged them as a sign of Western resolve, even if their actual impact was dubious. QRHELPFUL continued to keep Solidarity’s literature flowing and continued rattling the communist rulers. To outward appearances the Poland crisis remained a grim stalemate, but small tears began to fray the Iron Curtain.[21]

			
				IV

			

			Lebanon remained another friction point between the administration and the Vatican. John Paul II’s interest in the country was humanitarian, pastoral, and strategic. He grieved the suffering wrought by the war, felt special responsibility to the Maronites in communion with the Catholic Church, and hoped Lebanon could restore its model of peaceful coexistence of Muslims and Christians for the rest of the region. For these reasons, when Reagan announced on February 7, 1984, the “redeployment” of the marines from Beirut to ships offshore, the Pope wrote to Reagan of his worry that Lebanon could soon descend into an orgy of bloodletting.[22]

			It was the first step in what would soon become a complete American withdrawal. Perhaps the person most surprised at Reagan’s decision to withdraw was Reagan himself. For the three months since the marine barracks bombing, he had continued to insist, in public and in private, on maintaining the mission. He had also redoubled diplomatic efforts toward a peace settlement. Reagan appointed Donald Rumsfeld, a former (and future) secretary of defense, to replace McFarlane in the special envoy role. Rumsfeld and Shultz both led the diplomatic campaign, with its goals of withdrawing Syrian and Israeli forces and strengthening a pluralist Lebanese government that could impose order despite the terrorists and militias plaguing the country.

			Shultz and Rumsfeld stood alone on Reagan’s team in wanting to maintain the MNF as leverage for a diplomatic settlement. Weinberger and Vessey continued to press for getting out of Lebanon. They now were joined by Bush and McFarlane. Over the course of November and December 1983, the vice president and NSA both shifted from supporting the MNF mission to favoring withdrawal. McFarlane had changed his posture after an American naval bombing attack on Syrian targets in December resulted in two US planes shot down, with one pilot killed and another captured. A few weeks later, Assad released the imprisoned pilot only after a high-profile visit from the Reverend Jesse Jackson. This embarrassed the White House and emboldened Assad. McFarlane saw little prospect for his divided government to develop an effective policy and decided it was time to exit Lebanon.

			Reagan still believed in the mission. In his January 25, 1984, State of the Union address, he proclaimed, “There is hope for a free, independent, and sovereign Lebanon. . . . We must not be driven from our objectives for peace in Lebanon by state-sponsored terrorism.”[23] The next week in his radio address, Reagan conceded the challenges in Lebanon but then declared, “That is no reason to turn our backs on friends and to cut and run. If we do, we’ll be sending one signal to terrorists everywhere: They can gain by waging war against innocent people.”[24]

			Two days later Reagan decided to remove the marines from Beirut.

			Before revealing this to the public, he informed Thatcher. His letter to her obfuscated both the decision and its ramifications. Reagan wrote that he had ordered a “phased redeployment” of the marines that “will be balanced by even stronger support for the Lebanese Army.”[25] Thatcher was annoyed and not fooled. She had committed British troops to the MNF because she believed in the mission and in keeping faith with her American, French, and Italian allies. Now she knew that with the American retreat, the mission had no hope. The next day she announced the pullout of British forces as well. Coming three months after her row with Reagan over the Grenada invasion, this furthered her frustration with him over coordination on the use of force. Reagan’s withdrawal also provoked outrage in Paris. He neglected to consult with Mitterrand before announcing the pullout, which further embittered Franco-American relations.[26]

			Why did Reagan reverse course? Because the Lebanese army collapsed. Scholars Alexandra Evans and A. Bradley Potter point out that Reagan’s policy had relied on building the Lebanese army (LAF) into a viable force able to protect the nation on its own. Over the previous months the LAF had instead become factionalized and ineffective. Then in the fateful first week of February, a coalition of Shia and Druze militias launched an offensive against LAF positions in Beirut. The LAF did not just retreat; it dissolved. In Evans and Potter’s words, “As the militias advanced, desertion rates skyrocketed. Within a week, the Lebanese army was shattered.” Without the LAF to rely on, Reagan’s resolve dissipated. With success elusive and with his reelection campaign looming, he decided to cut US losses and exit.[27]

			Many Americans applauded his decision. Yet the Reagan administration’s botched explanations for when and how the marines would depart dissipated much of this goodwill. The next day, Deputy Secretary of State Ken Dam’s briefing to Congress led to loud “groans and hisses” from many members—and those were the Republicans. Representative Trent Lott rebuked Dam, saying, “You people are not in touch with reality.” Washington Post diplomatic correspondent Don Oberdorfer described the “US debacle in Lebanon” as “the most serious defeat for American foreign policy” since the Iranian Revolution.[28] A demoralized Dam confessed to his diary, “We have no Middle East policy that we can describe.”[29]

			Nor did the marine withdrawal mean the end of danger to Americans. Over the next four months, Shia terrorists in Beirut kidnapped four Americans in succession. The hostages included an engineering professor, a CNN journalist, a Presbyterian minister—and CIA chief of station William Buckley.[30] Reagan may have exited Lebanon. But Lebanon would not let him go.

			
				V

			

			Fast spins the world. While pundits digested Reagan’s Beirut withdrawal, two days later Andropov died in Moscow. Global attention lurched back to the Cold War and the new Soviet leader, Konstantin Chernenko. Reagan learned of Andropov’s death while at his California ranch. He felt no sadness at the news. The president, supported by Shultz, rejected McFarlane and Matlock’s suggestion that he attend the funeral. “I don’t want to honor that prick,” Reagan scoffed.[31]

			Behind his obscenity was a strategy. Though Reagan remained as eager as ever to talk with a Soviet leader, he believed that the value of a summit depended on both sides’ committing to addressing substantive issues and convening on neutral ground. Andropov’s funeral in Moscow deviated from those terms. Meeting with Chernenko in Red Square would place ceremony over substance, conceding the prestige of a summit without any Soviet concessions in return. Especially while the Kremlin still stonewalled the arms control negotiations in Geneva.

			Reagan now faced the third Soviet leader in the three years since he had become president. A protégé of Brezhnev, the seventy-two-year-old Chernenko took office beset by physical infirmities, encroaching senility—and putrescence in the Soviet empire. On top of these challenges, he would fail to consolidate his grip on the Politburo; Foreign Minister Gromyko still held sway on Soviet foreign policy.

			Nonetheless, Reagan’s quest continued to pressure the Soviet system to produce a reformer. He still yearned to make a personal connection with a Soviet leader and see if he could lure the Kremlin in from the cold. He confided to his diary, “I have a gut feeling I’d like to talk to [Chernenko] about our problems man to man and see if I could convince him there would be a material benefit to the Soviets if they’d join the family of nations etc.”[32] Though not optimistic, Reagan decided at least to test whether the USSR’s new chieftain might surprise him as a negotiating partner. It began, as always, with a letter.

			Bush happened to be in Europe on a diplomatic mission when Andropov died. Reagan asked his vice president to detour to Moscow to represent the United States at the funeral. He dispatched Matlock to join Bush, bearing a letter from Reagan to Chernenko. In it Reagan wrote of his hope to “proceed with [a dialogue] as soon as your government is ready to do so” and reaffirmed his desire to reduce nuclear arsenals as well as make progress on other issues.[33]

			Joining Bush for the funeral would be Thatcher, Kohl, Sandro Pertini of Italy, and other European heads of government. The NATO leaders flew to Moscow backed by a strong tailwind of political unity. The alliance frictions from the failed Lebanon mission had not hurt their shared anti-Soviet resolve. The three leading European countries that had welcomed the INF missiles—the UK, West Germany, and Italy—had each held elections in 1983 won by leaders who supported the deployments. This popular ratification chastened the Kremlin. The Soviet disinformation campaign had failed to fracture the alliance. It was not happenstance. For the past eighteen months, Reagan, Bush, and Shultz had devoted much energy and political capital to alliance management. They had cultivated, cajoled, commiserated, and compromised with NATO leaders and engaged in extensive outreach to NATO publics, all to preserve alliance unity.

			In Moscow, Bush met with Chernenko for thirty minutes. The Soviet did most of the talking. He maintained a positive tone and affirmed his desire for better bilateral relations but stuck to Kremlin boilerplate and put the onus on the United States to take specific policy steps. Bush handed him Reagan’s letter and reinforced the outreach themes in Reagan’s January 16 speech and hope for a summit. Bush also stressed the importance of human rights, especially the cause of imprisoned dissidents Anatoly Shcharansky, Andrei Sakharov, and Yuri Orlov.[34]

			From aboard Air Force Two, Bush sent Reagan his first impressions of the new Soviet leader. Chernenko “seemed alert, in good health, with a sparkle in his eye,” reported the vice president. “He gave the clear impression that there is somebody at home in the Kremlin with whom we can do business.”[35] Bush could not have been more wrong on Chernenko. But his optimism showed the White House’s eagerness to find a Soviet partner for peace.

			By this point, Reagan had developed high regard for his vice president. It had not always been so. Even after overcoming his campaign suspicions of Bush and selecting his rival as his running mate, it had taken time in office for the two men—who differed in temperament, style, and ideology—to build chemistry and mutual trust. Bush knew his role to be the faithful lieutenant and honored Reagan’s convictions rather than pushing his own agenda. The vice president said little in NSC meetings. Rather, in other settings, such as meetings with heads of state, reports from his world travels, and especially his private weekly lunches with Reagan, Bush shared his counsel. The vice president also stayed closely aligned with his best friend, Chief of Staff James Baker, forming a quiet but formidable power axis in a White House beset by dueling fiefdoms.

			Andropov’s funeral prompted Reagan to wonder anew whether atheism might be the Soviet system’s downfall. He wrote to Massie: “Watching the scenes of the funeral on TV, I wondered what thoughts people must have at such a time when their belief in no God or immortality is faced with death. Like you, I continue to believe that hunger for religion may yet be a major factor in bringing about a change in the present situation.”[36]

			Two weeks later, Reagan invited Massie back to the White House for a private lunch with him, McFarlane, and Deaver. The president wanted to hear about her recent trip to Moscow and her views on how the Soviet Union might fare under Chernenko. While her Soviet interlocutors showed little interest in addressing big issues, they had agreed to resume cultural exchanges with the United States, a small but symbolic step. Of more interest to Reagan, Massie’s depiction of the people she encountered reinforced his sense of a growing divide between the Russian people and the Soviet state. As Massie put it, citizens of Moscow and Leningrad described Russians as “we” or “us” but dismissed Soviets as “they” or “them.” With such insights, Massie cemented her role as Reagan’s most valued outside advisor. In James Mann’s description, she “began to serve as Reagan’s window on the Soviet Union.”[37]

			The CIA still overestimated the health of the Soviet economy. In April, the CIA predicted it would continue to grow about 2 percent per year for the rest of the decade, a “sluggish” pace but not the endemic crisis that the USSR actually faced. Langley did better in spotting Kremlin leadership trends. Casey gave a speech two months after Andropov’s death noting that Chernenko would prove the last commissar of the Stalinist era. “The whole Soviet leadership structure is undergoing a major generational shift,” Casey declared, and predicted the next Soviet ruler would be more open-minded and cosmopolitan.[38]

			Meanwhile, Chernenko replied to Reagan’s letter with a cordial but noncommittal response, parroting Soviet boilerplate. There ensued a series of letters between the two leaders throughout the spring, with both sides sending lengthy missives that broke no new ground. In one letter Reagan added a handwritten postscript paying tribute to “the tragedy and scale of Soviet losses” in World War II and acknowledging how that legacy shaped the Kremlin’s fears in the contemporary moment. He again reassured Chernenko, “Neither I nor the American people hold any offensive intentions toward you or the Soviet people.”[39]

			Reagan’s goodwill pleas fell on deaf ears. A doctrinaire Marxist, Chernenko could not free himself from the Soviet system’s endemic paranoia, insecurity, and hostility to the United States. For the moment, in both Moscow and Washington, politics trumped geopolitics. The cautious Chernenko had neither the vision, audacity, or authority to break with the wary Politburo and return to the negotiating table with the Americans. Reagan, meanwhile, grew more risk-averse as his reelection approached. He remained open to possible overtures from Chernenko but hesitant to propose any more bold measures while he focused on his campaign.

			Through the spring, Reagan’s approval ratings began to strengthen, benefiting from the economy climbing up and the Democrats veering left in their primary campaign. Senator Gary Hart and former vice president Walter Mondale competed as the two front-runners for the Democratic nomination. Their contest sparked some colorful observations from Richard Nixon, who wrote McFarlane with advice on politics and policy, which the NSA shared with Reagan.

			Nixon chortled, “I never thought the day would come when we would see a candidate more dovish than Walter Mondale. But the new wunderkind, scary Gary, has finally topped him.” The former president drew on his first election defeat to warn against complacency at the Democrats’ fratricide, however. “As Johnson and Kennedy demonstrated in 1960, Democrats who appear to be fighting each other during a primary have a love fest at a convention. It is like hearing a couple of cats screeching on the back fence in the middle of the night. You think that they are fighting. But in a few weeks you have a dozen more kittens.”

			Nixon worried more about the Soviets than the Democrats. Given Moscow’s hope to see Reagan defeated, he warned that the Kremlin “might try to stir up some trouble someplace in the world hoping that it would lead to the President’s defeat.”[40] Instead the Kremlin ran a disinformation effort inside the United States against Reagan’s reelection. As scholar Seth Jones describes, using a combination of front organizations and unwitting journalists and campaign staff, “the KGB active measures campaign alleged that Reagan discriminated against minorities, that his administration was corrupt, and that he was too closely tied to the military-industrial complex.”[41] The KGB promoted the slogan “Reagan Means War!,” offered quiet support to Reagan’s political opponents, and enticed credulous media outlets to caricature Reagan as a capitalist militarist intent on oppressing developing nations.[42] The KGB had fueled similar gambits the year before to try to defeat Thatcher in the UK and Kohl in the West German elections. Those had failed; so would its campaign to deny Reagan a second term.

			
				VI

			

			The Beirut bombing and subsequent spate of hostage-taking confronted the White House with the need for a terrorism policy. It was a vexing puzzle. While Reagan had been thinking about and opposing communism for forty years, terrorism befuddled him. It was a new challenge and did not fit with the main pillars of his Cold War strategy. The buildup of conventional and nuclear might, economic revival, restored national confidence, support for anticommunist forces, ideological offensive, and diplomacy with foreign leaders all offered little help against terrorism. Unlike Reagan’s clarity and foresight on the Cold War, when he looked at terrorism, it felt like he was wearing kaleidoscope glasses in a hall of mirrors.

			The Middle East was terrorism’s operational core, but its tactics irradiated every continent. Its acolytes included state actors like North Korea; state sponsors such as Cuba, Iran, Libya, Syria, and the Soviet Union; nonstate actors seeking statehood, such as the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO); and nonstate actors trying to overthrow the nation-state system altogether. Its tactics included assassination, suicide bombing, torture, kidnapping, piracy, and the occasional negotiation. Its targets encompassed airliners, barracks, cruise ships, discotheques, embassies, and the remaining alphabet of civilian prey. It attracted adherents from Catholicism, Islamism, communism, nationalism, nihilism, and just about every other “ism.” It posed a growing threat—and yet just what it was, and how to stop it, remained maddeningly elusive.

			On March 2, 1984, Reagan convened an NSPG meeting on terrorism. Foreshadowing the same debates American leaders would have two decades later in the September 11 era, he and his national security team wrestled with how to define and combat terrorism. The meeting focused on a draft NSDD, composed largely by Oliver North of the NSC staff.

			Shultz and Casey, not often aligned, took the most aggressive posture in the meeting. Shultz demanded “that when we know where terrorists are, we will act against them” with preventive force even if the evidence is not “conclusive enough to ‘win a Supreme Court case.’ ” Casey agreed. The CIA was already engaged in “pre-emptive action,” he told the table. “We have caused a number of terrorist activities to be aborted.” Both stressed that the United States needed more cooperation from its partners, especially in NATO and the Middle East. “Penetration of terrorist organizations is done well by the Israelis, Jordanians, and Egyptians,” reported Casey, but he said these liaison relationships needed to be improved. He also urged “diplomatic measures that can be taken to cause others not to support terrorism.” In other words, tearing out terrorism at its root causes.

			Attorney General William French Smith advocated a very different approach. He argued that “terrorism in the US is a law enforcement function” and should be free from any intelligence, military, or diplomatic involvement. An angry Shultz objected that terrorism knows no borders: “It makes no sense simply to look overseas. . . . To do otherwise would be the same as trying to say that domestic trade and international trade have nothing to do with each other.” [43] Reagan and the others agreed to a few technical tweaks to assuage French’s concerns; four weeks later the president signed the directive. With NSDD-138, Reagan in effect declared war on terrorism. He directed the Pentagon and CIA to use preventive force against terrorist groups and targeted killings of terrorist leaders. NSDD-138 aimed at both terrorists and the governments that supported them, warning, “The US will hold sponsors accountable.” [44]

			While Washington deliberated on NSDD-138, in Beirut on the morning of March 16, William Buckley stepped out of his apartment on his way to work. It would be his last morning as a free man. Hezbollah terrorists captured him at gunpoint and threw him in the back of a car, hooded and stunned. Buckley’s world went dark. He would soon descend into a hell on earth.

			His kidnappers were Hezbollah terrorists, directed by Iran. They targeted him by design. As one account notes, Buckley had become the CIA’s “point man in the war against terrorism.” [45] Three weeks after the last marine had departed Lebanon, Hezbollah sought to show they now controlled Beirut—and no American was safe. Hezbollah also grabbed Buckley as a bargaining chip. Four months earlier, Shia terrorists had bombed several civilian targets in Kuwait, including the American and French embassies. Kuwaiti authorities arrested and imprisoned seventeen of the terrorists, known as the “Dawa prisoners” after the name of their cell. Hezbollah sought to use Buckley and other Western hostages as leverage to get their Dawa comrades released.[46]

			Back in Washington, Oliver North convened the Terrorist Incident Working Group (TIWG) to coordinate efforts to find—and hopefully rescue—Buckley. Intended to implement the White House’s upgraded counterterrorism policy, the TIWG included representatives from the State Department, intelligence community, and military, all led by North in a joint endeavor. It did not start well. North complained to Poindexter after an early TIWG meeting, “There is growing concern that this is not a team effort and that we could well be doing more.” [47]

			Hidden somewhere in a lonely room in Lebanon, Hezbollah henchmen tormented Buckley. As a former Green Beret awarded a Silver Star for combat valor in Vietnam, Buckley was tough. But no man could endure what he suffered. Two months after his abduction, his captors sent a videotape to the US embassy in Athens, which forwarded it to CIA headquarters. Casey, already racked with guilt over having sent Buckley to Beirut, described his reaction on viewing it: “I was close to tears. It was the most obscene thing I had ever witnessed. Bill was barely recognizable as the man I had known for years. They had done more than ruin his body. His eyes made it clear his mind had been played with. It was horrific, mediaeval and barbarous.” [48] At some later point—probably over a year later, after more prolonged torture and psychotropic drugs had wrung out whatever secrets remained in his unraveling mind, his captors executed him.

			The Hezbollah leader who engineered Buckley’s kidnapping (and who may have personally killed him) was Imad Mughniyeh, a Lebanese Shia. He had also planned the bombings of the US embassy and the marine barracks the previous year, making him singly responsible for the most American deaths during the Reagan era. He eluded many American capture efforts.[49] The wily Mughniyeh would continue his murderous campaign for another quarter century, until a joint Mossad-CIA operation assassinated him in Damascus in 2008.[50]

			Meanwhile, Shultz delivered a series of speeches over the course of the year, laying out an assertive counterterrorism doctrine. He also sought to escape the shadow of the Vietnam War. Responding to those who invoked Vietnam against any military deployment that was not overwhelming in scale and public support, Shultz called for using force against terrorists where “a discrete assertion of power is needed or appropriate for limited purposes.” He also called for active defense “through appropriate preventive or preemptive actions against terrorists before they strike,” and warned, “We cannot allow ourselves to become the Hamlet of nations, worrying endlessly over whether and how to respond.”[51]

			Not all on Reagan’s team believed that terrorism could be defeated, or even was worth the effort. Bush, Weinberger, and Vessey worried that the use of force would create an escalation spiral of more terrorism counterattacks—not to mention distract from the main priority of waging the Cold War. These divisions among Reagan’s team derailed his new counterterrorism strategy. Declaring war on terrorism was one thing; waging it was another matter. Hal Brands recounts that NSDD-138’s plans “soon unraveled . . . amid internal opposition and fears that such operations could spiral out of control . . . the Pentagon continued to oppose military options, and even more hawkish advisors struggled to identify opportunities to use force effectively and without intolerable risk. . . . [The US] was stuck in a worst-of-both-worlds policy that involved tough talk and very little action.”[52]

			
				VII

			

			A White House divided on terrorism found itself surprisingly united on an even more distasteful issue: supporting Iraq in its war with Iran. In 1980, Saddam Hussein had launched a surprise invasion of Iran. Over eight years of gruesome combat and unrelenting atrocities by both sides, the war would claim as many as one million dead, transforming large swaths of desert into vast charnel houses. By 1982, after Iraq’s early advances stalled, Iranian counteroffensives gave Tehran the upper hand. As Iranian forces approached Basra, Iraq’s second-largest city, and appeared poised to win the war, the Reagan administration decided it had no choice but to support Iraq.

			The prospect of an Iranian victory seemed catastrophic. It would accelerate Shia radicalism, embolden terrorism, place up to one-quarter of the world’s petroleum reserves under Ayatollah Khomeini’s direct control, put Persian Gulf shipping channels and another quarter of global oil supplies at risk, and imperil American partners such as Saudi Arabia, Israel, Kuwait, and Jordan. Once again, Reagan’s options ran the narrow gamut from bad to awful. Disengagement could bring calamity. America’s European and Asian allies depended on reliable petroleum supplies from the Persian Gulf. Allowing a hostile Iran to win the war and control those energy flows could cripple the economies of Japan, South Korea, West Germany, Great Britain, Italy, and France, and disembowel them from the anti-Soviet coalition. At the G7 summit in London that year, virtually every leader pleaded with Reagan for the United States to do whatever it could to preserve the flow of Persian Gulf oil to their countries. Reagan, ever mindful of solidarity with the allies, agreed.[53] Now that the US withdrawal from Lebanon had ceded the Levant to greater Iranian influence, Reagan and Thatcher also saw the war as a new front to hurt Iran and block its regional expansion.

			Not that Iraq was much better. Reagan held no illusions about the vile Saddam Hussein. When Iranian forces had counterattacked into Iraq in 1982, a panicked Saddam bombarded the Iranians with chemical weapons to stall their advance. What started as an emergency measure soon turned into a perverse habit, as Saddam began deploying mustard and nerve gas against Iranian troops and civilians regularly over the next six years.

			The State Department responded to these war crimes with a favorite tool: the sternly worded démarche. A midlevel American diplomat told a midlevel Iraqi official that the United States “takes very seriously” the reports of chemical weapons and warned, “This damages Iraq’s international image.” This anemic scolding triggered a ritual denial from Iraq—and continued use of poison gas at levels not seen since World War I.[54] Mindful of the Iraqi leader’s barbarity, State Department diplomat Barbara Bodine put the choice in stark terms: “If you don’t like Saddam, we have Khomeini.”[55]

			The White House viewed a victory by either Iran or Iraq as catastrophic. In the blunt words of the Pentagon’s Rich Armitage, “It’s a pity the war could not have lasted forever.”[56] Reagan pursued unadulterated realpolitik with the morbid immediate goal of stalemate—and the ultimate goal of a truce that would leave both belligerents weakened and less able to destabilize the region, let alone the globe. The logic of this stalemate strategy dictated helping whichever side was losing. Starting in 1982, this meant a tilt toward Iraq. The increased American support included a regular stream of signals intelligence on Iranian troop positions and vulnerabilities, several hundred million dollars in export-import credits, nonlethal equipment such as trucks and helicopters, removing Iraq from the state sponsor of terrorism blacklist, and in 1984 restoring full diplomatic relations with Baghdad.[57]

			Meanwhile the White House designated Iran a state sponsor of terrorism, coupled with Operation Staunch, a global campaign to prevent other nations from supplying Iran with weapons. Operation Staunch’s diplomacy succeeded in persuading nine European nations to stop selling arms to Iran and cut by 80 percent the matériel flowing to Tehran.

			The White House also sought to counter Iran by deepening its support for Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Reagan chaired an NSPG meeting on March 30 where Special Envoy Rumsfeld, just returned from the region, reported “lots of talk” among the Persian Gulf nations doubting American credibility after the fall of the shah and the marine withdrawal from Lebanon. Many of these Sunni governments also feared being toppled by Iran-sponsored terrorism. Rumsfeld urged regime change in Tehran: “If you want to kill a snake you go for the head. We need to change governments in the countries that practice state-sponsored terrorism.” That was a step too far for Reagan and Shultz, who changed the subject. Rumsfeld closed the meeting by reminding the room, “Oil is not the most important thing. Most important is to prevent Soviet involvement in the Gulf.”[58] In the coming months, the Soviets further rattled Washington with increased arms sales to Jordan, Kuwait, and Syria. Reagan responded with more arms sales to Saudi Arabia and deployed US Air Force tankers to provide refueling for Saudi fighter jets.[59] The tankers joined American AWACS planes already based in the kingdom, growing the presence of American forces—an irritant in the conservative Islamic theocracy.

			This increased commitment to Persian Gulf security, essentially a Reagan Corollary to the Carter Doctrine, would define American policy into the twenty-first century. Its strategic rationale was clear: keeping other hostile powers out of the region while preserving the stable energy supplies on which the United States and its allies depended. It also brought with it a new set of challenges. Shultz and Weinberger coauthored a memo to Reagan that endorsed the policy while warning of the “twin dilemmas” it posed: “trying to defend countries which are reluctant to be seen as cooperating with us and attempting to unilaterally protect resources which are vital to the entire Western world.”[60] The gulf monarchies wanted more American help but wanted it hidden, while NATO members and Japan wanted the benefits of secure oil without paying the costs. Reagan faced a similar challenge in other regions: Allies were hard to live with but harder to live without.

			
				VIII

			

			In late April, Reagan made his long-awaited trip to China. He found the Far East a welcome reprieve from the tribulations of the Middle East. In Asia, Reagan’s strategy of curtailing Soviet encroachments by restoring the alliances with Japan and South Korea, reassuring Taiwan, and reengaging with China had begun to bear fruit. As he and the First Lady stepped down from Air Force One onto the Beijing airport tarmac, it was his first time as president to set foot in a communist country (and his second time ever, after his brief sojourn in East Berlin in 1978).

			Reagan arrived in China at an auspicious time. In preparation for the trip, his pollster Richard Wirthlin described China as the only place in the world “where more Americans now feel relations have become better, rather than worse, since the President took office.”[61] James Mann describes the era between 1983 and 1988 as “the golden years” in the United States–China relationship, when “the Reagan Administration forged a closer, more extensive working relationship with China’s Communist regime than the two governments had before or have had since.”[62]

			This came about in part from lowered expectations. Both countries shed the illusory hopes each had cultivated in the previous decade, whether Beijing’s dream that the United States would jettison Taiwan entirely, or Washington’s ambition that a United States–China partnership would by itself transform the region. Instead, Reagan and Shultz had first secured America’s commitment to Taiwan and affirmed the primacy of Japan in their Asia strategy. Only then did they turn to fortifying the China leg of those respective strategic triangles. Internal developments in China also helped much. Deng was into his fifth year of leading China into a new era of economic reform, modernization, and international engagement.

			China also added a new prong to Reagan’s strategy of pressure and diplomacy with the Soviets. His trip came in the midst of his renewed outreach to the Kremlin in Chernenko’s early months. Reagan knew that his arrival in Beijing caused fretting in Moscow. By solidifying relations with China, Reagan ensured that when Moscow looked west it saw a united NATO and fissures opening in Poland; to the south it saw Red Army soldiers dying in the Afghanistan quagmire; and to the east it now saw both Japan and China firmly in the American camp. Reagan hoped the Kremlin, surrounded by such a daunting strategic landscape, would turn for relief to the negotiating table with America.

			Upon their arrival in Beijing, Deng welcomed the Reagans with the forbidding gauntlet of a twelve-course dinner of quivering delicacies of indeterminate origin. The Reagans knew that any misstep, misbite, or other faux pas could provoke an international embarrassment. Reagan relied on guidance from a seasoned predecessor: “We heeded Dick Nixon’s advice and didn’t ask what things were—we just swallowed them.”[63]

			Reagan’s strategic partnership with the Chinese government did not thwart his determination to deliver a message of freedom to the Chinese people—which the Chinese government in turn sought to stymie. In Beijing, he contrasted China’s Communist Revolution and the American Revolution when he told an audience at the Great Hall of the People:

			
				[The United States draws] tremendous power from two great forces: faith and freedom. America was founded by people who sought freedom to worship God and to trust in Him to guide them in their daily lives. . . . Our passion for freedom led to the American Revolution, the first great uprising for human rights and independence against colonial rule. We knew each of us could not enjoy liberty for ourselves unless we were willing to share it with everyone else.[64]

			

			Ever the evangelist for America, Reagan reinforced this message in Shanghai in a speech to students at Fudan University:

			
				We believe “that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among those are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” . . . We elect our government by the vote of the people. . . .

				Religion and faith are very important to us. We’re a nation of many religions. But most Americans derive their religious belief from the Bible of Moses, who delivered a people from slavery; the Bible of Jesus Christ, who told us to love thy neighbor as thyself.[65]

			

			The PRC authorities had committed to broadcasting both speeches in full on television, but government censors blocked out the passages about faith and freedom in his Beijing address and did not provide translation for the Shanghai speech, rendering it unintelligible to all except the very few Shanghainese who spoke English.[66]

			Even if Chinese leaders blocked Reagan’s paeans to freedom, they heard his private appeals. In their meetings with Deng and other senior officials, Reagan and Shultz discussed the importance of liberty to China’s future. At the Pope’s request, they urged Chinese leaders to grant more religious liberty for Chinese Catholics, including releasing five imprisoned Catholic priests.[67]

			Reagan used these private meetings to advance another sensitive issue: cooperating with China to support the anti-Soviet insurgency in Afghanistan. This included the CIA’s purchasing huge caches of weapons from China and thousands of Chinese mules—yes, mules—to carry the matériel across the forbidding landscape of western China and the Hindu Kush to supply the mujahideen. Chinese cargo ships carried other weapons by sea from Shanghai to Karachi. The scale was vast; over eight years, the CIA would spend close to $2 billion buying weapons from China, a significant share of the overall Afghanistan program.[68]

			Other agreements that the visit produced included increased American weapons sales to China, provision of civilian-use nuclear technology, enlarged cultural exchanges, and agreements for deepened trade across multiple sectors.[69] The Washington Post called Reagan’s trip “a resounding success.”[70] In solidifying the United States–China partnership, Reagan completed the work that his three main political rivals of the past decade—Nixon, Ford, and Carter—had all started.

			Of most consequence, the China visit advanced the strategy that Reagan and Shultz developed for the Asia-Pacific region. Reagan had evolved. He still viewed Asia through the lens of the Cold War but also envisioned an Asia beyond the Cold War. As a candidate, he had lacerated the Carter administration for recognizing Beijing; now, as president, Reagan deepened cooperation between the two governments on intelligence, arms sales, and trade. Reagan still favored Japan as America’s most important global ally but now also built close ties with Japan’s historic adversary. His heart still inclined toward Taiwan, but his head knew that China’s greater geopolitical heft offered more benefit to the United States—even as he did not shrink from urging the PRC toward freedom. Though China would not democratize, in a few years several other Asian nations would. Reagan knew that strategy was not always a zero-sum game.

			While Reagan worked to open China up to deeper cooperation with the United States, across the strait in Taipei, Jim Lilley worked to open Taiwan up to itself. Reagan’s assurances that the United States remained committed to Taiwan’s security gave president-cum-dictator Chiang Ching-kuo the confidence to take steps toward political reform and freedom. As the top American official on the island, with Reagan’s support, Lilley urged Chiang to release imprisoned dissidents and ease restrictions on civil liberties and the press. Lilley also quietly nudged Chiang to replace his hard-line vice president with the more democratic-minded Lee Teng-hui, knowing that as vice president, Lee would be the ailing Chiang’s heir apparent. Meanwhile, Lilley built close ties with leading opposition figure Chiu Len-hui through regular scuba diving trips on the island’s southern coast. Through such efforts, Reagan, Shultz, and envoys such as Lilley engaged in an almost unprecedented policy experiment: Could the United States push its authoritarian allies to democracy without losing them as partners against communism?[71]

			Reagan and his team viewed the Carter presidency as a cautionary tale. Carter took office when Nicaragua and Iran were ruled by anticommunist dictators aligned with the United States, only to see both of them toppled by the revolutions of 1979 and turned into adversaries. Reagan and Shultz believed they needed to avoid two errors. The first was unblinking support, which besmirched America’s moral credibility, fueled resentments in repressed populations, and could also blind dictators to the domestic voices opposing them until it was too late. The second error was pressuring the autocrat to reform too much too soon, which could leave his country vulnerable to revolutionary ferment and, even worse, tyranny under communist rule.

			
				IX

			

			El Salvador embodied these concerns. Reagan sought to push the fragile government to reform and respect human rights while also supporting it enough to keep the communist FMLN insurgents at bay. A turning point came in December 1983. After a series of FMLN offensives had left the Salvadoran army bloodied and reeling, the White House worried that the military would respond with even more attacks on civilians. Reagan needed to deliver a tough message that further American support depended on the military fighting like professional soldiers, not amateur war criminals.

			Vice President Bush’s trip to Buenos Aires for the presidential inauguration of Raúl Alfonsín (who led Argentina’s democratic transition after years of military dictatorship) presented an opportunity. While flying back to Washington, Bush took a secret detour to San Salvador. He had only one purpose: to get the Salvadoran military to stop its atrocities.

			At a welcome dinner with President Magaña and other senior officials, when it came time for his toast, Bush abandoned diplomatic niceties. Raising his glass, he denounced the death squads as “a cowardly group of common criminals and murderers” who “are the best friends the Soviets, the Cubans, and the comandantes and the Salvadoran guerillas have.” In private, Bush and Ambassador Pickering went further. They gave Magaña a letter from Reagan as well as a list of six senior officers whom American intelligence identified as the death squad ringleaders. They told Magaña that he needed to transfer all six outside the country to toothless diplomatic posts. Magaña complied.

			Bush then met privately with a group of twenty other senior Salvadoran officers. He delivered a blunt message: The Salvadoran military must immediately cease terrorism, extrajudicial killing, and other death squad activity, or Reagan would terminate all American aid. When one officer protested that his father and son had been murdered by the FMLN and only a “kill-or-be-killed” approach worked, Bush responded, “If you fight them with the same methods they employ against you, how are you different from them?” The Salvadoran military cleaned up its act, the death squads began to wither, and the number of killings declined substantially.[72]

			Into this ferment, the Kissinger Commission had issued its report in January 1984. As with the Scowcroft Commission report the previous year, the Kissinger Commission report was less notable for what it said than for who said it. Its bipartisan participants included Democratic eminences such as Bob Strauss, Henry Cisneros, Lloyd Bentsen, Daniel Inouye, and labor leader Lane Kirkland, alongside Republican luminaries such as Bill Clements, Jack Kemp, and Kissinger himself. The report delivered a bracing message: Central America was in “crisis,” it warned over and over, and the United States needed to act with dispatch and boldness: “Unless the externally-supported insurgencies are checked and the violence curbed, progress on those other fronts will be elusive and would be fragile.” The commission fingered the “hostile outside forces” fomenting the violence as “Cuba, backed by the Soviet Union and now operating through Nicaragua,” and warned against letting the Soviet bloc establish a continental foothold in the Americas beyond its Havana outpost.[73] Congress balked at the report’s recommendation of $8 billion in economic aid. Nonetheless, Reagan cajoled Capitol Hill to increase its appropriations to development aid in Central America, even if not on the scale that the commission urged. The report did persuade a number of moderate Republicans and Democrats to reconsider their opposition to military aid to anticommunist forces in the region.[74]

			El Salvador’s elections delivered an even stronger message. On March 25, an overwhelming 78 percent of eligible voters went to the polls in a peaceful and credible process, with a plurality backing José Napoleon Duarte for president. Duarte benefited from some $2 million in covert CIA funding that Reagan had authorized to support his candidacy, which helped offset the comparable amounts that Salvadoran oligarchs lavished on the campaign of the rightist ARENA party. Its leader, Roberto d’Aubuisson, had campaigned against Reagan’s pressure on human rights by invoking the vulgarity that America “makes poor El Salvador grovel while the US ‘sodomizes’ the only country fighting the communists.”[75] Meanwhile the communist-backed FMLN boycotted the elections and tried to derail the vote by burning ballots and destroying voter identification cards. Such subterfuge failed to deter the Salvadoran people.[76]

			The Salvadoran elections also boosted the White House’s credibility with Congress. House Democratic majority leader Jim Wright (generally an opponent of Reagan’s Central America policy) and Republican senator Bill Roth led the congressional election observers. They returned to Washington the next day and went straight to the White House to brief Reagan and his senior team. Deputy Secretary Dam described the delegation as “unbelievably enthusiastic about what they had seen in El Salvador. They felt that the election was an unqualified victory for democracy.” Reagan summarized the results in his diary succinctly: “The people of El Salvador want Democracy and we should help them.”[77]

			Duarte’s victory in the El Salvador elections gave the Reagan administration a resounding policy success. It showed that a strategy combining military aid with diplomacy and political reform could produce progress toward a stable democracy. The Salvadoran elections also sparked a delinking of El Salvador and Nicaragua, at least in Congress. Led by Wright, a coalition of Democrats shifted to supporting increased economic and military aid to the Salvadoran government.

			By backing Duarte, Reagan took as much heat from his own Right as from the Left. Senator Jesse Helms, a vocal backer of d’Aubuisson and ARENA, denounced Reagan’s support for the Christian Democrats and fulminated that State and the CIA had “bought Mr. Duarte lock, stock, and barrel.” D’Aubuisson’s treachery included sponsoring a plot to assassinate US ambassador Thomas Pickering as he accompanied Duarte on a postelection visit to Washington, DC. American intelligence discovered the assassination plans and protected the envoy from harm. A defiant Helms denied d’Aubuisson’s involvement, unpersuasively.[78] Both the conservative and liberal critics of Reagan’s policies overlooked the emerging democracy wave. Mired in the binary 1970s paradigm of reactionary rightists against revolutionary leftists, they failed to see a third way of democracy emerging, exemplified by Duarte and the Christian Democrats.

			Three days after Duarte won the Salvadoran presidential election, Reagan gave an address to the nation from the Oval Office, urging more economic support for Central America, especially El Salvador and the contras. He heralded freedom’s growth in the region, noting, “26 of 33 Latin American countries are democracies or striving to become democracies.” “But,” he warned, “they are vulnerable.” This was especially true with the Soviet bloc providing $4.9 billion in aid to Cuba and Nicaragua and their efforts to spread communism in the region. Reagan targeted his appeal to Democrats, with quotes from Harry Truman and John F. Kennedy, and tributes to Franklin Roosevelt and Scoop Jackson.[79]

			With the Salvadoran election, the White House took two steps forward in its Central America strategy—then stepped on a political land mine in Nicaragua. Even worse, it was a mine planted by the CIA. On April 6, The Wall Street Journal published a story revealing that over the past few months, the CIA had been mining Nicaraguan harbors in a campaign targeting merchant ships. Dewey Clarridge, the crafty Latin America Division chief of operations, had devised the program a few months earlier. Clarridge intended it as economic warfare. He and his operatives designed the “firecracker mines” to make loud, flashy explosions but cause little damage. In Clarridge’s words, “No one wanted to blow up any ships; we wanted to stop the ships from coming into the harbor.” His plan was to scare shipping companies and drive their maritime insurance rates to prohibitive levels. It would squeeze the Sandinistas from both directions: Inbound tankers would refuse to bring much-needed petroleum imports, and outbound ships would refuse to carry Nicaragua’s exports of coffee, cotton, and textiles to international markets. It was the sort of madcap scheme that Casey loved. Assistant Secretary of State Tony Motley vetted and endorsed the program, and when an NSPG meeting approved it, Reagan signed a covert action finding putting it in motion.[80]

			Its operational logic had a twist of genius, but in political and strategic terms it was ham-handed malpractice. Motley recalls sardonically, “It was a great idea until it went public; then it became a terrible idea.”[81] From Reagan on down, its architects failed to ask the classic question: How will this look on the front page of a national newspaper?

			The answer was that it looked like a combination of war crimes, recklessness, and ineptitude. Targeting civilian shipping violated the laws of war. The mines hit a Soviet oil tanker, exploded against the hulls of merchant ships from Japan and the United Kingdom, and detonated near several Mexican ships. These amounted to, inter alia, an act of war against a nuclear-armed adversary and attacks on America’s two most important allies, and jeopardized relations with America’s southern neighbor. The mines did far more damage to America’s global reputation than to the Sandinista economy.

			Capitol Hill generated the biggest uproar. On the evening of April 5, Senator Goldwater, as chairman of the Intelligence Committee, was leading the effort on the Senate floor to pass the legislation authorizing another $21 million in contra aid. His colleague Senator Joseph Biden noticed the fine print of a CIA report describing the agency’s role in planting the mines and sent a query about it that reached Goldwater at his Senate floor desk. The chairman, a frequent tippler who was much into his cups amid the nighttime flow of legislative business, erupted. Believing that the CIA had concealed the mining program from him, an outraged Goldwater began reading the report on it into the Senate public record, until his staff stopped him from further disclosing the classified program. But the word was out; the Wall Street Journal reporter drew on Goldwater’s disclosures in publishing the article the next day.

			Goldwater felt burned. For years he had supported the CIA as its chief patron and protector on Capitol Hill. He complained to his staff, “I’ve pulled Casey’s nuts out of the fire on so many occasions. I feel like such a fool. I feel betrayed.” He shot an angry letter to Casey—and a copy to The Washington Post, ensuring the whole world knew of his displeasure.[82] Yet Goldwater fired without looking first. The CIA, including Casey himself, had previously disclosed the mining operation to Goldwater and the Senate and House intelligence committees on multiple occasions. The SSCI chairman and his colleagues, blinded by the daily deluge of information they received, just had not paid careful heed.[83] Casey and other senior officials spent the next few weeks mollifying bruised congressional egos with an endless round of apologies.

			Such penance did not undo the damage. Perhaps more than any other factor, the mining debacle disemboweled congressional support for the contras. Congress immediately passed a law forbidding any future mining operations, and House Majority Leader Wright led ten congressional Democrats in writing a fawning letter to Ortega. Addressed to “Dear Comandante,” the letter lamented that “better relations do not exist between the United States and your country” and, in a not-so-veiled reference to Reagan, criticized “those responsible for supporting violence against your government.”[84]

			Congress followed up a few months later with a third Boland Amendment. This was the most restrictive yet: It declared that “no funds available to the Central Intelligence Agency, the Department of Defense, or any other agency or entity of the United States involved in intelligence activities” could be provided to the contras.[85] On June 25, Reagan convened an NSPG meeting on how to support anti-Sandinista forces even if Congress terminated all assistance. By this point Reagan and his senior team appear to have abandoned any notions of overthrowing the Sandinista government. Rather, Reagan’s goal had shifted to using the contras to pressure Ortega into a negotiated settlement that would wean Managua from the Soviet and Cuban orbit.

			In this he enjoyed considerable support in the region. A year earlier, Mexico, Venezuela, Colombia, and Panama had launched the “Contadora Group,” aimed at restoring peace to Nicaragua. With the encouragement of the United States, the Contadora process soon added the five additional Central American countries (Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua), all of whom save Nicaragua favored ending Soviet and Cuban arms supplies and promoting democracy. Cumbersome though it was, the Contadora process showed regional alignment with US policy goals and provided a diplomatic structure in which to work.

			Reagan and Shultz both believed that maintaining pressure on the Sandinistas, especially the military threat from the contras, induced Managua to negotiate. Shultz told Mexican president Miguel de la Madrid, “When [the Sandinistas] are against a tough security situation, they are willing to talk and their rhetoric changes. When that is not so, they stiffen up.”[86] Reagan drew a comparison with his nuclear arms buildup and diplomatic outreach to the Soviets, and told his national security team, “The Contra funding is like the MX spending. It is what will keep the pressure on Nicaragua, and the only way we are going to get a good Contadora treaty is if we keep the pressure on.” Shultz believed it worked the other way as well. Any dwindling hopes for congressional funding depended on showing Capitol Hill skeptics a diplomatic process with Managua. He reminded the room, “It is essential to have [Sandinista negotiations] going on or else our support on the Hill goes down.”[87] Reagan and Shultz envisioned a three-way cycle: American negotiations with the Sandinistas would generate more support in Congress for the contras; congressional support for the contras would keep the military pressure on Managua; the pressure would squeeze the Sandinistas back to the Contadora negotiating table.

			Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega tried to escape that squeeze via Moscow. Emboldened by congressional plans to terminate aid to the contras, in mid-June he traveled to the USSR to seek more support from his Kremlin patrons. The Soviets agreed to keep their generous economic and military aid flowing but disappointed Ortega by hedging on their earlier promise to deliver MiG-21 fighter jets to Nicaragua. Shultz had warned Gromyko that the United States would attack and destroy any MiG-21s sent to Nicaragua. This seems to have deterred the cautious Chernenko from such an escalation.[88]

			In part because they perceived Ortega as hopelessly enmeshed in the Soviet bloc, Weinberger, Casey, McFarlane, and Kirkpatrick all opposed Shultz’s diplomacy with the Sandinistas. Shultz himself remained pessimistic and told the NSPG that he gave only a “two-in-ten” chance that negotiations would succeed. But even a failed negotiation could produce good results of emboldening America’s regional partners and isolating the Sandinistas. “If it doesn’t succeed,” Shultz continued, “it needs to be clear where the responsibility is, and that we have tried to help our Contadora friends obtain a positive outcome.” Reagan supported Shultz’s negotiations—and ultimately his was the only vote that mattered.

			The NSPG meeting also discussed contingency plans for how to keep the contras afloat if Congress did terminate all funding. Casey, Weinberger, and Bush advocated the “third-party” option: urging other friendly nations to support the contras. Shultz strongly opposed this, warning that Chief of Staff Jim Baker said, “If we go out and try to get money from third countries, it is an impeachable offense,” because of the legislation restricting aid to the contras. Casey responded that the covert action finding Reagan had issued explicitly allowed for soliciting other countries, and that when briefed on the finding the congressional oversight committees had raised no objections. McFarlane warned the room, “I certainly hope none of this discussion will be made public in any way.” To which Reagan retorted, “If such a story gets out, we’ll all be hanging by our thumbs in front of the White House until we find out who did it.”[89]

			Unbeknownst to the others at the table, a few weeks earlier, McFarlane had already approached a third party. In a meeting with Saudi ambassador Prince Bandar, McFarlane had suggested that Saudi Arabia help the contras. Bandar arranged for his kingdom to start providing $1 million a month to the anti-Sandinista fighters. It was the small first step toward what would become the biggest scandal of Reagan’s presidency.

			In the midst of the Nicaraguan mining eruption, Reagan simultaneously confronted another Latin America crisis. Just four months after restoring its democracy, Argentina fell into an inflation and debt spiral that threatened to bankrupt the country, topple the government, and spread economic contagion throughout the hemisphere. Reagan led his counterparts in Colombia, Mexico, Brazil, and Venezuela in putting together a $600 million rescue package for Argentina. He told a grateful President Alfonsín, “From the Tierra del Fuego to the North Pole, we are all Americans.”[90] A bailout for Argentina was a far cry from his vision of a hemisphere-wide trade alliance. But as a gesture to protect a fragile democracy and forge multilateral economic cooperation, it was a start.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9
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			MORNING IN AMERICA, TWILIGHT IN THE COLD WAR?

			
				I

			

			Ever since his inauguration, Reagan had been looking forward to the 1984 Summer Olympics. The former college athlete and lifelong sports fan in him loved to watch the events, the statesman in him wanted to display America’s renewed vibrancy to the world, the Californian in him delighted that Los Angeles would host the games, and the politician in him knew that a successful Olympiad three months before the election would boost his campaign.

			The Kremlin knew this as well. Still smarting over Carter’s boycott of the 1980 Moscow Olympics, the USSR exacted revenge on May 8 when it announced its boycott of the Los Angeles Olympics. The Soviet news agency TASS’s statement blamed the Reagan White House for “using the games for its political aims,” saying, “Chauvinistic sentiments and an anti-Soviet hysteria are being whipped up in the country.”[1] Over the next two weeks, thirteen additional Soviet bloc countries announced their boycotts as well. Moscow’s belligerence further eroded any hopes Reagan still held for meaningful talks with the Soviets that year. Ivan and Anya would not be meeting Jim and Sally in Los Angeles.

			The Kremlin then escalated with one of its most brazen disinformation campaigns. The KGB rezidentura at the Soviet embassy in Washington, DC, mailed fabricated letters to the Olympic Committees of many African countries. Purporting to be from the Ku Klux Klan, the letters warned:

			
				THE OLYMPICS—FOR THE WHITES ONLY!

				African Monkeys!

				A grand reception awaits you in Los Angeles!

				We are preparing for the Olympic games by shooting at black moving targets.

				In Los Angeles our own Olympic flames are ready to incinerate you. The highest award for a true American patriot would be the lynching of an African monkey.

			

			The letters were a vile and crude effort to exploit America’s history of racism. They were also ineffective. The FBI detected the forgeries, and Attorney General William French Smith publicly exposed the KGB campaign.[2] The African countries still sent their athletes to Los Angeles, and the Olympics—with Reagan becoming the first US president in history to preside over the opening ceremonies—were a runaway success.

			The KGB did succeed in an even more devilish operation it had initiated the prior year. In July 1983, the Patriot, an Indian newspaper covertly sponsored by the Kremlin, published a front-page headline describing AIDS as a “mystery disease caused by US lab experiments.” The article claimed that the Pentagon created AIDS as part of its biological weapons program and then tested it on unsuspecting civilians. Over the next four years the KGB and other Soviet bloc intelligence services spread this slander throughout the Middle East, Africa, and Asia, where many publics came to believe it. The Sandinista media perpetrated it in Central America with particular relish. The myth also appeared in numerous European and American media outlets, and Dan Rather even parroted it on CBS Evening News.[3] The damage it did to America’s global reputation is impossible to measure but substantial.[4]

			As the summer began, Reagan prepared to travel to Europe for the G7 summit in London and the fortieth anniversary of the D-Day landings in Normandy. With controversies such as the pipeline sanctions and INF deployments behind him, the American and European economies recovering, and Reagan’s outreach to the Kremlin soothing European anxieties, transatlantic relations stood on the best footing of his presidency.

			Reagan had recently hosted Kohl and Mitterrand for state visits and spent much of his time with each leader discussing the USSR. Their conversations show Reagan thinking through the Soviet challenge from several angles, reevaluating his assumptions while trying to detect any changes occurring behind the Iron Curtain—or even behind the opaque walls of the Kremlin. Reagan told Kohl that the Politburo had become a corrupt oligarchy, which he found historically ironic: “The Soviets seem to have created an aristocracy such as the one they overthrew” in 1917. Reagan also remarked on the “turn to religion among the young” in the Soviet bloc. Kohl agreed that spirituality seemed to be displacing faith in communism and that the Soviets did not have time on their side. “While the Soviet regime will not collapse overnight, it is brittle,” observed the German.[5]

			In his visit with Mitterrand, Reagan wondered “if the Soviets had now abandoned ideology and the bureaucracy was simply determined to preserve itself.” Yet he also noted that “the Soviets were still pursuing international blackmail and aggression,” and recalled Lenin’s doctrine of fomenting communist revolutions in Asia and Latin America. Mitterrand agreed. The Russians “wanted to soften the Western coalition,” he observed, but hoped to avoid war, largely because of the “leadership’s desire to maintain their privileged place in society.” The Soviets also “remained fearful of encirclement” and worried that “any setback would start a chain reaction like dominoes.” The French leader illustrated Soviet paranoia by telling the kind of clever story that Reagan relished: “A madman thought he was a grain of wheat, and went to the psychiatrist and was cured. Upon leaving the hospital, he saw a chicken and went running back. The psychiatrist reminded him that he was cured and that he no longer thought he was a grain of wheat. The madman responded that he knew that, but did the chicken?”

			The Kremlin saw hungry chickens everywhere, or at least behind every American policy. Given such pathologies in Moscow’s worldview, Mitterrand counseled Reagan to focus on building a positive alternative model of free societies at peace with each other. “The more the US could create a climate that demonstrated the attractiveness of its system, the more the Soviets would be susceptible to modifying their behavior,” suggested Mitterrand. This reinforced Reagan’s own convictions. He knew that while Soviet communism was beginning to unravel, to prevail in the Cold War, the United States still needed to show the world a better way of freedom, prosperity, and peace. Reagan and Mitterrand also feared that a corroding Kremlin could be a reckless Kremlin. The French leader warned, “The USSR might be more dangerous now, more prone to react strongly to provocation.”[6]

			A decaying, insecure Kremlin became more menacing to its own people too. Perhaps sensing their eroding legitimacy and hold on power, the Soviet leadership escalated their persecution of dissidents. Reagan responded by dispatching retired diplomat Walter Stoessel and then Max Kampelman on two successive presidential missions to Europe to maintain multilateral support for human rights and pressure on the Kremlin. Reagan gave Stoessel letters to deliver to European heads of government, warning that human rights in the USSR had “deteriorated badly,” that it indicated a Soviet “decision to further restrict the already minimal ties between the Soviet people and the free world,” and that the repression violated Soviet commitments to the Helsinki Accords.[7]

			The Kremlin targeted Jews in particular. Reagan directed the US embassy in Moscow to deploy American diplomats outside the local synagogue every Friday night to deter the KGB from harassing Soviet Jews trying to attend Shabbat services. Frustrated that the United States was the only nation doing so, the personal letters Reagan had Kampelman deliver to several European leaders urged their respective Moscow embassy staffs to join the Americans in their Friday-night vigils outside the synagogue. Soon a multinational coalition of Western diplomats began protecting the synagogue.[8]

			Word of Reagan’s solidarity filtered back to imprisoned dissidents in the Soviet Union. Anatoly Shcharansky joined a Christian fellow prisoner named Volodia Poresh in surreptitious Scripture lessons using Poresh’s contraband Bible. Recalls Shcharansky,

			
				We called our sessions “Reaganite readings,” first, because President Reagan had declared . . . the Year of the Bible, and second, because we realized that even the slightest improvement in our situation could be related only to a firm position on human rights by the West, especially by America, and we mentally urged Reagan to demonstrate such resolve.[9]

			

			Reagan also supported dissidents by cracking the Kremlin’s information monopoly. He increased funding by hundreds of millions of dollars for international broadcasting efforts such as Voice of America, Radio Liberty, and Radio Free Europe to penetrate the Iron Curtain, and recorded a number of broadcasts himself, taking his message directly to the peoples of the Soviet bloc.

			
				II

			

			Shortly before departing for Europe, Reagan welcomed the annual NATO summit to Washington, DC. He brought the NATO foreign ministers to the White House for a discussion of the Cold War. British foreign secretary Geoffrey Howe described the Soviet Union “as running on autopilot. It was an autopilot designed by Peter the Great, modernized by Joseph Stalin, and administered by the present regime.” In response Reagan asked “whether it was possible that we were concentrating on the wrong issues, when we analyzed the theories of Marx and Lenin.” He continued, “The Soviets have created their own aristocracy, and are primarily interested in maintaining the power of that aristocracy.”[10]

			The president who saw the Cold War as a battle of ideas now wondered whether his adversaries were losing faith in their own ideas. Some Soviet leaders, such as Chernenko and Gromyko, still believed in the old-time communist dogma. Others in the Kremlin were abandoning belief and merely clinging to power. Reagan realized that the Soviet Union now combined three things in one nation: a Marxist-Leninist revolutionary movement, a gangster kleptocracy, and a paranoid Russian state. The challenge that he faced was how to accelerate the crisis of faith in Marxism, expose and exploit the kleptocracy, and prevent the nationalist paranoia from leading to nuclear war.

			Flying to Europe, Reagan landed first in Ireland. He delivered a speech to the Irish Parliament that reaffirmed his quest for peace but still urged victory in the Cold War’s battle of ideas: “The struggle between freedom and totalitarianism today is not ultimately a test of arms or missiles, but a test of faith and spirit. . . . As Lech Walesa said: ‘Our souls contain exactly the contrary of what they wanted. They wanted us not to believe in God, and our churches are full.’ ” Reagan heralded these ideas enveloping the globe: “Those truths of the heart—human freedom under God—are on the march everywhere in the world. All across the world today—in the shipyards of Gdansk, the hills of Nicaragua, the rice paddies of Kampuchea, the mountains of Afghanistan—the cry again is liberty.”[11]

			When he arrived in London for the G7 gathering, Reagan met privately with Nakasone. The Japanese elections a few months earlier had bruised the prime minister, but his coalition had survived and now had more latitude to deepen the alliance with the United States. Nakasone followed through on his promise to Reagan to exceed the “magic figure” of 1 percent of GDP in defense spending. Limiting the defense budget to less than 1 percent of GDP had taken on quasi-sacred status in Japan. Nakasone believed that once he broke through that “psychological barrier,” he could persuade his public to accept even higher increases and shoulder more of the security burden in the Pacific.[12]

			Nakasone had also delivered for Reagan on the nettlesome economic front. Going into his own reelection cycle, Reagan and his political team knew that the single most important factor to voters would be the economy—and one of the biggest factors shaping the American economy was Japan. Over the previous five months, Bush had led negotiations to try to wring concessions from Japan on its closed markets. In April, when Japanese economic nationalists defied Nakasone to stymie any reforms, it appeared that the talks might collapse and the prime minister could be voted out. Many Japan skeptics in Washington, including some in the White House, such as McFarlane, thought Reagan should distance himself from Tokyo. Instead, Bush and Shultz urged Reagan to “maintain our perspective and not precipitate a public breakdown in negotiations,” pointing out, “Our overall relationship with Japan is the best that it has ever been as far as our broad, global interests are concerned.”[13]

			Reagan agreed. He approved Bush’s request to fly to Tokyo in a show of support for the Japanese leader. A grateful Nakasone overrode his obstinate finance minister and resistant bureaucracy. His package included a series of measures to open capital markets and internationalize the yen, tariff cuts across several key sectors, and a doubling of imports of American beef and citrus—the latter a priority for ranchers and farmers in vote-rich states like California, Texas, and Florida. Rib eye steaks and orange juice may not seem worthy of high statecraft, but of such things can alliances fray and elections be won or lost.[14]

			
				III

			

			Reagan’s most memorable stop took place on the other side of the English Channel. On June 6, under a gray sky, he stood, in his words, “on a lonely, windswept point on the northern shore of France.” It was Pointe du Hoc, Normandy. Behind him, sheer hundred-foot-high cliffs plunged into the waters of the English Channel. Beneath him stood a Nazi artillery casement buffered by ten feet of reinforced concrete, from which Wehrmacht cannons had defended Hitler’s Fortress Europe. Before him sat several European monarchs, international dignitaries—and sixty-two aging American veterans of the Second Ranger Battalion, returned to the site of their ordeal and their triumph.

			All had gathered to commemorate the fortieth anniversary of the D-Day landings. Describing the rangers’ fortitude in scaling the seawalls amid a fusillade of Nazi fire, Reagan recalled, “One by one, the Rangers pulled themselves over the top, and in seizing the firm land at the top of these cliffs, they began to seize back the continent of Europe.”

			Looking at the men, he spoke them again into history:

			
				These are the boys of Pointe du Hoc.

				These are the men who took the cliffs.

				These are the champions who helped free a continent.

				These are the heroes who helped end a war.

			

			Reagan then turned from World War II remembrance to Cold War call to arms. He heralded the history that followed Europe’s liberation and what it meant for the United States:

			
				Soviet troops that came to the center of this continent did not leave when peace came. They’re still there, uninvited, unwanted, unyielding, almost 40 years after the war. Because of this, allied forces still stand on this continent. . . .

				We in America have learned bitter lessons from two World Wars: It is better to be here ready to protect the peace, than to take blind shelter across the sea, rushing to respond only after freedom is lost. We’ve learned that isolationism never was and never will be an acceptable response to tyrannical governments with an expansionist intent.

			

			Though no Soviet leader attended the ceremony, Reagan knew that the Kremlin was listening. He appealed to Soviet history and offered his vision for a better future: “It’s fitting to remember here the great losses also suffered by the Russian people during World War II: 20 million perished, a terrible price that testifies to all the world the necessity of ending war. . . . We are ready to seize that beachhead. We look for some sign from the Soviet Union that they are willing to move forward.”[15]

			The major television networks broadcast Reagan’s speech live across the United States. In Boston, a group of coworkers gathered around the office television to watch. One of them later recalled of the moment Reagan paid his solemn tribute to the Ranger veterans, “I started crying. When I looked around the room, I realized that I wasn’t the only one.”

			The office was the campaign headquarters for Walter Mondale, Carter’s vice president, who would soon secure the Democratic presidential nomination to challenge Reagan. The teary Mondale campaign staffer was Bill Galston. While viewing the speech by the president he was trying to defeat, despite his loyalty to Mondale, Galston thought, “This isn’t a fair fight. . . . The man we’re working against represents the memory of America at its best.”[16]

			Back in Europe, Reagan felt torn between his commitment to the allies and his frustration with them. Like every other president since Truman, he hectored European governments to spend more on defense. He raised this concern regularly in his private meetings with his NATO counterparts, reminding them that America led by example with its own increased military budgets.

			In contrast to Reagan’s carrots, an ornery Congress preferred a club. As soon as Reagan returned from Europe, he confronted a NATO crisis on Capitol Hill. Senator Sam Nunn, a Georgia Democrat and leading defense hawk, introduced an amendment to withdraw one-third of US troops from Europe unless the NATO countries raised their military spending to 3 percent of GDP. Nunn intended it as a bluff. He told US ambassador to NATO David Abshire that he doubted the amendment would pass but hoped it would “frighten the Europeans into finally meeting their commitments to fund conventional forces.” Nunn underestimated its appeal. His amendment soon attracted a veto-proof majority of seventy-five senators. Only concerted appeals by Reagan to Nunn and other senators, coupled with savvy dealmaking by Senators John Tower and Bill Cohen, succeeded in turning enough votes to defeat the amendment. The combined effect worked. By the next year, many NATO governments began further increasing their defense spending.[17]

			
				IV

			

			Reagan knew that his Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) sent tremors through the Kremlin. But he did not realize just how much SDI spooked the Soviets until late June, when Moscow surprised the White House by proposing that American and Soviet negotiators meeting in Vienna discuss “the militarization of space.” This was Kremlin-speak for SDI. The Soviet leadership probably expected Reagan to reject their proposal and hoped to gain a public relations advantage by advertising their willingness to resume negotiations eight months after walking out of the Geneva arms control talks.

			The president returned the volley by accepting the Kremlin’s invitation—as long as the Soviets would also negotiate over other arms control issues, such as offensive weapons. Chernenko demurred, unwilling even to discuss reductions in nuclear arsenals. Two leaders of Reagan’s arms control efforts, Paul Nitze and Ed Rowny, both detected that the Soviets were doing all they could to “derail SDI” while protecting their edge in ICBMs.[18] These negotiations about negotiations masked an underlying strategic shift. Merely by announcing a research initiative that was years away from becoming operational, if it ever would be, Reagan had created new leverage that transformed the arms race, and thus the Cold War.

			SDI did not just scare the Soviets; it rattled the allies too. Several NATO nations feared that if the United States built its own missile shield, America might fold up its strategic umbrella over Europe. If the United States could protect itself from ballistic missile attack, they reasoned, it would no longer feel bound to retaliate against a nuclear strike on Europe—and thus fail to deter Soviet aggression, leaving Western Europe at Moscow’s mercy. NATO leaders regularly voiced this concern. In an Oval Office visit, West German foreign minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher worried “that SDI would decouple Europe from America.”[19] Thatcher asked Reagan, “Are you really going to build a bubble over the United States, and if so, what does that mean about your willingness to use nuclear weapons, which has been your strategy since 1963?” She shared Genscher’s apprehension that SDI could mark America’s strategic retreat from Europe.[20]

			Thatcher also told McFarlane that British scientists unanimously believed that SDI was technically infeasible and could never be built—a skepticism shared by many American scientists. The Soviet leadership, in contrast, believed it just might work. The Kremlin felt both awed and menaced by America’s technological prowess. Soviet ambassador Dobrynin recalls that with Reagan’s SDI announcement, “[Soviet] leadership was convinced that the great technical potential of the United States had scored again and treated Reagan’s statement as a real threat.”[21] CIA director Casey told Reagan that the USSR was increasing its research spending fivefold “to counter SDI,” thus adding further strain on Moscow’s crumbling economy.[22] The Kremlin fretted that SDI could neutralize the USSR’s biggest advantage in the arms race: its overwhelming edge in ICBMs.

			Having seized Moscow’s attention with SDI, Reagan continued his outreach. Gromyko planned to visit New York in September for the UN General Assembly. Reagan invited him to Washington for a White House meeting on September 28. Gromyko accepted. The Soviet foreign minister had last been to Washington in 1978, when he met with President Carter—the most recent time any senior Kremlin leader had set foot in the White House.

			Much had transpired in the six years since. Gromyko remained wary of Reagan’s intentions. He knew that earlier in the year, Jimmy Carter had met with Dobrynin to warn the Soviets about Reagan. The ex-president expressed his opposition to Reagan’s arms buildup and dismissed Reagan’s peace overtures as insincere. Carter told Dobrynin he was “utterly convinced” that Reagan would never conclude a single arms control agreement with the Soviets.[23]

			The visit with Gromyko would be Reagan’s first meeting as president with a Politburo member, and he prepared accordingly. The State Department, Pentagon, and NSC staff all drafted extensive background memos and suggested talking points. Richard Nixon sent his own memo of guidance. Drawing on Gromyko’s remarkable longevity in the snake pit of Kremlin intrigue, the former president warned, “He will break no new ground, because he has not survived Stalin, Bulganin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, and Andropov by taking bold new positions.”[24]

			After reading these reams of material, Reagan decided to write his own script. Over the weekend at Camp David, he filled four legal pad pages with notes on what he would say to Gromyko. A few days later Reagan welcomed the Soviet with the ceremonial adornments usually reserved for heads of state, including a formal luncheon and extended photo session with a media throng pulsating in successive waves through the Oval Office. Then down to business. Reagan opened the meeting with the thoughts he had written out and had been longing to say to a Soviet leader: “The rest of the world knows that the fate of all mankind is in our hands; that a war between us could literally wipe out all humankind. Mr. Minister, the United States will never start such a war.”

			Reagan then turned to how the United States viewed the Soviets. “Yes we are rebuilding our depleted strength now because your own massive military buildup, the greatest in world history, is far beyond any defense needs and we feel it is a threat to us.” However, Reagan continued, he also understood Moscow’s fears of encirclement and invasion grounded in Russian history, and he assured Gromyko that the United States harbored no violent designs toward the USSR. “Would not arms reductions be an easier problem to solve if we could prove to each other that neither of us has any aggressive intent?”

			Reagan concluded his opening remarks with an appeal for human rights. He acknowledged Soviet annoyance at this subject and assured Gromyko of his commitment to quiet diplomacy. “But let me point out why we are concerned,” he continued. “Ours is a nation of immigrants. We are made up of the bloodlines of all the world, and our people retain a loyalty to the countries of their origin.” Reagan saw his country’s diversity as a strength, a source of its idealism and concern for the welfare of those outside its borders. He invoked the political demands for human rights from American ethnic groups to allow the Kremlin to save face by making concessions on humanitarian grounds without appearing to capitulate to White House demands.[25]

			True to form, Gromyko disagreed. Describing their meeting as a “confrontation,” the Soviet foreign minister—a true believer in Marxism-Leninism—retorted, “Certainly we take the view that the capitalist order will be replaced by the socialist order—we believe this in the way people believe the sun will rise tomorrow morning—but this process will occur quite naturally, as a result of historical development. . . . Socialism will win because it is the superior system.”[26] Gromyko meant this to reassure Reagan that the Kremlin did not need to foment armed revolution, since the world was inevitably turning to communism anyway. Yet the tone-deaf Bolshevik misread his audience. To Reagan and his team, Gromyko’s monologue confirmed their suspicions that the USSR really did envision the global triumph of communism. Here was the Cold War in a nutshell: Gromyko and Reagan each believed that the other’s system was destined to fail.

			The discussion went on for some two hours. It achieved no breakthroughs, but it gave both sides the chance to say their piece. As the gathering broke for lunch, Reagan, as suggested by Nixon, held Gromyko back for a private moment. Reminding him that their nations possessed the power to destroy the globe, “My dream,” said Reagan, “is for a world without nuclear weapons.” Gromyko responded with a circumlocution: “That is the question of all questions.”[27]

			The group repaired to the State Dining Room for a formal luncheon. The First Lady appeared. Gromyko raised his glass in a spontaneous toast to Nancy Reagan and mischievously urged her to whisper the word peace in her husband’s ear every night at bedtime. Deploying her wit and charm, the First Lady smiled and told Gromyko that she wished to whisper the word peace in his ear as well.[28]

			Devoid of wit or charm was the official Soviet news organ TASS, which issued a statement from Gromyko lamenting that the meeting did not result in “practical positive changes in the US Administration’s foreign policy course” or produce any “visible signs” of progress.[29] Such was to be expected from the dour Soviet, who needed to reassure his Politburo colleagues that he had not been beguiled by the American president. For his part, Reagan felt satisfied that Gromyko was “going home with a pretty clear view of where we stand.”[30] Reagan had also whetted his appetite for direct dialogue with the Soviet leadership. He desired more but knew it would not come with the ailing Chernenko in power.

			Reagan’s belief in the Soviet economy’s fragilities continued to differ from his own intelligence community. A few weeks after the Gromyko meeting, the CIA produced a classified analysis revising upward its prediction of Soviet economic growth, to a respectable rate of between 2.5 and 3 percent annually for the next five years.[31] Where the CIA’s Soviet analysts saw growth and resilience, Reagan perceived decline and weakness.

			
				V

			

			Two episodes three thousand miles apart reinforced the religious stakes in the Cold War. In Ethiopia, the Soviet-backed Mengistu regime escalated its persecution of the country’s small community of Jews, tormenting them for practicing their faith while also barring them from seeking refuge in Israel. Known as Beta Israel, they traced their Ethiopian lineage back twenty-five hundred years. Mengistu’s brutal policies also fueled a famine that from 1983 to 1985 would cause over one million Ethiopians to die from starvation. Suffering the twin plagues of famine and communist oppression, the Beta Israel faced the prospect of extinction. Several thousand of them fled across the border into neighboring Sudan, where they languished in the desert.

			The CIA station chief in Khartoum was Milt Bearden. One of Casey’s favorite officers, the swashbuckling Texan worked with Mossad to set up a covert rescue named Operation Moses. At first, with the quiet consent of Sudanese president Jaafar Nimeiri (and some hefty bribes paid by Mossad to other Sudanese officials), they arranged for buses to shuttle the Jewish refugees to the Khartoum airport for special charter flights. A media leak revealed the operation, leading other Arab governments to pressure Nimeiri to scuttle it. Seeing his hold on power imperiled, Nimeiri shut down the flights, and Sudanese security officials became hostile. Bearden then designed a daring operation involving Delta Force commandos and CIA paramilitaries escorting the Beta Israel at night to a desert airstrip, where a fleet of US Air Force C-130 transports landed, loaded the refugees, and flew them to Israel. After the refugee evacuation, Bearden hid four Mossad agents in his home for a few weeks and then spirited them back to Israel by hiding them in special wooden crates labeled “diplomatic mail” and smuggled onto a US Air Force C-141 cargo plane.[32] When new Israeli prime minister Shimon Peres visited the Oval Office in October, he thanked Reagan for “sav[ing] the lives of 10,000 Ethiopian Jews.”[33] This covert rescue did much to restore goodwill between the White House and Israel after the tensions of the past two years over Lebanon. Nor did it mean neglect of the other famine victims. The Reagan administration sent over $400 million in food relief aid to Africa in 1984, primarily to Ethiopia.[34]

			Meanwhile, in Poland, a young priest, Father Jerzy Popieluszko, attracted thousands of worshippers each week to mass at Warsaw’s Church of St. Stanislaw Kostka. His captivating homilies urged, in George Weigel’s words, that “people should live ‘as if’ they were free, refusing to participate in the continuing culture of lies that was communism.” Radio Free Europe amplified his reach by broadcasting his sermons throughout Poland and elsewhere in Eastern Europe. The Jaruzelski regime felt threatened by the young priest’s support for Solidarity and message that Christian hope would peacefully eclipse communism.

			On October 19, Polish secret police, likely encouraged by the KGB, abducted Popieluszko and beat him to death. They tied rocks to his feet and disposed of his body in the Vistula River. His spirit proved harder to quench. Father Popieluszko’s martyrdom captivated the country and backfired on the regime. Hundreds of thousands of mourners congregated for his funeral mass on November 3, inspired by his conviction that “one cannot murder hopes.” The CIA helped print and distribute across the country his sermon texts and forty thousand postcards with his picture. Solidarity swelled in numbers and energy, while many Poles and Western governments dismissed Jaruzelski’s anemic reforms as contrivances. The Kremlin worried anew about communism’s slipping grip on Poland.[35]

			
				VI

			

			The day after Father Popieluszko’s funeral, the Iron Curtain suffered another blow when American voters reelected Ronald Reagan in a landslide. He won almost 59 percent of the popular vote and carried forty-nine states. Much of Reagan’s electoral appeal came from America’s economic turnaround and renewed national spirit, exemplified by his “Morning in America” campaign theme. The White House also viewed the win as a mandate for his foreign policy. A strong endorsement from American voters enhanced Reagan’s standing in the eyes of foreign leaders.

			However, victory did not salve the bruised egos or close the rifts that plagued the White House staff. Reagan’s revelry in his electoral triumph soon got arrested by a cascade of complaints and threatened resignations from his national security team. The Sunday after the election, McFarlane flew with the president from California back to Washington, DC. Aboard Air Force One, he warned Reagan, “I fear that nothing can get accomplished if you don’t recognize that you face paralysis within your administration owing to the largely personal animus that exists between Cap and George.” McFarlane encouraged Reagan to retain either Weinberger or Shultz and dismiss the other one, and then offered to resign himself “if there is someone you can think of who would be a more effective National Security Advisor than I with regard to this specific problem of the intractability of these two people.” In McFarlane’s telling, Reagan responded, “I wish they could get along with each other better. But at my age and their age, people don’t change very much. And they are both my friends. I don’t want to fire either one of them.”[36]

			Shultz raised the same concerns with Reagan in the Oval Office three days later. Lamenting his differences with Kirkpatrick, Casey, and Weinberger, the secretary delivered a blunt message to the president: “To succeed, we have to have a team; right now there just isn’t one. . . . I’m frustrated and I’m ready to step aside so you can put somebody else in at State who can get along with them.”[37]

			Though Reagan turned down these resignation offers from McFarlane and Shultz, the divisions continued to fester. Two days later, Casey wrote Reagan complaining about another round of media leaks from the White House and urging the president to change the personnel in his senior team, saying, “You need to have much, much stronger support in order to make full use of the historic opportunity provided by your great victory.” The CIA director also sought to protect his own job. In recent weeks a series of news stories had reported that Casey planned to resign right after the election—and that Baker would likely replace him. Casey had no intention of stepping down and fingered Baker as the main White House leaker. Casey urged Reagan to dispatch Baker from the West Wing to Turtle Bay to replace Kirkpatrick at the United Nations.[38]

			Casey was not alone in using the venerable tactic of urging a president to appoint adversaries to ambassadorships and thus exile them from Washington. For their part, Baker and Shultz tried to get Reagan to send Kirkpatrick to Paris and Weinberger to London as the ambassadors to France and the United Kingdom, respectively.[39] Kirkpatrick and Weinberger both recognized the gambit for the demotion it was and declined the offers.

			Not that Kirkpatrick wanted to stay at the UN. While she had been a fierce and eloquent voice for Reagan’s policies, the turgid UN bureaucracy and incessant shuttling between New York and Washington wearied her. She also felt embittered toward Shultz—and demoralized at losing policy fights. Just before the election, she unburdened herself to her friend James Theberge, ambassador to Chile. “I don’t mind fighting on behalf of my country’s interest overseas,” she lamented, “but I can’t continue worrying about being stabbed in the back by members of the administration.” Shultz especially frustrated her. “George turns out to be a traditional liberal businessman whose views coincide with that of the [Washington] Post or [New York] Times. That is why he dislikes the Chilean military regime,” she continued, “and he confuses US desires with US interests. . . . It is extraordinary that the second Reagan administration threatens to be more Carter-like than the first.” [40]

			In castigating Shultz, she failed to appreciate that he spoke for Reagan. The president and secretary of state both realized that dictators such as Chile’s Pinochet were wasting assets. Though they had strategic value as anticommunist partners, over time their authoritarianism came at the expense of destabilizing discontent from their citizens and erosion of America’s moral capital. Reagan and Shultz believed the better path lay in pressing Pinochet and his ilk to embrace reform, human rights, and democracy.

			Kirkpatrick’s four years at Turtle Bay made her the longest-serving US ambassador to the UN in the organization’s history. She decided to resign. Reagan wrote in his diary that he was “sorry to see her go.” He added, “The conservatives who worry that I’ll go soft will lose a lot of sleep.” [41] A disappointed Kirkpatrick prepared to return to her professorship at Georgetown and a position at the American Enterprise Institute, the conservative think tank. In response to a reporter’s query on what she had learned during her time at the UN, she responded, “A great deal. I am in every way a sadder and wiser woman about the world.” [42]

			Reagan nominated Vernon Walters to replace Kirkpatrick at the UN. The retired general, globe-trotting troubleshooter, and linguist had already served as CIA deputy director, ambassador to Brazil, and presidential envoy for a myriad of sensitive diplomatic missions.[43]

			On the feuds fracturing his national security team, Reagan knew where he stood. He wrote in his diary, “It’s so out of hand George sounds like he wants out. I can’t let that happen. Actually George is carrying out my policy. I’m going to meet with Cap and Bill and lay it out to them. Won’t be fun but has to be done.”[44] On three of the most important issues—negotiations with the Soviets, reducing nuclear arms, and promoting democracy in authoritarian nations—Reagan sided with Shultz. Or rather, Shultz sided with Reagan, since the secretary of state better understood the president’s policies. In those respects, Kirkpatrick, Casey, and Weinberger had fallen out of step with the president they served.

			Yet Reagan valued them in the roles to which he had appointed them. He applauded Weinberger’s tenacious management of the military buildup, and Casey’s enterprising use of covert action to pressure the Soviet empire, and Kirkpatrick’s anticommunism and unsparing defenses of American sovereignty at the UN. When he called Weinberger and Casey on the Saturday morning following Shultz’s threatened resignation, Reagan told them he appreciated their work even as he reminded them that Shultz was carrying out his Soviet policy.

			As for Baker, he was as eager to be rid of the chief of staff job as his rivals were eager to be rid of him. Shortly after the election, he was venting with Treasury Secretary Donald Regan when Regan suddenly proposed that they switch jobs: Regan would become chief of staff, and Baker would become secretary of the Treasury. Baker agreed, and when they pitched it to Reagan he readily approved, without giving it much thought.

			The move would prove too cute by half. Baker’s tenure at Treasury would be the successful part of the transaction. Regan’s sojourn as chief of staff faced unhappier prospects. Baker had been effective in the role because, as he often remarked, the most important part of the title was “staff.” The imperious Regan instead relished the “chief” part.[45] Another portent came from a ten-page letter of advice the irrepressible Nixon sent to Regan about his new job. Nixon urged Regan to “make sure that the First Lady is involved in the general course of events,” noting, “She has excellent political instincts and, of course, has more influence with the President . . . than anybody else. . . . I’m confident you will find her good to work with, provided you keep her informed and seek her counsel when a decision has to be made which involves the President’s schedule.” [46] Baker had modeled this insight, carefully cultivating Nancy Reagan’s support and trust. Regan would not, with fateful consequences.

			
				VII

			

			The rivalry between Shultz and Weinberger was about much more than bureaucratic turf. The Pentagon and State Department buildings stood just one and a half miles apart across the Potomac River, but their leaders seemed to inhabit different universes. While ego, policy differences, and bureaucratic jealousies fueled their acrimony, the core of their dispute was a conceptual divide over national security.

			The biggest fights often start from shared beliefs, and Shultz and Weinberger agreed on much. Both were internationalists, deeply committed to allies, fierce anticommunists, and believers in strong executive branch authority to conduct national security. Both were World War II combat vets. Both supported providing arms to American partners and insurgents fighting against communism. They did not tussle over resources; unusually for a secretary of state, Shultz strongly supported the Pentagon’s increased budgets.

			Their fight rather was over how those resources should be used. What was the military for? Shultz believed in integrating force and diplomacy; Weinberger sought to keep them separate.

			Shultz articulated his view in two 1984 speeches, “Power and Diplomacy” and “The Ethics of Power.” He declared, “Diplomacy not backed by strength is ineffectual. . . . Leverage, as well as good will, is required.” He used arms control negotiations as one example. “Only if the Soviet leaders see the West as determined to modernize its own forces will they see an incentive to negotiate agreements. . . . The lesson is that power and diplomacy are not alternatives. They must go together.” [47]

			Historian Gail Yoshitani labeled this the “Shultz Doctrine.” She describes his belief “that the presence of American forces on the ground was important in demonstrating the nation’s resolve and lent credibility and strength to diplomatic efforts.”[48] It did not just mean having a large and lethal military in reserve; rather, to bolster diplomacy, sometimes those units needed to be visible and forward deployed. Shultz found vindication in policies ranging from the INF basing in Europe, to the Grenada invasion, to providing arms to the Afghan resistance, all of which strengthened America’s credibility and negotiating hand. Political scientist Henry Nau, a former member of the Reagan NSC staff, calls this “armed diplomacy,” in which presidents “arm their diplomacy from the beginning, believing that the threat or use of force does not disrupt negotiations but gives them the best chance to succeed.”[49]

			However, Lebanon displayed the deficiencies in this approach, when troops were sent into the way of harm with an unclear mission, deprived of firepower matched to the threats, bereft of unified political support from their civilian chain of command, and misaligned with diplomatic efforts. Shultz saw these vulnerabilities in his doctrine. In one of the speeches, he struck a defensive tone, averring, “It was precisely our military role in Lebanon that was problematical, not our diplomatic exertions. Our military role was hamstrung by legislative and other inhibitions; the Syrians . . . could judge from our diplomatic debate that our staying power was limited.”[50]

			Weinberger delivered his riposte at the National Press Club on November 28. His remarks, soon known as the “Weinberger Doctrine,” may well be the most influential speech ever given by a secretary of defense. It set the terms of debate on the use of force that continue to this day. The address grew out of America’s two most recent military tragedies, the Vietnam War and the Beirut barracks bombing. In trying to avoid further ill-advised interventions, Weinberger sought to bring clarity to when and how force would be used.

			He did so with “six major tests to be applied when . . . weighing the use of US combat forces abroad.” First, it must be for a “vital interest” of the United States or its allies. Second, it must be done “wholeheartedly and with the clear intention of winning.” Third, it should have “clearly defined political and military objectives.” Fourth, “the relationship between our objectives and the forces we have committed . . . must be continually reassessed.” Fifth, it must have “the support of the American people and their elected representatives in Congress.” Sixth, it should be a “last resort.”[51]

			At their best, Weinberger’s six principles were sensible, prudent, and able to protect the American military from costly foreign misadventures. However, the Weinberger Doctrine treated force and diplomacy as antithetical rather than complementary. The secretary of defense resisted letting the military be used to project power toward strategic goals. He reserved it only for deterring and, if needed, fighting and winning wars. Moreover, the six tests were hard to define and almost impossible to fulfill. They were at once amorphous and constricting, like shackling the president in a marshmallow straitjacket. Such was the view of New York Times columnist William Safire, whose tart pen lambasted the speech: “To oversimplify for reasons of space and purposes of demolition, Secretary Weinberger’s stunning doctrine suggests that we take a poll before we pull a trigger.” The well-sourced Safire also spotted the Pentagon-State feud lurking between the lines. “Secretary Weinberger’s purpose in enunciating the doctrine of only-fun-wars is to undermine Secretary of State George Shultz’s position in the battle for President Reagan’s strategic soul.” He concluded, “The new Weinberger ‘vital interest’ criterion is suitable for Switzerland, but not for a superpower. The Department of Defense does not exist solely for defending a fortress; it is part of America’s commitment to preserve order in the world.”[52]

			The Shultz-Weinberger contretemps was not, as often depicted, a feud between the “moderate” Shultz and the “conservative” Weinberger. By some measures, such as his support for Israel, overall hawkishness, aggressiveness against terrorism, and support for promoting freedom, Shultz was actually more “conservative” than Weinberger. Theirs rather was a debate between two conservatives over what conservatism meant in national security—especially what it meant in Reagan’s national security policy.

			The conservative in chief had a say too. In the debate over the Shultz and Weinberger doctrines, which side did Reagan take? Both, and neither. In his belief in “peace through strength,” Reagan aligned more with Shultz on the need to connect power with diplomacy. The president believed his military buildup and INF deployment would induce the Kremlin to the negotiating table and strengthen his hand to push for Soviet concessions and major arms reductions. Yet he shared Weinberger’s reticence about using force. Reagan agonized over the casualties that war wrought and feared getting trapped in escalation spirals when enemies would hit back. The Grenada invasion would be the only time during his eight years in office that Reagan deployed ground troops in combat.

			In short, Reagan was pragmatic and ecumenical in his national security catechisms. There was room in his broad church for both the Shultz and Weinberger doctrines. As the commander in chief and diplomat in chief, he would lean one way, then another, as seemed fit in each situation. Sometimes this presidential synthesis succeeded; other times it left his government divided and policies confused.

			
				VIII

			

			The aftershocks of Reagan’s landslide extended all the way to Moscow. The Kremlin, realizing that it faced another four years of Reagan, soon reversed and announced it would resume arms control talks on the full spectrum of issues. Shultz and Gromyko agreed to meet in Geneva in January. Meanwhile, between Thanksgiving and Christmas, Reagan welcomed a parade of foreign leaders on official visits to Washington.

			Among his visitors was Helmut Kohl. Mindful that West Germany would be hosting the G7 summit in the upcoming year just before May 8, the fortieth anniversary of Nazi Germany’s surrender in World War II, the West German chancellor spoke with great emotion about the burden of history. He said, “[May 8] represents the depth of our deepest valley . . . our country was completely vanquished; and we all suffered the great shame brought on the German people by the Nazis.” The anniversary would “once again break open old wounds,” worried Kohl. Such grief did not spare him. His older brother, he added, had died in the war as a teenage Wehrmacht conscript. Kohl made a special request. Following the Bonn summit, would Reagan be willing to extend his stay and commemorate the war’s end, including visiting a military cemetery with Kohl? Declared the chancellor, “It is important that our friends stand by us, especially those who were our enemies 40 years ago.” Reagan, devoted to his ally and unable to refuse such a personal appeal, readily agreed.[53] It would prove a foreboding choice.

			Reagan also welcomed Margaret Thatcher for her first visit to Camp David. The indefatigable British leader arrived straight from China, where she had signed the treaty that would transfer control of Hong Kong back to Beijing in 1997. Just prior to her Asia trip, she had hosted in London an intriguing Soviet Politburo member named Mikhail Gorbachev, whom Kremlin watchers saw as a potential successor to the ailing Chernenko. Reagan was eager to hear her impressions.

			Gorbachev seemed different, reported Thatcher. “He talks readily and, in contrast to the stultified manner of Soviet leaders, does not just stick to prepared statements. He picks up points made in discussion and responds to them. . . . I certainly found him a man one could do business with.”

			Gorbachev had spent much of their meeting bemoaning SDI. Thatcher told Reagan, “His line was that if you go ahead with the SDI, the Russians would either have to develop their own or, more probably, develop nuclear weapons that would upset your SDI defenses.” This struck Thatcher as bluster, yet also revealing of Soviet fright. “The overriding impression left was that the Russians are genuinely fearful of the immense cost of having to keep up with a further American technological advance and are therefore prepared to negotiate seriously on nuclear weapons.” Thatcher assured Reagan that she had stressed to Gorbachev her support for SDI, saying, “I warned him of trying to drive wedges between the Allies: we were at one on this issue.”

			Except they were not. In truth Thatcher had intimated to Gorbachev her skepticism about SDI, which the crafty Soviet detected as an alliance rift that he might exploit.[54] As she and Reagan sat together at Camp David, Thatcher segued from her description of Gorbachev to her concerns about SDI. Like the American critics of the program, Thatcher’s views straddled a contradiction. She fretted to Reagan that SDI would undermine deterrence, would be destabilizing in tempting the Soviets to launch a first strike, would erode alliance solidarity—and was technologically infeasible. Put simply, she worried both that it would work and that it would not work.

			Reagan, “speaking with notable intensity,” in the words of the British notetaker, responded that SDI could work and that it was central to his dream of escaping the insanity of mutual assured destruction. The president quoted an old letter from Eisenhower on the need to guard against mankind’s capacity to annihilate itself. “My ultimate goal,” he reminded her, “is to eliminate nuclear weapons.”

			Reagan turned to McFarlane and asked him to describe how SDI countered the Soviet nuclear posture. The NSA excelled at such analyses. McFarlane explained to Thatcher that because the Kremlin had been shifting much of its arsenal to mobile missile systems, offensive deterrence might soon not work. Between the challenges of targeting these movable missiles and congressional reluctance to support the MX, the United States could not rely on maintaining its own retaliatory capability to deter a Soviet surprise attack. Hence Reagan’s interest in defensive deterrence. Or as Shultz put it, “We may be moving from . . . mutually assured destruction to mutually assured defense.”[55]

			Back in Washington, Reagan held a series of NSPG meetings to prepare for the Geneva negotiations. The CIA opened one meeting describing how the new weapons in the Reagan arms buildup—especially the B-1 bomber, stealth technology, cruise missiles, and Pershing IIs—scared the Kremlin. Moreover, “No amount of capital that the Soviet Union can invest would permit them to compete successfully with the United States in terms of SDI, because of their inability to develop modern computers” at the rate and quality level of the United States. Even though the CIA still overestimated the Soviet economy’s resilience, Langley recognized that Reagan’s military modernization was achieving its purposes.

			Reagan reminded his team that SDI was not for sale at the negotiating table. He told Shultz, Weinberger, and McFarlane, “There is no price on SDI and we must be frank with the Soviet Union on the need to go down the path towards defense, to eliminate nuclear weapons, but clearly we are not going to give up SDI.”[56] He confided the same sentiment to his diary: “We’re convinced [the Soviets] want above all to negotiate away our right to seek a defensive weapon against ballistic missiles. They fear our technology. I believe such a defense could render nuclear weapons obsolete and thus we could rid the world of that threat.”[57]

			In the next four years he would pursue that dream as far as it could go. And in the next four months, he would see his strategy of pressuring the Kremlin to produce a reformist leader bear fruit.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10
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			WAITING FOR GORBACHEV

			
				I

			

			Reagan began the New Year by welcoming Nakasone back to the United States. On January 2, 1985, they met at the Century Plaza Hotel in Los Angeles. By this point, Reagan and Shultz had succeeded in establishing Japan as the cornerstone of America’s strategic posture in Asia and enjoyed Japan’s commitment to shoulder its share of the defense burden. Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko himself had inadvertently validated their policy a few months earlier, when he had complained to Shultz that Japan’s increasing military budget and security cooperation with the United States felt menacing to Moscow.[1]

			Yet as the US-Japan security relationship had improved, economic relations had worsened. America’s trade deficit with Japan now stood at $34 billion and climbing. It stemmed in part from a paradox of prosperity. Reagan’s economic revival had produced higher employment, wage growth, and more disposable income for Americans. American consumers responded by buying even more Toyota and Datsun vehicles, Sony Walkman cassette players, Panasonic stereos, Nintendo video games, and Mitsubishi kitchen appliances—all made in Japan. The quality of Japanese products made them appealing; the strong dollar made them affordable. However, America’s open door to Japanese imports made Japan’s closed door to American exports all the more vexing. American public opinion had further soured, and a cantankerous Congress threatened to punish Japan with harsh tariffs. It was not a partisan fight. Some of Capitol Hill’s loudest caterwauling against Japan came from Republicans, such as Senator John Danforth of Missouri.

			Because he had strengthened the alliance foundations, Reagan now had the latitude to press Nakasone hard on specific measures to open Japan’s markets without disrupting vital strategic cooperation. Reagan issued an NSDD before the meeting, declaring that he would tell Nakasone “a severe problem exists” and would demand that Japan take dramatic measures to increase market access in four sectors: telecommunications, electronics, forest products, and medical devices and pharmaceuticals. These sectors represented relative strengths in American production quality, in contrast to the many four-wheeled lemons that rolled off Detroit’s assembly lines and induced American drivers to buy Japanese vehicles instead. Gaston Sigur observed, “[In trade] so much of our difficulties have to do with ourselves—let’s face it—and have little to do with them.” [2]

			Reagan and Nakasone enjoyed a warm three-hour meeting. The Japanese leader expressed his strong support for SDI—making him the only allied leader to do so—and agreed to push his government for trade progress in the areas that Reagan had identified. The president warned that pressures from Congress were boiling over and putting his free-trade convictions to the test. Reagan stressed that this was a dispute within the allied family. To a press query about what “arguments” he would employ against Nakasone, he responded, “We don’t argue, we’re good friends.”[3]

			Nakasone again proved as good as his word. One year later Shultz reported that Japan “exceeded our expectations” in meeting these benchmarks for opening its markets.[4]

			
				II

			

			A few days later, Shultz traveled to Geneva to meet with Gromyko. The secretary arrived with an entourage of squabbling staff and bruised egos. Over the holidays, the administration’s senior arms control officials had bickered over every aspect of the negotiations, including what the Americans would say, who would say it, when it would be said, who would be present in the room when it was said, and how they would respond to what the Soviets said. The American delegation’s acrimony became so well known that the press dubbed their plane to Geneva the “Ship of Feuds.”

			When the interagency process froze into hardened bunkers, the impasse broke only after Shultz appealed to the president. Reagan approved the “central concept” proposed by Shultz:

			
				Our objective should be a radical reduction in the power of existing and planned offensive nuclear arms as well as stabilizing the relationship between offensive and defensive nuclear arms, whether land-, sea-, air- or space-based. We should even now be looking forward to a period of transition . . . to effective non-nuclear defensive forces, including defenses against offensive nuclear arms. This period of transition should lead to the eventual elimination of all nuclear arms, both offensive and defensive.

			

			The president then issued a sixteen-page NSDD giving precise guidance on the American policy positions. Specifically, the United States would seek to protect SDI, keep START and INF negotiations separate (to bolster leverage for the zero option on INF), and insist on combining offensive and defensive systems in the negotiations. This would ensure that SDI’s leverage as a defensive system could help pressure the Soviets to make reductions in their offensive systems.[5]

			Approaching the Geneva negotiations, Reagan and Shultz made explicit their departure from Nixon and Kissinger on another key concept: linkage. Nixon and Kissinger had woven together the many issues in the US-Soviet relationship so that progress in one area depended on advances in other areas. This “linkage” had made strategic sense in the early 1970s as the United States sought Soviet cooperation on an array of issues, including extricating American forces from Vietnam, recalibrating the Middle East, and controlling the arms race. Now, a decade later, Reagan and Shultz believed that linkage had run its course. The Kremlin had flipped the tables by using it to hold American priorities hostage to other concessions sought by Moscow.

			Shortly before his Geneva trip, Shultz detailed the new framework in a speech. Of linkage he warned, “If applied rigidly, it could yield the initiative to the Soviets, letting them set the pace and character of the relationship.” Instead, in regaining the initiative, the United States would deal with each issue on its own, pushing the Kremlin for progress on human rights, and arms control, and other areas of concern. Concluded Shultz, “Linkage is a tactical question; the strategic reality of leverage comes from creating facts in support of our overall design.”[6]

			Fervent media interest greeted the delegation in Geneva, including over eight hundred journalists and the three anchors of the major American television news programs (Dan Rather of CBS, Peter Jennings of ABC, Tom Brokaw of NBC), who would broadcast live from the Swiss city.[7] The negotiations proceeded at first in a torturous loop. The irascible Gromyko—“endowed with a nearly singular ability to repeat the same thing endlessly without shame,” in Arms Control and Disarmament Agency director Ken Adelman’s words—alternated between blustery monologues and sullen stares during which he only said, “I am silent, like fish.”[8] As he would a sturgeon hooked on a thin line, Shultz deftly played Gromyko through a combination of patient arguments, and occasional flashes of temper and threats to walk out. The Soviet finally relented. He agreed to a framework for negotiations, including three negotiation channels on SDI, INF, and START. Shultz and McFarlane phoned Reagan to give him the update. An impressed McFarlane told the president, “You have got an iron-ass Secretary of State. . . . Your victory in the election has made an impression on Moscow, that’s for sure.” As Adelman recalled, the Geneva agreement gave birth to all future arms control talks: “To be there was to be ‘present at the creation’ ” of the US-Soviet summits that lay ahead.[9]

			
				III

			

			The Geneva agreement started Reagan’s new term with a boost. For his second inaugural, he sought to anchor his presidency in the stream of history, asking his nation to “stand as one . . . determined that our future shall be worthy of our past.” On a day so cold that the ceremony had to be moved indoors to the Capitol rotunda, Reagan proclaimed his hope that his years in office would be remembered as a time “when America courageously supported the struggle for individual liberty, self-government, and free enterprise throughout the world and turned the tide of history away from totalitarian darkness and into the warm sunlight of human freedom.”[10]

			If Reagan spoke the poetry for his second term, Shultz provided the prose. The next week, the secretary testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on the state of the world. Shultz described a globe in ferment, saying, “Change is constant.” He spotted trends early in their appearing and synthesized them into a bigger strategic picture. Shultz cataloged a series of shifts: the military balance tilting away from Moscow and toward the United States; America’s alliances evolving from mere security pacts to robust diplomatic and economic partnerships; Eastern Europe straining against its Kremlin overlords; East Asian economies powering global growth; democracy ascendant in Latin America; anticommunist insurgencies displacing communist revolutions in the Third World; free markets replacing statism; a technology and communications revolution birthed in Silicon Valley now sweeping the globe. Like Reagan, Shultz also enjoyed turning Marxist agitprop back on the Kremlin. Invoking the Soviets’ term for assessing trends in the global balance of power, the secretary concluded, “The ‘correlation of forces’ is shifting back in our favor.” This did not mean he counseled complacency. “History won’t do our work for us,” he cautioned.[11]

			Immediately after Shultz vacated the witness seat, Weinberger took the same chair before the Senate committee to make the case for continuing the military buildup. In contrast to Shultz’s optimism, the defense secretary described an America still vulnerable and a Pentagon cup half-empty next to the Kremlin’s fearsome arsenal. Weinberger appealed for Congress to support the defense budget request of $285 billion, a 13 percent increase.[12] Reagan’s defense budget included money for twenty-one additional MX missiles. Under the contorted terms of an earlier deal with Congress, any further MX funding required two separate votes of approval by both the Senate and the House. To congressional critics who doubted the missile’s strategic value, Reagan, Shultz, and Kampelman stressed that they needed the MX to bolster their bargaining hand at the upcoming Geneva arms negotiations. As Reagan warned a group of House members, the Soviets “will be looking for evidence of continued US resolve—or for breaks in that resolve.”[13]

			A president’s most valuable assets are his time and his political capital. Measured in those terms, Reagan regarded the MX as the single biggest priority of his legislative agenda for the year. He spent hours each day for the entire month of March calling or meeting with members of Congress, including almost daily cocktail sessions at the White House with small cliques of senators and representatives as he alternatively charmed, cajoled, or threatened them for their votes. The combination of presidential pleas, White House grandeur, and strong martinis did the job, barely. The MX passed the Senate by five votes, and the House by just three votes.[14]

			Reagan still faced a fight on his overall defense budget. A skeptical congressional aviary, including Republican deficit hawks and Democrat defense doves, squawked in unison at the Pentagon price tag. Reagan’s request for even more military funding came as the United States faced a budget deficit of $180 billion and escalating national debt. The debt threatened America’s economic recovery, while the allies still griped about the deficits. The UK, West Germany, and France regularly complained to the White House that America’s deficits sucked investment capital away from their countries to finance the United States’ spending binge.

			Weinberger remonstrated that the quality and types of weapons mattered more than the amount. In a Newsweek interview, he pointed out, “You’ve got to look at what the other side has. . . . If the other side is getting very accurate, very sophisticated things, in which they don’t give much of a damn about the cost because of the system they have, it is not a very good idea to make something you know is inferior to that.” He also implied that the potential cost of losing in the Cold War eclipsed the costs of the military expansion—which ultimately had an economic and diplomatic purpose.[15]

			
				IV

			

			Reagan continued arming others to fight communism too. On the evening of February 6, standing before a joint session of Congress to deliver his State of the Union address, Reagan warned, “We cannot play innocents abroad in a world that’s not innocent; nor can we be passive when freedom is under siege . . . we must not break faith with those who are risking their lives—on every continent from Afghanistan to Nicaragua—to defy Soviet-supported aggression and secure rights which have been ours from birth.”[16]

			He had just announced the Reagan Doctrine. Yet no one there, not even Reagan himself, realized it at the time. Most of his Cold War presidential predecessors had given speeches announcing their eponymous doctrines—such as the Truman Doctrine, Eisenhower Doctrine, Nixon Doctrine, and Carter Doctrine—as new policies. Reagan instead described what he had been doing already for the past four years. It fell to columnist Charles Krauthammer to put a name to it. Several weeks later he wrote in Time, “[Reagan] has produced the Reagan Doctrine. You may not have noticed. . . . President Reagan saw fit to bury his doctrine in his 1985 State of the Union address beneath the balanced budget amendment, school prayer, and the line-item veto.” Krauthammer elaborated that the doctrine “proclaims overt and unashamed American support for anti-Communist revolution.” For the first time since the Vietnam War, Reagan has “establish[ed] a new, firmer—a doctrinal—foundation for such support by declaring equally worthy all armed resistance to Communism, whether foreign or indigenously imposed.” Continued Krauthammer in a follow-up column, “[The Reagan Doctrine] relies on indigenous revolutionaries to challenge (for reasons that parallel, but need to coincide with ours) the Soviet empire at its periphery. It is the American response to the Brezhnev Doctrine. The Brezhnev Doctrine declares: once a Soviet acquisition, always a Soviet acquisition. The Reagan Doctrine means to test that proposition.”[17]

			Since his debut in office, Reagan had been providing weapons and other support to anticommunist insurgents, first in Afghanistan, then in Nicaragua and Cambodia, now soon in Angola. It was another prong in his campaign to apply pressure on the Kremlin from all sides, especially in its most vulnerable spots. Casey took the lead in putting it into action. Like Reagan himself, the CIA director paid heed to the words of Soviet chieftains. Writing to Richard Nixon, Casey quoted a 1962 statement by Nikita Khrushchev: “Communism will win, not by nuclear war which might destroy the world, not by conventional war which could lead to nuclear war, but by national wars of liberation.” Given the stalemate with NATO in a divided Europe in the early 1960s, Khrushchev and his successor Brezhnev had turned their gaze to the Third World, seeing it as fertile soil for the growth of Marxism-Leninism. The Kremlin spent the 1960s and 1970s sponsoring communist revolutionaries in Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and Latin America. Continued Casey, “We should be encouraged that the tide has changed on this. During the ’70s people all over the world were flocking into communist insurgent movements. Today people are taking up arms against communist imposed governments, 400,000 of them in Afghanistan, Cambodia, Ethiopia, and Nicaragua.”[18] Casey salivated at the prospect of bolstering those revolts and inflicting pain on the Soviet tentacles spreading through the Third World.

			The Reagan Doctrine offered several other benefits. It reinforced the White House’s economic pressure on the Kremlin. Casey relished pointing out that Moscow spent $5 to 6 billion annually to prop up dictatorships in Cuba, Vietnam, Ethiopia, Angola, and Nicaragua. American support for resistance movements made such subsidies even more painful for Moscow.[19] It imposed costs on the Kremlin without increasing the risk of war between the United States and USSR. Targeting the peripheries of the Soviet empire, instead of a direct showdown between American and Red Army troops across the Fulda Gap, created more space for Reagan to reach out to Moscow while ensuring his diplomacy had teeth. It forged new bilateral partnerships and deepened old ones. China provided vital cooperation on the Cambodia and Afghanistan programs; on the latter, so also did Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

			It even united Reagan’s fractious national security team. All of his top principals supported the Reagan Doctrine as a strategy, albeit while bickering over its details. Weinberger appreciated that it had others do the fighting rather than American troops. Shultz believed it strengthened his negotiating hand. Casey prized its covert action programs and militance against communist forces. McFarlane valued its secrecy and efficiency.

			For a strategy that advanced American interests, cost little in American blood and treasure, promoted interagency harmony, and imposed disproportionate costs on the Soviet empire, what could go wrong? Plenty, it would turn out. While the Reagan Doctrine contributed to some of Reagan’s greatest policy achievements, it would also tarnish America’s moral standing and fuel a scandal that nearly broke the presidency.

			In practice, three liabilities plagued the doctrine. First, some of the anticommunist insurgents it supported were corrupt and barbarous. Their depredations showed the downside of sponsoring militants outside of traditional command-and-control structures: The United States bore responsibility for their abuses, even if it did not authorize or encourage them. Second, it caused frictions with important allies. European allies regularly griped to the administration about its Central America and southern Africa policies, as did some regional partners, such as Mexico and Costa Rica. Third, it depended on public support and congressional backing in a divided nation. When Congress restricted funds and operations in key theaters, it stuck the White House with a hard choice: Allow more communist advances, or break the law.

			
				V

			

			Afghanistan would be the Reagan Doctrine’s signature success. It produced the most results with the fewest liabilities, at least at the time. Congress gave the program bipartisan support, allies and partners helped implement it, and it sparked little domestic controversy. It was the only theater that involved targeting Soviet troops, unlike the dual-proxy wars in Nicaragua, Cambodia, and Angola, where local forces supported by the United States fought other forces (whether local, Vietnamese, or Cuban) sponsored by the Soviets.

			In 1985, Reagan upped the ante in Afghanistan. His policy in his first term had focused on bleeding the Soviets; now he decided to try to beat them by driving the Red Army out of the country. Several factors fueled this shift in strategy. First, the Soviets had doubled down on their occupation. To counter the mujahideen’s persistent harassment, the Red Army had sent more troops, including deploying elite Spetsnaz special forces backed by Mi-24 Hind helicopter gunships that devastated the Afghan insurgents. The Soviet escalation signaled to the Reagan team that the previous policy of providing the mujahideen with large amounts of low-grade weapons would only result in more dead Afghans. It also provided an opportunity. More Soviet forces meant more Soviet targets.

			Second, Soviet atrocities against Afghan civilians fueled international revulsion, and the backlash generated more support for the mujahideen. The Red Army used chemical weapons on civilians, incinerated towns and villages with napalm, poisoned water supplies and food stocks, deployed thirty million land mines in the country, and created booby-trapped toys to maim and kill children. By some estimates, up to one-third of the Afghan population suffered displacement, with five million refugees flooding into camps in Pakistan and Iran. Journalists and aid workers spread word of these fiendish tactics, which mobilized previously hesitant members of Congress to do more.[20]

			Third, Pakistani president Zia-ul-Haq made his own shift toward taking the fight to the Soviets. He authorized Pakistani-supported mujahideen to conduct cross-border raids inside the Soviet Union. “Bear-baiting,” in the parlance of Pakistani intelligence, these daring intruders launched rocket and mortar attacks on Soviet military bases, blew up Soviet river barges, and tried to incite the restive Muslim populations of Soviet Central Asia to revolt against their atheistic Moscow overlords. Zia also began asking his American and Chinese patrons for more advanced weaponry to funnel to the resistance fighters. He decided that the chance to eject the Soviets from Afghanistan made it worth the increased risk of Soviet retaliation.[21]

			Fourth, policy entrepreneurs at the CIA, Pentagon, and State Department fought and won bureaucratic battles to shift to a more aggressive strategy. CIA officers Gust Avrakotos and Mike Vickers showed how equipping the mujahideen with upgraded weapons such as the Swiss Oerlikon antiaircraft cannon could impose punishing costs on the Soviets. Under Secretary of Defense Fred Iklé and his new deputy, Michael Pillsbury, pushed for more and better weapons. To keep the “holy” in the holy warriors, Casey directed the CIA to print and distribute thousands of copies of the Koran in the native languages of the mujahideen. The CIA chief of station in Islamabad, Bill Piekney, put it bluntly. The United States wanted the Afghan fighters “to have the right kinds of weapons and have enough money and food so they could kill as many Russians as they could.”[22]

			Reagan agreed. The affable president could be ruthless in inflicting pain on the Kremlin. In March he issued NSDD-166, declaring the new goal “to pressure the Soviet Union to withdraw its forces from Afghanistan” and providing all necessary resources to do so. The directive essentially declared that what happened in Afghanistan did not stay in Afghanistan. It urged “firmness of purpose in deterring Soviet aggression in the Third World,” especially because “anti-Soviet insurgencies in Central America, Africa, and Asia” watched Afghanistan for signs of American resolve and Soviet weakness—or vice versa. There was an even more important audience inside the Soviet Union itself. NSDD-166 directed efforts to “bring news of the war home to the Soviet people to reduce their confidence in the Soviet military and Soviet external policies.”[23] This anodyne bureaucratic language masked a grim truth. If Soviet soldiers started coming home in body bags, as tens of thousands of dead soldiers would over the course of the war (and American information programs amplified this harsh news), then their families would vent outrage at the Kremlin for wasting their lives in a fruitless occupation.[24]

			In tandem with NSDD-166, Congress appropriated $250 million to the Afghanistan program. The Saudis again matched it dollar for dollar. In 1985 alone, $500 million to the mujahideen put sharp teeth behind NSDD-166’s new ambitions. The United States further provided Pakistan about $1 billion per year in economic and security assistance. Primarily intended to keep Islamabad aligned with Washington, this aid also cemented Pakistan’s role as the main patron—both supplier and manager—of the Afghan resistance.

			There was a problem. Zia also continued his covert program to develop a nuclear weapon, mainly to deter Pakistan’s nuclear-armed archnemesis, India. Two related US laws, the Glenn Amendment and the Pressler Amendment, required terminating US aid to Pakistan if Reagan determined the country was pursuing nuclear weapons. Zia personally assured Reagan that he was not trying to build the bomb, but American intelligence reports indicated otherwise. Shultz, McFarlane, and the State Department lawyers engaged in Solomonic legerdemain to find a way for Reagan to comply with the law while preserving the partnership with Pakistan. Otherwise, warned McFarlane, “the equities involved are so enormous” and “a mistake in judgment would pull the rug out from under Pakistan at a moment when it is coming under tremendous pressure from the Soviets in Afghanistan.” Reagan concurred and certified Pakistan’s compliance.[25] The aid kept flowing to Islamabad, the arms kept flowing to the mujahideen—and Pakistan kept developing nuclear weapons. It was another hard Cold War trade-off.

			
				VI

			

			Reagan also opened up a new front in Angola, which soon became the Reagan Doctrine’s foothold in Africa. A former Portuguese colony, Angola underwent a tumultuous war for independence in the mid-1970s that effectively replaced its Portuguese overlords with Soviet and Cuban imperial control. Havana sent forty thousand Cuban troops, backed by billions of dollars in Soviet arms and economic aid, to prop up the MPLA government that José Eduardo dos Santos led in various roles beginning in 1975. Though educated in the Soviet Union, dos Santos was more a corrupt opportunist than devoted communist. He still welcomed such patronage from Moscow and Havana and placed his country at their disposal as long as he could stay in power.

			Though the 1975 Clark Amendment prohibited American support to UNITA, Jonas Savimbi and his rebels had continued their guerilla resistance from the bush for the next decade, supported by South Africa. An erstwhile Maoist turned anticommunist, Savimbi had his own authoritarian inclinations. He and UNITA also received support from other unsavory sources, such as Mobutu Sese Seko, the sadistic kleptocrat ruling neighboring Zaire. As a resilient UNITA’s strength grew and renewed its threat to the MPLA government, so did Moscow’s alarm. By 1985, as Bob Gates recalls, “the Soviets became deeply involved in combat operations, and directed Angolan-Cuban forces in more than one large engagement. So massive and so threatening was their offensive that the South Africans reentered the conflict in substantial numbers” to bolster the UNITA forces.[26]

			The Soviet-backed onslaught in Angola shocked the Democratic-controlled US House of Representatives into repealing the Clark Amendment, as did the GOP Senate. A bipartisan congressional coalition now urged the White House to aid UNITA. Reagan eagerly did so. He signed a finding authorizing a CIA covert action providing weapons and intelligence support to UNITA. This soon included one of America’s newest and most effective weapons, the portable Stinger antiaircraft missile, so mobile that it could be carried and fired by a single guerilla. UNITA rebels began downing the MPLA’s Soviet-made MiG-21 fighter jets and other aircraft, and turned the tide of the battle.[27] It was the first time the United States shared the Stinger with an insurgent force; it would not be the last.

			On the US side, Savimbi’s backers ranged from a motley group of Republican members of Congress, conservative activists, think tanks such as the Heritage Foundation, and well-heeled lobbyists, to a CIA case officer dispatched by Casey to live in a grass hut in the Angolan village that served as Savimbi’s base of operations. The MPLA attracted its share of influential American support too, starting with the massive energy company Chevron. Angola stood alongside Nigeria in having Africa’s largest oil reserves, and Chevron was the country’s leading oil producer. The company put significant revenues into the MPLA’s coffers, funds that helped support the Soviet and Cuban presence in the country. Chevron in turn became one of the loudest—and most lucrative—voices in Washington, DC, for the MPLA and against UNITA.[28]

			South Africa’s odious apartheid regime continued to complicate Reagan’s strategy in the region. American policy could not live with Pretoria and could not live without it. Though Reagan detested apartheid, he considered his efforts to end it a lower priority than eradicating communism and restoring peace to the entire region. This did not leave him insensate to appeals otherwise. After South Africa’s Bishop Desmond Tutu won the Nobel Peace Prize for his antiapartheid leadership, Reagan welcomed him to the Oval Office. Reagan told Tutu he found apartheid “repugnant” and described the progress his policies were making toward regional goals of removing Cuban troops from Angola, Namibian independence, and peace between South Africa and its neighbors, such as Mozambique. The president also explained his reticence about economic sanctions and divestment pressures. “We have learned that in some cases, such as Poland, sanctions actually hurt the common man the worst,” Reagan noted. He continued that sanctions would hurt Black South Africans—whose livelihoods and future empowerment depended on economic development—more than their oppressive government.

			Tutu agreed with Reagan’s aversion to divestment but added that private-sector investment should be used as “leverage to enforce changes” in South African policies. He lamented that four years of Reagan’s “carrot” of “constructive engagement . . . had not worked” absent a credible stick. He reminded Reagan that after almost four decades of America’s “quiet persuasive tactics,” the repression of Black South Africans had only worsened. The eloquent cleric urged the United States to “increase its public pressure” on the South African government.[29]

			Tutu’s appeal convicted Reagan. Three days later, the president gave a speech for Human Rights Day that included three paragraphs on South Africa (the Soviet Union was the only country to receive longer denunciations). Reagan voiced “our grief over the human and spiritual costs of apartheid” and called on South Africa to take several specific measures, including releasing political prisoners, ending the forced removal of Black people from their communities, and welcoming all Black South Africans into an inclusive democratic government.[30] He also took some stronger public steps, such as recalling US ambassador Herman Nickel to protest a slew of South African iniquities, including violence against Black protestors and military raids against US oil company facilities in Angola.[31]

			Virtue was in short supply in southern Africa. Like many other Cold War hot spots, it confronted American policymakers with no good choices, only bad. By this point in the twentieth century, communism had a consistent record: Wherever it took power, it brought dictatorship, repression, poverty, and murder. Reagan focused on his strategic goal of bringing the chief architect of this despotism, the Soviet Union, to a negotiated surrender—even if doing so entailed tactical partnerships with communist regimes in China, Yugoslavia, and Mozambique, and anticommunist authoritarians elsewhere. Ever mindful of World War II, Reagan knew that the United States had made similar choices to partner with the USSR and Nationalist China to defeat Nazi Germany and imperial Japan.[32]

			
				VII

			

			If Afghanistan represented the Reagan Doctrine’s strongest fist, Nicaragua remained its Achilles heel. On the battlefield, the contras showed little progress, and in Washington, Congress showed little interest in supporting them. Senate Foreign Relations Committee chairman Richard Lugar, himself a contra supporter, distilled the Nicaragua dilemma as fateful choices Congress refused to make: Americans did not want to deploy their own troops there, did not want to aid the contras, yet did not want to accept the Sandinista regime either.[33]

			A contra frenzy consumed Washington, DC, in the spring and summer. The Boland Amendment still barred the CIA and Pentagon from giving military aid to the contras, but a special provision allowed consideration of $14 million for weapons and additional funds in humanitarian supplies. The Reagan administration took flak from all sides. Archconservatives on Capitol Hill flayed Reagan and Shultz for the sins of insufficient support of the contras and not making the overthrow of the Sandinista regime official US policy. Voices from the center-left, such as a group of scholars from the Brookings Institution, wailed that Reagan planned to invade Nicaragua. Speaker Tip O’Neill warned incessantly that Nicaragua was “another Vietnam” and whipped his caucus of Democrats to defeat any contra aid in the House. A grassroots coalition of some 150 peace, human rights, and religious groups mobilized to pressure Congress against contra aid. It became the foreign policy issue that most seized the Left after the nuclear freeze campaign of a few years earlier. And while Washington’s opposition to contra aid had strengthened, the contras had weakened. Paltry US support and contra infighting had enfeebled the resistance. Now the question was not whether the contras could defeat the Sandinistas. They could not. The question was whether the contras could even survive.

			White House pollster Dick Wirthlin warned Reagan and Shultz that contra aid “was an exceedingly unpopular issue in the country, and the White House could only lose by a high visibility public appeal.”[34] Public distaste was easy to fathom. The civil war devastated Nicaragua and ultimately caused the deaths of over thirty thousand, many of them civilians.[35] Yet no options, including American disengagement, promised an end to the suffering. Even if unchallenged by the contras, the Sandinista regime had already shown its brutality to its own people, especially Catholic clergy and the indigenous Miskito living on the country’s Atlantic coast. In the region, the Sandinistas destabilized Honduras and fueled the civil war in El Salvador.

			Knowing he held a weak hand on contra aid, and having spent much of his political capital on the MX vote, Reagan chose not to make a strong public push with Congress. Instead he made some targeted appeals behind the scenes, while deputizing Shultz and a group of activists and policymakers to argue the public case. The coalition of contra supporters went beyond conservatives; it included Costa Rican president Luis Monge and Jimmy Carter’s national security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski. Jeane Kirkpatrick, freshly unshackled from her UN fetters, led the charge as a private citizen. She spent much of April advocating for contra aid, giving speeches, congressional testimony, and media interviews, and leading strategy sessions on how to rally public opinion. Contra leader Adolfo Calero flew to Washington to reinforce her efforts. Risking sacrilege, he told a dinner in her honor, “[There are] two great ladies that Nicaraguan freedom fighters hold in great esteem, whom we do not even refer to by name. In the case of the Virgin Mary we call her ‘our lady,’ in the case of Mrs. Kirkpatrick it is ‘the lady.’ ”[36] Though Shultz differed with Kirkpatrick on much, he agreed with her on contra aid. He warned in one speech against “those who would grant the Sandinistas a peculiar kind of immunity in our legislation—in effect enacting the Brezhnev doctrine into American law” and “consigning Nicaragua to the endless darkness of communist tyranny.”[37]

			In the midst of the congressional debates, Democratic senators John Kerry and Tom Harkin traveled to Managua for freelance diplomacy with Ortega that undercut US policy by bolstering the Sandinista hand and marginalizing the contras. A furious Shultz denounced the Kerry-Harkin trip: “Members of Congress have every right to travel to Nicaragua to review the situation, but we cannot have a successful policy when they take trips or write ‘Dear Commandante’ letters with the aim of negotiating as self-appointed emissaries to the communist regime.”[38]

			As Kerry and Harkin returned to Washington, on April 23 the House narrowly voted down any further contra aid. The same day in Managua, Ortega announced a return trip to Moscow. He traveled the next week to the Kremlin to supplicate for more economic aid. The Soviets, eager to capitalize on the congressional vote and cement Nicaragua in their orbit, agreed to supply some 80–90 percent of Managua’s oil needs, in addition to more advanced weapons.[39]

			The Ortega pilgrimage sparked a new furor on Capitol Hill. A coalition of moderate and conservative Democrats held the center of political gravity. Many of them had provided the swing votes against contra aid based on the hope that the Sandinistas would not align with Moscow. Now, burned by Ortega’s pilgrimage, they reversed course and passed $27 million in humanitarian, nonlethal aid to the contras.[40] Krauthammer made the pungent observation that in April, Reagan “refused to risk his prestige by going on television to support contra aid. It lost in the House by two votes. The only thing that saved it in the end was Daniel Ortega’s travel agent.” [41] Now the contras had another year of American funding for food, clothing, shelter, and salaries. They continued to rely on Saudi Arabia for weapons, at McFarlane’s quiet behest.

			This centrist bloc of lukewarm contra supporters also urged Reagan to impose an embargo on Nicaragua. Reagan and Shultz shared an aversion to economic sanctions grounded in their free-market convictions. While they supported targeted restrictions on sensitive technology exports to adversary governments, in general they opposed broad-based trade sanctions on friend and foe alike, whether Japan, South Africa, Nicaragua, or even the Soviet Union, evidenced by Reagan’s lifting of the grain embargo. They believed sanctions inflicted pain on ordinary citizens, both in America and in the sanctioned country, while doing little to change the offending government’s behavior. Faced with overwhelming congressional pressure, however, a reluctant Reagan agreed to order the termination of all trade between the United States and Nicaragua.[42]

			These congressional flip-flops revealed a larger problem. A committee of 535 people, rife with factions and disagreements, cannot make effective foreign policy. The series of congressional reversals only exacerbated the confusions and contradictions in US policy. Beset by its own internal divisions on Nicaragua, the Reagan administration did not need Congress adding to the chaos.

			No Cold War controversy would be complete without religion. In the United States, the religious Left condemned Reagan’s Central America policies. The US Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) and several liberal Protestant denominations, such as the United Church of Christ, Presbyterian Church (USA), and American Baptist Churches USA, all mobilized their parishioners and lobbied Congress against any contra aid. This brought a remonstrance from a Catholic human rights organization in Nicaragua, which coordinated with Nicaragua’s Catholic leadership to write a sharp letter to the USCCB describing Sandinista atrocities against the church and protesting that the USCCB took the wrong side.[43]

			Meanwhile, Sandinista minister of culture and renegade priest Ernesto Cardenal created a “people’s church” based on liberation theology, a movement that attempted to fuse Marxism with Christianity. Or as Cardenal proclaimed, the “true Kingdom of God is a Communist society.” [44] Such heterodoxy attracted the concern of both the Vatican and the White House.[45] Pope John Paul II personally rebuked Cardenal, barred him from administering communion, and issued an encyclical criticizing liberation theology. As both a Catholic and CIA director, Casey loathed liberation theology. He convened a conference at CIA headquarters for case officers and analysts to learn more about it from Catholic theologians such as Michael Novak, a critic of the movement. Casey himself delivered a keynote address. He described liberation theology’s role in driving “political instability in the Third World” and helping “legitimize insurgency movements.” Moreover, he said, “It offers unparalleled opportunity for subversive groups to manipulate the doctrine and its adherents among the reformist clergy—and through them a much wider body of public opinion.” [46]

			The heated disputes over Nicaragua masked the light of democracy’s spread elsewhere in the region. In his Human Rights Day address in December 1984, Reagan pointed out, “Over the last 5 years in Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Panama, Peru, and most recently, in Uruguay, military juntas have been replaced by elected civilian governments.”[47] A few months later, the continent’s largest country, Brazil, began its democratic transition with a return to civilian rule and nationwide elections. In all of these cases, the citizens of each country secured their self-government, but they received quiet yet instrumental support from the Reagan administration. Several times, American policy also helped arrest potential authoritarian backsliding in countries including Peru, Argentina, and Bolivia.[48] Reagan did not spare American partners. He dispatched Assistant Secretary of State Tony Motley to Santiago in February to deliver a letter from Reagan to Augusto Pinochet urging the Chilean leader—who was both an anticommunist stalwart and a brutal dictator—to step down and restore democracy.[49]

			
				VIII

			

			Sometime on the evening of March 10, Konstantin Chernenko breathed his last. A four a.m. phone call from McFarlane woke Reagan with the news that yet another Soviet premier had died. Reagan told his diary, “My mind turned to whether I should attend the funeral. My gut instinct said no.” Once again he would send Bush instead. This was not from lack of hope over a new start with the Soviets. A state funeral in Moscow, with its congeries of world leaders and lugubrious Soviet ceremonies, was not the right occasion to seek it.[50]

			Now in the fifth year of his presidency, Reagan had yet to meet a Soviet counterpart. He would quip that he wanted to but “they kept dying on me.”[51] The third Kremlin leader to expire in less than three years symbolized the decay of the entire Soviet edifice.

			Within hours of Chernenko’s death, Moscow announced his successor as general secretary of the Communist Party—the USSR’s supreme position, since the party reigned over the state. To the surprise of almost no one, it was Mikhail Gorbachev. Having just turned fifty-four a week earlier, Gorbachev would be the first Soviet leader of the postwar generation. The Politburo realized that its festering structural rot could not be cured by another geriatric ideologue in the mold of Brezhnev, Andropov, and Chernenko. Even the pertinacious Gromyko backed Gorbachev.

			Reagan hoped that Gorbachev would be the Kremlin reformer that since 1981 he had been waiting for—and pressuring the Soviet system to produce. While Gorbachev’s accession stemmed primarily from larger dynamics within the Soviet system—as well as his vision and shrewd maneuvering—Reagan’s policies also played a role. Even one of Gorbachev’s own advisors admitted his selection resulted in part from “internal domestic pressures and Reagan’s rigid position,” leading to Kremlin fears of “falling behind” the United States.[52]

			Gorbachev in turn sensed that his most important international relationship would be with Reagan. On his first day in office, he directed his aide Alexander Yakovlev to assess the American president. “Reagan is trying persistently to capture the initiative in international affairs,” Yakovlev observed. “He would like to solve a number of problems in the context of [his] dream about a ‘great peace-maker president.’ ”[53] Ironically, this Kremlin analysis perceived Reagan more accurately than did much of the American media and academia, still stuck on portraying him as a simpleminded warmonger.

			But the White House could not yet tell who Gorbachev was, or would be. Reagan received conflicting assessments from his own team. The day after the Kremlin announced Gorbachev as its new leader, NSC staff member John Lenczowski wrote a memo for Reagan expressing doubt that “the generational change in the Soviet leadership will mean significant changes in Soviet policy.” His was not a lone voice; Deputy National Security Advisor John Poindexter added in black marker, “Everyone agrees with this analysis,” and NSC Soviet specialists Steve Sestanovich and Ty Cobb co-signed it.[54]

			Bush had a different take. On board Air Force Two, returning from the Moscow funeral, the vice president dictated a cable to Reagan with his impression of Gorbachev. At ten p.m. the night before, the new Soviet leader had met with Bush and Shultz for ninety minutes in the gilded St. Catherine Hall inside the Grand Kremlin Palace. Despite the long day and late hour, the energetic Gorbachev had greeted the two Americans with a forty-five-minute monologue. Using few notes, he expounded his views, with a combination of bluster, humor, and hints at a new approach. Much of it was Soviet boilerplate, but delivered with a smile rather than a sneer.

			Bush, who over the years had also met the three previous Soviet dictators, reported to Reagan, “Gorbachev will package the Soviet line for Western consumption much more effectively than any (I repeat any) of his predecessors. He has a disarming smile, warm eyes, and an engaging way of making an unpleasant point and then bouncing back to establish real communication with his interlocutors.”

			In their meeting, Gorbachev told Bush and Shultz that he would pursue “continuity in the domestic and foreign policy of the USSR” and appealed for a return to the détente era in US-Soviet relations. He cheekily disavowed any “territorial claims on the United States,” joking, “We would not even like to have Alaska back!”

			Gorbachev wanted the Geneva talks to lead to “real reductions” in nuclear arms and “ending the arms race.” He pointedly warned against American hopes that “an arms race would weaken the Soviet Union,” saying, “These are pipe dreams.” Flipping a familiar phrase, he lamented that “the US was lowering an iron curtain to seal itself off from the USSR” with its restrictions on trade and technology exports.

			At last given a chance to speak, Bush handed Gorbachev a letter from Reagan inviting the Soviet “to visit me in Washington at your earliest convenient opportunity.” It was a big step from Reagan: an offer to meet without preconditions. Gorbachev was noncommittal.

			A clock in the room chimed eleven p.m. Rather than try to match Gorbachev on each point, Bush chose to stick to Reagan’s strategic priorities. The vice president reminded Gorbachev that Reagan and Gromyko had agreed last fall on the “mutual goal of eliminating all nuclear weapons.”

			Bush then turned to human rights. This issue “is extremely important to the President and the American people,” Bush said. Reagan wanted Gorbachev to know “the important effect that human rights issues have on our overall relations.” Bush invoked the Soviet Union’s obligations under the Helsinki Accords. He reminded Gorbachev of the need to allow Jewish emigration and mentioned four priority dissidents by name: Anatoly Shcharansky, Andrei Sakharov, Iosif Begun, and Yuri Orlov.

			At the words human rights, Gorbachev’s good humor disappeared. Snarling, he interrupted Bush and denounced America. “The United States violates human rights not only on its own territory but also beyond its borders!” he fumed. “It disregards the human rights not only of individuals but of entire nations and countries, it brutally represses human rights.”

			The emotional communist then exclaimed, “I thank God for socialism which saves the Soviet Union from the violations regularly committed within a capitalist society!”

			Bush and Shultz knew they had hit a nerve. Human rights was not just a sore spot for Gorbachev but another “bleeding wound” (as Gorbachev would also call the Afghanistan War) in the entire Soviet system. Deep down, Gorbachev knew that the imprisonment of Sakharov, Shcharansky, Begun, Orlov, and thousands like them could not be justified. So he did not try. Instead he blustered about “interference in internal affairs” and American hypocrisy.

			Shultz then took the floor. He told Gorbachev, “[Before this trip,] the president asked me to look you squarely in the eyes like a man, and to say the following: ‘The President believes that this is a very special moment in the history of mankind. Gorbachev is starting his term as General Secretary. The President is starting his second term as president. . . . The President is ready to work with you. . . . The President very much wants to sit down with you and review the overall state of our relations, to discuss arms control, and to find solutions. . . . The President views this as a historic moment.’ ”

			Gorbachev was impressed. Midnight approached; it was time to part ways. Bidding them farewell, Gorbachev told the Americans, “It is a good thing we have not spoken in diplomatic language but in political language. Leave aside, in brackets, ‘human rights,’ if what I heard from the vice president and secretary of state quoting the president reflects wanting a ‘normal road’ and if all this reflects a serious side, we cannot but welcome this.”

			Concluding his report to Reagan, Bush wrote, “The big question will be—will the ‘new look man’ merely be a more effective spokesman for tired, failed policies or will he have enough self assurance and foresight to ‘start new’—a term he himself used in expressing hope for US-Soviet relations. I don’t know the answer to this question but strongly urge that we try to find out.”

			After all, noted Bush, “as the monkey said when he was shot into space, ‘it beats the hell out of the cancer research lab.’ ”[55]

			
				IX

			

			Neither Reagan nor Gorbachev yet knew it, but they would soon form a partnership rare in world history. These two leaders of enemy nations would come to work together for peace. Together their actions would lead to the slashing of nuclear arsenals, the liberation of Eastern Europe, the dismantlement of the Soviet empire, and the Cold War’s peaceful end.

			That partnership was not yet to be, however, nor would it mean the end of Reagan’s efforts to defeat Soviet communism. He remained determined to keep the heat on the Kremlin. His desire to meet with Gorbachev did not entail easing up on human rights, Afghanistan, Angola, INF deployments, the military buildup, economic pressure, and the other measures that were straining the Soviet system. After all, Reagan used the same hand to sign his letter to Gorbachev on March 11 inviting the Soviet leader to meet that he used sixteen days later to sign death warrants for Red Army soldiers with NSDD-166.

			Gorbachev knew he took the helm of an imperiled ship, rotting within and buffeted without. A dedicated Leninist, much of his motivation for improving relations with the United States stemmed from desperation to ease American pressure so that he could reform and preserve Soviet communism.[56] Problems festered from every direction. To the near west, the Warsaw Pact satellites gnashed their teeth under Kremlin control, while beyond the Iron Curtain the American Pershing IIs and Gryphons countered the Soviet SS-20s. To the south, Afghanistan continued to produce unrelenting casualties, a demoralized Red Army, and international opprobrium. To the east, China’s growing alignment with the United States created a new challenge, while an emboldened Japan shadowboxed the Red Fleet and anchored the American forward presence. Across the globe, “the Main Enemy” sat confident in Washington, DC, presiding over a growing economy and modernized military that threatened to better Gorbachev’s own, in quality if not size.

			His most immediate concern was at home. Most of his own people regarded the Soviet state as a parasite on their nation, enriching itself while shackling them in bondage and penury. Their discontent manifested in different ways, from dissent to cynicism to despair, which together created a crisis of legitimacy. Gorbachev felt the urgent need to reform the party, the state, and the economy, in hopes of restoring trust in the Kremlin. He wanted the Soviet people to see themselves as citizens rather than subjects.

			It would prove an impossible task. Gorbachev hoped to restore legitimacy to a system that by its nature was illegitimate. Soviet communism had taken power in violent revolution six decades earlier and maintained that power at gunpoint ever since. Gorbachev wanted to be both a genuine communist and a genuine reformer. Pursuing the latter would be incompatible with being the former. Reagan would seize and exploit this contradiction. He hoped Gorbachev could be his partner in negotiating an end to nuclear weapons and the Cold War, even as Reagan would also keep pushing to end Soviet communism itself.

			On foreign policy, Gorbachev started off with a harder line. Three days after taking office, he gathered the Communist Party’s Central Committee and recounted his meetings with world leaders at Chernenko’s funeral. He found Bush and Shultz “quite mediocre” and said he would stall on Reagan’s invitation to meet. To Mitterrand, he had appealed for France’s cooperation on a return to détente. He had told Kohl he was “very concerned” about West Germany’s support for SDI. He had complained to Nakasone that Japan “was getting pulled more and more into military cooperation with the United States.” He had warned all of the NATO leaders that the United States sought to drag out the Geneva arms control negotiations to “undermin[e] the unity of the peace movement.” Gorbachev left unspoken yet unmistakable his view that America’s allies were a source of American strength. For that reason, he had tried to drive each allied leader away from the United States.

			He then bragged to the Central Committee of the tongue-lashing he gave Zia over Pakistan’s support for the Afghan insurgency: “We put quite serious pressure on Zia ul-Haq, and he left the room clearly unhappy.”[57] Gorbachev called Afghanistan a “bleeding wound” and made clear to his Politburo colleagues that he wanted to exit. But intent and outcome are two different things. Gorbachev instead oversaw a ferocious escalation in Afghanistan. While he imbibed his own propaganda about the USSR’s self-appointed role as protector of the Third World from Western imperialism, he soon made an imperialist move of his own by replacing Afghanistan’s communist leader Babrak Karmal with another leader more to Moscow’s liking, Mohammad Najibullah. Gorbachev also worried that a withdrawal would hurt Soviet credibility. “We can under no circumstances just clear out of Afghanistan,” he told the Politburo, “or we’ll spoil our relations with a great many foreign friends,” including Cuba, East Germany, and Iraq.[58]

			Gorbachev did not even know how much the USSR spent on defense until he became general secretary and learned with horror that the military was devouring at least some 20–30 percent of his country’s GDP. Yet as historian Stephen Kotkin records, “initially, he allocated more money to defense and sanctioned an offensive to break the stalemate in the Afghanistan War.”[59]

			Beyond the Soviet Union’s internal corrosion and Afghanistan quagmire, Gorbachev also inherited a decaying empire. Many of the Warsaw Pact satellites had grown restive, their citizens resentful of Kremlin control and their governments seeking more latitude in their foreign policies. A State Department intelligence analysis summarized the challenge: “The USSR is encountering serious problems with more countries on its western periphery than at any time since the death of Stalin.” In the past, Moscow had sent in the Red Army to crush its rebellious vassals, such as in East Berlin in 1953, Budapest in 1956, and Prague in 1968. Now, noted the State Department analysis, that approach might not work because “the widespread nature of East European resistance is making the traditional response more difficult than ever before.”[60]

			Reagan continued fomenting such resistance. Sometimes it meant supporting the citizens of Iron Curtain countries in defying their governments; in other cases it entailed wooing Warsaw Pact leaders away from the Kremlin. Either way, Reagan worked to drive cracks into the Iron Curtain and “reinforc[e] Moscow’s ‘isolation’ within the Communist world,” in the words of a strategy memo from Shultz.[61]

			In Poland, the CIA ramped up its covert support for Solidarity. Besides increasing the printed material and doubling the funding it poured through Polish border cracks, Langley entered the television age. QRHELPFUL expanded to videocassettes, floppy disks, and other electronic contraband in the materials it smuggled to Solidarity. And even hacking. In a Warsaw suburb, viewers of Polish state television news were shocked one evening to see the message “Solidarity lives” flash on the screen above the unwitting anchor’s head. It was one of many television and radio hacks that Solidarity activists employed, using devices and training from the CIA.[62]

			Romania, ruled by the vile Nicolae Ceauşescu, chafed under Moscow’s control. The previous summer, Bucharest had defied the Soviet bloc boycott and sent its athletes to the Los Angeles Olympics. In 1985, it nettled the Kremlin further by dragging its feet on the renewal of the Warsaw Pact treaty. To show his appreciation and, in McFarlane’s words, “stimulat[e] Romanian pressure on the Soviets to show flexibility in negotiations with us,” Reagan authorized looser export controls on American technology to Romania. He also increased intelligence sharing and policy briefings with senior Romanian officials.[63] For example, after the Geneva talks in January, Shultz dispatched Ken Adelman to Yugoslavia, Hungary, and Romania to brief their leaders. Reagan and Shultz knew that the Soviets often frustrated Iron Curtain nations by keeping them in the dark about negotiations with the United States. Adelman exploited this by sharing the American readout of the Geneva talks with Belgrade, Budapest, and Bucharest. In Budapest, he indulged in some mischief. Knowing that Hungarian intelligence had bugged the US ambassador’s residence to intercept conversations for the KGB, Adelman briefed the ambassador with an ear toward his eavesdroppers in Moscow. Gromyko seemed weak, senescent, and gullible, Adelman reported. The Soviet made needless concessions to the Americans, he continued, marveling at the diplomatic gains Shultz had won from the hapless Gromyko. Whether Adelman’s chicanery had any effect is unknown—after decades in the job, Gromyko’s days were already numbered—but a few months later Gorbachev replaced him with the reform-minded Eduard Shevardnadze.[64]

			
				X

			

			In the north, Reagan found a new friend. Several months earlier, Canadian voters had replaced one of Reagan’s most ill-favored counterparts, Pierre Trudeau, with a conservative prime minister, Brian Mulroney, who quickly became one of Reagan’s favorites. Like Thatcher, Kohl, and Nakasone, Mulroney combined free-market, anticommunist, and pro-American convictions with a personal chemistry with Reagan that made him a friend as well as an ally. Together the five leaders would seek to enlarge the free world.[65]

			Reagan traveled to Canada on March 17. He and Mulroney shared a hail-fellow-well-met affability befitting their common Irish roots, prompting the Canadian press to christen their meeting “the Shamrock Summit.” Mulroney told Reagan he chose Quebec City for their gathering site because “in 1943 and 1944, our respective predecessors, President Roosevelt and Prime Minister King, met there with Prime Minister Churchill to plan the course of the war and of the peace they were working to restore,” adding, “My hope is that our Governments can accomplish together something of lasting significance.”[66] Mulroney hoped to join Reagan and Thatcher in a renewed Anglosphere triumvirate to counter the Soviet bloc.

			Mulroney had just returned from Chernenko’s funeral in Moscow, and Reagan was eager to hear his assessment of Gorbachev. While impressed with Gorbachev’s dynamism and openness, Mulroney related the Soviet leader’s complaints about the American arms buildup and skepticism of Reagan’s intentions. Mulroney warned that the allies must resist Gorbachev’s efforts to divide them, saying, “He’s no altar boy.”

			Reagan replied, “Strength is the only thing they understand, but I hope they understand I want peace.” Mulroney responded that he had assured Gorbachev that Reagan “is a man of peace” and had marshaled the political support to pursue it. Moved, Reagan’s eyes welled with tears. That evening he wrote in his diary, “I must say [Mulroney] is truly a friend—he went to bat for me with our Soviet friend in no uncertain way.”

			Mulroney also told Reagan that another Canadian official had recently met with Fidel Castro in Havana. To the official’s surprise, the Cuban leader described Reagan as “the smartest American president in fifty years in his approach to the Soviets.” Even allowing for potential trolling from the wily Castro, Reagan appreciated the compliment.[67]

			
				XI

			

			Reagan redoubled his focus on human liberty. Gorbachev’s professed commitment to reform could be put to a simple test: Would the Soviet Union stop tormenting its dissidents?

			The week after Gorbachev’s coronation, Reagan welcomed a group of American rabbis to the White House to discuss the oppression of Soviet Jews. Reagan told them of his commitment to “quiet diplomacy—the need to lean on the Soviets but to do so one on one—not in the papers.”[68] Soviet dissidents knew they had a champion in Reagan. Ten Soviet women imprisoned in the gulag, led by the Christian poet Irina Ratushinskaya, sent a smuggled letter to him through Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty’s network of intermediaries that eventually reached the White House. On a paper scrap just one by two and a half inches, in minute script, they congratulated Reagan on his reelection. Describing their persecution, they included a three-inch paper slip charting their many hunger strikes. Holding it, Reagan exclaimed, “Damn it, it is an evil empire . . . the system is barbarism!” A few months later he shared their message in a speech: “The United States . . . still remains their hope that keeps them going, their hope for the world.” Ratushinskaya recalled, “We found out that our message reached Reagan when the KGB came thundering in . . . to berate us about it.”[69]

			Shultz was Reagan’s chief lieutenant in promoting democracy. The secretary continued to wonder at the democratic wave growing around the world. In a February speech, he made clear that American policy should encourage this trend rather than ignore or even resist it: “As we are the strongest democratic nation on earth, the actions we take—or do not take—have both a direct and an indirect impact on those who share our ideals and hopes around the globe.” America’s authoritarian partners would not be spared. “We have an interest in seeing peaceful progress toward democracy in friendly countries,” promised—or rather warned—Shultz, who proceeded to cite South Korea, South Africa, and the Philippines by name.

			Shultz concluded with a robust defense of the Reagan Doctrine. He framed it in part as an effort to level the playing field. “The Soviets and their proxies thus proceed on the theory that any country not Marxist-Leninist is not truly independent, and therefore, the supply of money, arms, and training to overthrow the government is legitimate. Again, ‘What’s mine is mine. What’s yours is up for grabs.’ This is the Brezhnev doctrine.” He also rejected any moral equivalence. “There is a self-evident difference between those fighting to impose tyranny and those fighting to resist it.”[70]

			Reagan regarded religious freedom as the first freedom, the bedrock undergirding all other human rights. In April, he welcomed religious leaders, activists, and scholars to the White House for a conference on international religious liberty. Organized by the State Department in conjunction with the Institute on Religion and Democracy and a coalition of religious NGOs, the conference brought together an alphabet soup of Baha’is, Buddhists, Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Hindus, Jews, Muslims, and Protestants from every continent to address global religious persecution. In Reagan’s keynote address, he argued that only in a society “which explicitly affirms the independence of God’s realm and forbids any infringement by the state on its prerogatives . . . could the idea of individual human rights take root, grow, and eventually flourish.” Whereas under communism, “it is often the church which forms the most powerful barrier against a completely totalitarian system. And so, totalitarian regimes always seek either to destroy the church or, when that is impossible, to subvert it.”[71]

			
				XII

			

			As Reagan concluded his remarks to the religious freedom conference, he added an awkward footnote about his upcoming trip to West Germany for the G7 summit.

			
				Now, let me turn to an issue . . . that has provoked a storm of controversy: my decision to visit the war cemetery at Bitburg. . . . My purpose was and remains not to reemphasize the crimes of the Third Reich in 12 years of power, but to celebrate the tremendous accomplishments of the German people in 40 years of liberty, freedom, democracy, and peace. It was to remind the world that since the close of that terrible war, the United States and the Federal Republic have established an historic relationship.[72]

			

			Reagan’s promise to Kohl the previous fall had returned to bedevil him. The West German government had selected the Bitburg cemetery for Reagan and Kohl to visit, claiming that it held only the graves of some two thousand regular German army dead. A few days after the White House announced Reagan’s itinerary, media reports revealed that Bitburg also contained the graves of over forty Waffen-SS, the military arm of the Nazi secret police. Some of the SS officers buried at Bitburg had murdered Jews, French civilians, and American POWs.

			How such a catastrophic oversight happened remains unclear. Some accounts say the West German government assured the American advance team that there were no controversial graves at Bitburg. Other accounts claim that winter snow obscured the graves when the White House advance team visited, hiding the SS etching on the headstones. Regardless, it consumed the White House for a month. Reagan bemoaned the controversy to his diary every night for weeks. Shultz and Deaver each devote an entire chapter to the episode in their respective memoirs. A president’s two most important resources—time and credibility—can be squandered by a weeks-long kerfuffle over something such as where to lay a wreath in a foreign country.

			As the controversy raged, it seemed everyone had an opinion. American Jewish organizations, who appreciated Reagan’s support for Israel and advocacy for Soviet Jews, felt betrayed and flooded the White House switchboard to say so. The new White House communications director, Patrick Buchanan, an ornery right-winger with anti-Semitic proclivities, derided the protests of Jewish groups and urged Reagan to stick with the Bitburg stop. The Senate and House both passed unanimous resolutions condemning the visit. Margaret Thatcher also opposed it. Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger, in contrast, urged Reagan to follow through with it for the sake of US-German relations.[73]

			In Reagan’s mind, only if Kohl released him from his commitment would the president change the planned visit. McFarlane even sent a confidential appeal to his West German counterpart urging just that. Instead, Kohl wrote Reagan a wrenching letter imploring him to keep the Bitburg visit, then followed up with a telephone call to the president pleading the case. Besides appealing to the image of German-American reconciliation forty years after the war, Kohl invoked his political fate. If Reagan canceled the visit, Kohl warned, offended Germans would vote him out of office in his upcoming reelection.

			Reagan could not resist such appeals to allied unity and personal loyalty. He remembered how Kohl had stood fast with him on the INF deployment two years earlier. Reagan assured Kohl that he would stand with him now—including at the Bitburg cemetery. Reagan did agree to Shultz’s insistence that he at least visit the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp too.[74]

			The president also received an unexpected offer of aid. One morning, as Deaver sat fretting in his West Wing office, his secretary told him that General Matthew Ridgway was on the line. Now ninety years old, Ridgway was a World War II legend. He had commanded the Eighty-Second Airborne in the invasions of Italy and Normandy, then led American forces through the Battle of the Bulge and conquest of Germany. Ridgway told Deaver, “I am a soldier and I have never done anything political in my life. But it appears to me that my commander-in-chief is in trouble, and I would like to help. I would like to lay that wreath in Bitburg for him. I am the last living four-star general who was involved in the European theater.”

			Deaver put Ridgway on hold and rushed into the Oval Office to tell Reagan of the offer. The president picked up the line: “General, this is Ron Reagan. Mike Deaver just told me what you want to do and I won’t let you. But I will agree to our laying that wreath together.”[75]

			Visiting Bergen-Belsen and then having Ridgway at his side at Bitburg tempered the outrage but did not repair the damage. Reagan delivered a moving speech at the concentration camp, concluding, “Out of this tragic and nightmarish time, beyond the anguish, the pain and the suffering for all time, we can and must pledge: Never again.”[76] Yet those words faded as he flew from Bergen-Belsen to Bitburg and joined Kohl in laying the wreath at the cemetery. Ridgway stood by his commander in chief, creating a poignant moment when he clasped hands with a Luftwaffe general and war veteran accompanying Kohl.

			The Bitburg controversy set several of Reagan’s convictions at cross purposes. He believed in devotion to allies, the legacy of World War II, support for the rights and dignity of the Jewish people, keeping his word, and honoring the American military. Now his loyalty to Kohl, fidelity to his promise, and commemoration of the war’s end had him seeming to pay tribute to war criminals and downplaying anti-Semitism. In his heart he believed that his intentions were pure as the fallen snow. Yet that same fallen snow that allegedly obscured the SS gravestones also blinded Reagan to how his visit would be seen. Kohl did himself no favors either. The German leader looked weak and selfish to the Reagan team, and ham-handed to his own people.[77]

			In a final irony, the Bitburg fiasco overshadowed what was otherwise a successful European trip at a time when Reagan had put US-European relations on their best footing in many years. The economic recovery, successful INF deployments, resumed Geneva arms control talks, and allied alignment on Soviet policy, as well as Reagan’s friendships with his European counterparts, together engendered a rare level of transatlantic comity.[78]

			The G7 summit brought a reminder that the free-world alliance extended beyond the Atlantic community. During one session on economic policy, Mitterrand groused that he found such meetings worthless. Nakasone then asked for the floor. He reminded Mitterrand that France was surrounded by fellow democracies and that Mitterrand enjoyed the luxury of meeting with democratic leaders in his neighborhood any time he wanted. Then, recalling Japan’s postwar transformation four decades earlier, Nakasone admonished his peers:

			
				Look at my situation. What other major country in Asia can you really call a democracy? Remember, Japan is struggling with this Western concept, and we’re making it work, but there is no peer group around us. We have to go all the way to Australia and New Zealand to find a clear-cut democratic counterpart, so these annual economic summits of the major countries that are free and democratic are of tremendous symbolic significance in Japan. They mean a great deal to me and to us. And they should mean a great deal to you, because Japan is a country that is part of this democratic system.[79]

			

			Such orations showed why Reagan and Shultz held Nakasone and his country in such esteem.

			
				XIII

			

			Reagan and Shultz also redoubled their efforts to bring about more democracies in Asia so that Japan would not be so bereft. This meant clarifying to allied dictators that America had made its treaty commitment to their nation—not to the leader himself.

			In April, Reagan hosted President Chun of South Korea at the White House. In their joint press conference, Reagan reminded Chun of his commitment to step down at the end of his term in three years. Notably, in his comments Chun did not acknowledge Reagan’s words.[80] Many doubted Chun would keep his pledge—including, it seems, Chun himself. At a dinner with reporters in Seoul he had confessed, “In a country like ours, it requires a lot more courage to give up power than to grab it.”[81]

			Reagan and Shultz sought to bolster Chun’s courage by supporting his democratic opposition. Two months earlier, the Reagan administration had negotiated dissident Kim Dae Jung’s return to South Korea after his four years of exile in the United States. This included securing a commitment from the Chun regime not to imprison Kim, and sending embassy staff to the Seoul airport to meet Kim at his flight gate. Even with this visible American support, Chun’s security goons roughed up Kim and his entourage as they stepped off the plane and then confined the dissident to his home. Nonetheless, the White House message was clear: America stood for democracy in South Korea.[82]

			To the south in the Philippines, the military dictator Ferdinand Marcos and his vainglorious wife, Imelda, clung to power with growing panic and growing ferocity. Like South Korea, the Philippines was also an American treaty ally that hosted a significant US military presence, including Clark Air Base and Subic Bay Naval Station, bulwarks of American force projection in Southeast Asia. And like it had with Chun, the Reagan administration began putting pressure on Marcos.

			The previous fall, Reagan had met with Cardinal Jaime Sin, the Catholic leader who led the peaceful opposition to Marcos’s misrule. Cardinal Sin told Reagan that Marcos needed to resign.[83] Two influential State Department officials, Assistant Secretary for East Asia Paul Wolfowitz and Assistant Secretary for Human Rights Elliott Abrams, had soured on Marcos ever since the dictator’s henchmen had assassinated opposition leader Benigno Aquino in 1983. When Wolfowitz took the Asia job, Abrams phoned him with congratulations and then asked, “How are we going to get rid of Marcos?”[84] Shultz expressed similar distrust in the dictator, especially when, on a visit to the Philippines, he saw firsthand Marcos’s corruption and indulgent lifestyle, and the poverty that afflicted so many Filipinos. Adding to the challenge, a festering communist insurgency in the Philippines seemed to be growing. While the communists had little popular support, they posed a more potent threat than Marcos admitted. In a congressional hearing the previous year, Wolfowitz and Richard Armitage had both testified to the seriousness of the communist threat and the need for Marcos to democratize. Wolfowitz had told Congress, “Democratic reform is essential to thwart a Communist victory that would end at one stroke both our hopes for democracy in the Philippines and our access to these vital [military bases].”[85]

			Reagan, however, hesitated to turn on Marcos. Though firmly committed to democracy promotion in principle, the president still viewed some policies through a personal lens, and at times his appreciation for a leader loyal to the United States kept Reagan from seeing that the autocrat needed to go (in this sense, like the dictators, Reagan could also personalize alliances). The legacy of 1979 also haunted the president. Only six years earlier, Iran and Nicaragua had shown how revolutions against American-backed authoritarians could replace bad with worse.

			Yet as Marcos’s health failed and the democracy movement led by Cardinal Sin and Aquino’s widow, Corazon, surged, Reagan realized that the United States needed to act. In October he dispatched Senator Paul Laxalt to Manila bearing a handwritten letter from Reagan to Marcos. Laxalt carried a special credibility for the mission. As Reagan’s closest friend in Congress, he spoke for the president, and as a soldier in World War II he had fought at Leyte to liberate the Philippines. Welcomed by Marcos at his presidential palace, Laxalt connected with him over their shared combat experiences. Four decades earlier, Marcos had been fighting the Japanese occupiers in the jungle while Laxalt and his troops waded ashore. Laxalt then handed over Reagan’s letter and reinforced its message: Marcos needed to make immediate and drastic reforms or risk losing American support. That night Marcos crafted his own seven-page handwritten letter to Reagan, a florid, meandering discourse on the US-Philippines relationship, his esteem for Reagan, dismissal of his problems, and fulminations against his critics. As Laxalt departed, Marcos remained in denial.[86] A few days later, at Laxalt’s urging, the Filipino leader reluctantly announced that he would move forward the next presidential election by a year, to February 1986. Marcos intended this gambit to wrong-foot the opposition and ensure he could fix the vote. Instead he set a trap for himself.

			Or perhaps it was a trap baited by history. The next four years would see Asia’s biggest transformations since the aftermath of World War II four decades earlier.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11
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			MAKING HISTORY IN GENEVA, AND FINDING TROUBLE IN TEHRAN

			
				I

			

			On June 14, 1985, the 135 Americans who boarded Trans World Airlines (TWA) flight 847 in Athens expected a routine two-hour flight to Rome—not the three weeks of horror that lay in wait. Shortly after their Boeing 727 took off, two Hezbollah terrorists charged the cockpit. Brandishing guns and hand grenades, they forced the pilots to change course and fly to Beirut. Over the next several days, the terrorists directed the plane on a bizarre series of Mediterranean peregrinations, including three separate landings in Beirut and two in Algeria. They demanded the release of over seven hundred Lebanese Shia imprisoned in Israel and insisted that the United States pressure Israel to free them.

			The irony was that Israel had already planned to release the prisoners. Now the hijacking changed the equation. Freeing the captives could make Israel appear subservient to the United States and obedient to Hezbollah, and make the United States seem to negotiate with terrorists. All of which raised the moral hazard of incentivizing more terrorist attacks and hostage-taking.

			On the tarmac at the Beirut airport, the terrorists shot one passenger, US Navy diver Robert Stethem, dumping his body onto the runway. Then more militants boarded the plane, led by Imad Mughniyeh, the mastermind behind the marine barracks bombing and murder of William Buckley. The reinforcements were from both Hezbollah and Amal, its sometime rival, sometime partner, among the menagerie of Lebanese militias. Mughniyeh and his henchmen dragooned seven passengers, including five more American military, and spirited them to an anonymous basement in the bowels of Beirut. Several of the new terrorists stayed on board and ordered the pilots to fly on to Algeria.

			The White House deployed a Delta Force team to a forward staging base in Sicily, ready to launch a hostage rescue attempt if the chance arose. But now the crisis was much more forbidding. The hijackers had boosted their numbers on board from two to ten, and the hostages were now dispersed between those on the plane and those held in Beirut. Neither the Beirut nor the Algiers airport was an operating environment in which Delta could stage a viable rescue. The terrorists knew this and determined to prevent the plane from landing anywhere else that might give the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) operators a window. Meanwhile, at each stop the peripatetic hijackers released batches of hostages, primarily women and children, while holding the American men. After three days, the plane made its final stop in Beirut and offloaded the remaining thirty-three American men. They now joined their fellow seven passengers as captives in Beirut.

			The impasse tormented the White House with fears that this could be Reagan’s sequel to Carter’s Iran hostage crisis. It dominated the headlines and evening news and traumatized the nation. Once again militant Shia held a similar number of American hostages (fifty-two in Tehran in 1979, forty-seven in the current crisis, counting the seven other Americans who had been captive in Lebanon for the past year). The president canceled his travel to keep vigil in the White House and considered launching a Delta Force rescue mission, and Algeria played a mediation role. The Wall Street Journal editorial page, normally in Reagan’s corner, lacerated his handling of the crisis in an editorial titled “Jimmy Reagan”—the most cutting insult imaginable in the White House.

			Reagan became consumed with the plight of the hostages. He veered between anger, resolve, and conciliation. He was inclined to meet the terrorists’ demands but rationalized it with lawyerly nuance. After the Israeli government stated publicly that it would release the Lebanese prisoners only at the direction of the United States, an annoyed Reagan wrote,

			
				This of course means that we—not [Israel], would be violating our policy of not negotiating with terrorists. To do so of course—negotiate with terrorists—is to encourage more terrorism. . . . I just told Bud, “why don’t we ask Israel by saying you kidnapped and are holding 760 hostages—we ask you to release them in order to free [Amal leader Nabih] Barri’s hostages.” That way we wouldn’t be dealing with terrorists—just asking that hostages be freed by both sides.[1]

			

			Meanwhile, Shultz coordinated with Benjamin Netanyahu, who had since been promoted to Israel’s ambassador to the UN, to direct Jerusalem to quit undercutting American policy in public. Soon thereafter, the American and Israeli public positions became more aligned, even as their differences continued behind the scenes.

			Reagan’s anguish multiplied when he met with the families of some of the hostages on June 21 and other hostage families a week later. He insisted, “America’s policy not to negotiate with terrorists cannot be compromised, or we will all face an ever-increasing terrorist threat.”[2] Yet it was the words of the families that had more impact. They pled with the president to do whatever he could to bring their loved ones home. McFarlane described Reagan as “visibly shaken” and “softened . . . just as he was always softened by the suffering or plight of an individual.”[3] Securing the release of the hostages obsessed the president.

			There ensued a series of diplomatic winks, nods, threats, back-channel communications, intimations, and understandings that encapsulated all of the Middle East’s complexities in microcosm. Following a secret appeal from Reagan, Syrian dictator Hafez al-Assad, a patron of the Shia Amal militants, arranged for them to transfer the hostages from Beirut to Damascus into Syrian custody, where Assad would then release them to the United States. Reagan promised not to attack Syria or Lebanon. Israel—under intense pressure from Reagan—committed to freeing the Lebanese prisoners. When Hezbollah balked at releasing its share of the hostages, McFarlane directed Oliver North of the NSC staff to reach out to Iranian parliamentary speaker Hashemi Rafsanjani and request his intervention. Rafsanjani cut a side deal with Assad for Syria to provide Scud ballistic missiles to Iran; in exchange Iran directed Hezbollah to set the TWA hostages free. The last forty TWA hostages were soon flying home on a special US Air Force C-141. The seven original American hostages remained captive, held by Hezbollah somewhere in Lebanon.[4]

			By the standards of Reagan’s professed policies, the episode was a failure. The year before, in NSDD-138, he had adopted a tough counterterrorism policy on paper. In practice it was a different story. TWA 847 brought the first terrorism crisis since NSDD-138, and the White House found itself unable to use its new tools and doctrines. It also contrasted with Reagan’s Cold War strategy. Reagan’s restoration of American power and dual-track policy of pressure and diplomacy emboldened him to negotiate with Moscow from a position of strength. America’s inability to bring pressure on the terrorists left Reagan feeling helpless, relegated to negotiating with them and their state sponsors from a posture of weakness.

			It is easy to criticize Reagan’s response but harder to say what could have been done instead. The frequent movements of the plane to different countries, especially once the cabal of terrorists on board expanded in number, made staging a rescue almost impossible to plan, let alone execute. The refusal of the Algerian and Lebanese governments to relinquish sovereignty and cooperate with the Americans, even just to ground the plane, made any operations at their airports even more fraught. The willingness of the terrorists to murder hostages gave them all the leverage in negotiations. Observing the problem from the perspective of what other feasible options were available—almost none—lends a little more sympathy to the Reagan administration. Especially considering the outcome. Of the 135 American passengers, all but one came home safely. The main concession was the release of prisoners that Israel intended to release anyway. War or large-scale military operations, and their likely civilian casualties, were averted.

			The TWA 847 legacy would loom in two other ways. Reagan, McFarlane, and North discovered that Iran could direct Hezbollah to release hostages, especially if induced by arms sales. And Reagan convinced himself that deals for hostage releases were mere goodwill gestures rather than concessions to terrorists.

			
				II

			

			From the outside, it had seemed that McFarlane had met his moment. Two journalists, admiring how the national security advisor capitalized on his Middle East expertise in managing the TWA 847 crisis, called it “his finest hour.”[5] A month earlier, foreign policy eminence Leslie Gelb had extolled McFarlane in The New York Times Magazine as “a powerhouse in the formulation of Administration foreign and defense policy” whose “influence is growing—inside and outside the Administration.”[6]

			Inside, McFarlane felt otherwise. The job continued slowly to crush him. A combination of drive, duty, and ambition fueled his unrelenting work. It became a trap he could not escape: Eighteen-hour days at the office, followed by more work through the new PROFS email system on his home computer network, combined with sleepless nights as his mind raced with worry and fears ranging from work undone, to feuds with Shultz and Weinberger, to the ever-present possibility of nuclear war. Reagan had long worried about his NSA. A few months earlier, he had fretted in his diary, “My main problem right now is what I can do about Bud McFarlane. He’s as irreplaceable as anyone could be. He’s an 80 hour a week man and I keep trying to get him to spend more time with his family.”[7] At the urging of Poindexter and his executive assistant, McFarlane bought a cabin in the Shenandoah Valley in Virginia for weekend respites with his wife, Jonda. McFarlane soon undercut any bucolic repose by having Poindexter install a computer terminal at the cabin. This connected McFarlane to the White House’s classified email system—and kept him chained to his work.[8]

			The grind and exhaustion did not help McFarlane’s acumen. Enamored of intrigue, he kept proposing secret missions to undertake. Shultz successfully scotched most of these gambits—until David Kimche visited the White House.[9] Three days after the release of the TWA 847 hostages, the senior Israeli Foreign Ministry official met with McFarlane in the national security advisor’s suite. Kimche had spent his career with Mossad before taking his current position. He floated a tantalizing idea to McFarlane. A small group of moderates in the Iranian government desired better relations with the United States and Israel and hoped to overthrow Ayatollah Khomeini. They would show their credibility by engineering the release of the American hostages held in Lebanon. Kimche then pressed McFarlane about whether the United States would cooperate with Israel in an operation to assassinate Ayatollah Khomeini. McFarlane rebuffed the idea—but should have seen that Kimche’s mere suggestion of it revealed a recklessness to be avoided.

			Michael Ledeen had helped broker the Kimche proposal. McFarlane had first hired Ledeen as a consultant at the State Department in 1981, where Ledeen carried out murky projects for him and Haig, such as monitoring European socialist parties. A scholar of fascism and Machiavelli with a fetish for secrecy, Ledeen drew on extensive contacts in Italy and the Middle East to dispatch colorful reports back to Washington. When McFarlane became NSA, he brought Ledeen over to the NSC in a similar role. The brilliant and irascible Ledeen’s limitless energy masked hidden agendas and poor judgment.[10]

			Especially when a few days after the first Kimche meeting, Ledeen came back to McFarlane and said that the Iranians now demanded one hundred antitank TOW missiles from the Americans in exchange for the hostage releases. The missiles, Ledeen contended, would help the Iranian army in its war with Iraq and also show the White House’s good faith in the outreach.

			McFarlane should have kicked Ledeen out of his office. Instead he gave both Kimche and Ledeen the green light to explore an opening with Iran. After all, McFarlane had been considering the idea for several months. Earlier in June, he had even tried to persuade Shultz and Weinberger to endorse providing weapons to Iran in a bid for rapprochement with the United States. The two secretaries, otherwise rarely in agreement, had emphatically rejected it. Both reminded McFarlane that official US policy, codified the year before in Operation Staunch, entailed pressuring other nations not to provide arms to Iran. Operation Staunch would eventually cut the supply of weapons to Iran from $1 billion to just $200 million worth per year. Both Shultz and Weinberger found the notion of reversing this bad in substance and even worse for credibility with allies.[11]

			Yet on July 14, as Shultz flew across Australia from Perth to Canberra, an “eyes only” cable from McFarlane clattered through his plane’s telefax machine. Over five breathless pages, McFarlane described the overtures from the Israelis and Iranians, and the Iranian demand for TOW missiles in exchange for hostages. Shultz shared the White House’s desire to get the hostages released. Though skeptical, he replied to McFarlane with a message of cautious agreement to explore this overture from the Iranians. Notably, the secretary’s response did not object to the TOW missile sale.[12]

			McFarlane then sought the president’s support. As Reagan lay in bed at Bethesda Naval Hospital recovering from a surgery to remove a cancerous polyp, he endured a steady stream of staff meetings and briefing memos. On July 17, he told his diary, “Some strange soundings are coming from the Iranians. Bud M[cFarlane] will be here tomorrow to talk about it. It could be a breakthrough on getting our 7 kidnap victims back.” The next day Reagan wrote, “Bud came by—it seems 2 members of the Iranian government want to establish talks with us. I’m sending Bud to meet with them in a neutral country.”[13]

			McFarlane’s first policy job twelve years earlier had been on the NSC staff under Henry Kissinger, where he helped implement Nixon and Kissinger’s opening to China. Now McFarlane envisioned his own strategic play of turning an adversary into an ally. What Kissinger had done in Asia, McFarlane hoped to replicate in the Middle East. There were many differences, however, among them this: Kissinger’s main Chinese interlocutors were Chairman Mao Zedong and his deputy Zhou Enlai, who together wielded ultimate authority in China. McFarlane’s main Iranian interlocutor would be the grifter and fabulist Manucher Ghorbanifar, who held no authority whatsoever in Iran.

			McFarlane had told Shultz that Ghorbanifar was “an advisor to the Prime Minister.” Shultz, returned to Washington from his Pacific trip, learned that the year prior the CIA had issued a “burn notice” cautioning against any contact with Ghorbanifar, dismissing him as a “talented fabricator” who had failed multiple polygraph tests. Shultz, already skeptical, now sensed danger and warned Reagan and McFarlane against any arms sales to Iran. Learning of the proposed scheme, Weinberger also inveighed against it.[14]

			Reagan convened two different meetings in the White House residence with his national security team to hash it out. Given Weinberger and Shultz’s fierce disagreement with McFarlane and Casey over trading arms for hostages, Reagan’s views, in the words of one scholar, “were opaque. When his aides disagreed, he often did not commit himself right away. As a result, each participant left the meeting with his own reading of where things stood.”[15]

			McFarlane claims that at some point in early August, Reagan gave him the go-ahead to sell missiles to Iran in exchange for hostage releases. McFarlane then tasked his deputy Poindexter and NSC staffer Oliver North with implementing the operation, in coordination with the Israelis and a motley crew of middlemen in the murky underworld of arms dealers and Middle East chicanery.[16] Behind Reagan’s stunning policy reversal lay a simple fact: He was desperate to bring the hostages home. The incipient scandal stemmed from the purest of motives.

			Doing the wrong thing for the right reasons is still wrong. American weapons sales to Iran did not just reverse American policy. They also broke the law, which required congressional notification and prohibited providing arms to state sponsors of terrorism; incentivized further hostage-taking; destabilized the Persian Gulf; eroded American credibility; and stuck a finger in the eye of allies.

			Nor did it even work. After receiving the delivery of one hundred TOW missiles, Ghorbanifar reported that the Iranians now demanded four hundred more missiles. The Americans and Israelis complied with a second shipment. On September 15, the captors released the Reverend Benjamin Weir in Beirut—the only one of the seven set free. The other six hostages remained in custody, whereabouts unknown, while Iran now possessed five hundred new antitank missiles ready to deploy against Iraqi armor. Tehran had broken the deal.

			Instead of walking away, McFarlane would come back for more. The combination of visions of strategic grandeur, fondness for intrigue, gullibility, and debilitating stress would prove his undoing.

			
				III

			

			While the Bitburg controversy and TWA 847 crisis consumed much of his summer, Reagan did not lose sight of the big picture: the USSR. Reagan and Gorbachev had exchanged letters through the spring, with the Soviet leader bobbing and weaving around the question of a summit. Both sides wanted it; neither wanted to be seen as a supplicant for it.

			Tough decisions also confronted Reagan on the arms race. He sought to advance three goals at once: continuing his military buildup, pursuing arms control agreements, and making progress on SDI. Each goal incited its own particular opponents, while other critics disparaged the whole package as a bundle of contradictions. Reagan saw them instead as mutually reinforcing pieces of his strategy.

			In May, he dispatched Shultz and McFarlane to Vienna to meet with Gromyko. The ostensible purpose was to discuss US-Soviet relations; the real purpose was to seek agreement on a Reagan-Gorbachev summit. Shultz wanted to raise the summit issue first with Gromyko, but McFarlane worried that would concede leverage. Reagan agreed with McFarlane. In a note sent to Shultz and McFarlane just before the meeting, Reagan wrote, “I feel very strongly that we should do no more to indicate we are begging for a meeting. We’ve invited them to a meeting in the US. (It’s our turn.) The ball is in their court.”[17]

			Their meeting was scheduled for two to five p.m. at the Soviet embassy. Gromyko, relishing the home-field advantage, spent most of those three hours filibustering, treating Shultz and the American delegation like a captive audience at a Communist Party Congress as he slogged through the standard parade of Soviet talking points. Gromyko finally ended his monologue at five thirty p.m. and then moved to end the meeting so all could prepare for a ceremonial dinner that evening. Paul Nitze described what came next. “Finally Mr. Shultz got the floor and he began to go through his points one by one, very leisurely, accurately, precisely, and in an unhurried fashion. . . . By the time he gave the floor to Mr. Gromyko it was 7:30. . . . Gromyko felt called upon to rebut the various points Mr. Shultz had made, and so we continued on.”[18] Shultz recalled, “I was determined to go through every scrap of paper I had with me, and to sit there until he broke.” Over six and a quarter hours, neither side gave an inch or said anything new. The meeting mercifully ended at eight fifteen p.m. Sometimes diplomacy is merely a test of stamina.

			Then, as Shultz prepared to depart and change into his tuxedo for the dinner, Gromyko pulled him aside.

			“Is there anything else you want to talk about?” the Soviet asked.

			No, replied Shultz, cagily.

			“What about the summit?” queried Gromyko, who then suggested that Reagan visit Moscow.

			Shultz responded that it was the USSR’s turn to come to Washington. He reminded Gromyko that the previous US-Soviet summits, over the last twelve years and three presidencies, had taken place in Moscow, Vladivostok, Helsinki, and Vienna.

			“Out of the question!” snapped Gromyko, smarting at the fact that he had capitulated first in asking about the summit. “It should be in Europe, in a third country.”

			“Are you suggesting Geneva?” Shultz asked.

			Replied the ornery Soviet, “If you say Geneva, I’ll have to say Helsinki.”

			Shultz could tell that Gorbachev had directed Gromyko not to return from Vienna without a commitment to hold a summit, even if the location remained unsettled.[19]

			Such jockeying over who would ask, when he would ask, and where to meet may seem puerile. It was not. For both sides, the signals they sent about the form of the meeting foreshadowed the substance of the negotiations to follow. Both sides also knew that statecraft includes stagecraft. Superpower summits were as much about success in the court of world opinion as winning deals at the conference table. After another month of back-and-forth, Gorbachev agreed to a summit in Geneva in November. Now in the fifth year of his presidency, on his fourth Soviet leader, Reagan at last would meet with his Kremlin counterpart.

			Gromyko had fulminated his last. A few days later, Gorbachev “promoted” him to an honorific role as chairman of the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet. Ambassador Hartman cabled Reagan and Shultz describing Gorbachev’s ruthless consolidation of power: “He has managed in these short days since his elevation to eliminate his major opponent (Romanov), promote his most loyal and competent aides (Ligachev, Ryzhkov, and Chebrikov), and do what the Central Committee bureaucrats have wanted to do for a long time—i.e. get Gromyko out of the way.”[20] Gorbachev selected Eduard Shevardnadze as his new foreign minister. Shevardnadze made up in reformist instincts and loyalty to Gorbachev for what he lacked in foreign policy experience.

			A few weeks later, Shevardnadze and Shultz met for the first time in Helsinki, at a conference commemorating the tenth anniversary of the accords. In a show of respect and goodwill, Shultz walked across the auditorium in full view of hundreds of European officials to introduce himself to Shevardnadze. The Soviet responded warmly; a consequential partnership was born.

			Shultz did not shy from the hard issues. He started their first meeting by pressing Shevardnadze on human rights, telling him, “Positive Soviet action in this field affects the atmosphere around all our relations. Until the Soviet Union adopts a different policy on [human rights], no aspect of our dealings will be truly satisfactory, nor will your society be able to progress as it can and should.” To Shultz’s surprise, Shevardnadze jettisoned the rote Kremlin response denouncing “interference in Soviet internal affairs” and instead smiled and said he would discuss those issues as long as he could raise “concerns” about human rights in the United States too. It was a new tone, at least.[21]

			Reagan, meanwhile, had to decide whether the United States would abide by the terms of SALT II, even though the Senate had not ratified the treaty and the United States was not bound to it. Nor were the Soviets honoring their SALT II commitments. Moscow’s violations included developing a new ICBM and using encryption to defy the treaty’s verification provisions. Reagan weighed his ongoing arms buildup against conciliatory gestures to Gorbachev. He summed up the balance sheet: “Our Allies want us to continue observing SALT II. Our [conservative] friends here at home think we look silly doing that in the face of Soviet cheating.”[22] After several NSC debates and much time pondering, Reagan went with the allies. He announced that the United States would continue to adhere to the limits, as a goodwill gesture, “as we pursue with renewed vigor our goal of real reductions in the size of existing nuclear arsenals.”[23]

			Having placated the allies on SALT II, Reagan then appealed for their help on SDI. The stalwart Nakasone had already signaled Japan’s support and then quietly lobbied other allies to bring them on board. For example, in a private meeting with Thatcher, Nakasone told her he favored SDI, which helped bring her over to Reagan’s side.[24] Reagan wrote letters to allied leaders reassuring them, “We have made no decision to go beyond research,” and said that any further steps would only be taken in consultation with them.[25] He and his team also invited the allies to participate in the SDI research program. In addition to Japan and the UK, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, and the Netherlands all agreed to do so, enticed by a combination of alliance solidarity, the allure of American money, the value of technological innovation, and some hope that SDI might actually work. Only France and Canada demurred. Mitterrand opposed SDI for the same reason Reagan supported it: The French president feared it could make nuclear weapons obsolete (and thus erode France’s nuclear deterrent).[26] Mulroney, though personally sympathetic, could not overcome skeptical Canadian public opinion.

			Reagan continued to deny that SDI would either be used to gain a first-strike advantage on the Soviets or be sacrificed as a bargaining chip. As he told Newsweek, he viewed SDI as the exit door from the MAD maze. It “may be an answer other than just saying ‘Well, if they slaughter us, somebody will slaughter them.’ ” Instead, he said SDI “ought to be internationalized,” stating, “There’s no intention for this ever to be viewed as giving us a first-strike capacity. I’d be the first one to say if we had such a weapon, we don’t need the offensive weapons.”[27] In preparing for the Geneva summit, he repeatedly told his team that he “would not trade away . . . SDI for a promise of Soviet reduction in nuclear arms.”[28] Reagan would maintain that resolve in Geneva and beyond.

			
				IV

			

			Three economic challenges confronted Reagan in 1985. First, while the American economy had been restored to strength and was now well into its third year of recovery (including reduced unemployment, rising wages, and lowered inflation), populist anger—in Congress and among the general public—toward Japan and other “Asian tiger” countries continued to rage over unfair trade practices that hurt American workers. Second, Reagan sought new ways to bring pressure on the Soviet economy, particularly to starve the Kremlin of the hard currency it needed to fuel its military spending and subsidize its satellites. Third, in his quest to win the Cold War battle of ideas by showing the better way of life the free world offered, Reagan looked to promote economic liberty and open trade—especially in the face of persistent protectionist headwinds in Europe and Asia.

			These challenges existed in tension with each other. Salving populist grievances meant catering to protectionism. It was hard to find weapons to target the Soviet economy that did not undermine free markets or hurt American workers and alliance relationships more than the Kremlin. The presidency had limited power over economic policy, which primarily resided with Congress. Nonetheless, over the course of the year, Reagan, Shultz, and Treasury Secretary James Baker developed a mix of feints, jabs, and punches that together made 1985 the pivotal year in Reagan’s economic strategy.

			Reagan the politician could not ignore the domestic uproar against trade. Reagan the free-market advocate would not surrender to the protectionist furies. Though many of his predecessors had supported an open trading order, Reagan became the first president ever to embrace the term free trade. He believed in it because of history, conviction, and strategy. He repeatedly warned that the protectionism of the 1930s contributed to the Depression and World War II, whereas he saw the American-led creation of the postwar international economic order, with open trade a cornerstone, as a driver of prosperity and the cement of the free world. Since the 1950s, he had read widely on free enterprise and come to see tariffs as a tax on consumers and perversion of free markets, whereas free trade fueled innovation, global economic growth, and American prosperity. Reagan also believed trade could bind allies and strengthen diplomacy, hence his advocacy of a North American accord and establishment of a free-trade agreement with Israel.

			Yet in geopolitical practice, the world trade order was an unwieldy, distorted system, with sometimes unfair allocations of benefits and costs that inflicted disproportionate pain on lower-income American workers. Genuinely free trade depends on reciprocity, on all nations in the exchange keeping their markets open and eschewing the subsidies, regulations, and other government-dispensed favors that many industries and special interests demanded. Few industrialized nations in the 1980s could resist those seductions.

			Free trade also found few enthusiasts on Capitol Hill. In 1984 alone, Congress introduced over six hundred trade bills, almost all raising rather than lowering trade barriers. Bowing to these political realities, the Reagan administration enacted its share of protectionist measures—so many that according to White House economic advisor William Niskanen, in 1984, “For the first time since World War II the United States added more trade restraints than it removed.” These were mostly tactical retreats to forestall even more severe blows from Capitol Hill. Continued Niskanen, Reagan’s strategy was “to build a five-foot trade wall in order to deter a ten-foot wall [that would have been] established by Congress.”[29] Thus the paradox that the president most devoted to free trade in modern history presided over a surge in protectionist measures.

			American workers, especially in the automotive and textile industries, did suffer severe job losses during the 1970s and 1980s. Foreign competition and closed export markets deserved some blame. Two other factors, however, were more responsible. First, in the pursuit of efficiency and competitiveness, many firms turned to technology to help reduce labor costs and increase outputs. Such automation benefited American consumers and boosted employment in service industries, but at the cost of many lost manufacturing jobs.[30]

			The second cause was the strong dollar. From 1980 to 1985, the greenback grew about 40 percent in value against a basket of foreign currencies. The rocketing dollar made foreign goods cheap for American buyers—and made American goods expensive for foreign buyers. To overseas investors, the resilience of the US economy made its currency an attractive safe haven, while America’s insatiable need to borrow and finance its growing deficits made the dollar a lucrative investment. During Reagan’s first term, the administration had kept its hands off as the greenback appreciated. By 1985, Reagan, Shultz, and new Treasury secretary James Baker all realized that the disproportionate dollar was a main culprit in America’s trade deficit and manufacturing job losses.[31]

			Shultz, the most economically literate secretary of state in history, returned to his alma mater in April to spell out the administration’s international economic priorities for Reagan’s second term. In a speech at Princeton, he explored the paradox of America’s economic strength and its growing imbalances, especially the federal deficit, trade deficit, and “exceptionally strong dollar.” To arrest the lurching import-export disparity between the United States and Japan, he urged a combination of dollar depreciation, changed policies in Japan to encourage consumers to save less and spend more, and the reverse in America of more saving and less spending. Protectionism, Shultz warned, was “an illness” that amounted to “a hidden tax on the consumer”: “Any protectionist action here can do enormous harm to the global economic system. So in our own long-term self-interest, we must remain loyal to our long-standing tradition—our proud commitment to free and open trade.” To this end, Shultz proposed a “new round of multilateral negotiations early next year to liberalize trade.” Launched the next year as the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, Reagan and Shultz’s global trade vision would lead the next decade to the founding of the World Trade Organization.

			The value of trade extended well beyond dollars. “Trade promotes the flow not only of goods and services, but also of ideas,” Shultz argued. “A strong and growing global economy will help advance all of America’s most fundamental goals: a world of cooperation, peace, stability, and progress, a world where human rights are respected and freedom flourishes.”[32] Shultz, Baker, and Reagan hoped this vision of a free world order, founded on open trade, would appeal more than the repression and privation of the Soviet bloc.

			Reagan followed up the next month in Bonn at the G7 summit, pushing his counterparts to commit to a new round of multilateral trade negotiations. Nakasone was already on board; Thatcher chimed in with her support. She praised Reagan’s leadership in resisting protectionism, admonished the other leaders against free-riding on the United States, and warned that the legacy of the 1930s showed the grim costs of trade wars—a warning that carried extra weight delivered in a conference room in Germany. The other G7 leaders agreed, save Mitterrand, who remained desperate to protect France’s farming subsidies.[33]

			Back in Washington, Shultz and Baker began weekly breakfast meetings to coordinate on international economic policy. Though jealous of their respective bureaucratic turf and not personally close, the two agreed on policy and respected each other’s formidable competence. They decided to prioritize building the multilateral free-trade architecture and weakening the dollar.[34] Shultz may have been the economic theorist, but it would take Baker’s dealmaking savvy to get it done.

			On September 22, a quiet Sunday afternoon, the finance ministers of Japan, West Germany, France, and Great Britain slipped surreptitiously into the Gold Room of New York’s Plaza Hotel. The elegant surroundings contrasted with the rough talk that awaited. Like the Godfather convening the heads of the Five Families, Baker had summoned his G5 counterparts to make them an offer they could not refuse: Either they drive down the dollar, or Congress would impose harsh tariffs and launch a global trade war. The Treasury secretary proposed that the G5 coordinate currency policy by selling their dollar holdings and raising interest rates for their own currencies. The cowed finance ministers agreed on the spot. They drafted a joint statement, the Plaza Accord, and then issued it to a roomful of bewildered reporters who had been summoned from their Sunday afternoon repose after the meeting began.[35]

			The Plaza Accord’s success depended in part on its secrecy and suddenness. Only Reagan, Paul Volcker, and a few senior Treasury aides knew of Baker’s gambit beforehand. Shultz belatedly learned of the deal when it was announced, and “got livid at me,” the Treasury secretary remembered. The agreement showed results immediately. When Reagan met with Nakasone the next month, he and the Japanese leader both lauded the progress on their currency valuations. Within a year the dollar plummeted from buying 240 yen to buying just 154 yen. By 1987, the dollar had tumbled 40 percent against a basket of the world’s other currencies.[36] More slowly but still surely, Japan began buying more American products, and even American real estate, as the yen ballooned in purchasing power. However, Tokyo still balked at opening its own favored industries.

			Even as United States–Japan economic relations remained tense, Reagan leaned into the strategic partnership. He knew that Nakasone was investing ample political capital in the alliance with the United States, including pushing Japan’s bureaucracy and entrenched commercial interests as far as he could.[37] Supporting the United States–Japan alliance even brought Shultz and Weinberger together. The defense secretary often told his staff, “It is more important for the United States to get night landing rights for our naval carrier pilots in Japan than it is for us to save the machine tool industry in the United States.”[38]

			Weinberger also helped engineer a ploy that year that aided the Japanese and European economies, boosted the American economy, and inflicted more pain on the Soviet Union. Along with Casey and other American officials, he urged Saudi Arabia to increase drilling and thus drive down the price of oil. Because the Soviets relied on oil exports to raise hard currency, declining prices would choke off significant revenue to the Kremlin. When Reagan had hosted Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd at the White House earlier in the year, the State Department’s briefing memo noted that higher Saudi output would “stimulate economic growth, reduce inflation, and ease economic pressure on oil-importing countries” while also “decreas[ing] producer countries’ income (including non-OPEC).”[39] The Soviet Union was the largest non-OPEC oil producer in the world.

			The Saudis agreed. They had multiple reasons to do so. Facing declining revenues and diminishing market share from competition with other oil exporters, King Fahd saw economic self-interest in tapping the kingdom’s almost limitless petroleum reserves to flood the market. Based on the White House’s frequent entreaties, he also knew doing so would curry favor with Saudi Arabia’s most important partner and hurt the atheistic Soviets he detested. That summer, the Saudis quietly alerted the White House that they planned to open the spigots. Beginning in August, Saudi petroleum output doubled to six million barrels per day, climbing further to nine million by the next year. Oil plunged to $12 per barrel and starved Moscow of an estimated $20 billion a year in hard currency.[40] The Plaza Accord multiplied the pain on the Soviet economy, since the dollars Moscow earned from energy sales also cratered in value.[41] On top of the many other vexations he inherited, Gorbachev now watched the Kremlin’s coffers bleeding dry.

			
				V

			

			The Kremlin could still hit back. Moscow had little economic leverage over the United States but could impose costs in an even more valuable domain: human assets. Beginning in June 1985, the KGB began systematically executing the small cohort of agents the CIA had recruited inside the Soviet government. On the evening of June 9, at a checkpoint outside Moscow, KGB officers seized and bound Adolf Tolkachev, throwing him in the back of a van and spiriting him to the dreaded Lubyanka prison in the basement of KGB headquarters. For several years Tolkachev had passed top secret data on Soviet avionics and radar research to his CIA handlers at a rotating series of Moscow dead drops. His disclosures saved the United States untold billions of dollars, while enabling the Pentagon’s aircraft and missile designers to stay one step ahead of Soviet radar defenses. As biographer David Hoffman describes Tolkachev’s spying, “the United States was reading the enemy’s mail, in real time.”[42] Now Tolkachev had shared his last secret. Four days later, the KGB nabbed his CIA handler Paul Stombaugh, interrogated him, and expelled him from the country. It was a significant escalation. In one of the Cold War’s unwritten codes, the American and Soviet intelligence services rarely arrested each other’s officers.

			Nineteen eighty-five became the “year of the spy,” to use CIA officer Milt Bearden’s phrase. As soon as Bearden became deputy chief of the Directorate of Operations’ Soviet and Eastern Europe Division, his Soviet agents began disappearing. Over the next two years, the KGB rolled up almost every other CIA asset inside the Soviet government. In the seven months alone after Tolkachev’s arrest, six other Soviet intelligence officers spying for the United States were all arrested, interrogated, and executed.[43] The CIA’s window into the Kremlin, already narrow, now shut entirely.

			The United States stumbled into a small victory several weeks later when KGB officer Vitaly Yurchenko walked into the US embassy in Rome and announced his hope to defect. The CIA whisked him to the United States and stashed him at a safe house in Northern Virginia, where Yurchenko revealed that two American intelligence professionals, CIA officer Edward Lee Howard and NSA technician Ronald Pelton, were spying for the KGB. The story took a bizarre turn a few months later when, during a dinner with his CIA minder at the Georgetown restaurant Au Pied de Cochon, Yurchenko—manic, fearful, dispirited over media stories about his revelations, and lovelorn over an unrequited romance—went to the bathroom, climbed out the window, and slipped away to the Soviet embassy. There he announced his intention to return to the Soviet Union. The Kremlin, placing propaganda value above retribution, welcomed the prodigal spy home. Yurchenko’s return to Moscow probably reflected his personal torments and maladjustments to life in the United States. His original defection likely was genuine, followed by a genuine change of heart. But amid the Cold War’s hall of mirrors, the CIA could not be sure whether Yurchenko was just a tortured, fickle soul or had been a KGB plant all along.[44]

			Much of what he revealed turned out to be true, including a bizarre KGB practice of using chemical agents on the shoes of American CIA officers in Moscow to track their movements. CIA scientists analyzed the chemical and found it to be carcinogenic, prompting the State Department to deliver a very strong protest to the Kremlin for exposing Americans to the deadly substance.[45] Yurchenko also identified Howard as the likely culprit who had fingered Tolkachev to the KGB. The FBI began following Howard, but the cagey spy duped his FBI surveillance and absconded to the Soviet Union. Howard was not the only mole who had burrowed in at Langley. On June 13, at the same hour that the KGB bushwhacked Stombaugh in Moscow, CIA officer Aldrich Ames slipped into Chadwicks tavern on the Georgetown waterfront carrying a thick stack of documents. The papers revealed the CIA’s entire network of Soviet agents; Ames had easy access to these because he oversaw CIA counterintelligence against the Kremlin. Inside the restaurant, he met with his KGB handler and passed him the folder. In return, the KGB paid him a first installment of what would eventually total $4.6 million. Four months later, FBI agent Robert Hanssen also volunteered his services to the KGB, and betrayed even more American sources, including a joint CIA/FBI project to drill a tunnel under the Soviet embassy for electronic surveillance. It would take the CIA nine more years to discover that Ames was the mole. Hanssen’s treachery would not be unearthed until 2001. The treasonous troika of Howard, Ames, and Hanssen caused the deaths of at least eleven Soviets spying for the United States.

			
				VI

			

			These intelligence losses came at the worst possible time for Reagan. Just as he began immersing himself in preparation for his Geneva summit with Gorbachev, the CIA’s best human sources into the Kremlin’s mindset and capabilities went dark.

			Fortunately, Reagan had plenty of other avenues of insight. Though the president had well-formed strategic convictions about the Cold War, for his first meeting with a Soviet leader, he would imbibe extensive detail on the Soviet system, personnel, policies, and capabilities. NSC staffer Jack Matlock put together a book of briefing papers on twenty-four subjects numbering around 250 pages, collectively titled Soviet Union 101, which Reagan spent evenings and weekends devouring. Matlock also arranged numerous briefings for Reagan with intelligence and policy professionals and outside scholars. Reagan held multiple two-hour sessions each week over a period of months—an extraordinary allocation of presidential time—so that he could hear a broad range of views on almost every aspect of Soviet government, life, and culture.[46] Senior CIA officer Bob Gates attended one lunch Reagan had with six outside Sovietologists and recalled the scholars’ “consensus that dramatic changes were under way in the USSR but that none threatened the system itself.” [47] Where most expert opinion saw resilience, Reagan saw instead the Soviet system’s fault lines—and resolved to push the cracks wider.

			Reagan supplemented these memos and briefings with books that could give him windows into the Soviet mind and soul. His reading list included Breaking with Moscow by Arkady Shevchenko, the memoir of the highest-ranking Soviet diplomat to defect, and Suzanne Massie’s Land of the Firebird, about pre-Bolshevik Russia. The president phoned Massie at her home in rural Maine and invited her back to the White House to help him prepare for meeting Gorbachev. Massie had spent two months in the USSR earlier in the summer and brought fresh insights into Soviet attitudes. In the Oval Office, she updated Reagan on how Gorbachev seemed to buoy the hopes of everyday Russians. Massie also described the resurgence of Christian faith among the Russian people; the CIA echoed this point in a separate briefing, to Reagan’s great interest.[48]

			The indefatigable Nixon shared a steady stream of advice in phone calls and letters. Reagan seized on Nixon’s insight, “We want peace. The Soviet Union needs peace,” which the president repeated often to distill the pressure that Gorbachev felt from the Kremlin’s military burdens and strained economy. Nixon also urged Reagan to surprise Gorbachev with an ambitious arms control proposal because, among other reasons, “you can honestly point out that these proposals will result in your catching hell from the hawks in Congress, the media, and the Defense Department.” Such political heat from the conservative base would show the depth of Reagan’s commitment “to establish a totally new relationship with Gorbachev.”[49] From Moscow, US ambassador Art Hartman sent his observations of the new Soviet leader in a Hollywood idiom: “[Gorbachev] could be played convincingly by George C. Scott but not by Jimmy Stewart. He is intense, self-assured, and assertive . . . he has a rigid cast of mind and can approach arrogance in rejecting ideas that clash with his preconceptions . . . [and] is a true believer in his system and his party’s cause.”[50]

			The weeks leading up to the summit included a flurry of United States–USSR meetings to set the stage. Reagan met with Shevardnadze twice, Shultz met with him three times, and Shultz and McFarlane flew to Moscow to meet with Gorbachev. Both Gorbachev and Shevardnadze railed against Reagan’s strategy of economic and military pressure. In their Kremlin meeting, an agitated Gorbachev interrupted Shultz with a diatribe. “You are inspired by illusions,” the Soviet leader thundered, and proceeded to catalog:

			
				First, you believe that the Soviet Union is less economically powerful and, therefore, it would be weakened by an arms race. Second, that you have the higher technology and, therefore, the SDI would give you superiority over the Soviet Union in weapons. Third, that the Soviet Union is more interested in negotiations in Geneva than you are. Fourth, that the Soviet Union only thinks of damaging US interests in regions around the world. Fifth, that it would be wrong to trade with the Soviet Union because that would just raise its capability. These are all illusions.

			

			It was actually a fair summary of Reagan’s strategy. Gorbachev even tried to turn it back on America. “If you want superiority through your SDI, we will not help you,” he declared. “We will let you bankrupt yourselves. But also we will not reduce our offensive missiles. We will engage in a build-up that will break your shield.”[51]

			In protesting that the American pressures on the USSR were failing, Gorbachev’s outbursts instead encouraged Reagan and Shultz that their strategy was working. The CIA detected this as well. In a secret analysis for Reagan, the CIA reported, “[Gorbachev is] deeply concerned that the USSR’s current economic problems will make it difficult to aggressively compete with the US. . . . The Soviets fear [new American weapons systems] because these programs threaten to force the diversion of significant incremental resources . . . that the Soviet Union can ill afford.”[52]

			Reagan and Shultz both pressed hard on human rights. After each of their meetings, Reagan pulled Shevardnadze aside and privately urged him to release imprisoned dissidents and allow Jewish emigration.[53] Besides raising prisoner cases, Shultz encouraged Gorbachev to embrace the emerging information age, both for the sake of individual liberties and to rescue the dying Soviet economy. “The successful societies are the open societies,” he told the Soviet leader.[54]

			The road to Geneva included shadowboxing over arms control. Gorbachev tried to seize the initiative ahead of the summit with a new proposal. In September he wrote a letter to Reagan that appeared to offer notable concessions, including cutting nuclear arsenals by 50 percent.[55] Once the Americans analyzed the details, however, Shultz told Reagan the Soviet proposal was “one-sided and self-serving” and “obviously designed for public appeal” rather than genuine negotiations.[56] The Kremlin demanded steep cuts in areas of American advantage such as aircraft carriers and strategic bombers, while protecting the Soviet edge in ICBMs. It also called for the United States to eliminate its GLCMs and Pershing IIs in Europe while letting Moscow keep its SS-20s. And for good measure, Gorbachev again demanded that Reagan terminate SDI. Yet Reagan and Shultz found in it a sign of hope; at last the Soviets showed a willingness to reduce nuclear arms. The week before the summit, the White House issued a counterproposal that affirmed the Soviet call for “deep reductions” in offensive weapons but insisted they be “equitably applied.”[57]

			SDI continued to terrify the Kremlin because Moscow, bedazzled by American technology, believed it could work. A secret GRU (Soviet military intelligence) assessment concluded that SDI could destroy 90 percent of Soviet strategic missiles, whether launched from land or submarines, and that it posed “a serious threat to the Soviet Union,” especially because it could give the United States a first-strike capability. The CIA purloined the GRU briefing and shared it with Reagan. The paranoid Soviets misread the American president. Reagan did not prize SDI because he intended to launch an attack on the Soviet Union. Rather he still hoped that, once it became operational, besides protecting America, he could share SDI with Moscow and use it to escape the balance of terror by making nuclear weapons obsolete.[58]

			SDI may have spooked the Soviets, but it also split the White House. While by now all of Reagan’s senior team had embraced the strategic value of SDI, they differed fiercely over many details—especially whether continued work on SDI, including testing, would violate the ABM Treaty. Ambiguities in the language and negotiating history of the treaty left it unclear. Both the Soviets and NATO allies insisted that it prohibited testing—while the allies were not party to the treaty, they still viewed it as a cornerstone of nuclear deterrence. American policy for the thirteen years since the treaty signing, across four presidencies, had agreed. Then a few weeks before the summit, McFarlane declared on the Meet the Press news program that the treaty did in fact allow testing. Unfortunately, McFarlane had not consulted with Shultz, let alone Reagan, before announcing this reversal in US policy.

			McFarlane’s announcement prompted a media frenzy that made the White House look confused and inept and brought an unwelcome distraction on the eve of Geneva. Shultz wrote that he “was appalled and angry at this arrogation of power” by the NSA, without State Department consultation or presidential approval. The secretary, who guarded State’s prerogatives like a mother bear guarded its brood, tasked the State legal advisor Abe Sofaer with doing a careful review. Sofaer concluded, with Nitze’s concurrence (which mattered because the venerable Nitze had helped craft the original treaty), that the treaty did in fact permit testing. This may have resolved the legal matter but not the policy question. Shultz recommended to Reagan that the United States declare that while legally the ABM Treaty permitted testing, as a policy the United States would continue to confine its SDI program to research. The president approved; Shultz announced this reversal of McFarlane’s words in a speech a few days later. This solution satisfied the allies, pacified the Soviets, and preserved the presidential prerogative to expand SDI at a later point—for now.[59] The seemingly arcane matter would return a year later at Reykjavík as the hinge on which rested the nuclear balance of the Cold War.

			Not all welcomed Shultz’s announcement. It sparked a firestorm among Senate conservatives. Leading Republican senators such as Malcolm Wallop, Jesse Helms, Orrin Hatch, and Dan Quayle took to the Senate floor to denounce Reagan’s decision to restrict SDI to research as “appeasement” that made the United States “look like jackasses to the Soviets.”[60] The Senate uproar could have weakened Reagan ahead of the summit but instead played to his advantage. To Gorbachev, Reagan could show that the pressure he faced from his right flank limited his room to make concessions, while also, as Nixon suggested, proving his willingness to take political risks to improve relations with the USSR.

			Reagan felt further emboldened by another new weapon that the Pentagon briefed him on just before the summit: the F-117 Nighthawk stealth jet. The air force showed Reagan a classified film of the F-117 in the Situation Room, which he described in his diary as “one of the greatest advances in aircraft in years and years. It is of course most hush hush.”[61] The Pentagon would not publicly reveal the stealth attack jet for three more years, but the Kremlin knew it existed. The F-117 flew invisible to radar, able to penetrate Iron Curtain air defenses, giving the United States another qualitative military edge that the Kremlin could not match no matter how much it spent.

			To collect his thoughts before the trip, Reagan wrote a four-page reflection on Gorbachev and his summit goals. The president saw his strategy bearing fruit: “[If Gorbachev] really seeks an arms control agreement, it will only be because he wants to reduce the burden of defense spending that is stagnating the Soviet economy . . . he doesn’t want to face the cost of competing with us.” Reagan believed the Kremlin’s military planning also confined Gorbachev’s options: “[The Soviets] would like to win without [fighting a war] and their chances of doing that depend on being so prepared we could be faced with a surrender or die ultimatum. Thus any new move on our part, such as SDI forces them to revamp, and change their plan at great cost.” Reagan knew that the Soviet leader would keep trying to fracture the alliance: “His major goal will continue to be weaning our European friends away from us. That means making us look like the threat to peace while he appears to be a reasonable man of peace.”

			Reagan spent a full page on human rights. He cited Nixon’s advice to push quietly, particularly on Jewish emigration, rather than “force Gorbachev to eat crow and embarrass him publicly,” noting, “We must always remember our main goal and his need to show his strength to the Soviet gang back in the Kremlin. Let’s not limit the area where he can do that to those things that have to do with aggression outside the Soviet Union.” Empathizing with the burdens Gorbachev faced, Reagan made a partial nod to linkage with Soviet behavior elsewhere, rejecting the view that “arms control must be the goal as an end in itself with no connection to regional issues.” He would not let up the pressure and planned to warn Gorbachev “that failure to come to a solid, verifiable arms reduction agreement will leave no alternative except an arms race and there is no way that we will allow them to win such a race.” But nor would he seek to humiliate the Soviet leader: “Let there be no talk of winners and losers. Even if we think we won, to say so would set us back in view of their inherent inferiority complex.”[62]

			Reagan had one final task before the summit: to tell the world his plans. He did so in two speeches—one directed to the Soviet people, the other to Americans. On November 9, he gave an address broadcast in nine languages to over fifty nations, including the USSR, on Voice of America. He promised Soviet citizens, “Americans are a peace-loving people; we do not threaten your nation and never will.” Heralding the past Soviet-American alliance to defeat Nazi Germany, he urged the Soviet people to summon the same spirit and support his quest to abolish nuclear weapons. Five nights later, Reagan spoke to his fellow Americans from the Oval Office. He invoked Eisenhower’s “Open Skies” proposal at his summit with Khrushchev three decades earlier and said he returned to Geneva with the same goal of building superpower trust and reducing the risk of nuclear war. “My mission, stated simply, is a mission for peace,” Reagan proclaimed. To leave no doubt, the aspiring peacemaker used the word peace twenty-seven times in the half-hour address.[63]

			
				VII

			

			As Reagan prepared for Geneva, the Italian cruise ship Achille Lauro sailed across the Mediterranean to the coast of Egypt, with hundreds of European and American passengers aboard. Unnoticed among the guests were four members of the Palestine Liberation Front, a terrorist group commanded by Abu Abbas, under the umbrella of the PLO. On October 7, the terrorists stormed the bridge, firing their guns for effect and taking command of the ship. They ordered the captain at gunpoint to set sail for the Syrian port of Tartus.

			As soon as word of the crisis hit Washington, the Pentagon ordered JSOC commander General Carl Stiner to deploy with SEAL Team Six and Delta Force units to a British base on Cyprus. Stiner and his special operators would stage for a potential rescue mission. Mindful of the delays that had hindered rescue efforts in the TWA 847 hijacking, Reagan warned Thatcher, “This act cannot become another protracted hostage situation.”[64] For the same reason, Shultz urged all countries bordering the Mediterranean to deny port access to the ship. Keeping it in international waters created more rescue options. It also denied the terrorists access to journalists, who otherwise might create an international media frenzy such as the one the TWA 847 hijackers had exploited.

			As the Achille Lauro sailed toward Syria, Reagan secretly ordered the US Navy to take any action necessary to “prevent the ship from entering a hostile port or anchorage”—such as Tartus. The president also directed JSOC to be ready to storm the ship and rescue the hostages the next night.[65] Nearing the Syrian coast, the terrorists sent a radio message demanding the release of fifty Palestinian prisoners held in Israel and threatened to execute ship passengers. When the deadline passed with no Israeli response, and as the Syrian government denied the ship docking rights, the lead terrorist wrestled passenger Leon Klinghoffer from his wheelchair, shot him point-blank in the head, and dumped his body and his wheelchair overboard. To the terrorists, Klinghoffer was twice guilty: He was an American and a Jew.

			At first, few people on the ship, and no one off the ship, knew of Klinghoffer’s murder. The terrorists now directed the Achille Lauro back toward Egypt, where President Hosni Mubarak agreed to let it dock. Because the ship now sailed to an ostensibly friendly country, the US Navy chose not to intercept it. Mubarak, anxious to avoid any further agitation from the Egyptian street and Palestinian protestors, who already distrusted him over Egypt’s peace treaty with Israel, agreed to let Arafat and Abbas “negotiate” for the release of the passengers and for the four terrorists to disembark. After the Egyptian and Palestinian leaders colluded to escort the terrorists off the ship, US ambassador to Egypt Nick Veliotes went on board to check on the welfare of the American passengers. Only then did Veliotes learn of Klinghoffer’s death. From the ship, Veliotes called his deputy chief of mission and directed him to tell the Egyptian foreign minister: “An American ha[s] been murdered, and we must insist that these sons of bitches be prosecuted.” Veliotes’s epithet soon became international news.[66]

			The United States and Egypt had a complicated relationship. The two countries had deepened ties over the past decade, cemented by Egypt’s peace with Israel, anti-Soviet stance, cooperation in arming the Afghan resistance, and $2 billion in annual American military and economic aid. However, Mubarak differed with the Reagan administration over issues including his occasional quiet support for Palestinian terrorists. Now he tried to wash his hands of the Achille Lauro crisis. After Egypt supported Arafat and Abbas in ushering the terrorists off the ship, Mubarak told reporters, “[The terrorists] left Egypt already. I don’t know where they went but they possibly went to Tunis. When we accepted the hijackers’ surrender, we did not have this information [about Klinghoffer’s murder].” Mubarak made the same claim privately to the US government.[67]

			The Egyptian president lied. The terrorists were still in Egypt, and he knew it. The White House knew it as well. The National Security Agency monitored Mubarak’s phone calls, picking up his discussions about his efforts to help the terrorists escape from Egypt and passing along transcripts of those calls to the Situation Room the moment Mubarak hung up. Reagan, Shultz, Poindexter, and the NSC staff heard every word of Mubarak’s treachery. In short order, the Reagan team partnered with Israel to assemble a remarkable intelligence operation. Two future Israeli prime ministers—ambassador to the UN Benjamin Netanyahu and military intelligence chief Ehud Barak—played key roles, ranging from providing real-time tactical intelligence to confirming that Abbas and the terrorists answered to Arafat and the PLO. The Americans and Israelis learned that Mubarak was helping the terrorists abscond to the Cairo airport and from there fly on a special EgyptAir 737 jet to Tunis, site of the PLO headquarters. Mossad used its network of Egyptian agents to discover the airplane tail number and confirm that Abbas was also boarding the plane.[68]

			Naval officer Jim Stark of the NSC staff quickly crafted a plan to intercept the Egyptian plane and force it to land at the NATO base in Sigonella, Sicily, then immediately transfer the terrorists to an American plane to be flown back to the United States for prosecution.[69] McFarlane, traveling with Reagan in Chicago for a domestic policy trip, briefed the president on the plan. Reagan authorized it. Weinberger was flying back from Ottawa at the time. The defense secretary, reflexively averse to the use of force, phoned Reagan on Air Force One to argue against the interception plan. Reagan did not buy it. “Cap, it is pretty cut-and-dried,” responded the president, “this is a guilty party; we cannot let them go.”[70]

			The aircraft carrier USS Saratoga launched two F-14 Tomcats and an E-2C Hawkeye reconnaissance plane to find and intercept the EgyptAir 737. Poindexter quarterbacked the operation from the Situation Room, showing the tactical precision he excelled at. The navy jets located the 737 and swooped alongside, ordering it to redirect and land at Sigonella. The Egyptian pilot complied at once. But would Italy allow the plane to land? In the late-night chaos, neither the State Department nor Italian officials could locate Prime Minister Craxi to request his approval. It was not every day that an Egyptian plane carrying Palestinian terrorists was forced by American navy jets to land at an Italian airstrip.

			Oliver North, helping the NSC coordinate the many operational strands, enlisted Michael Ledeen, an old friend of Craxi, for help. Ledeen quickly tracked down Craxi in a suite at Rome’s Hotel Raphaël. When Ledeen described the urgent request for the 737 bearing Abbas and his henchmen to land at Sigonella, Craxi asked, “Why here?” Taking a stab at humor, Ledeen responded, “Because no other place on earth can offer the unique combination of beautiful weather, cultural tradition, and magnificent cuisine that Sicily can provide.” Craxi laughed and quickly agreed.[71]

			When the 737 landed, the JSOC commandos surrounded it. As the SEALs prepared to board the plane and capture the hijackers, a large Italian force arrived on the tarmac, insistent on taking control of the situation and custody of the terrorists. It was an extraordinary picture. Eighty US Navy SEALs faced three hundred Italian soldiers and police in an armed standoff, while both forces surrounded a plane holding five Palestinian terrorists. A legal morass of contradictory extradition treaties, sovereignty claims, and international law standards created a thicket that could have taken years to untangle. This needed to be resolved within minutes—and without shooting. The hard fact that the plane was on Italian soil prevailed. In Washington, Reagan, Shultz, and Poindexter agreed to stand down and let the Italians take custody of the terrorists. On the tarmac at Sigonella, JSOC commander General Carl Stiner concurred. He felt confident that his SEALs, outnumbered but not outgunned, would prevail in a firefight—but why risk a bloodbath with a NATO ally?[72]

			Even with the terrorists in Italian rather than American captivity, the White House saw the operation as a success. The United States had used the full range of counterterrorism tools developed by NSDD-138. A proud Reagan told a White House press briefing that the terrorists “can run, but they can’t hide.” Italy followed through in prosecuting the four hijackers; three received long prison sentences, while the fourth went free because he was a minor. But Italy would allow the mastermind Abbas to run and hide. Some years earlier, Rome had cut a deal with the PLO not to attack Italian targets in exchange for Italy’s supporting the PLO’s objectives. Now Arafat warned Craxi that if Italy did not release Abbas, the deal was off. Just two days after detaining him, Craxi quietly directed that Abbas be set free.[73] An angry Shultz believed “the Italians were trying to buy immunity from the PLO.” The terrorist leader found refuge first in Yemen and eventually in Iraq, from where he continued to recruit new terrorists and devise new terror plots.

			It was a painful realization for the White House that Italian pusillanimity had undercut a remarkable operational success against terrorism. Though angry for a few days, Reagan “cleared the air” with Craxi when they met at the UN two weeks later and forgave the Italian leader.[74] Reagan rarely held grudges—and he remained grateful for Craxi’s steadfast support in deploying the Gryphon cruise missiles in Italy two years earlier. Reagan did not want to risk a rift with a friend on the eve of Geneva. All else paled beside allied resolve against the Soviet Union.

			
				VIII

			

			Reagan arrived in Geneva with a strong hand. He stood on a growing economy, a strengthened military, a 65 percent voter approval rating, and full support from the allies. Thatcher wrote to him that “we could not have a better or braver champion” in Geneva.[75] Nakasone, Kohl, and Mulroney offered “their trust, their love, and their prayers,” as Reagan noted in his diary.[76] The CIA’s Bob Gates summed it up in a note to Casey: “President Reagan goes to Geneva holding better cards than any president meeting his Soviet counterpart since Eisenhower went to Geneva 30 years ago [to meet with Khrushchev].”[77]

			Gorbachev landed in Geneva feeling similarly confident. He had consolidated power in the Kremlin, installed his reform-minded lieutenants in key positions, and energized many Soviet citizens with a feeling they had long forgotten: hope. However, he knew that he led a superpower declining by the day. Though he wielded the world’s largest nuclear arsenal, maladies including uncontrolled military spending, declining oil revenues, and the endemic dysfunction of a command economy all severely strained the Kremlin’s finances. American technological wizardry kept bringing new weapons online that his best scientists could not understand, let alone replicate or defeat. The American INF deployment in Western Europe had neutralized the Soviet Union’s SS-20s, Gorbachev’s escalation in Afghanistan was only producing more dead Soviet soldiers, and now SDI threatened to bewitch the Kremlin’s ICBM force. The peoples of the Warsaw Pact chafed under Moscow’s yoke, and each meddlesome Soviet dissident exiled to the gulag only led to more hectoring from Reagan and Shultz, and more humiliation as the world saw how many of the Soviet people detested their government. Gorbachev resolved to protect his weak hand at the bargaining table and try to buy space from Reagan until he could draw better cards.

			Placed at the geographic heart of Europe, in neutral Switzerland, Geneva was a natural choice for the Cold War’s most anticipated meeting. Time’s claim that “a whole world will be anxiously watching every eyelid [Reagan and Gorbachev] lift or lower” was overwrought, but not by much.[78] Three thousand six hundred fourteen journalists registered for summit credentials. Notable figures from across the political spectrum flocked to Geneva, some to advance a cause, others to advance themselves. Irina Grivnina, a recent Soviet prisoner of conscience just exiled from the country three weeks earlier; Avital Shcharansky; and American conservative activist Phyllis Schlafly denounced Soviet oppression at press conferences. In turn, American progressive activists Jesse Jackson and Bella Abzug denounced Reagan at their own press conferences, and in Jackson’s case also in his own meeting with Gorbachev.[79]

			White House infighting trailed Reagan to Geneva. Back in Washington, Weinberger fumed at being excluded from the American delegation. Just before Reagan’s departure, the defense secretary unburdened himself to the president in a letter urging a firm stance on SDI, detailing the Kremlin’s history of treaty violations, and complaining, “Our failure over the years to respond promptly to Soviet violations can only encourage them to commit more—and more significant—violations.” An unknown Pentagon official, possibly at Weinberger’s behest, leaked the letter to The New York Times and The Washington Post, and it appeared in articles on November 16, just as Reagan and his delegation departed for Geneva.[80]

			The leak sparked a media kerfuffle and unwelcome distraction on the summit eve. A furious McFarlane generated another round of headlines when he blasted Weinberger’s letter as a “sabotage” of the summit. The Soviets, publicly annoyed and privately gleeful over the American disarray, denounced the Weinberger letter as “an attempt to torpedo the entire arms control process.” Reagan disagreed. He called the media flap a “distortion” in his diary and wrote, “I agree with Cap and wanted his factual accounting in writing.” Asked by a reporter if he would fire Weinberger over the leak, Reagan responded, “Hell, no.” The president instead felt disappointed with McFarlane for escalating the dispute in public.[81]

			The Reagans stayed in the Maison de Saussure, an elegant villa lent to them by the Aga Khan, spiritual leader of the world’s Ismaili Muslims. The meetings with Gorbachev would take place in the Villa Fleur d’Eau, an eighteenth-century estate on the shores of Lake Geneva. The Gorbachevs would host a dinner one night at the Soviet mission; the Reagans would reciprocate the second night at their abode.

			The day before the summit began, Reagan relaxed in front of the fireplace with his aide James Rosebush, who asked the president how he envisioned the Cold War ending. Replied Reagan:

			
				These [communist] systems will crumble by the sheer fact that a growing majority of people living under their rule have a pent-up desire to be free to worship more than the state; and this demand to know and worship God, and to have a free and open relationship with Him, is what will bring totalitarianism and communism down. Of this I am sure. The people will do it themselves. We need to do everything we can to help them accomplish this.[82]

			

			Not only did Reagan believe that religious faith would help bring down Soviet communism, the evangelist in chief would spend the next three years trying to persuade Gorbachev himself to trust in God.

			Since 1981, Reagan had marshaled a full spectrum of pressure on the Soviet Union to produce a reformist leader with whom he could negotiate. Now he would see if Gorbachev was that man. Reagan harbored ambitious hopes, in some tension with each other. He wanted to work with Gorbachev to negotiate an end to nuclear weapons, reduce superpower hostility, and bring both the Cold War and the Soviet empire to a peaceful end. Gorbachev shared the goals of reducing weapons and hostility but was desperate to preserve the Soviet Union, not preside over its collapse.

			November 19 dawned cloudy and cold. Reagan, official host for the summit’s first day, arrived early at the lakeside estate and gathered with his team in the château’s atrium. As Gorbachev’s motorcade approached the mansion, an anxious Reagan felt the weight of the occasion. It seemed his entire life—as actor, labor negotiator, corporate pitchman, governor, anticommunist, freedom advocate, nuclear abolitionist, Christian, president—was prologue to this moment.

			The car stopped. An equally nervous Mikhail Gorbachev, bundled in overcoat and scarf, stepped out. Before he could ascend the steps, a coatless and smiling Reagan came bounding toward him, exuding vitality despite being two decades older. Reagan extended one hand in greeting while putting his other hand on Gorbachev’s elbow to usher him up the steps. It created an iconic image, broadcast to the world, contrasting the hale American and the drab Soviet. At once Gorbachev knew he had met his match.[83]

			The two leaders stepped inside and sat next to each other in high-backed chairs, flanked by their interpreters. The official schedule allotted just fifteen minutes to exchange pleasantries before their delegations would join them for the substantive negotiations. Instead they talked for one hour. The intuitive Reagan sought first to connect with Gorbachev on a human level. He hoped that by building a personal relationship, they could transcend the structural and ideological divisions that had fueled the Cold War over the past four decades. Reagan began by reflecting on their common backgrounds as offspring of the small-town hinterlands, born to humble beginnings, now ascended to their roles as the globe’s two most powerful men who held “the fate of the world in their hands.” He continued, “We are the only ones who could start World War III, but also the only two countries that could bring peace to the world.” Gorbachev agreed, noting that in the nuclear age, young and old people alike wondered if they would live to see the future.

			The president then described his view of the Cold War as a battle of ideas. Competing, and incompatible, beliefs about the world fueled the mistrust between the superpowers. The Kremlin embraced “the Marxist idea of helping socialist revolutions throughout the world” and believed “the Marxist system should prevail,” contended Reagan. Whereas the United States held “a very firm belief that people in all countries had the right of self-determination and the right to choose their own form of government.” Gorbachev retorted that Reagan “should not think that Moscow was omnipotent and that when he, Gorbachev, woke up every day he thought about which country he would now like to arrange a revolution in.”[84] Here Gorbachev distanced himself from his predecessors. Previous Kremlin leaders had promoted communist revolutions abroad, but Gorbachev knew that the nearly insolvent Soviet empire could no longer afford to do so.

			From that start, over the next two days, Reagan and Gorbachev sparred in ten exhaustive and exhausting sessions, sometimes flanked by their senior teams, other times alone. Their conversations ranged from congenial to heated. They discovered anew just how deep their divisions were but also found they liked each other and sensed the first flickering of trust. The public affability masked some private acrimony, especially over Gorbachev’s bête noire: SDI. The two leaders spent much of the time treading over the same ground. Around and around they repeated their points, now so familiar that each could parrot the other’s arguments as well as his own. Gorbachev insisted that SDI would weaponize space, upset the delicate strategic balance by guaranteeing the United States a first-strike capability, cripple any hopes of arms reductions, and launch a new round of the arms race. Reagan replied that SDI was purely defensive, that the United States posed no threat to the USSR, and that SDI could free both sides from the terror of MAD and lead to abolishing all nuclear weapons. Otherwise, “under the current system of deterrence, it would be impossible to tell the winner from the loser in the event of war,” Reagan lamented.[85] He aimed to shift the entire strategic frame from deterrence based on offensive weapons to deterrence based on defensive weapons.

			Such appeals did not move Gorbachev. Another sharp exchange revealed the depths of the distrust between the two sides. Though each proclaimed that his nation would not attack the other first, neither would budge from his position, with Gorbachev insisting on abolishing SDI and Reagan insisting on keeping it. When an exasperated Gorbachev asked why Reagan did not believe him, the president replied, “I cannot say to the American people that I could take you at your word if you don’t believe us.”[86]

			Gorbachev became almost unhinged. He warned that the Soviet Union would “smash your shield.” Chief of Staff Don Regan, seated at the table, described Gorbachev as “very violent now, loud, many gestures, reddened face, pointing.”[87] Gorbachev then made an ominous threat. If the United States continued with SDI, the Kremlin would adopt “automation which [would] place important decisions in the hands of computers and political leaders [would] just be in bunkers with computers making the decisions.” Gorbachev warned, “This could unleash an uncontrollable process.”[88]

			It is not clear whether Reagan and his team appreciated the gravity of what Gorbachev had just said—the Soviet leader did not just warn what the Kremlin might do but what it had already done. Soviet scientists had recently experimented with a computer system known as Dead Hand that would automatically launch all of the USSR’s ICBMs upon detecting an American strike—placing the fate of the world in the hands of machines rather than men. Seeking to retain some semblance of human control, the Kremlin instead earlier in the year had deployed a modified “doomsday machine” known as Perimeter. If a Soviet leader feared a decapitating American strike, he could activate Perimeter, which would send a slew of command rockets flying across the Soviet Union issuing launch signals to the entire Soviet ICBM fleet.[89] Perimeter reassured Gorbachev of the Kremlin’s certain ability to retaliate against an American attack—and it terrified him that his government would delegate such authority to a computer. His warning to Reagan stemmed in part from his own fear.

			Gorbachev also continued to stew over Reagan’s strategy. Reprising his complaints to Shultz in Moscow two weeks earlier, Gorbachev dismissed Reagan’s “delusions” about Soviet weakness, claimed that American military and economic pressure on the USSR would not work, and blamed Reagan’s policies on the nefarious influence of conservative think tanks such as the Hoover Institution and Heritage Foundation.[90]

			True to his approach of addressing human rights in private, Reagan waited until his one-on-one with Gorbachev on the morning of November 20 to raise the issue. The two leaders spent the entire meeting arguing over human rights. Reagan explained to Gorbachev that persecuting its own people hurt the Kremlin’s image with Congress and the American public, and that if the Soviet Union allowed more freedom of expression, religion, and emigration, it would create more political support in the United States for progress on other issues. Reagan focused especially on Soviet anti-Semitism. Why could the Kremlin not permit more Soviet Jews to emigrate? Reagan asked. He connected the refusenik movement with Soviet restrictions on Jewish practice, such as bans on teaching the Hebrew language. “Perhaps some people would not think of emigrating from the Soviet Union if they were allowed to practice their religion,” Reagan pointed out. In response, an annoyed Gorbachev resorted to a filibuster of “whataboutism,” lambasting unequal pay for women and other alleged inequities in America.[91]

			Frustrated that Gorbachev had rebuffed his human rights entreaties, Reagan complained during a break that the Soviet leader “believes his own propaganda.” For Reagan, how a nation treated its own people, especially its religious minorities, revealed much about the character of its leaders. He could not square Gorbachev’s affability with the Kremlin’s religious persecution. After the convivial dinner with the Soviet delegation the first night, Reagan said he needed to “keep reminding myself that these ‘nice guys’ . . . are the same Soviets banning Jewish emigration.”[92]

			At dinner the next night Reagan and Shultz brought up religion again with the Gorbachevs. Shultz asked them about reports of a spiritual revival in the Soviet Union. Gorbachev admitted that some of the older generation still believed in Christianity, but he said, “True believers are dying out.” Reagan and Shultz knew otherwise; even their CIA and NSC briefings had described a turn to faith among many young Soviets. Over their two days together, Reagan took notice that several times Gorbachev made passing mention of “God” and even quoted the Bible. Most likely, Gorbachev was just using an idiom he knew Reagan would like. If so, it worked—in several letters to friends and colleagues after the summit, including a readout he sent to Nixon, Reagan highlighted the Soviet leader’s references to the divine.[93]

			Despite their fierce disagreements, Reagan and Gorbachev believed that they had built a genuine rapport and opened a new path in US-Soviet relations. Both took political risks in doing so. At their closing appearance before the media, Reagan joked to Gorbachev, “Your hard liners and my hard liners are going to swallow very hard seeing us up here shaking hands and smiling.”

			Replied Gorbachev, “You’re so right. They won’t like it.”[94]

			Other than a few small aviation and cultural exchanges, the summit produced no significant deals. Of most consequence, Reagan and Gorbachev agreed to meet again. Over after-dinner cordials on the final night, Reagan set the course for the three years ahead. He told Gorbachev he did not think previous US-Soviet summits over the last three decades had accomplished much. So, Reagan urged, “Let’s say ‘to hell with the past,’ we’ll do it our way and get something done.” Gorbachev agreed.[95]

			
				IX

			

			The relentless pace and pressure continued to grind down Reagan’s team. The day after returning from Geneva, Shultz confided that he felt burned out and was considering resigning. Reagan expressed sympathy but also reminded the secretary of his trust in and reliance on him. Shultz agreed to stay. A few days later, an exhausted and frustrated McFarlane submitted his resignation letter to Reagan. The president, who genuinely valued McFarlane, reluctantly accepted. For almost four years—two in the deputy role, two more in the top spot—McFarlane had served faithfully amid the unforgiving grind of one of the most stressful jobs in the world. He could take pride in all that he had done to make the Geneva summit a success and a fitting capstone to his NSC sojourn.

			Reagan decided to promote Poindexter, McFarlane’s deputy, into the national security advisor role. The capable and experienced Poindexter had earned Reagan’s trust through his deft crisis management in the Achille Lauro episode.[96] McFarlane shifted to a “consultant” role to the NSC, keeping the classified White House email system connected to his home and his Virginia cabin, and would continue to run the secret channel with Iran.

			The arms-for-hostages machinations had not stopped even for the summit with Gorbachev. While in Geneva, McFarlane had continued to field phone calls, orchestrate maneuvers, and brief Reagan on the latest developments. The day after returning from Geneva, Reagan held an NSC meeting to review the operation and recorded in his diary, “We have an undercover thing going by way of an Iranian which could get [the hostages] sprung momentarily.”[97]

			It was not to be. Instead there ensued a bewildering tragicomedy that should have put the mad affair to rest. Because Iraq had recently acquired advanced fighter jets from France and the USSR, Iran desperately wanted American-made HAWK ground-to-air missiles to neutralize Iraq’s new air superiority. McFarlane, North, Ghorbanifar, and Israeli officials cooked up a scheme involving Saudi financing, Portuguese transit rights, Caribbean island St. Lucia’s tiny airline under contract with the CIA, and a menagerie of shady international middlemen to ship eighty HAWK missiles from Israel to Iran and then have the United States replenish Israel’s missile stocks. All in exchange for Iran’s engineering more hostage releases. Instead a combination of bungling, confusion, misunderstandings, and miscues resulted in only eighteen HAWKs arriving in Tehran. Even worse, these HAWKs were not the advanced model the Iranians had demanded—and bore the Star of David, not a popular logo in the Islamic Republic of Iran. No one was surprised when no more hostages got released.

			As the HAWK debacle unfolded, CIA deputy director John McMahon realized Langley was out to sea without the lifeline of a presidential finding authorizing these covert activities. He had the CIA general counsel quickly draft a finding for NSC review and Reagan’s approval. Reagan signed it on December 5. The finding, providing for weapons “to the Government of Iran which is taking steps to facilitate the release of the American hostages,” had several unusual features. It ordered the CIA director “not to brief” Congress on the initiative, and it claimed to ratify “all prior actions taken by US Government officials”—both of which conflicted with the law governing covert action programs. The finding also made no mention of the ostensible goal of strengthening moderates and improving the US-Iran relationship.[98]

			The same day that he signed the finding, Reagan held another NSC meeting on the Iran initiative. Reagan confessed to his diary, “It is a complex undertaking with only a few of us in on it. I won’t even write in the diary what we’re up to.” He did just that two days later:

			
				Had a meeting with Don R., Cap W. and Bud M., John P., Geo. Shultz and [John] Mahan [sic] of C.I.A. This has to do with the complex plan which could return our 5 hostages and help some officials in Iran who want to turn that country from its present course and on to a better relationship with us. It calls for Israel selling some weapons to Iran. As they are delivered in installments by air our hostages will be released. The weapons will go to the moderate leaders in the army who are essential if there’s to be a change to a more stable government. We then sell Israel replacements for the delivered weapons. None of this is a gift—the Iranians pay cash for the weapons—so does Israel. George S., Cap and Don are opposed—Cong[ress] has imposed a law on us that we can’t sell Iran weapons or sell any other country weapons for re-sale to Iran. Geo[rge] also thinks this violates our policy of not paying off terrorists. I claim the weapons are for those who want to change the government of Iran and no ransom is being p[aid] for the hostages. No direct sale would be made by us to Iran but we would be replacing the weapons sold by Israel. We’re at a stalemate.[99]

			

			Reagan should have listened to Shultz, Weinberger, and Regan. Their objections—based on law, policy, and common sense—would prove prescient. The diary entry reveals Reagan’s intention to trade arms for hostages, and his ability to rationalize and convince himself otherwise. While Reagan shared McFarlane’s hope for a strategic opening, the president cared foremost about bringing the hostages home.

			Following the bungled HAWK shipment, on December 8, McFarlane and North took a secret trip to London to meet with the Israelis and Ghorbanifar and try to salvage the scheme. McFarlane told Ghorbanifar that the United States would not ship any more weapons until Iranian political leaders showed an interest in strategic dialogue. Ghorbanifar erupted that the Iranian government needed more weapons first to prevail in the Iraq war—“Then we think about all this nice political science!” An angry McFarlane ended the meeting and returned to Washington thinking the operation was over.[100] Upon hearing McFarlane’s report, a disappointed Reagan wrote, “[Ghorbanifar] turns out to be a devious character. Our plan regarding the hostages is a ‘no go.’ ”[101]

			Meanwhile, North discovered $800,000 in funds remaining from the Iranian-Israeli payments for the HAWK shipment. He had the “neat idea,” in his words, to send the leftover money to the contras, who were in perpetual need of additional support.[102]

			
				X

			

			Reagan’s covert outreach to Iran did not prevent him from criticizing the clerical regime for its oppression. The day after hearing McFarlane’s report on the London meeting, Reagan gave a Human Rights Day speech that singled out Iran’s “rampant religious persecution, especially against the Baha’is,” and welcomed the Baha’i leadership to the White House for his proclamation signing ceremony. In the same address, Reagan denounced South African apartheid as “abhorrent” and called for its end, urged the Philippines and Chile to return to democracy, and lauded Guatemala’s recent election of a civilian president after years of brutal military rule. Reagan also highlighted his support for anticommunist forces in Afghanistan, Cambodia, Nicaragua, and Angola as part of his overall human rights policy, since communist regimes accounted for the preponderance of the world’s repression.[103]

			As the first year of his second term ended, Reagan had set in motion the policies that would define his legacy. The previous two months in particular had brought out two sides to Reagan. The Iran gambit revealed him at his worst: stubborn, naïve, prone to self-delusion. Geneva showed him at his best: strategic, visionary, bold, in command, setting an agenda to transform the Cold War. The coming year would put both of those sides on display.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12
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			THE CRUCIBLE

			
				I

			

			For his first five years in the White House, Reagan built the pieces of his strategy to promote freedom and end the Soviet threat. Along the way, he had learned much, adapted, and confronted numerous crises—some of his own making, others the bitter fruits of a perilous world. Now, as Reagan looked ahead to his last three years in office, he sought to harvest what he had sown, from midwifing new democracies in Asia and Latin America, to building an international free-trade system, to reducing the risk of nuclear war.

			The new year would bring a succession of crises with Libya, the Philippines, and Nicaragua. Reagan would also see his presidency crippled and nearly destroyed by scandal. Of most enduring importance, he would test the new Soviet leader and come to see that Gorbachev was indeed the partner for peace Reagan had long sought. The Soviet Union had always stood at center stage in his foreign policy. Now, as the final scenes approached, Reagan focused the spotlight on the Kremlin. Or perhaps it should be said that the spotlight turned to him and Gorbachev, as Reagan now became both the director and a lead actor in the Cold War drama.

			Following Geneva, Reagan and Gorbachev exchanged multiple letters, more or less rehashing the same points. Reagan reiterated his benign intentions with SDI, pressed for the Red Army to withdraw from Afghanistan, and urged progress on human rights. Gorbachev responded with his standard criticism of SDI as a “space strike weapon” designed to give the United States nuclear primacy and blaming the United States for supporting anticommunist insurgencies and blocking a political settlement in Afghanistan.[1] On New Year’s Day 1986, by previous agreement, the two leaders broadcast messages to each other’s citizens. Reagan told the Soviet people of his “hope that one day we will be able to eliminate these [nuclear] weapons altogether.” Gorbachev focused his remarks on his opposition to SDI, hoping to swing more Americans against their president’s policy.[2]

			Meanwhile the CIA remained skeptical of the new Soviet leader. In January, Langley sent Reagan a lengthy assessment on the Kremlin’s strategy for the next three years. Warning that Gorbachev’s main goal was to buy time to restore Soviet strength to “better compete” against the United States (similar to Brezhnev’s goals with détente fifteen years earlier), the CIA predicted that the Kremlin would “strongly turn on the Administration in 1987, and possibly just before the Congressional elections, if it hasn’t gotten what it wants by then, and denounce the President for making the world more dangerous and his policies toward the USSR as having failed.” Casey reinforced the point three days later in a letter to Reagan complaining of more Soviet violations of arms control agreements, dismissing the American response as “weak,” and cautioning against inking any new deals with the Kremlin given Moscow’s breaches of the existing ones.[3]

			Then Gorbachev seized the initiative. On the morning of January 15, Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin called on Shultz to deliver a letter from Gorbachev to Reagan with a new proposal. The Kremlin simultaneously broadcast it to the world as well: Gorbachev called for eliminating all nuclear weapons in the world by the year 2020. His letter detailed the plan, to be implemented in three phases of five-year increments, starting with a 50 percent reduction in warheads and removal of INF missiles in Europe, followed by the elimination of tactical nuclear weapons, and then the agreement of all nuclear powers in the world to destroy their remaining weapons.

			Gorbachev’s move caught the Reagan administration off guard. Shultz immediately summoned top arms control officials from State, the Pentagon, and the CIA to scrutinize the proposal, and that afternoon Shultz and Nitze joined Poindexter at the White House to brief Reagan. Most of them took a skeptical view. Nitze thought the Kremlin plan equal parts propaganda and seriousness, while Weinberger, Poindexter, Casey, Ken Adelman, Richard Perle, and others objected that it would ban SDI and that its sequencing would lock in the Soviet edge in ICBMs over the next fifteen years. Indeed, some of Gorbachev’s top advisors had intended the proposal for public opinion gains rather than serious policy—for that reason they made it public and included terms unfavorable to the United States. Still, Reagan and Shultz decided to focus on the positive: Not only did Gorbachev now seem to endorse Reagan’s zero-zero position to eliminate INF missiles, his plan also affirmed Reagan’s vision of a nuclear-free world. Reagan issued a statement that afternoon making just that point. Recalling his several previous calls to abolish all nuclear weapons, Reagan said, “I welcome the Soviets’ latest response and hope that it represents a helpful further step in that process.” [4]

			Two weeks later, Reagan convened an NSPG meeting to consider next steps in responding to Gorbachev, especially since the American negotiating team in Geneva awaited guidance as they resumed working-level talks with their Soviet counterparts. Reagan decided to embrace the goals of the Soviet proposal while pushing for specific steps to implement it, with a focus first on INF reductions. He held fast to SDI yet reiterated his intention to share it, once in the development phase, with the Soviets. Reagan added a note of realism, saying, “There is no guarantee we know how to make SDI work yet”—despite the critics then and later who derided him as a fantasist, deluded about the many technical hurdles facing SDI. Mindful of both his commitment to Nakasone and a possible Kremlin ploy to shift SS-20s from Europe to the Far East rather than scrapping them altogether, Reagan added, “If the Soviets try to keep some SS-20s in Asia, perhaps we could counter by putting Pershing II and GLCM systems in Alaska, where they could reach Soviet systems in Asia. The Soviets must know that if there is not complete elimination of INF, we will not eliminate our INF.”[5]

			Reagan also knew that the allies worried that any United States–USSR nuclear deal might close the American nuclear umbrella and leave them vulnerable to Soviet aggression. The day after the NSPG meeting, Reagan wrote to his counterparts in NATO capitals, Tokyo, Canberra, and Seoul, reassuring them that while pursuing nuclear negotiations, the United States would still “address the conditions that made [nuclear] weapons necessary,” citing the problems of the Red Army’s conventional superiority, serial Soviet cheating on other treaties, and the Kremlin’s ongoing role in fueling regional conflicts.[6] This did not pacify Thatcher, who had become a Gorbachev skeptic. She responded to Reagan, “Under the veneer is the same brand of dedicated Soviet communist that we have known in the past,” and worried that “the search for a world without nuclear weapons holds far more problems for the West than for the Soviet Union.”[7]

			Meanwhile, Gorbachev took more positive steps. At the February Communist Party Congress, he gave a speech calling for “new political thinking” in Soviet doctrine, while replacing some troglodytes in senior positions with reformers less hostile to the United States. And he decided to release Anatoly Shcharansky. After Reagan had pressed Shcharansky’s case in Geneva, Gorbachev had authorized a complicated deal negotiated by Shultz, West Germany’s Kohl, and East German and Soviet officials that involved exchanging Shcharansky and three imprisoned Warsaw Pact citizens who had spied for the West for four KGB spies held by the United States. Shcharansky, who had nearly starved to death in the gulag, only got a hint of his possible impending freedom when his guards began feeding him to restore his emaciated body. Soon he was put on a flight to East Germany. Shcharansky, disoriented but euphoric, was escorted to the Glienicke Bridge, spanning the Havel River between Potsdam and West Berlin, site of countless East-West prisoner exchanges over the Cold War decades. There US ambassador Richard Burt met him and escorted him to freedom, first in Frankfurt, where Avital awaited him, and then on to his new home in Israel and a welcoming phone call from Reagan.[8]

			Gorbachev’s words—and some deeds, such as releasing Shcharansky—were significant. Yet did they signal a decisive shift in Soviet policies? At the same time he extended these olive branches, Gorbachev took other, hostile steps, such as increasing Soviet arms shipments to Muammar Qadhafi. Reagan bluntly remonstrated with Gorbachev in a handwritten letter: “What are we to make of your sharply increased military support of a local dictator who has declared a war of terrorism against much of the rest of the world, and against the United States in particular?”[9]

			Reagan increased the pressure on Gorbachev on other fronts. The Kremlin had been using the Soviet mission to the UN as a KGB outpost, with over one hundred KGB officers serving disguised as UN “diplomats.” This gave the KGB a disproportionate espionage advantage on American territory. On March 7, Reagan expelled one hundred five of those KGB officers from the United States, producing much wailing and gnashing of teeth in Moscow.[10] Reagan also stepped up navy exercises across the seascapes of the Northern Hemisphere. These served to preserve freedom of navigation in the ocean commons, gather intelligence on Soviet capabilities, and remind Moscow of American force projection. A March 13 exercise particularly rattled the Kremlin, when the cruiser Yorktown and destroyer Caron sailed through the Black Sea into Soviet territorial waters six miles from the Crimean coast, under the “innocent passage” provision of maritime law. The navy did not know (not that it would have mattered) that Gorbachev happened to be vacationing in his Crimean dacha at the time; the Soviets lodged a formal protest with the US embassy.[11]

			The Soviets, meanwhile, continued to disregard Reagan’s counterproposals on arms control and demur on a date for the next summit that Reagan and Gorbachev had agreed to hold, instead insisting on US arms control concessions as a precondition to meet again. After multiple exchanges with senior Soviet officials, Shultz and Matlock grew frustrated with Moscow’s intransigence. Matlock urged sitting tight, saying, “Otherwise we risk encouraging the Soviets to believe that we are so eager to nail it down we might yet pay a price—which would simply add to their incentive to continue their current tactics.”[12] The initial trust Reagan and Gorbachev had forged in Geneva seemed to be fast dissipating.

			
				II

			

			Reagan decided to inflict more pain on the Soviets in Afghanistan. Encountering Afghan victims of Red Army atrocities deepened his resolve. In January 1986 he met with five crippled Afghan children. Seeing their wounds and hearing their stories, Reagan’s eyes welled with tears. Still shaken that evening, he wrote in his diary, “They were mere babies—but all victims of Soviet bombings. One little girl with her face virtually destroyed. Three with one arm each and one with only one leg. I’d like to send the photos to Gen. Sec. Gorbachev.”[13]

			That same month, Republican senator Orrin Hatch returned from a trip to Beijing and Islamabad with surprising news. President Zia wanted to escalate the war by supplying Stinger missiles to the Afghan resistance, and China agreed. The delegation accompanying Hatch included two senior CIA officers, NSC staffer Vince Cannistraro, the Defense Department’s Michael Pillsbury, and Mort Abramowitz of the State Department. Each of these officials shared Zia’s request with his respective department or agency; it did not hurt that several of them, especially Pillsbury and Abramowitz, had for months been Stinger advocates. However, there were risks. Some senior CIA officers continued to oppose introducing American-made weapons into Afghanistan lest they shred the last fig leaf of deniability of US involvement in the war. At the Pentagon, Weinberger and the Joint Chiefs of Staff resisted because of the risk of a Stinger falling into the Red Army’s hands and giving the Kremlin access to its advanced technology. A combination of Zia’s endorsement; advocacy by Fred Iklé, Pillsbury, and Abramowitz; and Casey’s support led Reagan to decide to provide the Stingers to the Afghan resistance. It would be the most potent display yet of the Reagan Doctrine.[14]

			A few months later, a mule caravan carried the first batch of Stingers across the border from Pakistan into Afghanistan. Milt Bearden, now the CIA station chief in Islamabad, oversaw Pakistani intelligence officers in training the Afghan resistance on the Stinger, as simple as it was lethal. Within weeks, a mujahideen leader named Engineer Ghaffar stood with his warrior band on a ridge overlooking the Soviet airbase at Jalalabad. As a group of unsuspecting Hind helicopter gunships took off, Ghaffar and his men cried, “Allahu Akbar!” (“God is great!”) and fired. Three Stingers found their targets and incinerated three Hinds. One of Ghaffar’s men filmed it with a crude video camera; by coincidence, an American spy satellite overhead captured the imagery as well. Within days, the video had made its way through the senior echelons in Washington. Casey even showed it to an enthused Reagan.[15] The CIA estimated that seven out of every ten Stingers fired had shot down a Soviet jet or helicopter. Each Stinger cost about $60,000–70,000, compared with the $20 million or more price tag on a MiG fighter jet. The Stinger soon made the Afghanistan War even more unsustainable for the Kremlin.[16]

			Gorbachev felt torn. Earlier in the year he had made clear his desire to exit Afghanistan. However, he had escalated the Soviet campaign because he did not want to end the war in defeat and disgrace. The Kremlin had also ousted Afghan president Babrak Karmal and replaced him with secret-police head Najibullah, whom Moscow hoped would be more ruthless as a ruler and more compliant with Soviet directives. In July, Gorbachev indicated to the visiting François Mitterrand that he felt no hurry to withdraw. He also faced geopolitical pressure from New Delhi. Indian leader Rajiv Gandhi, a close partner to Moscow, counseled against a Soviet exit that would bolster Pakistan, India’s longtime nemesis.[17] Instead, the Afghan resistance began imposing new costs on Moscow, just when Gorbachev could least afford it. In a speech in September, Casey gave an apt summary of the Reagan Doctrine: “Far fewer people and weapons are needed to put a government on the defensive than are needed to protect it.” Added the DCI knowingly: “External support is almost always a key factor in resistance success.”[18]

			
				III

			

			Maintaining such external support was proving much harder in Nicaragua. As the new year began, Reagan faced renewed resistance to funding the contras. The same Congress that marshaled strong bipartisan majorities to appropriate hundreds of millions of dollars for the Afghan freedom fighters blanched at even a minute fraction of that amount to the Nicaraguan freedom fighters.

			Ironically, Nicaragua grew in controversy just as the rest of the region showed progress. El Salvador continued to solidify its democracy and weaken the FMLN insurgency. Guatemala’s presidential election the year before had led to reduced violence and pointed toward the eventual end of the civil war. Honduras enjoyed another peaceful presidential transition, while Costa Rica remained a stable democracy. On January 3, Reagan visited Mexico for his annual meeting with President de la Madrid, bringing continued improvement in United States–Mexico relations.

			Reagan convened an NSC meeting on January 10 to review US policy in the region. The conversation quickly turned to, in Poindexter’s words, “the one significant problem area”: Nicaragua. Casey and CIA Central America Task Force head Alan Fiers detailed increased Soviet bloc support for the Sandinistas. Weinberger and JCS chairman Admiral Bill Crowe then described the “considerably less favorable” military situation, with the contras weak, divided, and demoralized. Shultz stressed the need for overt economic aid as well as covert security assistance—the latter better kept secret at the behest of partner nations such as Honduras and Costa Rica, who detested the Sandinistas but wanted to maintain deniability of their support for the contras.

			Because the contra needs were so dire, and because his team had overcome its earlier policy divisions, Reagan decided to propose $100 million, with $70 million in overt military assistance and $30 million in humanitarian aid. It was an ambitious amount, albeit less than one-fifth of the over $500 million the Soviet Union had supplied to the Ortega regime in recent years. On submitting the request to Congress, Reagan vented to his diary, “[Securing Hill support] isn’t going to be easy. The Sandinistas have a disinformation program that has fooled a lot of people—some want to be fooled.”[19] Reagan’s wariness would prove correct. The aid package may have united his White House team, but it divided Congress. Moderate Democrats saw the military aid as too much too soon, while Speaker Tip O’Neill saw it as an opportunity to deal Reagan a political defeat.

			In turn, White House communications director Pat Buchanan saw it as a chance to score partisan points. Buchanan oversaw a stream of pugilistic op-eds accusing Democrats of becoming, “with Moscow, co-guarantor of the Brezhnev Doctrine in Central America.” Reagan himself gave a series of aggressive speeches, warning that Central America could become “covered in a sea of red, eventually lapping at our own borders.” Just days before the vote, he addressed the nation, warning that “the malignancy in Managua” had to be stopped before it “becomes a mortal threat to the entire New World.” For good measure, he accused the Sandinistas of fraternizing with an almost cartoonish cabal of world villainy, including Qadhafi, Ayatollah Khomeini, North Korea, the PLO, and the Red Brigades Italian terrorist group.[20]

			The White House went too far. Time magazine, in an otherwise sympathetic article that echoed Reagan’s strategic case for contra aid, noted drily that “such attacks predictably backfired against members of Congress who saw their patriotism impugned.”[21] The wily O’Neill mobilized most Democrats, along with a handful of liberal Republicans, to reject the package by 222–210. Within minutes of the vote, a furious Reagan convened an NSC meeting to decide on next steps. He fumed that Capitol Hill had betrayed the contras: “Think how the young men who are the freedom fighters must feel now.” His team felt the same way. Shultz called the vote “devastating” for “our negotiating strategy” and credibility in the region. Reagan viewed it as the latest installment in congressional undermining of anticommunist partners. He recalled congressional votes in 1975 to cut off funding for anticommunist forces in South Vietnam and Angola: “And here we go again.”[22] That night Reagan vented to his diary about the vote: “H[ell] of a way to run a country.”[23]

			The Vietnam legacy also haunted Poindexter. After serving in the war as a young naval officer, Poindexter had been grieved by what he saw as a sellout of America’s South Vietnamese allies when Congress terminated funding. Now, over a decade later, the national security advisor swore to himself that he would not let the contras suffer a similar betrayal.[24]

			The battle on Capitol Hill was not over. In mobilizing his caucus against the aid, O’Neill had agreed to requests from some moderate Democrats to hold a second vote on the package later in the summer. A chastened Reagan, seizing the second chance, wooed moderates from both parties by making the case in more sober terms, acknowledging past contra human rights abuses, ascribing good faith to political opponents, and heralding anticommunist Democrats going back to Truman.[25]

			Reagan’s political problems on Nicaragua did not stem only from the Left. While the White House tried to secure votes from reluctant Democrats and liberal Republicans, malcontented NSC staff member Constantine Menges (who had been demoted by McFarlane and soon would be fired by Poindexter) began fomenting heartburn in the conservative media and on Capitol Hill. Menges carped to his congressional allies that a conspiracy of moderates had seized control of the NSC staff, and together with Shultz were “unraveling” Reagan’s foreign policy, especially by selling out the contras in the Contadora diplomatic process. Thirty-three conservative Republican senators and representatives wrote Poindexter demanding that he keep Menges and appoint “more Reagan experts to the NSC senior staff.”[26] Reagan did not need congressional meddlers to tell him who he should hire or what his own policy was.

			In the midst of this fracas, Reagan and Poindexter discussed a contingency plan. If Congress rejected the aid again, Reagan said he wanted “to figure out a way to take action unilaterally to provide assistance.” Poindexter told another NSC staffer that Reagan was “ready to confront the Congress on the constitutional question of who controls foreign policy.”[27] Reagan’s impulse to claw back presidential authority was sound. But Poindexter would prove not the best person to implement it, nor would contra aid be the best hill on which to take a stand. Poindexter summed up his own contempt of Congress a few years later, when he claimed, “It is very hard to come up with anything constructive or useful that the Congress of the United States has ever done.”[28]

			Sandinista rejection of the draft Contadora agreement; appeals to support democracy from the leaders of Costa Rica, Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala; and Reagan’s more conciliatory outreach to congressional Democrats combined to swing enough votes in the House that in June the $100 million contra aid package passed by a vote of 221–209. It was a triumph for the White House and a turning point in locking in bipartisan support for the contras. The Senate approved it in August, but the congressional recess and other technical tweaks meant it did not arrive on Reagan’s desk for signature until October, and the first tranche of funds did not reach the contras until the end of November. That five-month window left the contras desperate and destitute. Poindexter and NSC staff member Oliver North had already hatched a plan to cover that funding gap—with fateful consequences.[29]

			In the midst of the Nicaragua debates, Congress also passed a major immigration reform bill that increased border enforcement while offering a pathway to citizenship for those who had previously entered the country illegally. Reagan supported both principles and happily signed it into law. As a former governor of a border state, he knew firsthand the importance of border security and lamented to his diary, “We’ve lost control of our borders.”[30] A hallmark of any sovereign government is control of its borders and regulation of who is allowed in. Yet he also saw his country as a refuge for people seeking liberty and opportunity. America’s appeal to those fleeing oppression contrasted with the Soviet bloc’s desperation to keep its citizens locked behind the Iron Curtain.

			Reagan viewed immigration policy in part through the lens of his broader Latin America strategy. He continued to worry that the United States, as the “Colossus of the North,” needed to stay on the side of liberty and prosperity for the other peoples of the region, even while fighting against communism. In June, he endorsed a bipartisan measure to provide $300 million in development aid to Honduras, Costa Rica, El Salvador, and Guatemala. Reagan knew that people who enjoyed peace, freedom, and opportunity in their home countries would have no cause to flee north to the United States.

			He also felt compassion for those caught in the system’s inequities. The year before, he had described to his diary how he planned to reverse a pending deportation: “An El Salvador young lady who entered the country illegally but who now has an Am[erican] husband and baby is slated for deportation. I want it stopped. We shouldn’t be breaking up families.”[31]

			
				IV

			

			Reagan’s commitment to the contras would soon converge, in a most peculiar manner, with his Iranian errand to trade arms for hostages. Though in December the Iran project had seemed to die, the new year and new national security advisor gave it new life.

			Oliver North sensed the opening. Blaming the HAWK fiasco on Ledeen, Ghorbanifar, and the Israelis, North urged Poindexter to try again. A new Israeli counterterrorism official, Amiram Nir, became involved and traveled to Washington to pitch Poindexter. The national security advisor recalled Israel’s vital intelligence cooperation in the Achille Lauro hijacking a few months earlier. Appealing in equal parts to Poindexter’s strategic creativity, penchant for secrecy, disdain for Congress, and commitment to the US-Israel relationship, not to mention the seductions of improved relations with Iran and hostage releases, North and Nir won him over.

			Poindexter and North worked with Casey to draft a new finding reauthorizing the initiative as a covert action. It made explicit the goals of “establishing a more moderate government in Iran” and “furthering the release of the American hostages.” Reagan, focused only on the latter, signed it on January 17. He told his diary of “our effort to get our 5 hostages out of Lebanon,” saying, “Involves selling TOW anti-tank missiles to Iran. I gave a go ahead.” He did so over more vehement objections from Shultz and Weinberger. In one indication of just how farcical the new scheme was, at Casey and Poindexter’s behest, Ghorbanifar remained involved—despite that month failing yet another CIA polygraph. This time the Iranian lied on thirteen of the fifteen questions, while registering “inconclusive” on the other two, his name and birthplace.[32]

			Over the next month, Poindexter and North arranged two shipments totaling one thousand TOW missiles to Iran. No more hostages were released. North was undeterred, perhaps in part because he had overcharged the Iranians so that, even after paying the middlemen, a $6.3 million profit remained. He still had his “neat idea” on how to use the money. In April, he and Poindexter put together the “diversion” scheme to route it secretly to the contras—who at the time were still barred by law from receiving weapons funded by the US government and were fast depleting their other accounts. North easily diverted the profits because over the past year he had already jerry-rigged a contra support contraption of secret Swiss accounts, shell companies, arms merchants, mercenaries, private airplanes, and multiple Central American officials. North’s patchwork of contra funders included foreign governments, such as Saudi Arabia, Taiwan, and Israel; American conservative activists and philanthropists; and for good measure the sultan of Brunei. To implement his scheme, the renegade marine assembled a motley crew, which in one journalist’s description included “a one-eyed tax preparer looking for adventure in the off-season. A haunted young man hoping to prove his manhood. A tarnished Air Force two-star. An ex-Iranian bagman. An outré fund-raiser who could persuade right-wing wahoos that by giving money they would stop hearing things that go bump in the night.”[33] By this standard, adding a few million dollars to the mix from selling weapons to Iran was comparatively pedestrian.

			Meanwhile the Iranians pocketed the TOW missiles and continued to string the White House along. A series of meetings in Frankfurt, Paris, and Washington, DC, between North, CIA and Israeli officials, and other figures connected to the Iranian government eventually led to an invitation brokered by Ghorbanifar for a senior American delegation to visit Tehran. Poindexter and North suggested McFarlane to lead it, and Reagan agreed. Despite McFarlane’s earlier disillusionment, Poindexter and North had kept him updated at home via his secure email connection. Now rested and bored, McFarlane missed the action and still believed the elusive opening to Iran might be just around the corner.

			On the morning of May 25, an Israeli 707 piloted by the CIA landed in Tehran. Out stepped McFarlane and his delegation, including North, retired CIA officer George Cave, NSC staffer Howard Teicher, and Nir. It was a bizarre picture. Traveling under fake Irish passports, the group bore gifts for their anticipated Iranian interlocutors, including six custom .357 Magnum pistols and a chocolate cake with a frosted key on top—to unlock a new “opening” in the United States–Iran relationship. The Americans realized something was amiss when no Iranian official was there to greet them. Instead, bemused members of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) stationed at the airport—anti-American militants who protected the regime and sponsored terrorism throughout the region—ate the cake.

			An hour later a flustered Ghorbanifar arrived, spewing excuses while escorting the delegation to the local Hilton hotel. The next three days unfolded in unrelenting frustration for McFarlane. Instead of meeting with senior Iranian leaders, he endured a parade of midlevel officials, associates of senior leaders, and other go-betweens. The Iranians showed no interest in strategic dialogue on the United States–Iran relationship, instead insisting on more weapons deliveries as a precondition for any further hostage releases. Then they added demands including Israel’s withdrawing from the Golan Heights and releasing imprisoned Shia militants. Unbeknownst to McFarlane, parliamentary speaker Akbar Rafsanjani—a member of Ayatollah Khomeini’s inner circle who later became Iran’s president—was orchestrating the various interlocutors visiting the hotel. Rafsanjani’s goal seems only to have been securing more weapons from the gullible Americans, and possibly some concessions from Israel too. McFarlane kept Reagan and Poindexter apprised of the negotiations. At one point a deal seemed close in which the Americans would send a plane carrying more weapons at the same time the hostages were being turned over, but the Iranians balked and it came to naught.[34]

			McFarlane and his delegation flew home demoralized and empty-handed. But he still clung to hope. The next day the group briefed Reagan in the Oval Office. While admitting that the mission had failed, McFarlane told Reagan, “The Iranians are moved by the opportunity to restore ties. . . . A lot may be possible. You have begun to open the door to these people.” That did not console the president. A bitter Reagan lamented to his diary, “It seems the rug merchants said the Hisballah would only agree to 2 hostages. Bud told them to shove it, went to the airport and left for Tel Aviv. This was a heartbreaking disappointment for all of us.”[35]

			
				V

			

			While Reagan was selling arms and extending diplomatic outreach to one terrorist-sponsoring Middle Eastern country, he was preparing to bomb another terrorist-sponsoring Middle Eastern country. Qadhafi’s Libya had escalated its violence with a terrorist attack that killed twenty people at the Rome and Vienna airports two days after Christmas 1985. Five Americans were among the dead, including an eleven-year-old girl.

			A few days later Reagan ordered all American companies to exit Libya, and cut off all travel and economic relations with the United States. To his diary he derided Qadhafi as the “mad clown.”[36] Reagan ordered his team to begin developing additional means to increase the pressure on Qadhafi. Libya’s extensive oil exports to Europe and Asia, and some two thousand Soviet military advisors in the country, constrained their options.

			Meanwhile, ambassador to the Vatican William Wilson tried appeasement. In a comically irresponsible act of rogue diplomacy, just before the Rome and Vienna attacks, Wilson had secretly traveled to Tripoli to meet with Qadhafi and recommended “an increase of commercial exchanges leading eventually to better relations” with the United States. Qadhafi, no doubt wary of this peculiar envoy, demurred. After the airport attacks, Wilson then pitched the prime minister of Malta (who enjoyed close relations with Qadhafi) on mediating between the United States and Libya “in direct diplomatic action to ease the tension and possibly to defuse the very dangerous situation that was unfolding.” Wilson also tried to send messages to Qadhafi, through the Italian foreign minister, disavowing Reagan’s denunciations of the Libyan leader and urging a rapprochement between the United States and Libya. Neither Reagan nor Shultz knew about Wilson’s freelancing. When Shultz found out, he was predictably livid. Reagan was unhappy too. The president, though reluctant to dismiss errant envoys and fond of Wilson as a longtime personal friend, agreed with Shultz he should have Wilson resign.[37]

			While Wilson tried to woo Qadhafi, Casey and Poindexter led an effort—approved by Reagan—to overthrow him. A few months earlier, Reagan had signed a finding launching a covert action, Operation Tulip, for the CIA to support Libyan exiles training in Algeria, Egypt, and Iraq to filter back into Libya and foment an insurrection against the tyrant. Casey and Poindexter also developed a more fanciful scheme that called for Egypt, backed by US airpower, to invade Libya and depose Qadhafi. It is not clear whether Reagan signed this finding as well, especially since Weinberger and Shultz (understandably) opposed it. As did Egyptian president Mubarak. When Poindexter had traveled to Egypt the previous September to sell it to Mubarak, the Egyptian leader rebuffed him, saying, “Look, Admiral, when we decide to attack Libya, it will be our decision and on our timetable.” However, after the Rome and Vienna airport terrorism, Reagan quietly increased support for the Libyan exiles—a decision that became much less quiet when it was leaked and published on the front page of The Washington Post.[38]

			In March, Reagan ordered the Sixth Fleet to escalate pressure on Qadhafi with another freedom-of-navigation operation in the Gulf of Sidra. The blustery Libyan leader declared his Mediterranean Sea claim “the line of death” and threatened to attack any American ships or planes that transgressed it. Which was exactly what the White House hoped to provoke. When the Sixth Fleet forces crossed the line by sea and air, Qadhafi ordered retaliation from surface-to-air missiles and Libyan navy patrol boats. The navy quickly destroyed the missile launchers and sank the boats.[39]

			The next week a bomb tore through a West Berlin disco, killing one American soldier and injuring seventy-eight others, as well as over one hundred civilians. Qadhafi had struck back. British intelligence shared with the White House electronic intercepts of Libyan terrorists bragging to Qadhafi of their plans to bomb the disco at his behest. The NSA had also detected messages from Qadhafi activating other Libyan terrorist cells in Europe against American targets. The East German Stasi approved in advance the Berlin disco plot.[40]

			With this proof of Qadhafi’s guilt, Reagan decided to retaliate. It would be the first significant military action he took against terrorism. US Air Force F-111 bombers would hit three targets in Tripoli, including Qadhafi’s compound and a terrorist training camp, while navy A-6 jets from Sixth Fleet aircraft carriers would attack an airfield and troop barracks in Benghazi. Counting tankers, communications, backup, and air defense suppression, a sizable armada of around one hundred American aircraft would carry out the mission.

			Reagan asked Thatcher for permission to launch from UK air bases. The Iron Lady waffled. British public opinion overwhelmingly opposed the use of force, and Thatcher herself felt discomfort over retaliatory strikes. Reagan wrote her a second appeal, in unusually blunt language: “You should not underestimate the profound effect on the American people if our actions to put a halt to these crimes continue to receive lukewarm support or no support at all from our closest allies whom we have committed ourselves to defend.” His words convicted the British leader, who underlined them. After a sleepless night, Thatcher rose early and told a close aide her decision: “We have to support the Americans on this. That’s what allies are for.”[41] She told Reagan that the F-111s could take off from Royal Air Force base Lakenheath for the raid.

			Paris proved a different story. The most direct route from the UK to Libya traversed France, and Reagan made a personal appeal to Mitterrand to grant overflight rights to the American bombers. Describing the proof of Libyan authorship of the bombing and pleading, “American tourists, servicemen, and diplomats are being brutally murdered by terrorists in Europe,” Reagan concluded, “The United States feels a special responsibility because we are in a position to act decisively. I need your support to make this possible.”[42] Mitterrand refused. He was coy about his reasons, but they seem to have included public sentiment against an attack, French reliance on Libyan oil, worry over making France a target for more terrorism—and his lingering resentment against Reagan for failing to join the French airstrikes in 1983 after the Beirut barracks bombings.[43] Spain also denied overflight rights. The F-111s had to fly around the perimeter of Europe and enter Libya from the west. They would be airborne thirteen hours with four in-flight refuelings, a grueling and risky mission.

			The attack took Libya by surprise. Swooping in two hundred feet above the desert floor, their terrain-hugging radar guiding them through the darkness, the American planes arrived on target simultaneously. The Tripoli and Benghazi night skies blazed in a cacophony of light, heat, and explosions as American bombs and Libyan antiaircraft fire and surface-to-air missiles all erupted at once. The operational results were mixed. Some bombs hit their targets, others missed, and still other planes had to abort due to equipment failures. Bombs landed inside Qadhafi’s compound, destroying some structures but just missing his main building. It remains unknown if he was there at the time or not. Though this was not a targeted assassination attempt, the White House would have felt no regret if Qadhafi had died. All American planes returned safely but one, an F-111 shot down by Libyan air defenses, killing both crewmen.[44]

			Strategically, Operation El Dorado Canyon succeeded. The attack put enough of a scare into Qadhafi that he curtailed planning for over thirty terrorist plots under way against American targets in Europe.[45] Many European leaders and editorial pages at first fulminated against the American raid, but then European governments quietly began arresting or expelling more than one hundred Libyan intelligence officers masquerading as diplomats and businessmen. Japan and several Arab countries also reined in or kicked out Libyan operatives in their countries. Not all applauded Reagan’s strike. The Kremlin denounced the American attack on their sometime client state, and Shevardnadze canceled his upcoming meeting with Shultz.[46] Three months after the raid, in an article titled “Bombing Gadhafi Worked,” The Washington Post’s David Ignatius wrote that it “broke the psychology that had allowed Gadhafi to intimidate much of the world and revealed that, far from being an international giant, Gadhafi was weak, isolated and vulnerable. . . . The raid hasn’t halted Libyan terrorism, but it certainly has curbed it.”[47] Qadhafi, fearing a potential uprising, relocated to a tent compound in the desert.[48]

			What explains the difference between Reagan’s aggressive response to Libyan terrorism and his simultaneous conciliatory gestures to Iran? Three factors seem paramount. First, a close partner nation, Israel, persistently urged the Iran outreach, whereas Israel held no brief for Qadhafi. Second, three of Reagan’s top aides—McFarlane, Casey, and Poindexter—were the three biggest enthusiasts for the Iran outreach, while also being hard-liners on Libya. Third, and most decisive, were the American hostages. Tormented by their plight, Reagan would have tried almost anything to bring them home—including violating his own policies by selling arms to the nation that sponsored their captors.

			
				VI

			

			At the same time that Reagan wrestled with the challenge posed by adversary states Iran and Libya, he encountered a different manner of test from an ally. After the Filipino ruler Ferdinand Marcos had agreed to American demands that he hold a nationwide election, Corazon Aquino ran as his main opponent, with enthusiastic backing from Cardinal Sin and the Philippines’ burgeoning People Power democracy movement. Marcos wrote Reagan promising “free, honest, fair, and democratic elections,” and audaciously invited Reagan to send election observers or even come visit himself. The embattled dictator remained confident he would win.[49] The reason for his confidence became clear on Election Day, February 7. When the Filipino people cast their ballots, they soon found that—contrary to Marcos’s pledge to Reagan—the election was coerced, dishonest, unfair, and autocratic. Marcos engineered a scheme to steal it. The bipartisan American observer delegation, led by Senator Richard Lugar and Congressman Jack Murtha, reported widespread fraud and disputed Marcos’s declaration of victory. Lugar and Murtha believed that Aquino actually received between 60 and 70 percent of the vote, an overwhelming win. People Power protests soon consumed the Philippines, as Cardinal Sin and other Catholic leaders led millions of Aquino supporters in peaceful protests calling for Marcos to step aside.[50]

			As the protests continued to escalate and Marcos faced growing American pressure to concede defeat, Gorbachev mischievously intervened. He issued a statement congratulating Marcos on his victory, making the Soviet Union the only nation in the world to recognize the Filipino dictator. It was a cynical ploy to split Manila from Washington. Meanwhile, Reagan, loyal sometimes to a fault, was not eager to see Marcos ejected from office. At a press conference, the president made the ham-handed claim that “both sides” were guilty of election fraud, and made it seem that the United States cared only about access to its military bases.[51]

			Shultz reminded Reagan that America’s alliance was with the Philippines as a nation, not its ruler, and that a strongman who loses his people also loses his strength. Reagan agreed but remained concerned, in the words of Gaston Sigur, “that the United States would not in any way be a contributor to bloodshed.” The president redoubled his warnings to Marcos not to use force against the protestors. It was a difficult balance. As Wolfowitz told a British diplomat, American policy entailed “trying to let legitimate Philippine political processes take their own course, while acting discreetly to strengthen positive developments.” Wolfowitz pointed out that the most successful democratic transitions take place with American support but not intervention, adding wryly, “Our own record of success in dismantling regimes and setting up successor governments is not a good one.”[52]

			The crisis accelerated when Marcos’s defense minister and one of his top generals turned against him. Their coup effort failed, but it showed his slipping grip on power. Reagan now realized that Marcos needed to go. He wrote to the beleaguered dictator urging him to step aside and avoid any violence. Reagan also dispatched Sigur to Tokyo to coordinate with Nakasone. While some senior Japanese officials wanted Marcos to stay in power, Nakasone sided with Reagan and told the Diet that Japan supported a democratic transition in the Philippines—a powerful signal from a nation that was still at the time the only Asian democracy.[53]

			Panicked, the Marcoses grasped for any lifeline they could find. The dictatress phoned Nancy Reagan, and the desperate dictator called Paul Laxalt. The First Lady and the senator both consulted with Reagan and then reinforced his message to the duo. As Laxalt told Marcos: “Cut and cut cleanly. The time has come.” On February 25, a US Air Force transport plane ferried Marcos and his family from Clark Air Base to exile in Hawaii. The United States became the first country in the world to recognize Cory Aquino as the new president of the Philippines.[54]

			On the same day as the Filipino elections, a US Air Force plane flew Haitian dictator “Baby Doc” Duvalier and his family to France. It was a similar story. With Reagan’s support, Shultz and Elliott Abrams had conditioned American economic aid on democratic reform and leaned hard on Duvalier—whose brutality was exceeded only by his corruption—to step down, while striking a deal with France to take him into exile. Shultz later called it the end of the era “of unquestioning American support for right-wing dictators who are pro-US and anti-Communist but otherwise odious.”[55] Marcos and Duvalier would not be the only despots to be toppled by a combination of popular uprisings and American pressure. Taiwan’s Chiang Ching-kuo, South Korea’s Chun Doo-Hwan, and Chile’s Augusto Pinochet, among others, all took unhappy notice of Marcos’s fate. In a democratic version of the domino theory, autocrats were beginning to tumble, one by one.

			
				VII

			

			Shultz illumined these trends of the emerging information age and economic liberty in a speech the next month in Paris. Heralding innovations such as personal computers, videocassette recorders, and robotics, he connected them to the Cold War’s battle of ideas:

			
				The technological and economic successes of the entire free world are direct consequences and incontrovertible proof of the benefits that flow from self-government. The more the West dedicates itself to its freedoms, the stronger it becomes—both politically, as an attractive and viable alternative to statism, and economically, as a dynamic and expanding system of material productivity that brings benefits on a mass scale. . . . [Soviet bloc] regimes face an agonizing choice: they can either open their societies to the freedoms necessary for the pursuit of technological advance, or they can risk falling even farther behind the West.

			

			Optimist though he was, Shultz closed with a warning against protectionist sentiments in the West: “None of the opportunities before us will bear fruit unless the free nations can agree to open rather than restrictive trade in these revolutionary products and services.”[56]

			Brian Mulroney agreed. Just three days earlier, the Canadian prime minister had returned to the White House. Besides his personal rapport with Reagan, geography also bound their countries—not just a shared border but shared oceans. Canada and the United States were both Atlantic and Pacific nations, fellow NATO members who also together looked west to deepen their engagement with Asia. They discussed Reagan’s long-standing vision of a North American accord. While statist Mexico remained unenthused, Canada was eager, and completing the United States–Canada trade agreement would be a promising start.

			Mulroney and Reagan continued to puzzle over Gorbachev. Reflecting on their respective meetings with the Soviet leader, they lamented, in Mulroney’s words, Gorbachev’s “misperceptions of Western society” and that “he really seems to believe Soviet propaganda.” Reagan agreed that Gorbachev “remains a dedicated communist” but noted, “He may just be the first Soviet leader to really see the need for a reduction of tensions.” The president then described his hope to bring Gorbachev to the United States so that he could see “how the American worker really lived,” in freedom and prosperity. Reagan also reiterated his desire “to get the General Secretary alone, without translators,” to find out whether Gorbachev might secretly believe in God—and persuade him to do so if he did not.[57]

			Reagan would see Mulroney again just a few weeks later in Tokyo for the G7 summit. As Air Force One flew west across the Pacific, the strategic triangles of Reagan’s Asia policy seemed in alignment. Japan, the key leg of the most important triangles, had just increased its defense budget again and was bearing ever more of the security burden in northeast Asia. Nakasone would soon announce, as he had already told Reagan, that Japan would participate in SDI research—further rattling a Kremlin already fearful of the American and Japanese edge in technology.[58] The US-Japan-China and US–Japan–South Korea triangles both kept their equipoise as Tokyo continued to improve its ties with Beijing and Seoul. All three nations partnered with the United States against the Kremlin, giving the United States and China an edge in their competitive triangle with the Soviet Union. Reagan balanced the US-China-Taiwan triangle by deepening defense cooperation with Beijing “as a deterrent to Soviet expansionism” while maintaining arms sales to Taiwan. Not that Deng Xiaoping gave up his ambitions to reclaim the island. Fresh off bamboozling the British into signing a treaty affirming Hong Kong’s democracy that the CCP had no intention of honoring, Deng tried to entice Washington into a similar “one country, two systems” deal for Taiwan. Shultz and Wolfowitz refused to countenance such a betrayal and rebuffed Beijing’s lobbying. Reagan also called up Bill Clark from retirement to lead a successful effort to preserve Taiwan’s membership in the Asian Development Bank, against Beijing’s campaign to expel the island nation.[59]

			After the G7, Reagan returned to Washington while Shultz journeyed on to Seoul. The secretary arrived in a South Korea churning with democratic ferment. In equal parts inspired by the success of the People Power revolution in the Philippines and angered with Chun’s repression and slow-walking on reforms, student activists launched another round of protests in several major cities. Some turned violent, as protestors hurled Molotov cocktails and bricks, and police responded in force. It posed a precarious balancing act for the Reagan administration: how to support South Korea as an anticommunist ally, prevent violence in either government repression or political revolution, and encourage a peaceful transition to democracy? Shultz handed Chun a letter from Reagan reminding the Korean leader of his commitment to step down and affirming “the democratic institutions and traditions that all Koreans desire.” At a press conference, Shultz denounced violence and urged embracing democracy “in a stable and orderly way.” This drew wrath from all sides. Opposition leaders, angered that Shultz did not jettison Chun or show more urgency for their cause, declaimed their “burning resentment” at his “obtuseness on the desperate political needs in Korea,” while Chun and his lieutenants seethed at the secretary’s public support for democracy.[60]

			
				VIII

			

			At 1:24 a.m. on April 26, 1986, a blast equivalent to sixty tons of TNT jarred awake the residents of the Soviet town of Pripyat in northern Ukraine. A botched test had exploded a reactor at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant. The detonation sent seven tons of uranium fuel and deadly gases—“among the most dangerous substances known to man” in the words of an authoritative account—into the night sky. It ignited a fire in the reactor core that would burn out of control for nine more days, fueling toxic radiation clouds that would soon reach Western Europe and Asia, in amounts much greater than what was emitted by the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. The blast and subsequent exposure forced the removal of 336,000 Soviets and killed at least 30 of them; the true death toll in the months and years ahead would be impossible to determine but much higher. The worst nuclear power crisis in history soon mushroomed into a crisis of credibility for the Soviet system.[61]

			Chernobyl displayed the Soviet edifice of deceit. Local authorities hid it from Moscow. The Kremlin, upon learning the scope of the disaster, withheld it from the Soviet people. The Politburo lied to the world. KGB chief Viktor Chebrikov boasted to the Party Central Committee that he had launched “measures to control the activities of foreign diplomats and correspondents, limit their ability to gather information on the accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant, and foil attempts to use it for stoking the anti-Soviet propaganda campaign in the West.” KGB operatives followed up with an extensive “active measures” campaign to deceive and harass Western journalists while planting false stories and using credulous front groups to deflect Kremlin responsibility.[62]

			A CIA report alerted Reagan to the explosion while he was in Hawaii on the first leg of his Asia trip. He immediately sent Gorbachev an offer of humanitarian and technical aid, including a team of American nuclear energy experts who could help contain the burning reactor.[63] The Soviet leader refused any American help. As the fire raged and fallout dispersed through the atmosphere, it caused radioactive rain to fall in Tokyo on May 4, the same day that Reagan and his G7 counterparts assembled for their summit. For Reagan it highlighted the stakes in the Cold War. In his radio address from Tokyo, he described “the contrast between the leaders of free nations meeting at the summit to deal openly with common concerns and the Soviet Government, with its secrecy and stubborn refusal to inform the international community of the common danger from this disaster.” He and Thatcher shared these concerns in their private summit meeting. “Gorbachev has been a public relations star,” Thatcher observed, “but this accident has shown his true Soviet colors.”[64]

			Reagan and Thatcher’s frustration was understandable, but Gorbachev actually felt more besieged than defiant and doctrinaire. His government had been shamed in the eyes of the world, provoked anger across the entire Eurasian landmass, and failed to even tell him the truth. Biographer William Taubman concludes that the disaster “marked a turning point for Gorbachev and the Soviet regime. . . . For the flaws revealed at Chernobyl and afterward were characteristic of the system as a whole: rampant incompetence, cover-ups at all levels, and self-destructive secrecy at the top.”[65] Chernobyl also fueled Gorbachev’s growing distrust of nuclear weapons. He later observed that within just one missile there “lurked a hundred Chernobyls.”[66]

			Reagan remained eager to partner with Gorbachev to eliminate such weapons yet unrelenting in his pressure. That same month, Reagan faced anew the annual decision on whether the United States would continue to adhere voluntarily to the SALT II weapons limits, known as “interim restraint.” The year before, he had affirmed interim restraint for another twelve months. Now Reagan felt irked by Soviet transgressions of arms control agreements and Gorbachev’s failure to respond to the American counterproposals or even set a summit date. Among his advisors, only Shultz and Nitze favored continuing interim restraint, to hold the political high ground and maintain alliance solidarity. Weinberger, Poindexter, Casey, JCS chairman Crowe, and Adelman all opposed it. Adelman argued, “[While] the Allies will be squeamish, they need leadership. The man on the street will understand.” Reagan agreed and decided to jettison interim restraint. He did so in part as a political message to the Kremlin that American good faith would not continue alongside Soviet violations, and in part to continue his military expansion—specifically deploying more state-of-the-art Trident ballistic missile submarines and air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs) on B-52 bombers, both to offset the Soviet edge in ICBMs.[67]

			The allies blanched at Reagan’s announcement. Thatcher complained that Reagan had “hand[ed] Gorbachev an enormous propaganda advantage just at the moment when he [was] on the defensive over Chernobyl” and “put the United States rather than the Soviet Union in the wrong.” The next day, Shultz met with his NATO counterparts in Halifax and reported back to Reagan, “The Allies are deeply disturbed. Every single minister at Halifax opposed our interim restraint decision.”[68] Reagan was willing to endure allied grousing. Frustrated at Gorbachev’s unresponsiveness, he wanted to pressure the Soviets back to the negotiating table. This did not mean stopping his outreach. Reagan sent another letter to Gorbachev reiterating his hope to meet and told his advisors, “Chernobyl has altered Gorbachev’s outlook on the dangers of nuclear war. The time is right for something dramatic.” As the White House puzzled over the Kremlin’s reticence, Shultz speculated to Reagan that Gorbachev was “play[ing] for time,” tempted “to wait out your presidency and hope that your successor will be less resolute or less popular, and thus be less able to drive a tough bargain.” For his part, Gorbachev replied to Reagan’s letter with a lengthy screed blaming the United States for the impasse, and castigating the attack on Libya and the abandonment of SALT II constraints as “extremely negative, dangerous” decisions.[69]

			A French socialist and a disgraced Republican helped change Gorbachev’s mind. For the July 4 holiday, Reagan welcomed François Mitterrand to New York City for the centennial of France’s gift of the Statue of Liberty. Knowing that the French president would journey next to Moscow, Reagan detailed for Mitterrand his arms reduction proposals to Gorbachev and his genuine desire to strike a deal with the Soviet leader.[70] A few days later at the Kremlin, Mitterrand beseeched Gorbachev to see that, contrary to Marxist dogma and Gorbachev’s accusations, Reagan was not captive to the “US military-industrial complex” and really desired to end the arms race. Mitterrand assured Gorbachev, “Unlike many other American politicians, Reagan is not an automaton. He is a human being.”[71]

			The next week, Richard Nixon arrived in Moscow. Mindful that Reagan feared Gorbachev might be trying to wait out the American president’s term, the shrewd Nixon turned the political calendar around and appealed to history and destiny. Nixon pointed out to Gorbachev that he and Reagan “were both enormously popular and strong leaders of the world’s two strongest countries” and told him, “That confluence of circumstances might not occur again for years to come. . . . More than any two post-war leaders of the Soviet Union and United States, you and President Reagan have the unique opportunity to make progress toward reducing that awesome danger [of nuclear war].” “This is the time,” Nixon urged, to meet and strike a deal.[72]

			Taken together, Mitterrand and Nixon’s appeals persuaded Gorbachev to reconsider Reagan. The next week, when another letter from Reagan arrived at the Kremlin, Gorbachev read it with fresh eyes. Reagan made a series of proposals that reset the strategic agenda. Rejecting the previous stalemate in which Gorbachev had conditioned reductions in offensive arms on the United States’ relinquishing SDI, Reagan instead proposed that the United States and USSR both pursue research on defensive systems. They would do so in tandem with an agreement for each side to share its successful system with the other while also eliminating “the offensive ballistic missiles of both sides.” As an intermediate step, Reagan also reiterated his long-standing zero-zero proposal to eliminate all INF. To leave no doubt about his intentions, Reagan repeated three times in the letter his ultimate goal of the “total elimination of all nuclear weapons.”[73]

			Once again, Reagan had seized the initiative. In short, Gorbachev had called for first rejecting SDI and then eliminating offensive weapons. Reagan flipped this to a new position: First embrace SDI, and at the same time eliminate offensive weapons. For four decades the Cold War arms race had been about both sides competing to be able to destroy each other. Reagan proposed to start a new race in which both sides competed to protect themselves—and shared that protection with each other.

			During his August vacation in Crimea, Gorbachev told his top aide, Anatoly Chernyaev, to draft a reply letter to Reagan proposing to meet in late September or early October in London or Reykjavík. When Chernyaev asked why the remote Icelandic capital, Gorbachev replied, “It’s a good idea. Halfway between us and them, and none of the big powers will be offended.”[74]

			Just when Moscow and Washington began moving toward a summit, two arrests derailed the progress. On August 23 in New York, the FBI detained a UN official and Soviet citizen, Gennadi Zakharov, for attempting to steal American defense technology. One week later, the KGB nabbed U.S. News & World Report bureau chief Nicholas Daniloff from a Moscow street and accused the journalist of working for the CIA. The Kremlin made clear that it saw Daniloff as a hostage to be exchanged for Zakharov.

			The Washington political and media class erupted. In treating an American journalist as equivalent to a Soviet spy, the KGB had demolished one of the Cold War’s unwritten rules of espionage. Now that one of their own was in peril, even journalists not normally hawkish toward the Soviet Union or favorable to Reagan demanded that the president take a hard line for press freedom. Reagan, also irate, wrote Gorbachev with his “personal assurance that Mr. Daniloff has no connection whatever with the US Government” and demanded Daniloff’s release. Gorbachev replied two days later asserting that Daniloff “had for a long time been engaged in impermissible activities damaging to the state interests of the USSR.”[75]

			Reagan did not know when he sent the letter that Daniloff actually did have a connection to the CIA, albeit an oblique one. Twice during the previous five years, mysterious envelopes had been given to Daniloff addressed to the US government. Daniloff had turned them over to the US embassy, where the CIA station determined that the envelopes contained top secret documents on Soviet ballistic missiles of very high intelligence value. Paul Stombaugh, the CIA case officer later expelled by the KGB in the Tolkachev case, had contacted a possible Russian source of the documents and in doing so had identified Daniloff as the intermediary—despite strict CIA policy against ever using journalists. The KGB had sent the documents to Daniloff as bait in a slow-developing trap, and the contact Stombaugh approached worked for the KGB. Now the KGB had what it needed: a journalist who had passed classified Soviet documents to American officials, and both a letter and phone call recording from the CIA naming Daniloff. From there, the KGB had waited for an opportune time to spring the trap, when Daniloff’s hostage value would be at a premium. Zakharov’s arrest in August 1986 was that moment. It was patient, devious tradecraft.[76]

			After Reagan wrote Gorbachev, a sheepish Casey confessed to Reagan and Shultz how the CIA’s bungling had exposed Daniloff to arrest. This did not change the truth of Reagan’s protest that Daniloff was not a spy nor employed by the US government, but Reagan and Shultz now realized their dilemma. The Kremlin’s trap had created evidence that could convict Daniloff of espionage, yet the White House could not reveal anything to the public about the CIA’s role in the reporter’s plight. This left the White House with limited leverage to negotiate with the Soviets for Daniloff’s release, while facing a firestorm of domestic outrage for not taking a tougher line with the Kremlin over this cruel abuse of media freedom.[77]

			To show the Kremlin his disfavor, Reagan expelled back to Moscow another twenty-five KGB officers masquerading as UN diplomats. He then authorized Shultz to negotiate with the Soviets to release Daniloff, with guidance that Zakharov could be returned to Moscow as well, but not in an explicit one-for-one trade, lest the United States seem to accept the equivalence between a journalist and a spy.

			In the midst of this crisis, Reagan and Shultz did not halt their discussions with Moscow on other issues, especially the possible summit. The secretary brought Soviet foreign minister Shevardnadze into the Oval Office to deliver Gorbachev’s invitation to meet in Reykjavík. Reagan accepted but recorded in his diary, “[I] made it plain we wanted Daniloff returned to us before anything took place. I let the F.M. know I was angry and that I resented their charges that Daniloff was a spy after I had personally given my word that he wasn’t.” Shultz had rarely seen the president in such controlled fury: “I knew Ronald Reagan was an accomplished actor, but this was no act.”[78]

			Now that Reagan had conditioned meeting with Gorbachev on Daniloff’s release, the negotiations accelerated. Over the next two weeks, Shultz orchestrated an elaborate deal that entailed the Kremlin’s releasing Daniloff and also freeing the imprisoned dissident Yuri Orlov, while the United States remanded Zakharov back to Moscow. All things considered, it was the best feasible outcome, but conservatives still savaged Reagan for caving to the Kremlin. William Safire called it “this generation’s Yalta.” George Will, though a personal friend of the Reagans, skewered the president: “Having paid ransom to the hostage-taker, the administration is traveling to Iceland as a payment to get Gorbachev to do what he said at the Geneva summit he would do.”[79]

			
				IX

			

			In the midst of its negotiations with the Kremlin over Daniloff, the White House also wrangled with Congress over South Africa. It was a mess largely of the administration’s own making. Over the past year, furor over Pretoria’s growing repression and the evil of apartheid had consumed Congress and fueled many activists. Regional tensions worsened as Soviet and Cuban support for the Angolan regime increased, South Africa reacted with more support for anticommunist militias in the region, and militants affiliated with the African National Congress launched a spate of terrorist attacks. The Reagan administration faced the additional challenge of South Africa’s secret nuclear weapons program and growing risks of further proliferation. Worried that Pretoria was developing a small nuclear arsenal, the White House increased pressure on the Botha regime to abandon its efforts and sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.[80]

			Poindexter, who cared little about either political sensitivities or Africa, outsourced much of the White House’s work on the apartheid issue to Chief of Staff Don Regan and Communications Director Pat Buchanan, the latter of whom trafficked with an odious network of white supremacists and apartheid supporters. A fierce interagency feud erupted, pitting Shultz and Chester Crocker, who favored combining pressure on Pretoria with diplomatic inducements to end apartheid, against Buchanan, Poindexter, and Casey, who argued for embracing the South African regime as an anticommunist ally. An ambivalent and distracted Reagan avoided the conflict instead of resolving it. Ironically, for all of its internal divisions, the administration remained united in opposition to broad-based sanctions. Reagan, Shultz, and Crocker believed that sanctions primarily hurt Black South Africans and constrained diplomatic options. As Reagan complained to his diary, “[Sanctions mean] we’d have no contact or ability to help rid them of apartheid.”[81] Meanwhile, Buchanan and his compatriots opposed sanctions for the opposite reason: They could undermine the apartheid government.

			In some ways the sanctions debate began trailing new realities in practice. Many American companies, under pressure from consumers and activists, began voluntarily exiting South Africa anyway. Meanwhile the Senate and the House, frustrated with White House dithering and outraged at South Africa’s continuing intransigence and escalating racial oppression, in September passed new sanctions legislation by overwhelming bipartisan majorities. Shultz and Crocker encouraged Reagan to veto it, but only if accompanied by further strong executive actions to increase pressure on South Africa. Instead the conniving Buchanan carried the day, as he persuaded Reagan to issue a peremptory veto statement without any new policy measures. Reagan’s diary reveals his focus was elsewhere during this time, with each day’s entry focused on the Daniloff negotiations and no mention of his half-hearted veto until Congress overrode it; “I expected that,” he noted drily.[82]

			It was another unforced error, squandering moral and political capital while gaining nothing. Less noticed was Reagan’s appointment soon after of Edward Perkins as the first Black American ambassador to South Africa, who would serve with distinction in helping usher in momentous changes. Meanwhile, the congressional sanctions began squeezing Pretoria and creating new opportunities for diplomacy that Shultz and Crocker would exploit the next year.[83]

			
				X

			

			Reagan and Gorbachev scheduled their Reykjavík meeting for October 11–12. Normally, a superpower summit took at least six months of advance staff work in pre-negotiating agreements and protocols. Reykjavík instead would come together in less than three weeks; Reagan and Gorbachev would do the negotiating themselves.

			Concern mounted among experts and pundits that Reagan was walking into an Icelandic trap set by the Kremlin. Zbigniew Brzezinski derided it as “a joke,” sneering, “A summit on two weeks’ notice? Without an agenda?” Henry Kissinger penned a Newsweek cover story warning that its haste meant a “grave risk of failure” because of “a quest for agreements almost for their own sake” and “defining progress by what the Soviets have said they would accept.”[84] Even Reagan’s own staff worried that their president was endangered. NSC staffer Steve Sestanovich wrote to Poindexter, “The early date of the next meeting may imply that the Soviets can extract some concessions.”[85]

			Gorbachev did plan to offer some bold initiatives, but they would largely mirror previous proposals made by Reagan, including the agenda Reagan set in his July letter to the Soviet leader. For example, just before the trip, Gorbachev told the Politburo he was now ready to embrace the zero-zero option on INF: “We want Europe to be completely free of these weapons because the Pershing II missiles are like a pistol held to our head.” Which was exactly what Reagan had intended; that display of force would soon lead to a diplomatic breakthrough. Gorbachev also felt desperate to stop the overall arms race. With remarkable candor, he told his staff that if he could not relieve American military pressure on Soviet defense spending, “we will be pulled into an arms race beyond our power, and we will lose this race . . . the pressure on our economy will be inconceivable.” Gorbachev feared that Japan and West Germany, the Soviet Union’s World War II foes turned American allies, would further tighten the vise by increasing their defense spending on advanced weapons platforms.[86]

			Such was the trap Reagan had set for the Kremlin. He had reaffirmed it in September when he issued a new National Security Decision Directive, NSDD-238, to update NSDD-32 from four years earlier. It recounted the goals of working with allies to “foster restraint in Soviet military spending, discourage Soviet adventurism, and weaken the Soviet alliance system by forcing the USSR to bear the brunt of its economic shortcomings, and to encourage long-term liberalizing and nationalist tendencies within the Soviet Union and allied countries.” This meant “US military systems which particularly stress Soviet defenses, or require a disproportionate expenditure of Soviet resources to counter, represent an especially attractive investment.”[87]

			Before his trip, Reagan welcomed Suzanne Massie back to the White House for another lunch briefing. It was their third meeting since May. With his penchant for biblical prophecy, Reagan was intrigued to learn from her that chernobyl means “wormwood” in Ukrainian, which the Book of Revelation describes as a source of bitterness and death in the end of days. Her description of widespread shortages and public despair confirmed Shultz and Reagan’s sense that “the Soviet Union was on the road to collapse.”[88] Now Massie taught Reagan a Russian proverb: “Doveryai no proveryai”—“Trust, but verify”—and encouraged him to invoke it with Gorbachev. The enthused president committed the Russian phrase to memory.[89]

			Though nuclear arms would be the main issue, Reagan and Shultz made clear they would not neglect human rights. NSDD-238 declared, “The underlying competition between the United States and the Soviet Union is in the realm of ideas and values. . . . The greatest threat to the Soviet system . . . is the concept of freedom itself.”[90] Reagan wanted to accelerate that threat. Earlier in the year he had welcomed Anatoly Shcharansky to the White House, and the dissident had described how Reagan’s advocacy emboldened prisoners of conscience. Reagan wrote in his diary, “I learned that I’m a hero in the Soviet Gulag. The prisoners read the attacks on me in TASS and Pravda and learn what I’m saying about the Soviets and they like me.”[91] As a goodwill gesture on the eve of Reykjavík, the Kremlin released additional prisoners of conscience, including two Jewish refuseniks and the Christian poet Irina Ratushinskaya.[92]

			This was a start but not enough. The day before flying to Reykjavík, Shultz told an audience of Jewish leaders, “Our message to the Soviets is simple: Token gestures for short-term lowering of barriers will not suffice. What the American people want to see is a genuine and lasting improvement in the situation of Soviet Jews.” The same day, Reagan met with the just-released Orlov at the White House and told a group of human rights activists, “I will make it amply clear to Mr. Gorbachev that unless there is real Soviet movement on human rights, we will not have the kind of political atmosphere necessary to make lasting progress on other issues.”[93] This was not a formal readoption of linkage. Rather it was a signal to Gorbachev that, as with the Siberian Pentecostals four years earlier, Reagan would assess the Kremlin’s trustworthiness based in part on its treatment of political and religious dissidents.

			
				XI

			

			When Reagan landed at Iceland’s Keflavík Airport, he beheld, in the words of a UPI dispatch, “one of the strangest places on Earth—a windblown, volcanic moonscape populated by sheep, ponies, elves, pagan gods and 241,000 bookish descendants of the Vikings.” It was a surreal setting for what would be the Cold War’s most surreal summit. Reagan’s meetings with Gorbachev would take place on an isolated stretch of Atlantic waterfront in Höfði House, an eerie mansion alleged to be haunted. When asked about such spectral inhabitants on the eve of the summit, the Icelandic Foreign Ministry spokesman replied, “We do not confirm nor deny that the Höfði has a ghost.”[94]

			Diplomatic protocol had Reagan host the first meeting. As in Geneva, he and Gorbachev would start with a one-on-one session before being joined by their respective foreign ministers. Though they had not seen each other in eleven months, Reagan and Gorbachev just resumed where they left off. Knowing that most of their time would be devoted to nuclear weapons, Reagan made sure to tie human rights to arms control, stressing the issue’s personal importance to him and to the American people. “It is easier for the US to reach agreements with the USSR if public opinion is not aroused” by human rights abuses, stressed Reagan.[95]

			Turning to arms control, at first the two leaders trod familiar ground, repeating many points that they had traded in Geneva. Reagan reminded Gorbachev of US concerns about Soviet compliance with past agreements and quoted in Russian the phrase Massie had given him: “Trust but verify.” Verification provisions would be as important as the agreements themselves, Reagan said. After an hour, Shultz and Shevardnadze joined them, and the discussion continued. As their session drew to a close, Gorbachev presented the Soviet arms control proposals for Reagan to consider. The paper described more or less the same offers that the Soviet leader had made nine months earlier in January. They broke for lunch, each leader to consult with his respective advisors before their afternoon session.

			After lunch, something changed. Reagan began the afternoon session by detailing his responses to Gorbachev’s proposals. The Kremlin continued to link ending SDI with steep cuts in offensive weapons. Reagan deftly shifted the terms of the negotiation. He both embraced and reversed Gorbachev’s proposals. Yes, let’s agree to these cuts in offensive weapons, Reagan exclaimed, but let’s do it in tandem with SDI, not instead of SDI. He reminded Gorbachev of his new strategic concept to shift the Cold War arms race from an offensive to a defensive balance.

			Desperate to shoot down SDI, Gorbachev retreated to the ABM Treaty, demanding that Reagan commit to upholding it within the narrow interpretation that would allegedly restrict SDI. Reagan countered by reminding Gorbachev of the repeated Soviet violations of the ABM Treaty and the American view that research on SDI would not violate it. As ACDA director Ken Adelman recalls, “Here ironies abounded. Reagan was pledging to uphold a treaty he clearly despised—‘This is not civilized!’—while Gorbachev was pledging to strengthen a treaty he was clearly violating.”[96]

			This did not prevent them from finding common ground. Line by line, Reagan went through each specific item on the Soviet list—many of which mirrored proposals Reagan himself had first made—and pushed for action. Again and again, he pressed Gorbachev, “Let’s agree to this now,” on INF cuts, on cutting short-range missiles, on verification measures.

			It was an extraordinary moment. In each past Cold War summit for the previous four decades, the US and Soviet leaders had tried to preserve every possible edge for themselves, reluctantly negotiating restraints in armaments only where it seemed the other side could be equally limited. Now the restraints came off as Reagan and Gorbachev sprinted to outdo each other in propositions to slash their own nuclear arsenals. The race to build arms now became a race to cut arms.

			Reagan reiterated his intention that if SDI became operational, he would share it with the Soviets. Incredulous, Gorbachev retorted that he “could not take this seriously.” After all, American export restrictions prohibited giving the Soviets “oil drilling equipment, automatic machinery, even milk factories. For the US to give the products of high technology would be a second American Revolution, and it would not happen,” exclaimed the skeptical Soviet.

			Reagan retorted that he meant what he said.[97]

			The two leaders broke for dinner and agreed to meet again in the morning. They directed their staff to keep working on the specific arms control and human rights proposals to see if they could develop agreements for Reagan and Gorbachev to address—and hopefully bless—the next day.

			The American and Soviet negotiating teams worked all night. A breakthrough came at three forty-five a.m. when the Soviet delegation head, Sergey Akhromeyev, chief of the Soviet General Staff, told Nitze and the Americans that Gorbachev had agreed to 50 percent reductions in strategic arms, down to equal levels of 1,600 delivery vehicles and 6,000 warheads each. The last concession was key; previously the Soviets had insisted on 50 percent relative cuts, which would advantage the Kremlin with its larger overall arsenal. At eight a.m., exhausted and exhilarated, they briefed Shultz and Poindexter on their results, who in turn updated Reagan.[98]

			Reagan and Shultz rejoined Gorbachev and Shevardnadze at ten a.m. The mood was intense; both leaders felt history’s glare and humanity’s hope. Gorbachev tried to lighten it with a nod to the biblical account of the world’s creation; they were just on the second day and had a long way to go to the seventh, he quipped. Reagan laughed and said perhaps they should be resting instead since it was Sunday.

			Turning serious, Reagan voiced his disappointment that their negotiating teams had not achieved more overnight. While the agreement on strategic arms reductions was notable, they remained at an impasse on INF, specifically the Soviet refusal to remove its SS-20s from Asia. Reagan would not betray his commitment to Nakasone. Nor did he want to leave China exposed to the SS-20 threat. Reagan also reminded Gorbachev that the missiles were mobile; if the United States agreed to let the Soviets maintain its SS-20 force in the Russian Far East, the Kremlin could easily redeploy them to the European theater once the American missiles had been withdrawn from NATO countries. Then Gorbachev made a big concession: He would be willing to reduce INF to one hundred missiles held by each side, to be divided between Europe and Asia. It was not yet the American zero-zero position, but it was much closer.

			Both men sensed the moment. Each now saw the other was ready to make bold moves. Reagan pointed out that “if the US and Soviet Union were to start the process of reducing their own nuclear forces to zero, and would stand shoulder-to-shoulder in telling other nations that they must eliminate their own nuclear weapons, it would be hard to think of a country that would not do so.”

			Agreeing, Gorbachev observed, “I was not in a position a year ago, to say nothing of two or three years ago, to make the kind of proposals I am now making. I might not be in the same position in a year or so. Time passes and things change. Reykjavík will become simply a memory.”

			SDI snapped this reverie. Gorbachev insisted on keeping the ABM Treaty and ending SDI because he did not trust the United States to not exploit a Soviet window of vulnerability. He told Reagan, “Once one decided to reduce nuclear arms, one had to be certain that one side could not act behind the back of the other.”

			Reagan grew angry. “What the hell are we defending?” he exclaimed. “[The ABM Treaty] says our only defense is that if someone wants to blow us up, the other will retaliate.” He rejected the perverse logic of mutual assured destruction. “Why the hell should the world have to live for another ten years under the threat of nuclear weapons if we have decided to eliminate them?”[99]

			Their fierce agreement in eliminating nuclear weapons masked a fundamental difference. It was a vital distinction that would bedevil their negotiations and stymie a final deal. Gorbachev sought to slash nuclear arms in order to preserve Soviet communism; Reagan sought to slash nuclear arms on the way to ending Soviet communism. Reagan realized that a Soviet Union without its nuclear weapons would be a hollow shell, the Soviet system a starving parasite that had sucked its last from its host, bereft of any legitimate claim to power or the means to enforce its rule. Yet to Gorbachev, he disavowed any such designs. Reagan told the Soviet leader, “We harbor no hostile intentions toward the Soviets. We recognize the differences in our systems. We can live as friendly competitors.” Such reassurances were a diplomatic necessity—how could Reagan negotiate with Gorbachev while admitting he sought the demise of the Soviet system?—but they were disingenuous.

			Gorbachev realized as much. He complained to Reagan that the Soviet Union had little money to spend on grain because the United States and Saudi Arabia had conspired to lower oil prices, thus starving his country of hard currency. He bemoaned that Reagan had recently reaffirmed his “1981 Westminster speech that referred to the Soviet Union as an evil empire and called for a crusade against socialism in order to relegate it to the ash heap of history.” Never mind the wrong date and mash-up that conflated at least three of Reagan’s speeches; Gorbachev knew that Reagan believed Soviet communism to be illegitimate and destined to fail. In response Reagan did not disavow his words at all. Instead he reminded Gorbachev that while the United States permitted the American Communist Party to operate and contest elections, the Soviet Union and its communist satellites imposed one-party rule by force everywhere they seized power. He knew that if Soviet communism allowed multiparty elections and tolerated dissent, it would lose its monopoly on power—and would probably get as few votes from Soviet citizens as the American Communist Party received in the United States.

			At this Gorbachev had had enough. Turning positive, he suggested that even though he and Reagan disagreed, “a man-to-man relationship between us is possible.” Reagan agreed, and joked that if they became friends, he might even persuade Gorbachev to become a Republican.[100]

			Shultz brought them back to arms control. Gorbachev insisted that the Soviet proposals be “regarded as a package” and that if the United States would not agree to a ten-year commitment to the ABM Treaty, the other terms were moot. Reagan protested that they seemed to be close to agreements on cutting strategic arms by 50 percent and sharp reductions in INF. Gorbachev disagreed. Their scheduled time was over; he said he was ready to return to Moscow. Then, sensing the moment, Gorbachev changed his mind and agreed to meet again for one final session.

			One final session stretched into two. Reagan and Gorbachev met for another hour, took a break, and came back again for eighty more grueling minutes. Throngs of media buzzed and scavenged for any tidbit of information; the world beyond watched and waited anxiously. Around and around Reagan and Gorbachev went. They veered between arcane disputes over the meaning of the ABM Treaty and audacious proposals to slash nuclear arsenals. Discussing whether they should focus on ballistic missiles or all nuclear warheads, Reagan said, “It would be fine with me if we eliminate all nuclear weapons.”

			Gorbachev responded, “We can do that; we can eliminate them.”

			Chimed in Shultz: “Let’s do it.”

			But they did not. As they verged on cinching an agreement, one word kept unraveling it: laboratory.

			As a condition of giving up nuclear weapons, Gorbachev insisted on confining SDI research to the laboratory for the next ten years. Leaving no doubt of its importance, Gorbachev repeated this demand twenty-eight times during their Sunday afternoon sessions alone.[101] Reagan refused, wanting to pursue more expansive SDI research and testing. Confining it to a laboratory would stifle it. For Reagan, a functioning SDI was a prerequisite to eliminating nuclear weapons because, as he would explain to the nation the next night, “SDI is America’s insurance policy that the Soviet Union would keep the commitments” it made on nuclear missiles.

			At this deadlock, Reagan scribbled a note and passed it to Shultz. “Am I wrong?” he asked.

			“No, you are right,” whispered Shultz.

			Feeling the window closing, the two leaders’ pleas to each other became intensely personal.

			“You are three steps away from becoming a great president,” Gorbachev insisted, pressing Reagan to agree to the laboratory restriction.

			“I am asking you to change your mind as a favor to me, so that hopefully we can go on and bring peace to the world,” entreated Reagan.

			Their reciprocal appeals did not avail.

			By now the sun had set over the North Atlantic, and with it had slipped away the chance of a historic deal to eliminate all nuclear weapons. Reagan and Gorbachev did not hide their bitterness. Each blamed the other. As they bade farewell in the darkness and stepped into their limos, Gorbachev told Reagan, “I don’t know what else I could do.”

			Replied Reagan, “You could have said yes.”[102]

			It was not the mere “laboratory” dispute that proved the undoing at Reykjavík, but the more fundamental issue of trust. Though Gorbachev’s personal regard for Reagan deepened, there remained a chasm he could not cross, especially knowing that the American president only had two years left in office. Gorbachev could not abide the notion of a United States, under an unknown future president, able to defend itself from Soviet ICBMs and thus able to launch a first strike. Gorbachev put it bluntly in their last session: SDI “would permit the United States to destroy the Soviet Union’s offensive nuclear potential.” Even if he could accept that possibility, his Politburo would not, and he knew acquiescing to SDI could mean getting ousted by the Kremlin.[103]

			Gorbachev’s obsession with SDI, to the point of torpedoing the most consequential nuclear agreement in history over it, also belies the notion that he and his advisors thought it would never work. Reagan, for his part, also did not trust the future. He knew that once a technology such as nuclear weapons became known, it could not become unknown, and repeatedly expressed the fear that a future “madman” (he cited Qadhafi as an example) could acquire nuclear missiles and threaten the United States. He told Gorbachev that he had promised the American people he would not relinquish any means to protect them. To Gorbachev’s exasperation, Reagan often invoked the example of chemical weapons: Even though the world banned them after World War I, nations did not give up their gas masks.[104]

			Three thousand journalists had descended on Reykjavík. The grim countenances of Reagan and Shultz told the story of the summit’s end more than any press statement or interview. As the American and Soviet delegations prepared to fly home to their respective capitals, the media recounted to the world what had happened. It portrayed a debacle for Reagan. Typical was Sam Donaldson of ABC News, who described the summit as a “very bad setback for the president” with “the magic of the Reagan persona gone.” Continued Donaldson, “Time has just about run out on the Reagan presidency”; he said the Kremlin would “just wait him out.”[105] The next week, Time and Newsweek ran cover stories reinforcing the sense of failure. “No Deal: Star Wars Sinks the Summit,” blared Time, over a photo of a despondent Reagan and smirking Gorbachev.[106]

			Gorbachev returned to Moscow unhappy with the American president. On October 14, he vented to the Politburo that Reagan was a “class enemy, who exhibited extreme primitivism, a caveman outlook, and intellectual impotence,” and who believed “that the US might exhaust us economically via [the] arms race.” He lamented to a visiting congressional delegation that the White House was “waiting for [the Soviet Union] to drown.” But Gorbachev relished, as he told the Politburo, that at least Carter’s secretary of state Cyrus Vance and many congressional Democrats blamed Reagan for Reykjavík’s failures.[107]

			While the media, Democrats, and the Kremlin bemoaned Reagan’s refusal to relinquish SDI, some of his own staff and allies remonstrated over the opposite: his eagerness to relinquish nuclear weapons. Four days after the summit, Poindexter sent Reagan a memo titled “Why We Can’t Commit to Eliminating All Nuclear Weapons Within 10 Years,” which proceeded over six pages to tell the president he was wrong to pursue nuclear abolition and “strongly recommend” that he not even talk about it. “I strongly feel that you should step back—and do so now,” concluded Poindexter. The NSA made some important points, including how the Soviet advantage in conventional forces would be even more menacing without the American nuclear deterrent and how the allies would feel betrayed if the United States closed the nuclear umbrellas protecting Europe and Asia. Still, it was an extraordinary dissent by a senior official against his president’s declared policy.[108]

			Poindexter was right about the allies. The day after the summit, Margaret Thatcher spoke with Reagan by phone and warned him that “Reykjavík looked like a Soviet setup” to split the alliance. She inveighed against nuclear abolition as “extremely dangerous” and “tantamount to surrender,” and worried that a nuclear-free world would leave the UK and Western Europe at the mercy of Soviet conventional forces. (Rarely content to make a point just once, Thatcher would repeat these objections at length to Reagan the next month during a visit to Camp David.) The next week, Helmut Kohl visited the White House and expressed the same concerns to Reagan.[109]

			That Reagan was willing to cause so much allied heartburn over his vision of a nuclear-free world showed the fervor of his convictions. Part of the reason why he did not fret as much about the Soviet conventional threat was not just because the United States enjoyed the security buffer of two oceans—it was because Reagan also envisioned a world free of Soviet communism. This he pursued in tandem with his nuclear abolitionism. He wanted to be rid of both the instruments of danger and the source of the danger itself.

			Ultimately, this is why Reagan refused to give up SDI at Reykjavík. Doing so would have meant relinquishing his entire Cold War strategy.

			Though the initial consensus dismissed Reykjavík as a failure, what few beyond Reagan and Shultz realized at the time is the summit showed both sides just how far each was willing to go in taking dramatic steps to transform the Cold War. Once Reagan and Gorbachev saw that in each other, their momentary frustration soon turned to grudging, then open admiration—and trust. Shultz pressed this point on the naysayers. In the days following the summit, he argued that Reykjavík had opened dramatic new potential for agreements on strategic arms, verification, and especially an INF agreement.[110]

			Reykjavík also prompted a breakthrough on human rights. The Kremlin at last agreed to include human rights as one of the four agenda items in US-Soviet negotiations. To show his commitment to this new era of glasnost (“openness”), Gorbachev directed several further steps. At the Helsinki review conference in Vienna the next month, the Soviet delegation abandoned its usual obstreperous posture and instead engaged in dialogue with the NGOs and activists present. Shevardnadze shocked the conference hall when he announced that Moscow would host a global conference on human rights.

			Perhaps of most significance, on December 16, Gorbachev phoned the physicist Andrei Sakharov at his apartment in the city of Gorky (where the Soviet Union’s most eminent dissident had been banished to internal exile for the last six years) and told Sakharov that he was now free. Sakharov and his wife, Elena Bonner, herself a noted Jewish activist, were welcome to return home to Moscow and speak freely. Which they did. As soon as he stepped off the train in Moscow to a welcoming crowd of a couple hundred journalists and friends, Sakharov delivered an extemporaneous denunciation of the Soviet system, especially its war in Afghanistan. He suffered no repercussions and was able to resume his physics research at the Academy of Sciences as well as his political activism.[111]

			What few saw in the summit aftermath, including Reagan’s critics, staff, and allies, is that within the creaky, windswept walls of Höfði House, on an island nation somewhere between the outer periphery of Europe and the nowhere of the North Atlantic, the Cold War began to end. Though Reagan and Gorbachev parted with acrimony and without a deal, both saw that they had created a new realm of possibilities. Paradoxically, Reykjavík may also have been Gorbachev’s last chance to save the Soviet economy from its self-immolation. By refusing Reagan’s offers to slash nuclear arsenals, Gorbachev consigned his country to at least another year of running an arms race that it could not win. Reagan knew as much; two weeks after the summit he told his diary, “The Soviets if faced with an arms race would have to negotiate—they can’t squeeze their people any more to try and stay even with us.”[112]

			Reagan also now knew that this Soviet leader was the reformer he had been waiting for, the partner for peace with whom he could negotiate the end of the Cold War—and perhaps even the surrender of the Soviet Union itself.

			
				XII

			

			Two events, separated by one month and seven thousand miles, soon converged to set off a chain reaction that erupted in Washington, consumed the White House, and made Reykjavík seem a distant memory. In Nicaragua, on October 5, a fourteen-year-old Sandinista soldier fired a missile at a C-123 cargo plane overhead. The missile shot down the plane, killing the two pilots. A single crewman survived, Eugene Hasenfus, who parachuted to earth only to be captured by the Sandinistas. Hasenfus quickly confessed that he worked for the CIA and the plane was carrying weapons to resupply contra forces. The shoot-down caused a panic in Washington, especially because the Boland Amendment prohibitions on contra aid were still in effect. Several administration officials scrambled to cover up the CIA connection while issuing denials of any US government involvement that were as emphatic as they were untrue.[113]

			Then on November 3, a Lebanese magazine, Al-Shiraa, published an article (almost certainly leaked by the Iranian government) revealing that McFarlane and other administration officials had traveled to Tehran earlier in the year to trade arms for hostages. The next day the Iranian government confirmed the story. Through the fall, Poindexter and North had resumed contacts with Iran, even to the point of secreting a small group of Iranian officials to Washington for meetings at the White House. They had also shipped more weapons to Iran. While two hostages had been released, at the same time Hezbollah had abducted three more Americans in Beirut. After eighteen months, the net number of American hostages remained the same, while Iran had gained thousands of advanced missiles, parts, and other weapons. William Safire acidly summarized the record: “One difference between French appeasement and American appeasement is that France pays ransom in cash and gets its hostages back while the US pays ransom in arms and gets additional hostages taken.”[114]

			As a policy—to secure hostage releases and to improve the United States–Iran relationship—the scheme failed. Now, transformed from ill-advised policy to scandal, it threatened to destroy Reagan’s presidency.

			The White House descended into a spasm of finger-pointing, backstabbing, ship-jumping, and all other manner of self-preservation. Don Regan immediately began telling journalists that the whole affair was McFarlane’s fault—never mind that as chief of staff, Regan had known of the operation and done little to try to stop it. Vice President Bush denied in a television interview that any arms had been traded for hostages, prompting Shultz to remind him that Bush had been briefed on the plan and had not objected. This prompted a heated exchange as Bush defended the deal while disavowing any involvement; “There was considerable tension between us when we parted,” recalled Shultz. Meanwhile, Casey resented Shultz for opposing the Iran scheme and then distancing himself once it became public. The CIA director urged Reagan to fire Shultz for not being a team player. Shultz in turn implored Reagan to fire Casey, Poindexter, and Regan. Bush and the First Lady echoed that Reagan should fire the chief of staff but also hinted Shultz should go. For good measure, Regan suggested getting rid of Shultz, while Shultz came close to resigning. The beleaguered president rebuffed these entreaties, insisting, “I’m not firing anybody.”[115]

			The White House hurt itself further with its clumsy, evasive, and deceptive responses. Reagan addressed the nation on the evening of November 13. From the Oval Office, he spoke to the camera in his most solemn, earnest, and emphatic tone. “The charge has been made that the United States has shipped weapons to Iran as ransom payment for the release of American hostages in Lebanon, that the United States undercut its allies and secretly violated American policy against trafficking with terrorists. Those charges are utterly false.”[116] Except those charges were all true; it was Reagan’s denial that was false. Reagan made things worse the next week when he held a press conference and uttered several more false or inaccurate statements, such as when he denied that Israel had played any role in the arms shipments. The White House defense amounted to “we did not trade arms for hostages, and if we did it was to improve the relationship with Iran.” Almost as bad as the falsehoods was Reagan’s appearance at the podium: shaken, confused, diminished.

			Three weeks into the scandal, Reagan, McFarlane, Poindexter, and Casey defiantly insisted that the Iran outreach was not only the right thing to do but should continue as American policy. McFarlane emailed Poindexter insisting “there really is a circle of sensible people in Iran” that, “if we are to carry this forward,” would need to reciprocate with positive gestures. Poindexter wrote an op-ed in The Wall Street Journal on November 24 defending the outreach to “pragmatic elements” in Iran as a strategic imperative. That same day, in an NSPG meeting, Poindexter and Casey argued for continuing to engage with Iran. Dumbfounded, Shultz and Weinberger pushed back with vehemence. An angry Reagan pounded on the table and insisted the Iran outreach was the right thing to do.[117]

			Then the scandal, already bizarre, took a surreal turn. Ed Meese and Regan pulled Reagan aside after the meeting and told him they had just discovered that Poindexter and North had been diverting profits from the Iran arms sales to fund the contras. Reagan’s diary records his reaction: “This was a violation of the law against us giving the Contras money without an authorization by Congress. North didn’t tell me about this. Worst of all John P[oindexter] found out about it and didn’t tell me. This may call for resignations.”[118] The next morning, Poindexter, at Reagan’s direction, stepped down. The same day Reagan fired North from the NSC staff. Before vacating their offices, Poindexter and North fed thousands of pages of documents detailing the scheme into their paper shredders.

			One of the many lingering puzzles of Iran-contra has been whether Reagan authorized, or even knew of, the diversion of funds to the contras. The best evidence seems to indicate he did not. Unlike his diary entries on the arms-for-hostages transactions—which show clearly his knowledge, intent, and approval—he seems genuinely to have been surprised and baffled to learn of the contra diversion. Poindexter also claims that he never told Reagan about it. However, not knowing does not grant Reagan complete absolution. A president is responsible for the “command climate” he creates and for what his staff do in his name. Reagan had made clear for years his fervent commitment to the contras and his disinterest in many details of governing. Scheming zealots such as North exploited those conditions.

			As for Reagan, what at Reykjavík had been a virtue—his resolve, self-confidence, and belief in his vision despite naysayers on all sides—turned now into a vice of self-deception. He willed himself to believe that he had not traded arms for hostages and kept insisting as much to his staff, to the media, to the nation, even to his own diary—despite overwhelming evidence, including many of his own previous diary confessions, that he had in fact done just that.

			It took a Democrat to convince Reagan otherwise. On the evening of December 4, Democratic lawyer and elder statesman Bob Strauss joined Bill Rogers, a Republican stalwart who had served as Nixon’s secretary of state, in the White House residence for a confidential dinner with Reagan. They came at the behest of the First Lady and Mike Deaver, the former White House aide, who remained close to the Reagans. Both worried that the president’s continued refusal to see the truth could destroy his presidency. Rogers assured Reagan that the controversy would go away. Strauss disagreed. A patriot with bipartisan friendships, he liked Reagan and revered the institution of the presidency, and feared that both were in grave peril. Strauss did not mince words. He told Reagan that he did not believe his account and said, “You are unintentionally mis-stating the facts, because it is inconceivable to me that they could be true.” Strauss also urged Reagan to fire Don Regan, warning that the chief of staff was looking out for himself more than the president.

			Mrs. Reagan chimed in, telling her husband: “Bob doesn’t believe what you are saying is accurate even though you think it is, and neither do I. He is just the first one who said it to you clearly and strongly, beside me.”[119] Unfailingly devoted to Reagan, the First Lady was also fiercely protective. In this case, she knew that protecting him from the unfolding scandal meant protecting him from himself. Though it would take more time for the reluctant president to admit that he traded arms for hostages, the blunt words from Strauss and the First Lady would prove a turning point in convincing him of the severity of the problem.

			That same week, Reagan had appointed a bipartisan Special Review Board. Led by former senator John Tower, former national security advisor Brent Scowcroft, and former secretary of state Edmund Muskie, Reagan’s executive order charged the “Tower Commission” with studying “the future role of the National Security Council staff.”[120] This was because the architects of Iran-contra—McFarlane, Poindexter, and North—all worked on the NSC staff, and in their operational schemes had gone rogue from the NSC staff’s traditional roles of coordinating policy and advising the president. The Tower Commission’s anodyne charter masked another purpose, unwritten yet arguably more important. As commission attorney Stephen Hadley recalls, it focused on an “institutional problem: how to purge the system when the president gets in trouble?” In other words, when the chief executive presides over a scandal that threatens the integrity of the entire executive branch, how can credibility and trust be restored? Tower’s theory of the case was blunt: “You need to kick the president in the solar plexus” to get him to admit the problem and his role in it. Only then can a rebuilding of the institution, and trust in it, begin.[121] It was the same message Strauss had delivered.

			The Tower Commission would probe policy failures but did not have the authority to explore potential lawbreaking. Four days after its announcement, Attorney General Meese persuaded Reagan to request the appointment of an independent counsel to investigate, and prosecute, any criminal conduct. Former federal judge Lawrence Walsh got selected for the role. Between the Tower Commission, the independent counsel, a special bicameral congressional committee, and almost every journalist in town, to paraphrase H. L. Mencken, one could not throw a bag of shredded documents on a Washington sidewalk without hitting someone involved in Iran-contra, as either an investigator, participant, pundit, or “unindicted co-conspirator.”[122]

			Most political scandals are fueled by venality, lust for power, concupiscence, or avarice. In contrast, Iran-contra is perhaps the only major scandal in presidential history motivated solely by policy goals—and commendable ones at that. Reagan, McFarlane, Poindexter, and North sought to secure the release of American hostages, improve relations with an adversarial nation, and sustain anticommunist forces in Nicaragua. They did so in the belief that the executive authority of the presidency gave them wide latitude to conduct policy in the national interest. This combination of policy goals and presidential power explains in part why Reagan resisted for so long admitting any error; his motives were right, so how could his actions be wrong?

			Reagan’s focus on purity of heart blinded him to how his actions toward Iran violated several of his own strategic principles, such as: Negotiate from strength. Keep faith with allies. Incentivize adversaries to engage in good behavior; do not reward bad behavior. Build public support for policies rather than keeping them secret. Even “trust but verify.”

			Especially since underlying it all, the Iran gambit rested on a series of illusions. Scholar David Crist concludes, “A ‘moderate’ wing never existed in Iran. . . . For Khomeini, it was never about a strategic opening but rather about beating Iraq and spreading the revolution. He had no compunction about turning America’s own weapons on their maker.”[123] Such was the strategic flaw at the core of the venture. Even though Reagan, McFarlane, and Poindexter all invoked the precedent of Nixon and Kissinger’s secret diplomacy and strategic opening to Beijing, they failed to see that Iran was not China. For rival nations to reconcile, each needs an alignment of interests and top leaders committed to making it happen. In 1972, China and the United States had both; in 1986, Iran and the United States had neither.

			Reagan’s bad month got worse when he learned that Casey had a malignant brain tumor. For the past few weeks the normally indefatigable and phlegmatic CIA director had been weary, erratic, snappish. Given his deep involvement in both the Iran and Nicaragua legs of the scheme, his family and staff had worried that the stress of the unfurling scandal was undoing him. The mounting investigations indeed rattled Casey, but a violent seizure revealed advanced cancer as the main cause of his torments. He underwent emergency surgery, resigned as CIA director, stayed hospitalized for months, and would die on May 5, 1987. A keeper of secrets throughout his life, the old spymaster kept them still unto death, to the dismay of the congressional investigators and independent counsel. More positive aspects of his legacy would endure in other ways, including the fact that he was the Reagan Doctrine’s lead architect and had reinvigorated the CIA. His deputy and eventual successor, Bob Gates, put it best: “Bill Casey was the last of the great buccaneers.”[124]

			For most of 1986, Reagan had enjoyed overwhelming popularity. Iran-contra decimated his political standing. His Gallup poll approval rating plummeted in November alone from 67 percent to 46 percent, setting an ignominious record for the steepest decline in modern presidential history. Only 28 percent of Americans approved of his handling of foreign policy. Many Americans now doubted his competence and his honesty.[125]

			Then on the evening of Saturday, December 6, millions of American television viewers saw a different side of their president. They watched as Reagan walked into the Oval Office and took charge of a meeting of his advisors. The president barked orders, displayed meticulous command of minute details, orchestrated complex financial and diplomatic transactions, even spoke to foreign leaders in fluent Arabic and German. His exhausted staff could only look on in awe.

			It was a parody skit on the iconic Saturday Night Live comedy show.[126] Hilarious though the sketch was, it also revealed perhaps the greatest risk of the Iran-contra scandal. Reagan’s fumbling, confused performance was turning him into an object of ridicule and pity. Such an image could be devastating for a president and corrosive to the institution of the presidency. He had only two years left to recover.
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			COMEBACK

			
				I

			

			As the new year of 1987 began, Reagan wished he could leave the Iran-contra scandal behind as just a disagreeable dream, but the accelerating investigations and White House turmoil confronted him with the hard reality that he could not. The fate of his presidency, not least his foreign policy legacy, depended on his response.

			Any recovery would rest on a new team. To replace the departed Poindexter as national security advisor, Reagan recruited Frank Carlucci, who had most recently served him as deputy secretary of defense in the first term before a sojourn in the private sector. At Carlucci’s recommendation, Reagan tapped General Colin Powell as deputy national security advisor. Powell was a rising star who was the army’s highest-ranking Black officer—and who before the year was out would be elevated again by Reagan to be the first Black national security advisor. The president picked FBI director William Webster to lead the CIA. Reagan ushered out Pat Buchanan as communications director. The right-wing gadfly had gone too far too many times with his freelancing in politics and policy, in part because of his own quixotic presidential ambitions.[1] Reagan completed the overhaul by bringing in former Senate Majority Leader Howard Baker as the new chief of staff. Don Regan, already on thin ice, had sealed his demise by hanging up on Nancy Reagan during a heated phone call over the president’s schedule.[2]

			Bud McFarlane had left the White House over a year ago and then suffered public disgrace when his role as architect of the Iran scheme was exposed. With his strong sense of honor, McFarlane descended into further despair at the shame he had helped bring to the presidency and what now felt like his own irrelevance. On the evening of February 8, he tried to kill himself by swallowing twenty Valium pills. Fortunately, his wife, Jonda, discovered him before he succumbed and summoned medical help that saved his life.[3] His suicide attempt highlighted the scandal’s personal toll and further shook the demoralized White House.

			The dejection started at the top. During the Tower Commission’s two interviews with Reagan, its leaders sat stunned at the president’s confused answers, memory lapses, and occasional contradictions, such as when he first confirmed and then later denied authorizing the initial arms transfer to Israel. Several times Reagan just read off cue cards drafted by his anxious lawyers. In hindsight, some of his staff have speculated that this may have been the inchoate signs of the Alzheimer’s disease that would later cause his death; more likely it was just a combination of exhaustion, age, and stress. Reagan’s disheveled performance also stemmed from his inattention to details, aversion to admitting wrong, and discomfort with personal confrontation. His unsteadiness only furthered the sense that the presidency was in crisis.[4]

			Reagan had to first confront his political problems of damaged credibility and diminished approval ratings. The Tower Commission report gave Reagan the chance to lance this boil and begin to turn the corner. Though the congressional investigations would continue into the summer, and the Walsh special counsel investigation would stagger on for six more years (to its growing discredit), the Tower Commission completed its work in three months. Tower, Scowcroft, and Muskie presented their findings to Reagan on February 26, the same day they released their report to the public. It provided just the gut-punch that the stubborn president needed. Over the next four days Reagan read every page of the 304-page report. Bitter tonic though it was, digesting it forced him to confront what had gone wrong and his responsibility for it.[5]

			On March 4, Reagan addressed the nation from the Oval Office and gave the speech he should have given three months earlier. He confessed breaking trust with the American people and took “full responsibility for my own actions and for those of my administration.” Though still pleading purity of heart, he at last came clean: “A few months ago I told the American people I did not trade arms for hostages. My heart and my best intentions still tell me that’s true, but the facts and the evidence tell me it is not. As the Tower board reported, what began as a strategic opening to Iran deteriorated, in its implementation, into trading arms for hostages.”[6] Reagan’s contrition did the job. His approval rating crept back above 50 percent, and even The New York Times paid him the tribute of a favorable historical comparison: “Not since John F. Kennedy took the blame for the catastrophic Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961 has any president so openly confessed error.”[7]

			The Tower Commission identified a rogue NSC staff as a primary cause of the scandal, and its recommendations focused on reforming the NSC—but also strengthening and preserving it as a tool of presidential authority. Ollie North’s escapades had exemplified the problem of an unaccountable NSC staff trying to run covert operations out of the White House. As an institution, the NSC does not control a large budget, staff, soldiers, or weapons. Whatever power it wields derives entirely from its proximity to the president. Under McFarlane and Poindexter, that power had been abused, most egregiously by North, who engineered many of the Iran-contra schemes just by invoking White House authority.[8]

			Though NSC and CIA malfeasance lay at the core of the scandal, other governing institutions also failed. Congress did not acquit itself well. Particularly on the question of contra aid, Congress acted like an institutional Hamlet, changing or outright reversing its Nicaragua legislation five times in less than five years and rendering it impossible for the executive branch to carry out a coherent, consistent policy. As Steve Hayward acidly observes of the Iran-contra investigations, in the wake of yet another congressional reversal and vote to support aid to the contras, “There was something perverse about the fact that, in regard to the diversion of funds to the contras, Congress and an independent counsel were looking to criminalize a policy that Congress now approved.”[9]

			To fix the NSC, two months before the Tower Commission report, Carlucci had already begun overhauling its entire staff and structure. He and Powell banned the staff from freelancing and conducting operations, and returned the NSC to its traditional roles of coordinating interagency policy, monitoring implementation, and advising the president.[10] Though the Iran-contra taint and ongoing investigations would continue to badger the White House for the next several months, Carlucci and Powell’s reset helped Reagan regain the initiative for his final two years. Often the best cure for political problems is policy success. Such is what would at last free Reagan from the Iran-contra morass.

			
				II

			

			There was still a Cold War to wage. Iran-contra had arrested any strategic momentum that might have come from Reykjavík. The summit at least revealed some potential openings for deals on INF, reducing strategic forces, and human rights. Yet now, despite two meetings and a deepened rapport with Gorbachev, Reagan still had not concluded a single arms control agreement with the Soviet Union after over six years in office. This burdened Reagan less than it irked his critics. He believed that a bad deal was worse than no deal and remained determined to hold out instead for a good deal.

			This meant maintaining pressure on Moscow. In February, Reagan decided to move forward with a “phased deployment” of SDI—rather than confining research to the laboratory, he ordered SDI component systems to be tested and put into operation as soon as feasible, beginning with the Space-Based Kinetic Kill Vehicle (SBKKV). A rather fantastical system designed to take out ballistic missiles in their boost phase from outer space, it would prove its value in the worry it induced in Moscow more than any operational success. Impatient with the Kremlin’s caviling, Reagan told his diary: “The problem is how to continue arms reduction dialog with the Soviets and at same time eliminate any compromise on SDI. I have proposed a plan to seek an agreement that we will . . . put it in hands of an international force as a defense against any and all nuclear missiles from wherever they are launched in the world.” In short, Reagan wanted to call Moscow’s bluff by taking SDI off the United States–USSR bargaining table and instead making it available to the whole world, so that no nation would have a strategic edge and every nation would be protected.[11]

			Reagan continued to impose costs on the Kremlin on other fronts. On Afghanistan, in February he directed an NSC task force to develop new measures to enhance “the real possibility that the Soviets could lose.”[12] Downrange, as the Soviets adapted to the Stinger threat by having their aircraft fly at higher altitudes, the CIA began supplying more lethal antitank weapons so that the resistance fighters could destroy more Soviet armor. In March, the mujahideen took their aggressiveness too far—literally—when they crossed the border into the Soviet Union itself and attacked an industrial site. It rattled both Moscow and Washington—the former to have its vulnerability exposed, the latter because the White House assuredly did not want to risk such escalation. The CIA’s Milt Bearden delivered a stern message to Pakistani intelligence and its mujahideen allies forbidding any more cross-border operations. Meanwhile, Gorbachev continued to tell the Politburo he wanted to withdraw from the Afghan quagmire, but not in too much haste lest it hurt the Soviet Union’s international credibility and its relationship with India.[13] Reagan, Shultz, Carlucci, and Powell met again on Afghanistan in May. Carlucci’s terse notes summarize their conclusion: “Soviets stepping up pressure in Afghan[istan]. We the same. Nearing end game and both sides putting more chips on table.” A few weeks later, Carlucci’s talking points for his meeting with Soviet official Georgi Arbatov contained the blunt message the NSA delivered: “You say you want to get out. But we simply do not believe you. . . . Until you show real seriousness,” the United States would expand its support for the insurgency.[14]

			Staying aggressive in the battle of ideas, Reagan escalated the CIA covert action flooding the Iron Curtain with contraband media to undermine communism. The CIA summarized the program as “designed to exploit the current Soviet policy of ‘glasnost’ and the revolution in electronic communications, two phenomena which offer an unprecedented opportunity for our covert action program to impact on Soviet audiences,” noting, “Last year, some 500,000 books, periodicals, audio cassettes, and video cassettes were distributed inside the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe”[15] Complementing this covert psychological warfare, USIA director Charlie Wick increased the overt bombardment of the Iron Curtain with radio waves from Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, Radio Liberty, and other broadcasting measures. Many Soviet and Eastern European citizens relished their growing access to information and ideas—even sermons—contrary to the stale propaganda their dictators had long inflicted on them.

			The Reagan military modernization also continued to bring strategic benefits, even as the Democratic Congress curtailed further growth in the Pentagon budget. Reagan visited the Pentagon in April to meet with the Joint Chiefs of Staff. JCS chairman Crowe said, “The goal of Competitive Strategy is to enhance traditional US strengths and capitalize on the Soviets’ weaknesses by making their weapons and tactics obsolete and their major military investments ineffective.” The Joint Chiefs then briefed their commander in chief on several new weapons platforms either in development or recently deployed, including stealth aircraft, drones, and the Multiple Launch Rocket System, each of which was designed to neutralize Soviet advantages in areas such as air defense and tanks. Reagan summarized to his diary that night: “We can’t match the Soviets Tank for Tank so we use our technology and come up with a weapon that nullifies their superior numbers. There was much top secret and brand new in aircraft.”[16]

			The Pentagon briefing reinforced Reagan’s long-held belief that American innovation and technology could outsmart the Red Army and outmatch Soviet industrial output, while forcing the Kremlin into a hard choice between bankruptcy and surrender. But he encountered strong dissent from his own intelligence community. In March 1987, the CIA and DIA reported that 1986 “turned out to be a very good year for the [Soviet] economy” and alleged that it grew more than 4 percent, its highest rate in ten years. In April, Carlucci tasked the CIA with producing a special assessment for Reagan on the USSR’s economic capacity for the arms race with the United States. The CIA concluded that the Kremlin could keep pace with the United States for as long as needed: “The Soviet economy . . . is vested with great crude strength from its enormous base, and remains a viable system, capable of producing huge quantities of goods and services annually especially for industrial and military applications.”[17] Wrong as this assessment would turn out to be, at least the CIA did not tailor its views to align with its First Customer’s beliefs. Moreover, many Soviet experts outside of government generally shared the CIA’s view. Though hindsight reveals the Soviet Union’s utter decrepitude, at the time the Kremlin’s fragility was by no means so evident. Reagan’s convictions otherwise went against the prevailing expert consensus.

			
				III

			

			Shultz remained Reagan’s indispensable partner on Soviet policy. While sharing his president’s views on Soviet vulnerabilities, Shultz continued the diplomacy prong of Reagan’s dual-track strategy of outreach and pressure. He did so amid much criticism, and not just from the Right. In January, historian Ronald Steel wrote a New York Times Magazine profile that disparaged Shultz as “unprepared” at Reykjavík; stated, “Chances for a breakthrough arms accord with the Russians seem slim”; and sneered, “Shultz has made no real mark of his own on foreign policy and, judging by the record, is unlikely to leave a lasting legacy.”[18]

			Three months later Shultz traveled to Moscow and secured Soviet agreement on what would become the INF Treaty, the most significant nuclear arms agreement in history.

			Signs of a breakthrough had first emerged in March. The Soviet delegation at the Geneva talks had signaled to Max Kampelman that Gorbachev might now be willing to delink an INF accord from his previous demands to abolish SDI, and to accept Reagan’s long-standing zero option to eliminate all INF missiles in Europe. The CIA sent Reagan an assessment on “Soviet motives” that suggested Gorbachev now sought to turn the tables by embracing the INF deal and thus split the United States from its European allies while increasing political demands on Reagan to cut defense spending and SDI. After reading the CIA analysis, a cheeky Reagan told his team, “We should take advantage of the Soviet eagerness to put something over on us.”[19]

			Arriving in Moscow, Shultz learned from Shevardnadze that the signals were true: Gorbachev wanted to strike a deal on INF. Gorbachev confirmed as much in his four-and-a-half-hour meeting with Shultz. Gorbachev’s strategic calculation was straightforward. He likened the American missiles to “a pistol held to our head” and wanted them gone. Over three days of marathon meetings that sometimes stretched until midnight, Shultz, Shevardnadze, and their staffs worked over the details. Some particulars would need to be resolved over the next several months—such as on verification procedures, the precise range of missiles to be classified under “intermediate,” the elimination of Soviet SS-20s in the Russian Far East, and the disposition of Pershing 1a missiles that were owned by West Germany but tipped with nuclear warheads controlled by the United States—but the foundations of the treaty were in place. Gorbachev also told Shultz that the Kremlin would now agree to most American positions on reducing strategic arms by 50 percent. The Soviet leader still blanched at SDI but had dropped his insistence that abolishing it be linked to any deal on arms reductions. Reagan’s resolve at Reykjavík had paid off.[20]

			Though it would be the INF agreement that grabbed the headlines, Shultz put human rights and democracy at the center of his trip. Over several hours in meetings with both Gorbachev and Shevardnadze, Shultz made his usual appeals for the release of imprisoned dissidents. He focused on religious freedom in particular, since fully one-third of Soviet prisoners of conscience were incarcerated for their faith.[21] Shultz added a new dimension when he showed charts to Gorbachev and Shevardnadze displaying projections of the global economy up to the year 2000. Shultz described the “outline of the future taking shape,” noting, “The central feature is the great growth of the global economy: a general rise in GNP, gigantic expansion in goods and services, a huge increase in trade flows. As the world’s output expands overall, the distribution of that output is more and more dispersed.” Knowing that Gorbachev still held fast to Marxist dogma, Shultz pointed out that the dichotomy between capital and labor—a distinction held by both communism and industrial capitalism—“is becoming obsolete because we have entered a world in which the truly important capital is human capital, what people know, how freely they exchange information and knowledge, and the intellectually creative product that emerges.” Regimes that oppressed their citizens and restricted human freedom, he concluded, would find themselves left far behind by the information age.[22]

			Once again, this was a rare moment in the annals of diplomacy. Rather than the usual negotiating practice of bargaining over competing claims in their respective national interests, the earnest yet canny Shultz tried to teach the Soviets a better way to define their own national interests. Reagan would deliver a similar message himself the next year in Moscow. While indeed it would have been to Moscow’s advantage to embrace an open society and information-age market economy, Reagan and Shultz both knew that if the Kremlin actually took these steps, the Soviet system of totalitarian communism would cease to exist. Such a prospect did not trouble them.

			Shultz made another gesture that may have done more for religious freedom than all of his appeals to Gorbachev and Shevardnadze. His trip coincided with the Jewish Passover, and the secretary donned a yarmulke and participated in the Passover Seder dinner held annually at Spaso House, the US ambassador’s residence. Such solidarity—rife with the holiday’s symbolism commemorating God’s deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in ancient Egypt—left the Kremlin in no doubt about the American commitment to religious freedom.

			At Shultz’s behest, the embassy included about 130 Jewish refuseniks, all of whom by attending put themselves at increased risk of further persecution. Foreign Service Officer Michael Einik, who organized and led the Seder each year, recalls, “[Shultz] spent about an hour walking through the crowd, he seemed to know everyone and their stories. I think only a poet, probably one writing in Russian, could convey the electricity in the room. . . . It was clear to the Russians that [Shultz] was not just going through the motions, but this . . . meant something to him in a way that transcended diplomacy or politics.”[23] One guest, a young Soviet mathematician just off a twenty-day hunger strike protesting the Kremlin’s oppression, handed Shultz a letter for Reagan and implored, “Keep it up. Just keep it up. You’re the only thing going for us in this world.” ACDA director Ken Adelman writes, “Shultz, the seemingly immovable Buddha, looked down misty-eyed while the rest of us were reduced to tears. The Secretary then took the podium to tell the dinner guests . . . that they in turn should ‘keep it up.’ ”[24]

			Before departing Moscow, Shultz made a stop south of the city at the Peredelkino village, a colony for writers and artists. He and his wife, Obie, worshipped at an Orthodox Church service, and he reported to Reagan how “the old ladies chanting along with bearded priests were vivid reminders that there is still some vestige of religious intensity inside the Soviet Union.” They visited the dacha where Boris Pasternak wrote Doctor Zhivago and lunched with a group of Russian intellectuals who related their gratitude to the United States for being “a beacon of strength to those struggling to speak and write freely [in the USSR].” Shultz saw in the bucolic Peredelkino a glimpse into the Russian soul, which “provided a striking and revealing contrast to the bland, faceless character of Communist Moscow.”[25] It reinforced the view he shared with Reagan of Soviet communism as an alien imposition on Russia, leaching away the country’s history, culture, and faith.

			From Moscow, Shultz journeyed first to Brussels to brief NATO leaders on his negotiations. Several NATO allies, led by the British and West Germans, balked at the INF agreement because they feared eliminating the Pershing IIs and GLCMs would erode the United States’ commitment to alliance security. Gorbachev “boxed us in,” griped one NATO official. Retorted Shultz, “It’s a wonderful box. It’s the box we’ve been trying to get into.”[26] Then Shultz flew straight to California to brief Reagan at Rancho del Cielo. The president was gratified to learn of the success of his stance on INF—and that Gorbachev had agreed to visit Washington, DC, later in the year for a summit.

			Reagan and Shultz’s diplomatic triumph on INF provoked an unhappy response from many of their fellow Republicans, starting with Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger. In an extraordinary public criticism, the former president and secretary of state wrote a seventeen-hundred-word broadside published concurrently in The Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and other nationwide periodicals. They took a barbed shot at Reagan’s ambitions for peace: “Every president has an understandable desire to ensure his place in history as a peacemaker. But he must always remember that however he may be hailed in today’s headlines, the judgment of tomorrow’s history would severely condemn a false peace.” Continuing, they warned that the INF deal could “create the most profound crisis of the NATO alliance in its 40-year history” and that “any Western leader who indulges in the Soviets’ disingenuous fantasies of a nuclear-free world courts unimaginable perils.” The substance of their critique boiled down to gripes familiar to the White House: The INF deal worried the allies and did not account for the Soviet edge in conventional forces.[27]

			It was not what was said but who said it that most bothered Reagan. The irked president nonetheless agreed to Carlucci’s suggestion that he invite Nixon for a private talk. It was an act of grace by Reagan to welcome Nixon for his first visit back to the White House since departing in Watergate’s ignominy thirteen years earlier. Greeting Nixon in the second-floor study of the residence, Reagan had the two of them sit in soft-backed chairs, joined only by Carlucci and Chief of Staff Howard Baker. After some awkward banter, Nixon elaborated on his criticisms of the INF deal. Nixon protested, unconvincingly, that he sought not to scuttle the INF accord but merely hoped to strengthen it. Continuing, Nixon scorned Shultz as a weak secretary, beholden to the State Department’s career Foreign Service, who had “never negotiated with communists,” and damned him with the faint praise that he was better suited as a domestic negotiator with labor unions. Nixon also repeated his usual warnings about Gorbachev’s alleged deviousness in trying to fleece Reagan. Tired and annoyed, Reagan defended his budding partnership with Gorbachev, telling Nixon he believed Chernobyl had made the Soviet leader more serious about reducing the nuclear threat.[28]

			For all of Nixon’s geopolitical acumen, his critique was yawningly conventional. It was nothing Reagan had not heard already, including from some of his allies and his own staff. Nixon remained stuck in the stale Cold War logic that Reagan sought to transcend. As for Reagan, the fragile camaraderie he and Nixon had rebuilt over the course of his presidency was not quite shattered, but it was damaged. The problem was not Nixon’s disagreement with the INF deal. It was that he made it so public. In Nixon’s effort to sink what would become one of Reagan’s landmark accomplishments, he broke Reagan’s trust and violated the norm that ex-presidents should not try to undermine their successors’ policies. Not to mention that of all people, Nixon—who in 1972 had shown how a staunch anticommunist could open the door with China—should have appreciated that it took a fierce Cold Warrior like Reagan to abolish an entire class of nuclear weapons.

			Nixon was not alone in his objections. The conservative National Review, arguably Reagan’s favorite magazine, founded and run by his longtime friend William F. Buckley Jr., flayed him from the right. Its May 22 cover story lambasted the proposed INF Treaty as “Reagan’s suicide pact,” and in a private letter to Reagan, Buckley further remonstrated against the president’s hope to abolish nuclear weapons. Reagan wrote back to Buckley reminding him that his original zero-zero proposal had been “blasted far and wide” for being unrealistically tough on the Soviets, yet now the Kremlin had conceded Reagan’s position. “I have not changed my belief that we are dealing with an ‘evil empire,’ ” Reagan assured Buckley, “in fact, I warned [Gorbachev] in Reykjavik that his choice was to join in arms reduction or face an arms race he couldn’t win.” Unpersuaded, Buckley responded, “We must agree to disagree—and hope that you are correct in your vaticinations.”[29]

			Reagan’s conservative critics missed the point. In the four-year nuclear standoff in Europe, the Kremlin had just blinked. For almost a decade, Soviet SS-20s had held Western Europe hostage, threatening to blackmail NATO members if not incinerate them with less than ten minutes’ warning. Now, as Helmut Kohl told Reagan in a phone call, by deploying American missiles, holding firm on SDI, and applying the full spectrum of pressure on the Kremlin, Reagan had forced the hostage-taker to drop the gun.[30]

			
				IV

			

			The region where Iran-contra most harmed American interests was the place of the scandal’s nativity: the Middle East. Hal Brands summarizes the costs: “The scandal jeopardized everything America had worked for in the Gulf since 1979, by damaging the credibility and relationships that Carter and Reagan had built. Gulf governments had taken great risks in opposing Iran and facilitating the buildup of US military infrastructure; they now discovered that Reagan was secretly arming the country that most threatened them.”[31]

			After six years in the White House, Reagan still had not developed a strategic vision for the Middle East. He had not once set foot there as president, in contrast to his multiple trips to Europe, Asia, and Latin America. He had not built a close relationship with any Middle Eastern leader who could help interpret local dynamics for him, in contrast to his friendships with Nakasone, Kohl, and Thatcher. He had not identified a positive agenda to promote for the region, such as his support for democracy and free markets in Asia and Latin America, or his efforts to rid Europe of nuclear missiles and the Iron Curtain. Instead the Middle East seemed only to present a ceaseless cascade of headaches, and his clumsy efforts to solve one problem, such as hostage-taking, had just created further problems.

			Now a new challenge had manifested. Iran had seized the momentum in its war with Iraq with an offensive that threatened the southern Iraqi city of Basra and its abundant oil fields. To press its gains and starve Iraq of revenue from its regional supporters, Tehran began mining the Persian Gulf and attacking Kuwaiti oil tankers. The emir of Kuwait cleverly made a joint appeal to Washington and Moscow to protect its oil ships. The Kremlin quickly agreed and began putting five Kuwaiti tankers under the Soviet flag. Gorbachev’s focus on internal reforms in the Soviet Union did not preclude him from exploiting opportunities in the Middle East to gain an advantage on the United States.

			The Kuwaiti request prompted Carlucci to encourage Reagan to review—and reset—US policy in the region overall. Reagan convened an NSPG meeting on February 12. Dennis Ross and Robert Oakley of the NSC staff described the weakened American posture and the need to reaffirm the United States’ “strategic cooperation with Israel” because of “the stake that both the United States and Israel have in strengthening the forces of moderation and weakening those of radicalism in the region.” Reagan conceded, “Some Arab governments are concerned that the US is weak and unable or unwilling to help our friends because of the Iran problem.” Treasury Secretary Baker, just returned from the region, reported a basis for hope: “[The Saudi leadership,] although scared about Iran and disappointed in us, are still with us.” He said they remained committed to keeping oil output high and prices low.[32]

			The State Department and the Pentagon deadlocked over whether to reflag the Kuwaiti tankers and deploy US Navy warships to escort them. Reversing their usual positions on the use of force, Shultz opposed the reflagging and Weinberger supported it. The secretary of defense faced additional resistance from the navy, which worried that the mission would divert naval assets from their core mission of countering the Soviets. His new secretary of the navy, James Webb, even protested that the gulf operation violated the Weinberger Doctrine’s standard of only using force with clear objectives and strong public support (the Democratic Congress was already threatening to invoke the War Powers Resolution to curtail any naval deployments). Weinberger responded that the safe passage of oil tankers was both unambiguous and important. Carlucci joined Weinberger in worrying that Iran’s gulf mischief threatened to drive up oil prices, hurting economies of American allies in Europe and Asia—and undercutting the American campaign to use high Saudi output to starve the Soviets of oil revenues. Rich Armitage, an influential proponent of granting the Kuwaiti request, recalls an additional reason: “This presented a golden opportunity to assist the moderate Arabs and restore US credibility after Iran-Contra, having devastated [the Gulf Arabs] by lying” about selling arms to Iran.[33]

			Reagan sided with Weinberger and Carlucci. “Mark this point well,” the president declared, “the use of the vital sea-lanes of the Persian Gulf will not be dictated by the Iranians. These lanes will not be allowed to come under the control of the Soviet Union.” Reagan believed that maintaining the navy’s forward presence was a historic pillar of American maritime power. He reminded the NSC, “Our Naval Strategy since W[orld] W[ar] I has been to base elements of the fleet all over the world where our nat[ional] interests are involved. We’ve based ships and planes there in the Gulf and the Arabian sea for 38 years.” Shultz set aside his misgivings and saluted, and the State Department scored a diplomatic victory when it persuaded the Kuwaitis to halt the Soviet reflagging of their five ships and instead put all Kuwaiti tankers under American protection, with American flags on their masts and American warships at their sides. Some gulf and European allies at first expressed reluctance to join, fearful of risking a war with Iran and doubtful about American resolve after the 1984 Lebanon pullout and the Iran-contra imbroglio. As the navy warships began their work, and following further entreaties from Reagan, Weinberger, and Shultz, the allies came along. Saudi AWACS planes provided surveillance; the British Royal Navy, France, Italy, the Netherlands, and Belgium deployed minesweepers; and Japan contributed advanced technical support.[34]

			The teeter-tottering American posture in the Iran-Iraq War now tilted back toward Iraq. The United States increased its economic support to Baghdad to over $1 billion, loosened export controls of dual-use technology, and deployed sixty Defense Intelligence Agency analysts to Iraq to provide intelligence and targeting support on Iranian positions to the Iraqi army. Reagan renewed Operation Staunch to pressure other nations against supplying arms to Tehran (prompting some eye-rolling in foreign capitals at the American chutzpah in telling them not to do what the United States had just been doing). Not that the United States wanted Iraq to win; it just wanted to restore a stalemate so that both sides would see little gain in further fighting. The show of force in the Persian Gulf strengthened diplomatic efforts in Turtle Bay, as the United States even partnered with the Kremlin to pass a UN Security Council resolution demanding a cease-fire in the Iran-Iraq War. Shultz reveled, “Nothing like this unanimous vote on an issue of real importance and difficulty had ever happened before in the history of the United Nations. A thaw in the cold war was clearly underway.”[35]

			
				V

			

			Just weeks after helping Japan’s economy by protecting gulf oil shipments, Reagan took a different step to hurt Japan’s economy. In April 1987, he leveled a 100 percent tariff on $300 million worth of Japanese computers, televisions, and electric tools, in retaliation for Japan’s unrepentant violations on semiconductors. Despite an agreement the prior year, Japanese firms had continued “dumping” (selling for lower prices than their manufacturing cost) these microchips in an effort to seize American market share. It was a major escalation. “TRADE WARS: The U.S. Gets Tough with Japan” blared the cover of Time. The Plaza Accord had fueled a 60 percent rise in the yen’s value since September 1985, but that had not been enough to curtail the trade deficit, given Japan’s other market-distorting practices.

			Why did Reagan choose now to punish Japan, after having resisted protectionist measures for over six years? Four reasons stand out. First, he and Nakasone had put the United States–Japan partnership on such firm ground that it could withstand increased trade frictions without losing its strategic punch. Second, Japan’s infractions on semiconductors were egregious and long-standing; after all other options had been tried, it was a last resort. Third, the national security community supported the tariffs. Unlike other trade disputes, where defense hawks prioritized strategic cooperation with Japan over punitive measures, in this case semiconductors were essential to many American weapons platforms, such as missile guidance systems and aircraft avionics.[36] Fourth, Reagan’s political standing was still weak at home. When he had enjoyed 70 percent approval ratings, he would withstand pressure to impose tariffs on Japan. Now, with his approval rating around 50 percent, he had less political capital to spend resisting public sentiment for protectionism.

			Three weeks after announcing the tariffs, Reagan welcomed Nakasone to the White House for another state visit. The Japanese leader brought his own travails with him, suffering from legislative setbacks and diminished political support in Tokyo—which hindered his ability to get his own government to make further trade concessions to the United States. Reagan’s NSC briefing emphasized the “force and depth” of the United States–Japan partnership despite the trade frictions, and Reagan told his team he wanted to continue other measures to “strengthen the relationship.” In their meeting, Nakasone appealed for easing the trade sanctions before they would meet again in June at the G7 summit. Three months later, Reagan would do just that for his friend, lifting 20 percent of the tariffs.[37] Between the Plaza Accord and the microchip tariffs, the Reagan administration had delivered two populist blows to Japan’s market distortions while still holding fast to its strategic commitment to free trade.

			While leaning on Japan to open its economy, the Reagan administration increased its pressure on South Korea to open its government to democracy. Gaston Sigur, who had succeeded Wolfowitz as assistant secretary of state for East Asia, put the Chun dictatorship on notice in a February 6, 1987, speech when he called for a new system to ensure that “peaceful transfers of power continue into the future” and a new constitution to “create a more open and legitimate political system.” Reagan and Shultz made clear that Sigur spoke for the administration; Weinberger quietly signaled to the South Korean military that he too supported Sigur’s message. None of this sat well with the recalcitrant Chun, who announced two months later the suspension of several of the constitutional reforms he had promised. His backsliding sparked a new wave of protests by students and other activists, some of which turned violent.[38]

			Several forces now converged and started to crack the Chun dictatorship. South Korea was scheduled to host the Summer Olympic Games in 1988, bringing the international spotlight to Seoul and raising the reputational costs of any government crackdown. The Philippines’ peaceful transition the previous year had inspired many Koreans about the prospects for democracy in Asia. South Korea’s economic boom over the last two decades had created a middle class eager for self-government. American funding from the National Endowment for Democracy (NED) provided the democratic opposition with resources to organize and spread its messages. However, threats to a smooth transition loomed on all sides. Besides the risk of Chun ordering the military to crush the demonstrations, the Reagan team worried that North Korea might exploit the chaos by engaging in subterfuge or even launching a surprise attack on the south. To deter any such mischief, the White House sent private messages to Pyongyang warning of a strong American response.

			In many ways, pushing an autocratic ally to democratize is even harder than promoting democracy in an adversary state. Because the United States depends on the ally for security and economic cooperation—such as basing rights, intelligence sharing, joint military operations, supply chains and shared markets, and other benefits of partnership—there is more at stake, and more to be lost, if the ally resists American efforts to support human rights and political reform, or if those efforts so destabilize the country that rival states exploit it from without or violent revolution ensues within. Reagan and Shultz took no small risks in supporting these democratic transitions.

			Of course, what matters more than American policies are conditions inside the country in question, especially the will of its people. The White House did well to recognize and align—albeit sometimes hesitantly—with popular currents in nations such as the Philippines, South Korea, and Taiwan. And as Michael Green points out, American security partnerships can also aid democratic transitions. “What Reagan did was to fuse interests and ideals; to focus on strengthening the institutions of freedom rather than just weakening the hold of authoritarian leaders; to ensure that allies were better governed at home so that they would be more resilient against imperialism from abroad. . . . Carter’s strong credentials on human rights did not sway authoritarian leaders in Asia—Reagan’s strong credentials on national security did.”[39]

			Reagan put those credentials to work in June when he wrote to Chun urging him to release political prisoners, allow media freedom, eschew the use of force, and honor his commitment to step down and hold free elections. Reagan directed Ambassador Jim Lilley, recently arrived in Seoul as the new US envoy, to deliver the letter in person to Chun. The embattled dictator balked at first but then agreed to receive Lilley, in part because the deft ambassador had kept ties to Chun even as the United States encouraged democracy. The timing was fortuitous. Lilley arrived at Chun’s office on the afternoon of June 19, not knowing that Chun was preparing to impose martial law early the next morning. When Lilley handed Chun the letter, he told the dictator that the Defense and State Departments stood united behind Reagan’s message, lest Chun entertain any hopes of siphoning support from the large US military presence in Korea. Reagan’s letter, combined with Lilley’s blunt warnings, pulled Chun back. Drawing on the playbook he had used during the 1980 presidential transition to spare Kim Dae Jung’s life, Reagan also offered Chun a valedictory visit to the White House in 1988 if he would leave office.

			Meanwhile the protests swelled to two hundred thousand or even three hundred thousand people, capturing global headlines and captivating audiences in the United States. As Chun continued to waffle, a few days later Reagan dispatched Sigur as a presidential emissary to reinforce American policy. To make sure the Korean people knew that the White House supported their efforts to bring change to the Blue House (the Korean presidential mansion), Sigur also met with opposition leaders such as Kim Dae Jung and Kim Young-Sam, and Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou-hwan, Korea’s Catholic leader whose Seoul cathedral served as a refuge for dissidents. That month, when police tried to arrest student activists hiding in the cathedral, Cardinal Kim blocked their way. “You can step on me, then the priests and nuns behind me, before you can take away the students,” he declared. Sigur’s pilgrimage to the cathedral, along with strong warnings from Lilley against any police use of force, made it clear that the cardinal enjoyed Reagan’s support too.[40]

			The voices of the Korean people, amplified and supported by the United States, carried the day. On June 29, the ruling party issued a statement affirming the transition to democracy, led by an open presidential election in December. The United States–Korea alliance held firm even as the dictatorship crumbled. As Sigur recalled, Reagan and his team wanted to show that “security and democracy go hand in hand.” [41]

			Taiwan provided another test of this principle. In June 1987, the same month that South Korea embraced democracy, the ailing autocrat of Taiwan, Chiang Ching-kuo, summoned his vice president Lee Teng-hui and several other close advisors for a talk about their country’s future. “If Taiwan wants to survive it must have democracy,” he declared.[42] Six months later, Chiang died of a heart attack. In the years since the 1982 settlement with China that solidified continued American arms sales along with Reagan’s “Six Assurances” reinforcing America’s commitment to Taiwan, voices for democracy on the island had grown in volume and energy. The relative security afforded by the American defense umbrella gave Taiwanese activists the space to advocate for more freedom, while quiet funding from the NED gave them the resources. In 1986, dissidents had formed the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) to challenge the ruling KMT. Under pressure, the next year the KMT ended martial law. Upon Chiang’s death, Lee succeeded him as president, and the devout Christian felt a spiritual imperative to begin accelerating Taiwan’s embrace of democracy.[43]

			Supporting these democratic transitions bolstered Reagan’s broader strategy in the Cold War’s battle of ideas. By supporting self-determination, he sought to expand the perimeters of the free world and display the benefits of accountable governments as a positive alternative to communist despotism. The White House also believed that self-government further cemented alliance bonds. Shultz told Congress in 1985, “It is no accident . . . that America’s closest and most lasting relationships are its alliances with its fellow democracies.”[44]

			The unfolding democratic transitions in South Korea and Taiwan brought new dimensions to Reagan’s strategic triangles in Asia. Now the United States–Japan–South Korea alliance triangle would consist of three democracies with shared values along with shared security commitments. In contrast, the United States–China–Taiwan triangle would see increased tension as Taiwan’s democracy belied Beijing’s claim that Chinese people could not govern themselves. On the other hand, the United States–China–Soviet Union great-power triangle approached more equipoise. When Shultz visited Beijing in March 1987, Deng Xiaoping and other CCP leaders described their belief that “Gorbachev really is on the path to reform” and “will seek to reduce tensions with China and the US in the interest of economic reform at home.” The year before, Gorbachev had even proposed Moscow’s own “triangle in Asia” of the USSR, India, and China, as he sought to check American influence and reposition the Soviet presence in the region with more friends and fewer foes. Deng also repeated to Shultz his suspicion: “Gorbachev may be moving too fast.”[45]

			
				VI

			

			The democratic wave crested across the Pacific too. In his State of the Union address, Reagan reveled in the fact that “90% of the people of Latin America live in democracy.” To support that hemispheric trend, he convened the NSC to discuss South American democracy. Opening the meeting, Reagan lamented past American arrogance and interventions that had fueled resentments in the region toward “the Colossus of the North” and reiterated his vision of free nations “from the Tierra del Fuego to the North Pole.” Carlucci urged a “democratic alliance” to be a “mirror image of the Brezhnev Doctrine that insures the irreversibility of democratic gains.” Worry over the mounting debt burdens besetting several countries, especially Brazil and Argentina, tempered the democratic optimism. Nor had the fear of Soviet influence abated, as acting CIA director Gates warned that Gorbachev planned “an unprecedented visit” within the next year to seven Latin American countries. The Kremlin stood to “reap major benefits,” he continued, including “the chipping away of the Monroe Doctrine,” “increasing their political access,” and showing “the legitimacy of a Soviet role in the Western hemisphere.” Shultz responded, “Democracy is the best insurance we can have [against Soviet meddling],” and worried that a contra defeat in Nicaragua would “be a big loss.” The secretary distilled the dilemma facing the United States: “The South Americans have two big fears: one is a US military intervention in [Nicaragua] . . . [the other is] that we might pull the plug and walk away and let Gorbachev walk in.” Shultz also urged continued attention to the “problem countries” of Chile and Paraguay, both still right-wing dictatorships.[46]

			Two years earlier, Reagan had begun withdrawing support from Paraguay’s anticommunist strongman Alfredo Stroessner. Reagan suspended Paraguay’s access to preferential trade and directed US ambassador Clyde Taylor to support the democratic opposition, while the NED poured in funding as well. Even the Pentagon and the Pope joined the effort. In 1988, General Frederick Woerner, commander of US Southern Command, met with his counterparts in the Paraguayan military to encourage their support for a democratic transition. The same year, Pope John Paul II visited, met with democracy activists, and called for a “moral cleansing” from Stroessner’s repression and “authentic democracy” for the country. The pressure worked. Just two weeks after Reagan left office, Stroessner’s generals ousted him, and Paraguay held open elections a few months later.[47]

			In Chile, the Reagan administration had been gradually escalating pressure on Pinochet since 1983. By 1986, promoting a democratic transition became the explicit policy, when Reagan convened an NSC meeting on “how we can persuade Pinochet to move toward a democratic form of government.” Reagan noted in his diary, “We’re agreed we must try.” [48] Reagan waffled at times, valuing Pinochet’s free-market economic policies and stalwart anticommunism. But the president came to heed the voices of Shultz, Elliott Abrams, and many in Congress, who highlighted Pinochet’s brutal repression and broken promises. In 1986, the White House put the tyrant on notice by passing a resolution in the UN Commission on Human Rights condemning his regime’s manifest abuses. The NED poured in funding for Chilean opposition groups, and US ambassador to Chile Harry Barnes became a visible supporter of democracy activists, Catholic human rights groups, and Pinochet’s victims. Once again, John Paul II proved a valuable partner. On a 1987 visit to Chile, he had what Shultz called a “showdown” with Pinochet, when the Pope pressed the dictator on democracy and human rights and persisted with a beatification mass for a Chilean nun before a million worshippers despite the regime’s efforts to disrupt it.[49]

			A further turning point came that year for the White House when a secret CIA assessment concluded that Pinochet (aided by Paraguay’s Stroessner) had personally ordered the assassination of Chilean dissident Orlando Letelier in a ghastly Washington, DC, bombing in 1976—at the time “the only clear case of state-supported terrorism that ha[d] occurred in Washington DC,” in Shultz’s words. The secretary continued, “The consequences of [Pinochet’s] staying in office would be highly dangerous for Chile and the region as a whole.” Reagan put strong American support behind a 1988 plebiscite that Pinochet intended to bolster his rule. Instead the Chilean people voted him out by 54 percent, leading to the restoration of democracy.[50] Six years after Reagan had called for the “gradual growth of freedom and democratic ideals” in his Westminster address, democracy was expanding in Asia and Latin America—not gradually, but rapidly.

			In Nicaragua, ironically in the wake of Iran-contra, the contras improved their standing. Even while a special congressional committee investigated the scandal, Congress voted to increase aid to the contras, who made a series of battlefield advances against the Sandinistas as the economy began to collapse. Then Moscow stepped in. In October, a Sandinista defector revealed Managua’s plans to grow its army to six hundred thousand troops, funded by a new five-year agreement with the Kremlin that included advanced weapons such as surface-to-air missiles, helicopter gunships, and MiG-21 fighter jets. Moscow also provided an additional one hundred thousand tons of oil, bringing the combined value of Soviet and Cuban aid to the Sandinistas to $1 billion in 1987 alone (US assistance to the contras was paltry in comparison, totaling around $250 million over eight years). Reagan seized on this disclosure to warn that a diplomatic settlement could only be found if the contras kept pressure on the Sandinistas. “The Freedom Fighters brought the Sandinistas to the negotiating table,” he declared, and “only the Freedom Fighters can keep them there.” It turned out that much of this Soviet support stemmed more from Politburo hard-liners than Gorbachev himself, who worried about the added drain on the Kremlin’s coffers. When Reagan met with Gorbachev in December, he took the Soviet leader for a walk on the South Lawn and pressed him to halt arms to the Sandinistas. To Reagan’s pleasant surprise, Gorbachev agreed, and followed through in the next year. Meanwhile, into 1988, a fickle Congress vacillated on further contra aid, while in Nicaragua the rebels and their Sandinista opponents fought to a rough stalemate both on the battlefield and in the negotiating room, signing a cease-fire agreement in March.[51]

			The Cold War, meanwhile, was beginning to leave Nicaragua behind and enter its endgame back where it began, in a divided Europe.

			
				VII

			

			The most famous four words of the Cold War almost went unsaid.[52] As Reagan prepared to travel to Europe for the G7 summit and a speech in Berlin, he and his speechwriters skirmished with the NSC and State Department over a line in his remarks: “Tear down this wall!” For weeks leading up to the trip, Shultz, Powell, and their respective staffs kept expunging the words from multiple speech drafts, while speechwriters Tony Dolan and Peter Robinson kept reinserting them.

			Robinson originally penned the offending phrase. Several weeks before Reagan’s visit, the speechwriter had taken an advance trip to Berlin. Local friends hosted a dinner party for him with a cross section of citizens of Berlin. All spoke with passion about their loathing of the wall. One man described how his walk to work each morning went past a guard tower at the wall, where an East German sentry looked down at him through binoculars. “That soldier and I speak the same language. We share the same history. But one of us is a zookeeper and the other is an animal, and I am never certain which is which.” Another woman grew impassioned and declared, “If the Russians are willing to open up, then the wall must go.”[53]

			Back at the White House, Reagan welcomed hurling an imprecation against the wall. Its demise had been his goal since he first beheld it in 1978. In a staff meeting to review a speech draft that his national security team had cleansed of the phrase, Reagan was asked what message he wanted to deliver. Replied the president, “Well, that passage about tearing down the wall. That’s what I want to say to the people on the other side.”[54]

			The State Department and NSC staff continued to resist. Their comments on early drafts give the flavor of their criticism. This “won’t fly with Germ[ans]. Not sentimental people.” “Seems silly as edited.” “This must come out. West Germans do not want to see East Germans insulted.” “Weak.” Needs “concrete ideas [instead of] sentimental fluff.” Too much “emphasis on good guys/bad guys.”[55] These objections were more than aesthetic. Behind them lay the concerns of many foreign policy experts, not entirely without warrant, that Reagan should not challenge Gorbachev too directly and thus risk alienating or weakening the Soviet leader; that the speech could damage relations with allies, especially West Germany; that it could raise false hopes and thus hurt America’s credibility; even that it could destabilize the delicate new reform equilibrium emerging in the Cold War.

			The Berlin Wall address did not cause the only speechwriting kerfuffle. Before Berlin, Reagan would see Pope John Paul II, and speechwriter Josh Gilder worked on the president’s remarks at the Vatican. Knowing that afterward the pontiff would be traveling to Poland, in an Oval Office meeting ahead of time Reagan dictated for Gilder how he wanted to bless the Pope’s return to his native land:

			
				Our prayers will go with you in profound hope that soon the hand of God will lighten the terrible burden of brave people everywhere who yearn for freedom, even as all men and women yearn for the freedom that God gave us all when he gave us a free will. . . . Perhaps it’s not too much to hope that true change will come to all countries that now deny or hinder the freedom to worship God. And perhaps we’ll see that change comes through the reemergence of faith.

			

			State Department officials deleted the spiritual language, telling Gilder, “It’s inappropriate to have so much language about God.”

			Replied Gilder, “So much language about God? The President will be talking to the Pope.”

			Not to mention, Gilder added, that the language was Reagan’s own.

			The president got his way. On June 6, Reagan proclaimed his words to the pontiff in the Papal Library.[56] Bearing this presidential blessing, the Pope journeyed to Poland, where his week included an open-air mass in Gdańsk with one million faithful, striking further tremors from Jaruzelski’s office all the way to the Kremlin. Reagan went to Venice for a relatively placid G7 summit, where the main dispute came in a staff meeting when he fended off one last State Department bid to strike out the notorious four words from his upcoming Berlin speech.[57]

			The morning of June 12, the two headlines of The Washington Post heralded Margaret Thatcher’s landslide reelection in the UK and announced, “Pope Extols Solidarity in Poland/Papal Endorsement Among Strongest Yet for Opposition,” alongside a picture of John Paul II embracing Lech Walesa.[58] That same day, Reagan arrived at the Brandenburg Gate.

			Though his speech was occasioned by Berlin’s 750th anniversary, Reagan had more recent history in mind. His predecessor John F. Kennedy had spoken at this same spot a quarter century earlier and proclaimed American solidarity with the people of the partitioned city. Standing in front of the gate, gashed by the Berlin Wall on either side, Reagan began by honoring Kennedy’s visit, even as he sought to fulfill Kennedy’s unfinished hopes. He paid tribute to the Marshall Plan and the progress of the free world in the four decades since.

			Turning to the present moment, he connected the concrete-and-barbed-wire edifice encircling Berlin to the global contest for liberty. “As long as this gate is closed, as long as this scar of a wall is permitted to stand, it is not the German question alone that remains open, but the question of freedom for all mankind.”

			Now his appeal—not a plea, but a demand directed to the one man who could fulfill it:

			“General Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, if you seek liberalization: Come here to this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”

			The crowd erupted, as Reagan took the private wish of a West German woman and turned it into a public cry, uttered by one of the world’s two most powerful men to the other.

			He did so to test the Soviet leader’s sincerity and credibility. Did Gorbachev, who had visited East Berlin just two weeks earlier, really mean to pursue reform, openness, and peace? Then let him prove it by dismantling this abomination that divided Berlin and pierced the heart of Europe.[59]

			There was another divide, even more profound. Concluding his speech, Reagan turned from the strategic to the spiritual. The wall was but a symbol of “the most fundamental distinction of all between East and West. The totalitarian world produces backwardness because it does such violence to the spirit, thwarting the human impulse to create, to enjoy, to worship. The totalitarian world finds even symbols of love and of worship an affront.” He described a luminescent cross that appeared in the sunlight on an East Berlin tower, despite the communist government’s efforts to extinguish it. The metaphor was clear. Decades of state-enforced atheism had not quenched the religious faith of multitudes in the Soviet bloc. Reagan, and America, stood with them.[60]

			Reagan’s demand to destroy the wall was not a one-off applause line. He enshrined it as official US policy and would repeat his call in public at least fourteen more times over the duration of his presidency.[61]

			Not everyone appreciated Reagan’s words. The Soviet news agency TASS fumed that it was “an openly provocative, war-mongering speech.” Henry Kissinger praised the speech as “very effective” but then dismissed the heart of its message. The Soviets “won’t tear down the Wall,” he declared. Washington Post columnist Jim Hoagland huffed, “History is likely to record the challenge to tear down the wall as a meaningless taunt.”[62]

			History, and the people of Berlin, would do otherwise.
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				I

			

			Though Reagan’s Europe trip was a policy success, he remained beleaguered at home and in allied eyes. In July 1987, Thatcher, emboldened by her landslide reelection, paid another visit to Washington. Her advisor Charles Powell delivered a caustic assessment ahead of her trip: “The President is besieged. His authority is weakened by Irangate from which he is unable so far to break free. . . . There are insistent reports of encroaching senility and declining comprehension. . . . There is a real risk of a vacuum in the leadership of the West at the very moment when the Soviet system has thrown up an articulate and appealing leader.” The despondent Powell then gave his boss an extraordinary charge: “Your role is to rally the West and provide a sense of purpose and direction. . . . The task is at least to disguise the weakness of American leadership. . . . It is also an opportunity to remind the American people more widely that the United States’ leadership role in the world is as vital as ever.”[1]

			Ironically, just prior to Thatcher’s arrival, Reagan received a boost from an unlikely source: Oliver North. The erstwhile NSC staffer had captivated the nation the previous week with his testimony before the Iran-contra congressional committee. Liar and lawbreaker though he was, North changed the terms of the national debate by delivering impassioned defenses of the importance of covert action, supporting anticommunist fighters who depended on the United States, and the presidential prerogative to direct national security policy. He sparred with posturing congressional Democrats and came out ahead, both in the hearing room and in the court of public opinion. Admitting without apology that he had lied and destroyed evidence, North went on offense: “Congress is to blame because of the fickle, vacillating, unpredictable, on-again off-again policy toward the Nicaraguan Democratic Resistance. . . . [By cutting off funds,] the Congress of the United States left soldiers in the field unsupported and vulnerable to their Communist enemies. . . . Our adversaries laugh at us, and our friends recoil in horror.”

			North succeeded in changing the story. By this point, almost eight months since the scandal first broke, most Americans had taken account of the Reagan administration’s misconduct. Now, with North’s fusillades, delivered over seven days of riveting testimony, the public heard for the first time that perhaps Congress bore some guilt too. Two senators otherwise critical of the White House, liberal Republican Bill Cohen and Democrat George Mitchell, conceded afterward that “one Marine against twenty-six lawyer-politicians wasn’t even close. North held a Gatling gun while [the committee members] sat like ducks in a shooting gallery. The American people loved it.” One poll that week found that by 43 to 30 percent, Americans now blamed Congress more than Reagan for the scandal.[2]

			Despite Charles Powell’s grim predictions, it was a chipper Reagan who greeted his friend Thatcher at the White House on July 17. Even more important than her private encouragement was the public boost she provided. On the CBS Sunday show Face the Nation, Thatcher rebuked host Lesley Stahl’s querulous pessimism: “Now why are all you media taking a downbeat view? Cheer up! America is a strong country with a great president, a great people and a great future! . . . I beg of you, you should have as much faith in America as I have!” A grateful Reagan told his diary she “was absolutely magnificent and left Lesly [sic] Stahl a little limp.”[3]

			As Reagan regained his political standing and saw his policies in Asia and the Middle East beginning to bear fruit, other critics continued to carp. On September 2, readers of The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Boston Globe opened their newspapers to find a full-page “open letter” from a flamboyant New York City real estate developer named Donald J. Trump. Addressed “To the American People” and titled “There’s nothing wrong with America’s Foreign Defense Policy that a little backbone can’t cure,” it was a broadside against Reagan. Trump whined, “For decades, Japan and other nations have been taking advantage of the United States.” He continued, “The saga continues unabated as we defend the Persian Gulf, an area of only marginal significance to the United States for its oil supplies, but one upon which Japan and others are almost totally dependent. . . . The world is laughing at America’s politicians as we protect ships we don’t own, carrying oil we don’t need, destined for allies who won’t help.” [4]

			Reagan paid little mind to such sniping; he had no brief for protectionism or isolationism. He did care, however, when allies felt disregarded, and such was the case that same month with Canada and his friend Mulroney. Despite Reagan’s support for a free-trade accord with Canada, a series of technicalities threatened to torpedo the agreement that he and Mulroney had long championed. The impasse between their respective trade staffs grew so acrimonious that the Canadian delegation walked out of negotiations with their American counterparts less than two weeks before the congressionally mandated deadline.

			When negotiations resumed only to fall apart again just five hours before the deadline, an exasperated Mulroney told Treasury Secretary Jim Baker that he planned to phone Reagan at Camp David and ask, “Ron, how is it that the United States can agree to a nuclear reduction deal with their worst enemy, the Soviet Union, and they can’t agree to a free trade agreement with their best friend, the Canadians?”

			Baker knew the president would not want such a call. Instead the Treasury secretary phoned Reagan at Camp David; the president authorized the final compromise, and Baker concluded the deal. Following the earlier agreement with Israel, it was only the second bilateral free-trade agreement in American history, and one step closer to Reagan’s vision of a North American accord.[5]

			
				II

			

			At seven p.m. on May 28, in the twilight of a late spring evening, Muscovites walking through Red Square were startled to see a small Cessna circling overhead. The buzzing plane soon swooped down and landed on the Bolshoy Moskvoretsky Bridge next to St. Basil’s Cathedral. Out stepped a gangly West German teenager, eighteen-year-old Mathias Rust, who claimed to be on a “mission for peace” bearing a plan for Gorbachev for a nuclear-free world. Whatever Rust’s intention, the effect was to expose the USSR’s security vulnerabilities to the world and to provoke an irate Gorbachev to dismiss defense minister Sergey Sokolov and about one hundred senior Red Army officers. It was the largest purge of general officers since Stalin, though in this case Gorbachev merely sent them to early retirement, rather than the firing squad. The Soviet leader found Rust’s jaunt a welcome excuse to replace military hard-liners with supporters of his reform agenda.[6]

			Following up on his Brandenburg Gate speech, Reagan kept probing for cracks in the Soviet empire, especially any splits between the Kremlin and its Warsaw Pact satellites. General John Galvin, supreme allied commander Europe (SACEUR), briefed Reagan on the Red Army’s forward deployments in Eastern Europe and highlighted the “significant strain” they put on the Soviet economy. Reagan asked if the Kremlin’s command-and-control could “order Warsaw Pact forces to attack without approval of [their] Eastern European governments.” Galvin confirmed it could. Control of the military is a cornerstone of a sovereign government; Moscow’s seizure of this authority from Warsaw, East Berlin, Budapest, Prague, and other capitals was in Reagan’s mind a particularly ugly example of Soviet imperialism. It was also a vulnerability. Reagan saw that the Kremlin had trapped itself in an unsustainable exchange: Moscow’s resources flowed out to fund its troops in Eastern Europe, while Eastern European resentments flowed back to Moscow over its occupation of their countries—and its control of their own sons under arms.[7] Gorbachev recognized this too. Though the White House did not know it, earlier in the year, Gorbachev had told the Politburo that the Soviet Union needed to come clean about its occupation of Eastern Europe and draw down its military footprint. He just did not yet have the political support of his Politburo comrades to do so.[8]

			Meanwhile at the White House, though the details of the INF Treaty were coming together and a summit with Gorbachev in Washington seemed likely, neither was yet finalized. Even once intermediate-range missiles were banned, the larger and more destructive arsenals of long-range multiwarhead ICBMs and SLBMs would remain. It was these strategic arms that could annihilate the planet, and that the Soviet and American delegations continued to negotiate in the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) in Geneva. Reagan and Gorbachev still agreed on the principle of cutting those arms by 50 percent; whether they could come to terms on the specifics and codify them in a treaty remained to be seen.

			As his advisors debated the details, Reagan reminded them of his ultimate goal, and the stakes: “You’ve got to remember that the [START negotiations were] born of the idea that the world needs to get rid of nuclear weapons. We’ve got to remember that we can’t win a nuclear war and we can’t fight one.” He then described the carnage that a nuclear exchange would inflict on the planet. Reagan concluded the meeting on an apocalyptic note, quite literally: “Some day people are going to ask why we didn’t do something now about getting rid of nuclear weapons. You know, I’ve been reading my Bible and the description of Armageddon talks about destruction, I believe, of many cities and we absolutely need to avoid that. We have to do something now.”[9]

			It bears remembering just how uncertain the future looked to Reagan and his advisors. Progress with the Soviets seemed to be accelerating, but no one really knew if it would be enduring or ephemeral. The arms race continued. Neither nation had yet cut a single nuclear weapon from its massive arsenal, with each side just a launch code or miscalculation away from annihilating the other. Though Gorbachev said he wanted to leave Afghanistan and curb Soviet adventurism elsewhere, he had not yet withdrawn any soldiers or reduced Soviet support for communist forces in Nicaragua, Angola, and Cambodia. Nor had he pulled back any Red Army units from their occupation of Eastern Europe. In short, Reagan’s fear of Armageddon was not just an idiosyncratic scriptural reference—it was a plausible threat assessment of the world in the fall of 1987.

			But September also brought signs of hope. Shevardnadze’s visit to Washington entailed productive meetings with both Shultz and Reagan, including firming up the final details of the INF Treaty and preparing for the anticipated summit. Then, a setback. Reagan was not the only superpower leader dealing with a fractious team; Gorbachev faced even more severe internal divisions. When Shultz flew to Moscow in October to finalize plans for the summit, a dyspeptic Gorbachev blindsided him with a rant about all manner of alleged American misdeeds over the previous three decades. Of more concern, Gorbachev seemed to return to his condition (previously dropped) that the United States end SDI and walked back his commitment to set a date for the Washington summit.[10]

			Shultz had endured tough sessions before with Gorbachev, but now “something distinctly different” had taken place. Gorbachev seemed wounded and weakened. The secretary told his staff, “He no longer looks to me like a boxer who has never been hit. This boxer has been hit.” The person who had hit Gorbachev, Shultz soon learned, was his Politburo rival Boris Yeltsin. Two days before, at a Central Committee meeting, Yeltsin had resigned in protest while denouncing Gorbachev’s reforms as anemic and ineffective. Gorbachev was used to enduring criticism from Soviet troglodytes, but this attack from a fellow reformer hurt, frightened, and infuriated him all at once. As soon as Shultz departed for Washington, a sheepish Gorbachev realized his indiscretion. He sent his foreign minister right back to Washington bearing a letter to Reagan accepting summit dates in December.[11]

			
				III

			

			In October, Weinberger told Reagan he planned to resign. Exhausted from almost seven years of unrelenting stress and anxious about his wife’s ailing health, the defense secretary was also tired of fighting with, and losing to, Shultz. It seemed an irreparable breach. Rich Armitage, who although on Weinberger’s staff had collaborated well with Shultz on Asia policy, at one point tried to broker a truce between the two cabinet adversaries.

			At a reception, Armitage went up to Shultz and suggested, “Mr. Secretary, why don’t you and Secretary Weinberger take a six-pack of beer, go out in a row boat in the middle of the lake and talk this thing through?”

			Replied Shultz, “He wouldn’t come.”

			The next day, after the Pentagon morning staff meeting, Armitage relayed the conversation to Weinberger, including Shultz’s claim that Weinberger would refuse the gesture.

			Weinberger responded, “He’s right.”

			Weinberger also had seen for some time that his resistance to negotiations with the Soviets put him at growing odds with Reagan. Weinberger’s rigidity in his positions, at times an asset, turned into a liability when he failed to keep pace with the Cold War’s shifting terrain, including his commander in chief’s desire to negotiate steep arms cuts with the Soviets. In Armitage’s words, Weinberger “never changed the tape”—in 1987 he kept repeating his same positions from 1981.[12] Yet Weinberger also could take pride in much. He had served faithfully in the main task Reagan had entrusted to him: modernizing and expanding the force, and restoring its fighting spirit. Few if any of Reagan’s diplomatic successes would have been possible absent the formidable military that Weinberger rebuilt and modernized. It is a legacy that has benefited every president and defense secretary since.

			Reagan picked Carlucci to be the new secretary of defense and promoted Powell in his place, making Powell the first Black national security advisor in history. Together Shultz, Powell, and Carlucci forged a bureaucratic entente and ensured that Reagan’s final year in office would enjoy an interagency cooperation that had been miserably absent the first seven years.

			As Gorbachev’s White House visit approached, Reagan redoubled his pressure on the Soviet Union’s atheistic underbelly. On November 12, he hosted six Afghan resistance leaders at the White House. In the accompanying press conference, Reagan promised America’s “continued strong support” for their holy war against the Soviet occupation and criticized Gorbachev’s refusal to withdraw Soviet forces.[13] The Kremlin’s “bleeding wound” would continue to hemorrhage. Two weeks later, Reagan gave a speech at the Heritage Foundation that offered his test for Gorbachev’s reforms: “One of the truest measures of glasnost will be the degree of religious freedom the Soviet rulers allow their people.” Specifically, Reagan urged Gorbachev to legalize the Ukrainian Catholic Church. The Reagan administration had long covertly supported the Ukrainian Catholics amid harsh persecution; now Reagan made his concern public. The church posed two potent threats to the Kremlin’s imperial authority: It represented spiritual loyalty to the Vatican and the national identity of Ukraine.[14]

			Reagan felt confident as the summit approached. He delivered a special Voice of America broadcast throughout Europe, reassuring Europeans of his continued solidarity even with the elimination of INF missiles. Proclaiming that “freedom and peace go hand in hand,” he called for the liberation of Eastern Europe and said he hoped “someday General Secretary Gorbachev and I could meet in Berlin and together take down the first bricks of that wall—and we could continue taking down walls until the distrust between our peoples and the scars of the past are forgotten.”[15]

			Two weeks later in Geneva, to finalize the summit preparations, the American delegation led by Shultz and Powell had dinner with their Soviet counterparts, including Marshal Sergey Akhromeyev, the Kremlin’s top defense official. The Americans felt an extra measure of regard for Akhromeyev—for both his stature as the last World War II combat veteran in a senior Soviet leadership position and his comparative reasonableness in their negotiations. At the dinner, one of the Americans asked Akhromeyev about his wartime service, as an eighteen-year-old sergeant during the Nazi siege of Leningrad, in which one and a half million city residents died. His answer transfixed the room. “For eighteen months, I never set foot inside a building, even when the temperature went to fifty below zero. I was out of doors through two winters, never knew a warm day, always fighting, always hungry. And such loss of life. Eight out of ten boys my age died during the war. Only I and one other from my high school class of thirty-two survived.”[16]

			For much of that time his unit had guarded a key road into the city. When Shultz closed the dinner by commending Akhromeyev’s patriotism and grit in holding his position, the Soviet replied, “But we all knew, Mr. Secretary, that Stalin would have had us shot if we left the road.” Two weeks later at the Washington summit, Akhromeyev and Shultz again sat together at dinner. Returning to his wartime service, the Soviet told the secretary, “My country is in trouble, and I am fighting alongside [Gorbachev] to save it. That is why we made such a lopsided deal on INF, and that is why we want to get along with you. We want to restructure ourselves and to be part of the modern world.”[17]

			Even the CIA began making unprecedented connections with its main foe. Powell arranged for CIA deputy director Bob Gates to have dinner with his KGB counterpart, Vladimir Kryuchkov, visiting from Moscow as part of the Soviet delegation. It would be the highest-level meeting between the KGB and CIA in the entire Cold War. Dining in the elegant French restaurant Maison Blanche with their nervous security details looking on, the two crafty spymasters alternated between wary banter and serious discussion. Kryuchkov caught Gates’s attention when he commented repeatedly on America’s wealth and might—saying he could “feel the power” in the United States. The KGB official then told Gates that he hoped the CIA “was telling the US leadership that the Soviet Union was not a weak, poor country that could be pushed around.”

			They sparred at length over Afghanistan. Kryuchkov confirmed that Moscow wanted an exit but only if a “political solution” (that did not appear as a US victory) could be found. In a prophetic note, the meeting transcript records that the KGB officer “expressed particular concern about the possibility of a rise to power in Afghanistan of another fundamentalist Islamic state. He noted that neither the Soviet Union nor the United States needed a second fundamentalist state like Iran. He observed in passing that the United States seemed to be fully occupied trying to deal with just one fundamentalist Islamic state.”[18]

			The CIA remained skeptical of Gorbachev’s intentions. Gates sent Reagan a summit briefing that argued, “Gorbachev’s gameplan potentially can be played out over a prolonged period—thus giving him and the USSR a significant advantage. His long range strategy is an important backdrop for the summit.” Reagan disagreed. In the margins he wrote, “Our course [is] much steadier,” and “Don’t give [Gorbachev] too much credit for total foresight.”[19] Even though Reagan had only one year left in office, he believed that America’s strengths positioned it better to win the Cold War. He also had spent enough time with Gorbachev to detect that the Soviet leader was improvising, adapting, feeling his way forward on an uncertain path. Reagan wanted to steer that path toward peace.

			Meanwhile, American and Soviet negotiators haggled in the days leading up to the summit on every last detail, ranging from the verification provisions in the INF Treaty to the number of Soviet staff for which the White House would pay travel costs. The imbibing habits of the Soviet advance team irked Reagan, who complained to his diary, “At [the] Madison Hotel they empty the mini-bars in their rooms into their suitcases every morning in addition to running up big bar bills—all of which we have to pay.” After the White House got stiffed with a $1,400 alcohol tab for the Soviets’ first night, Powell ordered the hotel to stop restocking the bar.[20] Such were the hidden costs of the Cold War.

			
				IV

			

			Reagan and Gorbachev’s summit discussions would lack the depth of their previous sessions in Geneva and Reykjavík, but as Gorbachev biographer William Taubman points out, “almost everything else about it seemed extraordinary, both to Gorbachev and to Americans.” The Reagans welcomed Gorbachev with all the state-visit pageantry normally granted only to the closest allies: a South Lawn arrival ceremony, a twenty-one-gun salute, a state dinner featuring pianist Van Cliburn playing iconic Russian songs, Soviet and American flags bedecking Pennsylvania Avenue. Gorbachev further burnished the celebrity atmosphere by hosting a dinner the next night at the Soviet embassy, with eclectic guests including Paul Newman, Robert De Niro, Henry Kissinger, Gregory Peck, Meryl Streep, Yoko Ono, Arthur Miller, John Kenneth Galbraith, George Kennan, John Denver, and Joyce Carol Oates.

			The next morning, en route to the White House for his final meeting with Reagan, Gorbachev suddenly ordered his limousine to stop at the corner of Connecticut Avenue and L Street. To the consternation of his joint US-Soviet security detail, he got out and waded into the throng of fans and onlookers, smiling, shaking hands, and reveling in the adulation.[21] He arrived at the White House ninety minutes late for his meeting with Reagan. It was a stunning breach of protocol, yet the affable president could not muster much annoyance. Reagan appreciated a deft theatrical display himself and had wanted Gorbachev to see the vibrancy of America. Now Gorbachev had shown the American people his own vibrancy. Many Americans were now seeing firsthand what Reagan had previously recognized. This was a different kind of Soviet altogether.

			The summit discussions between Reagan and Gorbachev were more perfunctory. Both repeated many of their now-familiar positions on human rights, strategic arms reductions, and SDI. Gorbachev continued to oppose the latter, but having conceded on INF, he now linked halting SDI to progress on START. The Soviet leader displayed his usual verve, command of the issues, and verbosity. Reagan’s posture was more taciturn, detached, yet punctuated by moments of passion. At one point when Gorbachev accused the United States of being “foggy” on its adherence to the ABM Treaty, Reagan erupted with some rare profanities: “I am not making things foggy. I want to make things clear . . . let’s talk about how the hell our two sides are to eliminate half our nuclear weapons. I want to talk about how we can sign an agreement like the one we signed yesterday. . . . Let’s get started with it!” Reagan also pressed Gorbachev to remove all Soviet troops from Afghanistan and get Vietnam to withdraw from Cambodia, and reminded the Soviet leader he “could and should tear down the [Berlin] wall today.” Gorbachev retorted that a Soviet retreat from Afghanistan depended on the United States ending its weapons supply to the mujahideen. In response, Reagan noted that the Afghan resistance deserved “a voice in their own government,” which the puppet regime installed by Moscow sought to deny them.[22] Of most consequence, Reagan accepted Gorbachev’s invitation to visit Moscow in May.

			The summit’s apotheosis came with the signing of the INF Treaty. At one forty-five p.m.—a time later revealed to have been dictated by the First Lady’s astrologer—the two leaders entered the White House East Room and inscribed their signatures on a document unprecedented in the annals of the Cold War. Reagan remarked on what it meant: “It was over 6 years ago, November 18, 1981, that I first proposed what would come to be called the zero option. It was a simple proposal—one might say, disarmingly simple. . . . For the first time in history, the language of ‘arms control’ was replaced by ‘arms reduction’—in this case, the complete elimination of an entire class of US and Soviet nuclear missiles.” Gorbachev added that at last they were on “the road leading away from the threat of catastrophe . . . and mov[ing] together toward a nuclear-free world.”[23]

			Not all shared this hope. Some conservatives and realists continued to criticize the INF Treaty. Brent Scowcroft derided it as “a bad idea whose time has come.” University of Chicago professor John Mearsheimer worried that it hurt “the credibility of [the US] defense commitment” to NATO. George Will complained that Reagan was “drunk on détente.” Henry Kissinger lamented that Reagan “seemed bent on ending his term by dismantling the concepts and practices that have shaped Western strategy for four decades.”[24] Nixon, though more artful in expressing it, shared these concerns. In a phone call with Reagan three days after Gorbachev’s departure, the former president said that now that the INF Treaty had been signed, with reluctance he would support its Senate ratification—but then added he hoped the Senate would amend it with provisions that would in effect kill the treaty. Nixon’s summary of the call noted that Reagan “did not respond one way or another”—a sure sign that he did not appreciate Nixon’s advice.[25]

			Because the critics viewed the Cold War as a static standoff between two great powers, they failed again to see Reagan’s efforts to transform the conflict. Like SDI, the INF Treaty represented another way Reagan rejected the illusory “stability” created by the balance of terror in which thousands of nuclear warheads stood minutes away from destroying every European city from Lisbon to Moscow (not to mention Tokyo, Beijing, and Seoul from the SS-20s in the Russian Far East). Instead, Reagan showed he could partner with Gorbachev to reverse the arms race and build trust and cooperation between two enemy superpowers. Yet this trust only went so far. At the signing ceremony, Reagan invoked his “trust but verify” mantra—“You repeat that at every meeting,” jabbed Gorbachev; “I like it,” responded Reagan—and he reassured nervous NATO allies that the United States maintained some four thousand tactical and short-range nuclear weapons in Europe to deter the Red Army.[26]

			
				V

			

			As Reagan’s last year in office unfolded, his eponymous doctrine led to diplomatic successes in Afghanistan and southern Africa. He also regained his footing in the Middle East with a display of force in the Persian Gulf that was noticed in Moscow and beyond.

			On February 8, 1988, the Kremlin made a surprise announcement: The Red Army would withdraw from Afghanistan within the year. Gorbachev had decided to cut his losses. The Soviet decision jump-started negotiations in Geneva with the Americans, Afghans, and Pakistanis over the terms of the withdrawal and future political order. Not wanting to abandon the mujahideen to retribution from the Moscow-backed Najibullah government, Reagan insisted on the right to keep supporting the insurgents during and after the Soviet exit—though in fact American funding would dry up not long afterward. The Geneva accords also obligated Pakistan to end its sponsorship of the holy warriors. However, Zia phoned Reagan and told him that Pakistan intended to keep providing a safe haven for training and equipping the mujahideen. If asked, Zia continued, he would “just lie about it”: “We’ve been denying our activities there for eight years,” he said. “Muslims have the right to lie in a good cause.”[27] Shultz summed up the strategic consequences for the Cold War: “The Reagan Doctrine of support for people who fight for freedom had won out over the Brezhnev Doctrine of perpetual control by the Soviets of territory they had seized.”[28]

			Meanwhile, January brought a breakthrough in southern Africa. A combination of UNITA battlefield successes, dwindling Kremlin support for the MPLA, South African isolation, and creative and indefatigable diplomacy by Chet Crocker induced Havana to announce that it would withdraw Cuban troops if allowed to participate in a negotiated settlement. Soon thereafter, South Africa agreed to end its occupation of Namibia and also withdraw its forces from Angola. Several more months of shuttle diplomacy ensued, culminating in the signing of the interlocking agreements at the United Nations in December. In one State Department official’s vivid description, “Diplomats and generals from Angola, Cuba, South Africa, the Soviet Union, the South West African People’s Organization and the neighboring African states raised their glasses to the historic achievements of an American mediation effort that they had spent nearly a decade denigrating and obstructing.” Even Congress played a constructive role. Strong bipartisan congressional majorities had maintained funding for UNITA and backed Savimbi’s participation in the diplomatic process. Reagan’s support for UNITA generated little of the partisan acrimony that beset Nicaragua policy; notably, senators ranging from archconservative Jesse Helms to centrist Democrat Dennis DeConcini to liberal Chris Dodd all endorsed Savimbi.[29] In removing one of the primary regional threats to South Africa, the agreement also deflated much of the apartheid government’s paranoia and rationale for militancy, and contributed to the eventual demise of apartheid and transition to South African democracy over the next several years.

			The Reagan Doctrine also left some bitter fruits. Statecraft entails hard trade-offs, managing risk, and choosing from among unpalatable options. The Reagan Doctrine was no exception. While solving some problems, it created or exacerbated others. It helped free Nicaragua, Angola, Afghanistan, and Cambodia from communist misrule but left behind divided, impoverished countries awash in armed factions, instability, and corruption. In the Cold War’s aftermath, each nation would face decades of continued strife and struggle. Yet from the vantage point of 1981, or even 1986, the option of neglecting these insurgencies would have meant leaving them to Soviet predation—and the record of countries swallowed in the Soviet orbit is a grim catalog of oppression and regional instability. In turning back those outcomes, and weakening the Kremlin, the Reagan Doctrine succeeded on its own terms—and did so without risking American troops. It reached its limits, and even contributed to other problems, on the hard questions of what came next.

			The Middle East remained bereft of any good options. Nonetheless, a combination of force and diplomacy also brought some progress, particularly in the Persian Gulf. Iran had continued to test American protection for oil shipping. Through the fall of 1987, US forces retaliated several times for Iranian provocations, including sinking an Iranian minelayer and several gunboats and destroying a gunboat base. Tehran persisted in mining the gulf. On April 14, 1988, an Iranian mine detonated and nearly sank the navy frigate USS Samuel B. Roberts. To strike back, Reagan ordered Operation Praying Mantis. He tried to calibrate the use of force, directing that before commencing fire, the navy first warn the Iranians to abandon their platforms and ships. “We seek no killing—just the destruction of targets,” Reagan wrote. On April 18, three US Navy surface action groups, backed by aircraft from the carrier Enterprise, destroyed two Iranian oil-platforms-turned-naval-bases and sank six Iranian navy ships—fully half of the Iranian navy. Around sixty Iranian servicemembers were killed in action. The United States lost two sailors when their helicopter crashed into the sea in a night operation. It was the largest US naval surface warfare action since World War II and remains to this day the most high-intensity combat the US has engaged in with Iran.[30]

			The operation’s greatest consequence came at the negotiating table. The American use of force, along with Iraq’s battlefield advances (aided by chemical weapons) in its war with Iran, caused Tehran to “reluctantly conclude that it could not sustain a continuing war with Baghdad and an intensifying conflict with Washington,” as Hal Brands points out. Within a few months, Iran agreed to sign a cease-fire with Iraq, on the terms set by UN resolution 598, negotiated by Shultz the previous year. The net effect of the more assertive US posture in the gulf produced several successes, including an end to the Iran-Iraq War, a curtailment of Iran’s malign activities, and stability to oil and gas supply chains flowing from the region to fuel the global economy. Problems simmered, however, that would resurface after Reagan left office, beginning with a Saddam Hussein who felt empowered by Iraq’s performance in the war, resentful about America’s erratic support, and desperate for money to pay down his massive debt.[31]

			Two days after Operation Praying Mantis, Reagan signed a memorandum of understanding with Israel, deepening United States–Israel security cooperation. Dennis Ross, the Middle East expert who served on Reagan’s NSC staff, points out that Reagan and Shultz “viewed Israel through a lens of shared values. . . . Reagan did not see a contradiction between cooperating with Israel on matters of security interest to [the United States] and having good relations with the Arabs.” Unlike prior administrations who viewed US relations with Israel and Arab states as zero-sum trade-offs, where pursuing one came at the direct expense of the other, “Reagan and Shultz would prove otherwise and create a baseline for all succeeding administrations.”[32]

			
				VI

			

			With developments breaking America’s way in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East, Reagan prepared for a step he had never taken in his seventy-seven years: setting foot in the Soviet Union. He would travel there in May for another summit with Gorbachev. The trip would culminate his presidency. For seven and a half years, he had combined pressure and outreach toward the Kremlin, seeking to bring it to a negotiated surrender. His trip would coincide with the millennium of Christianity’s arrival in Russia, and he would come bearing his own call to repentance and faith.

			To prepare, Reagan and Shultz both read a book Gorbachev had just written titled Perestroika, in which the Soviet leader laid out his thinking on domestic and foreign policy.[33] Reagan wanted to focus as much as possible on human rights and religious freedom, especially after Shultz and the American negotiators in Geneva failed to come to terms with the Soviet delegation on the hoped-for START treaty to cut strategic arms. While Moscow had made progress on human rights, Jewish emigration had plateaued, and over two hundred religious believers remained imprisoned for their faith.[34] In the weeks before his Moscow departure, Reagan held at least five White House meetings with religious freedom activists, including evangelical Protestants, Ukrainian Catholics, Jews, and dissidents late of the gulag, such as the Christian poet Irina Ratushinskaya.[35] Such encounters helped generate ideas for how best he could persuade Gorbachev of the importance of religious freedom. Even more, captivated as he was by personal stories, hearing firsthand from victims of religious persecution anguished, infuriated, and inspired Reagan ahead of his Moscow summit.

			Shortly before his trip, Reagan issued NSDD-302, setting out his strategic agenda: “My visit to the Soviet Union should not be seen as a dialogue only with the Soviet government, but also as a way of communicating with the Soviet people. I want to emphasize throughout my trip that the democratic values that make our country great are those toward which much of the world—including, we hope, the Soviet Union—is moving.”[36]

			Notwithstanding the positive trends in US-Soviet relations, both sides remained locked in a security competition. Ahead of the annual NATO summit in March, Powell wrote to Thatcher’s top advisor, “We cannot allow Soviet rhetoric and clever diplomacy to obscure the reality of their concerted effort to expand and modernize their armed forces.” Thatcher had become a Gorbachev skeptic, warning a gathering of NATO leaders, “The Soviets are the more dangerous the more sweetly they talk; they continue to aim at undermining and dividing NATO [and] maintaining military superiority for themselves.”[37] Reagan, though much more optimistic about the Soviet leader, agreed that the alliance needed to maintain the pressure. He told his national security team, “Our [summit] objective must be to convince our Allies to keep up their defense expenditures. . . . I do not think Gorbachev wants to engage in an arms race with the United States, but our task is to convince him not to try.”[38]

			The Pentagon did its part. In April, the Air Force unveiled a picture of its newest stealth bomber, the B-2 Spirit, an unvarnished message to the Kremlin ahead of the Moscow summit. When asked about the timing of the announcement, Reagan confessed, “I don’t think it will hurt at the summit.” Senate Armed Services Committee chairman Sam Nunn, an influential backer of the aircraft, claimed the B-2 would “render obsolete billions of dollars of Soviet investment in their current air defense.”[39] This bat-winged, nuclear-armed wraith, invisible to Soviet radar, exemplified the competitive strategies framework of using America’s technological edge to levy unsustainable costs on Moscow. No matter how many more surface-to-air missiles the Kremlin might buy, they could not hit what they could not see.

			The day after revealing the B-2, Reagan gave a speech in Massachusetts that provoked more heartburn in Moscow. Recalling the foundation of his Cold War strategy, that “containment was not enough . . . the expansion of human freedom was our goal,” he set his terms for the upcoming summit: “[A] Soviet Union that oppresses its own people, that violates the Helsinki accords on human rights . . . that continues to suppress free expression and religious worship and the right to travel . . . can never truly have normal relations with the United States and the rest of the free world.”[40] The next day, by coincidence, Shultz and Powell met with Gorbachev at the Kremlin for final preparations for the summit. The irked Soviet leader harangued the Americans for forty-five minutes about Reagan’s speech, asking, “Is this summit going to be a catfight?” Having vented his frustrations, Gorbachev downshifted to a more congenial tone and completed his summit preview with Powell and Shultz.[41]

			Reagan shared Gorbachev’s worry about the fate of the INF Treaty. Having survived one year of US-Soviet negotiations, the treaty then faced the gauntlet of the “world’s greatest deliberative body.” After its December signing, six months of torturous US Senate hearings and ratification debate ensued. Republican hawks such as Dan Quayle and Jesse Helms led opposition to the treaty, though conservative Democrats such as Nunn also subjected it to exacting scrutiny. Finally, as Reagan prepared to depart for the Soviet Union, he and Shultz appealed to the Senate opponents to unblock it, lest the president arrive at the Kremlin appearing weak and hamstrung by his own party. Two days before Reagan landed in Moscow, the Senate approved the treaty ninety-three to five.[42]

			The day prior to his first meeting with Gorbachev, Reagan confided to his diary, “I’m going to tackle him on religious freedom—not as a deal with us but as a suggestion to him as an answer to some of his problems.”[43] Here again was a quiet diplomatic revolution. In their negotiations with Gorbachev, Reagan and Shultz made a further break with the approach that all of their predecessors had taken toward Soviet leaders. For the past four decades, American presidents had relied on a combination of leverage and national interests in their diplomacy with the Kremlin. They would describe American interests on issues such as the arms race, Third World conflicts, access to Berlin, Jewish emigration, and others, and then probe their Soviet counterparts for areas of compromise, concession, or agreement. Reagan and Shultz jettisoned that playbook. Instead they tried to persuade Gorbachev to embrace their views because they were in his country’s best interests. It was audacious, even brazen. Reagan—the evangelist for abolishing nuclear weapons, ending Soviet imperialism, respecting human rights, believing in God—sought to convince Gorbachev to believe in those too.

			All of the strands of Reagan’s Cold War strategy converged in Moscow. By outcompeting the Soviets in the military and economic domains, American pressure had contributed to the USSR’s financial exhaustion and ideological bankruptcy. The Kremlin could no longer fund itself, let alone its control of its Warsaw Pact satrapies or its Third World adventurism. Few people living under communism believed in it anymore. In short, Reagan’s military modernization and economic expansion earned him the right to be heard in Moscow, by both the Soviet people and their leader. The Cold War had come to this. Two mortal adversaries now faced off in a final clash—not of arms but over what makes a good society.

			Almost every aspect of the Moscow visit would display these questions. At the Kremlin welcome ceremony, Reagan concluded his remarks with a simple “Thank you and God bless you.” Gorbachev’s interpreter recalls that the salutation sounded “like blasphemy to some of the ears of the Soviet officials present” as “the heretofore impregnable edifice of communist atheism was being assaulted before their very eyes.”[44]

			Reagan continued the assault, gently, in his initial one-on-one with Gorbachev. After exchanging felicitations, the Soviet leader sought to preempt the human rights issue by lecturing Reagan about racism and economic inequality in the United States. Reagan listened politely, acknowledging America’s problems but also defending its openness and progress. Then the president said that in confidence he wanted to raise “a personal dream” of his, which would benefit Gorbachev and the Soviet Union. Reagan asked Gorbachev, “What if you ruled that religious freedom was part of the people’s rights, that people of any religion”—including Muslims, Jews, Protestants, Ukrainian Catholics—could worship freely? Continuing, Reagan suggested, “This could go a long way to solving the Soviet emigration problem. Potential emigrants often want to go because of their limited ability to worship the God they believed in.”

			Reagan’s appeal struck a nerve with Gorbachev. Growing defensive, the Soviet leader blustered that atheists did not have the same rights as believers in the United States.

			Not so, responded Reagan. Then he took an intensely personal turn. “My own son is an atheist,” Reagan revealed, referring to his namesake, Ron Jr., and making clear that he enjoyed equality with all other Americans.

			Reagan then tried another angle, appealing to Gorbachev’s vanity and desire to improve the USSR’s image in the world. If Gorbachev were to protect religious freedom, Reagan continued, “I feel very strongly that you will be a hero, and that much of the prevailing feeling against the Soviet Union will disappear like water in hot sun.”

			Reagan did not just want Gorbachev to embrace religious freedom; he wanted him to believe in God. The president closed their meeting with two anecdotes about the impossibilities of atheism. One (probably apocryphal) described a Soviet soldier in World War II who beheld the celestial majesty of the night sky and trusted in God just before dying in combat.

			The other was about his son. “One thing I have long yearned to do is serve my son the perfect gourmet dinner, to have him enjoy the meal, and then to ask him if he believed there was a cook. I wonder how he would answer?”

			Replied Gorbachev, “The only possible answer is ‘yes.’ ”

			The meeting ended.[45]

			Reagan’s evangelistic seeds fell on rocky soil; Gorbachev would persist in his atheism. But the conversation deepened their personal bond. The Soviet leader saw Reagan’s genuine care for him as a human being—to the point of concern over his soul—and appreciated the president’s candor in sharing his anguish over his son’s unbelief.

			The next day Reagan took his message to the Soviet people. At Suzanne Massie’s recommendation, he visited the Danilovsky Monastery. One of Moscow’s most sacred places, under Stalin it had been perverted into a prison for the children of political opponents, until Brezhnev on his deathbed returned it to the Orthodox Church and Gorbachev allowed it to be restored. In remarks to the assembled monks, Reagan hoped “for a new age of religious freedom in the Soviet Union . . . a new policy of religious tolerance that will extend to all peoples of all faiths.” He then rather subversively quoted Russia’s greatest living writer and one of the Kremlin’s fiercest critics, Alexander Solzhenitsyn. “When you travel the byroads of central Russia, you begin to understand the secret of the pacifying Russian countryside. It is in the churches . . . reminding men that they must abandon trivial concerns of this world and give time and thought to eternity.”[46] From the monastery, Reagan went to the US ambassador’s residence to host a lunch for ninety-eight Soviet dissidents. He made clear that the United States stood with them in their struggle. He also told them, “I came here hoping to do what I could to give you strength. Yet I already know it is you who have strengthened me.”[47]

			The actual negotiating sessions between Reagan and Gorbachev covered the usual ground: haggling on details over strategic arms reductions, verification provisions, SDI and the ABM Treaty, regional conflicts. Each leader generally stuck to familiar talking points and themes. As it had been in their Washington summit six months earlier, so again in Moscow: The most interesting and consequential events took place outside the negotiating room.

			For example, following their morning meeting on May 31, Reagan and Gorbachev went for a stroll in Red Square, abutting the Kremlin. As the two leaders beheld the grandeur of one of the world’s iconic settings, the irrepressible Sam Donaldson of ABC News shouted a question: “Do you still think you’re in an evil empire, Mr. President?”

			“No,” replied Reagan, “I was talking about another time and another era.”

			As with many media interactions with political leaders, the exchange was not entirely spontaneous. The Kremlin had seethed over the imprecation in the five years since Reagan first uttered it, and during the previous few months, Soviet diplomats had sent quiet requests to the White House for the president to update his views. Reagan elaborated at a press conference the next day, saying that evil empire no longer pertained largely because of Gorbachev, “who I have found different than previous Soviet leaders.” The general secretary cherished this vote of confidence from his main adversary—and now friend.[48]

			Over dinner following a Bolshoi Ballet performance, the two leaders swapped jokes with the easy bonhomie that Reagan otherwise enjoyed only with his closest allies, such as Thatcher, Nakasone, Kohl, and Mulroney. The conversation turned serious when Reagan brought up his fear of nuclear apocalypse and asked Gorbachev about Chernobyl and the “wormwood” prophesy in the Book of Revelation. Shultz, also at the table, noticed that a “deeply affected” Gorbachev responded by describing “with seemingly genuine horror the devastation that would occur” in a nuclear war.[49]

			The zenith came when Reagan stepped inside the capacious lecture hall at Moscow State University to speak to its students. A mural heralding the 1917 revolution and a massive statue of Lenin overlooked the podium where he would speak—rather apt in that Reagan’s message would challenge all that the patrimonial Bolshevik believed.[50] Reagan later recalled, “I tried in a few minutes . . . to summarize a philosophy that had guided me most of my life.”[51] Reagan began by saying he wanted to speak

			
				about a very different revolution that is taking place right now, quietly sweeping the globe without bloodshed or conflict. . . . It’s been called the technological or information revolution, and as its emblem, one might take the tiny silicon chip, no bigger than a fingerprint. One of these chips has more computing power than a roomful of old-style computers.

			

			It was a remarkable contrast between the two systems of government. Here stood the seventy-seven-year-old American president serving as an apostle of the future, to his Soviet counterpart two decades his junior and even to the Soviet students in the room some six decades his junior.

			Reagan continued, “We’re emerging from the economy of the Industrial Revolution . . . into, as one economist titled his book, ‘The Economy in Mind,’ in which there are no bounds on human imagination and the freedom to create is the most precious natural resource. . . . But progress is not foreordained. The key is freedom—freedom of thought, freedom of information, freedom of communication.”

			For all of his optimism about human liberty and the information age, Reagan was not a materialist techno-utopian extolling a libertarian ambition for radical autonomy. His vision was for ordered liberty, for freedom anchored in the organic traditions of community, history, and faith. He turned to this next: “Freedom, it has been said, makes people selfish and materialistic, but Americans are one of the most religious peoples on Earth. Because they know that liberty, just as life itself, is not earned but a gift from God, they seek to share that gift with the world. . . . Positive change must be rooted in traditional values—in the land, in culture, in family and community—and it must take its life from the eternal things, from the source of all life, which is faith.”

			He concluded with his hope for peace and reminded his audience of America’s history of turning enemies into friends.

			
				People do not make wars; governments do. And no mother would ever willingly sacrifice her sons for territorial gain, for economic advantage, for ideology. A people free to choose will always choose peace. Americans seek always to make friends of old antagonists. After a colonial revolution with Britain, we have cemented for all ages the ties of kinship between our nations. . . . We fought two world wars in my lifetime against Germany and one with Japan, but now the Federal Republic of Germany and Japan are two of our closest allies and friends.[52]

			

			Perhaps, the peacemaker suggested, Russia and the United States could enjoy a similar future.

			Reagan’s speech captivated the city. Eric Edelman, an American diplomat serving in Moscow, describes it as “the single most discussed issue of the day in Moscow after the Summit, both among diplomats and the Soviet citizens with whom I met in the aftermath.” The young scholar Svetlana Savranskaya was also in the audience that day. “For those of us in attendance . . . the Cold War ended on May 31, 1988. For us, the graduating class, it was a kind of commencement address, and we understood that the smiling man who spoke about things close to our heart, like human rights, would not push the button.”[53]

			The Moscow summit helps illumine one of the mysteries of Reagan’s Cold War policy: What exactly did he intend for the Soviet Union? Did he purpose to negotiate better behavior while leaving the Soviet regime intact, or to collapse it altogether? Judging by his words leaves some ambiguity. At times he spoke of creating more peaceful relations between the two nations—implying a willingness to coexist with a better-behaved version of the USSR. Other times he spoke of ending communism entirely, consigned to the “ash-heap of history.”

			Judging by his deeds brings more clarity. If one focuses only on Reagan’s efforts to negotiate with Gorbachev for the end of nuclear weapons and reduced US-Soviet tensions, it could appear Reagan might have been content to leave the Kremlin otherwise as it was. However, at the Moscow summit and throughout his presidency, Reagan pursued other policies that struck at the core of the Soviet system. He urged Gorbachev and all Soviet citizens to believe in God. He pushed for the Soviet Union to respect human rights and allow freedom of emigration, religious freedom, freedom of expression. He tried to persuade Gorbachev to adopt free markets and let private enterprise and the knowledge economy flourish. He lured the Soviet military and economy into an arms race it could not sustain. He worked to liberate the Warsaw Pact satellites from Soviet imperial control.

			Such a Soviet Union, one that believed in God, free markets, and individual liberty and defunded its military and relinquished its empire, would be a “Union of Soviet Socialist Republics” in name only—it would otherwise cease to exist.

			This is why Reagan’s strategic goal toward the Soviet Union is best understood as a negotiated surrender. He pursued diplomacy with Gorbachev in genuine efforts to eliminate nuclear weapons, end proxy conflicts around the world, and bring peace between the two nations—but also to bring Soviet communism to a peaceful death.

			
				VII

			

			From Moscow, Reagan traveled first to London to brief Thatcher and visiting Japanese prime minister Noboru Takeshita (who had succeeded Nakasone), then onward, home to the United States. The Moscow trip bolstered Reagan’s political standing and completed his recovery from the Iran-contra scandal. Even many of his usual media critics applauded his performance; Time called it “Reagan’s finest hour.”[54]

			Back at the White House, Reagan had to confront simmering tensions with a surprising source: his own vice president. Ever the faithful lieutenant while at Reagan’s right hand, Bush had recently taken on a new role that entailed some distance. He had won the Republican nomination for the presidency. Now the old navy pilot had to pull off a complicated maneuver: distancing himself from Reagan and embracing him at the same time. Bush needed to show voters he was his own man while still basking in Reagan’s popularity. Politics aside, as a seasoned statesman Bush also had his own beliefs about the right course of action—and wanted to do what he could to shape the world that he hoped to inherit on Inauguration Day in 1989.

			The main issues where Bush parted ways with Reagan were in many ways dissimilar, though both involved how to deal with two complicated heads of state: Gorbachev and Panama’s Manuel Noriega. On the Soviet leader, Bush did not echo Reagan’s optimism. A few days after the Moscow summit, Bush told reporters that he did not share Reagan’s view that Gorbachev was bringing “fundamental change” to the Soviet Union. In response to a question from George Will, the vice president admitted “maybe [there is] a difference” between him and his president on Soviet policy. Bush continued to voice these doubts throughout the summer and fall, though he did not try to change Reagan’s policies.[55]

			This was not the case on Panama. In deliberations on what to do about the Panamanian dictator Noriega, Bush actively opposed Reagan’s policy preference. The Panama crisis escalated at the start of the year when the Justice Department indicted Noriega for drug trafficking and racketeering. Many Panamanians, disaffected by his corruption and oppressive rule, took to the streets to protest against him. The dictator reacted by cracking down on the opposition and closing the banks, putting the country on the verge of collapse.

			There was a certain historical irony to Panama emerging as a test for the White House. Opposition to the Panama Canal treaties had boosted Reagan’s national prominence a decade earlier; now this small Central American country returned to vex him in the closing days of his presidency. At the start of the year, he had dispatched Rich Armitage to Panama to try to persuade Noriega to step down. Armitage stayed up late draining a bottle of scotch with Noriega, but the dictator, both when sober and when drunk, repeatedly refused to go.[56] A few months later, as the crisis escalated, Reagan and Shultz sent another emissary to Panama, the able State Department lawyer Mike Kozak. “Our man Kozak,” as Reagan called him, had helped negotiate the Panama Canal treaties in 1977. Now Kozak returned to try to negotiate Noriega’s departure. Kozak arrived in Panama City bearing the stick of the indictment and the carrot of an offer to drop all criminal charges if Noriega would go into exile in Spain.

			Yet while Kozak cajoled Noriega in Panama City, back at the White House, Bush argued vehemently against the deal, complaining that it would appear soft on crime and undercut the Justice Department. Treasury Secretary Jim Baker and Attorney General Ed Meese agreed with Bush. They found surprising allies in Nancy and Maureen Reagan. The president’s wife and daughter complained to Reagan it looked like he was “giving in to a drug dealer.” An annoyed Reagan vented to his diary that critics of the deal didn’t “seem to realize the only alternative would be a military invasion of Panama.” Shultz and Powell agreed and supported Reagan’s effort. Ultimately, Noriega himself resolved the White House dispute. He first accepted the deal, then backpedaled and turned it down. Reagan’s concern proved prophetic. Noriega stayed in power until December 1989, when then-president Bush resorted to an invasion of Panama to oust the dictator.[57]

			
				VIII

			

			On November 8, voters elected George H. W. Bush as the forty-first president. Though Bush had turned into a solid candidate, he benefited from Reagan’s popularity and a hapless opponent in Michael Dukakis. Bush’s election presented its own validation of Reagan’s legacy. It was only the third time in US history, and the first time in almost 150 years, that a sitting vice president won election to the presidency. It was also the first time in over a century that voters had selected a member of the same party to succeed a two-term president.[58] For good reason, many described Bush’s election as “Reagan’s third term.”

			For Reagan, November and December brought a last round of farewells. Helmut Kohl visited the White House, followed the next day by Margaret Thatcher, for whom the Reagans hosted their final state dinner. Then came word from Moscow that Gorbachev would be coming to New York to address the UN General Assembly and wanted to meet with Reagan and Bush. Bush did not favor the meeting but felt unable to decline it. Amid the political netherworld of a presidential transition, he worried that he would be seen as responsible for the US-Soviet relationship, even though he did not yet have the authority to manage it. Bush also fretted that Gorbachev might use the meeting to wheedle some final concessions from Reagan. Yet it turned out that Gorbachev was the one bearing concessions. On the morning of December 7, the Soviet leader told the UN that he planned to cut his conventional forces by five hundred thousand troops, ten thousand tanks, and eight hundred aircraft, effectively reducing the Soviet arsenal by 10 percent. He also called for “freedom of choice” in international politics, and for good measure, a “new world order.”[59]

			Gorbachev’s announcement electrified the hall and captured international headlines. It also vindicated Reagan’s faith that his friend was a transformative leader. From Turtle Bay, Gorbachev made the short jaunt to Governors Island, where he met Reagan and Bush. The president-elect’s worries were assuaged as Gorbachev and Reagan kept the mood light. Reagan presented Gorbachev a signed, framed photo of their first encounter in Geneva; the president’s inscription read, “We have walked a long way together to clear a path for peace.” They spent most of their time reminiscing about past summits and joking about Reagan’s retirement plans. There was a final gesture of quiet human rights diplomacy: Reagan gave Gorbachev a list of six more Soviet prisoners of conscience he hoped to see released.[60]

			As he prepared to leave office, Reagan’s approval ratings stood at 63 percent in the Gallup poll and 68 percent in the New York Times/CBS poll. Eighty-one percent of Americans approved of his handling of US-Soviet relations in particular. He would end his presidency enjoying the highest regard of any president since Franklin Roosevelt.[61] It is perhaps no coincidence that Roosevelt was the other twentieth-century president to lead the nation to victory over a totalitarian foe—though for both Roosevelt and Reagan, it would fall to their successors to see the conflict through to its end.

			On January 11, 1989, Reagan delivered his farewell address from the Oval Office. He spoke more of his country than himself:

			
				I’ve been reflecting on what the past 8 years have meant and mean. And the image that comes to mind like a refrain is a nautical one—a small story about a big ship, and a refugee, and a sailor. It was back in the early eighties, at the height of the boat people. And the sailor was hard at work on the carrier Midway, which was patrolling the South China Sea. . . . The crew spied on the horizon a leaky little boat. And crammed inside were refugees from Indochina hoping to get to America. The Midway sent a small launch to bring them to the ship and safety. As the refugees made their way through the choppy seas, one spied the sailor on deck, and stood up, and called out to him. He yelled, “Hello, American sailor. Hello, freedom man.” . . . Because that’s what it was to be an American in the 1980s. We stood, again, for freedom.

			

			He invoked a favorite image, America as a “shining city on a hill,” and continued, “If there had to be city walls, the walls had doors and the doors were open to anyone with the will and the heart to get here.”

			He closed with his hope:

			
				And how stands the city on this winter night? More prosperous, more secure, and happier than it was 8 years ago. But more than that: After 200 years, two centuries, she still stands strong and true on the granite ridge, and her glow has held steady no matter what storm. And she’s still a beacon, still a magnet for all who must have freedom, for all the pilgrims from all the lost places who are hurtling through the darkness, toward home.”[62]

			

			Nine days later, on the morning of January 20, 1989, Colin Powell arrived in the Oval Office to give Reagan his final national security briefing. It was short: “The world is quiet today, Mr. President.”[63]
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			EPILOGUE

			
				I

			

			Hushed whispers in the stillness of the US Capitol rotunda passed word of a new arrival. “Is that Gorbachev? Is Gorbachev here?” The aged Soviet leader walked slowly, solemnly, forward, past the velvet rope lines and to the center of the cavernous hall. Flanked by the honor guard, he mournfully rubbed his hand over the flag-enveloped casket and bowed his head in silence. It was the tenth of June 2004; it was his farewell to Ronald Reagan.

			“I gave him a pat,” Gorbachev said affectionately of his deceased rival and friend. “He was an extraordinary political leader” who decided at the right moment “to be a peacemaker.”[1]

			Ten years earlier, Reagan had announced to the world his diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease and his retreat from public life. Even then he had already seen much of his legacy unfold. As president, Reagan had transformed the art of the possible. Things inconceivable in 1980 became reality by 1989. A Soviet leader committed to reform at home and repudiating imperialism abroad. The elimination of an entire class of nuclear weapons. Steep reductions in Soviet conventional forces and the Red Army withdrawing from Afghanistan. Democracy dawning in South Korea, the Philippines, Taiwan, El Salvador, Chile, Brazil, Argentina, and other once-authoritarian nations. South African forces withdrawing from Namibia and Cuban forces departing Angola.

			All of these changes had taken place by January 20, 1989, as the Reagans boarded the steps of the plane they knew as Air Force One and flew, following the setting sun, to their California home.

			The Cold War was not yet over. The Soviet Union still possessed a fearsome arsenal of nuclear weapons targeted at the United States. The Red Army still stood ready to flood through the Fulda Gap. The Iron Curtain and Berlin Wall both still divided Europe. But the conflict had been transformed. Reagan could at least declare victory in the battle of ideas. The Iron Curtain and Berlin Wall may have appeared to the naked eye to still be standing, but the forces that would bring them down were already boring away within. Marxism-Leninism stood discredited, and free societies were ascendant.

			In general, presidents are judged by events that take place while they are in office. The most consequential presidents also shape what comes after them. Just as Franklin Roosevelt did not live to see World War II end with the surrenders of Nazi Germany and imperial Japan, Reagan would be retired to private life when the Berlin Wall crumbled, the Iron Curtain came down, and the Soviet Union gave up its many ghosts. Yet just as Roosevelt rightly is regarded as the architect of American strategy in World War II, Reagan oversaw the American strategy for the successful end of the Cold War. He brought the Soviet Union to the brink of a negotiated surrender.

			As Hal Brands concludes, “Reagan and his advisers facilitated a veritable strategic renaissance.” They “developed ambitious strategic frameworks that put the force of American power behind the vital tectonic shifts” under way in the world.[2] Many of those geopolitical currents were already swirling when Reagan took office, leaving him to help steer them. Other trends he inspired and accelerated. In 1980, history’s ineluctable tides and Reagan’s resolve and vision came together. It was a moment, in Derek Leebaert’s words, “of the man and the hour meeting.”[3]

			The biggest changes simmered just months away from Reagan’s retirement. June 1989 would bring a massive Solidarity victory in Poland’s first free elections. In November the people of Berlin would tear down the wall that divided their city, and with it, the rest of the Iron Curtain would be torn asunder as Eastern Europe became free. Two years later, on Christmas Day 1991, the Soviet Union itself would cease to exist.

			President George H. W. Bush and his team exercised a deft hand in managing these transformations. Cautious at first, they soon saw that the world was being convulsed and in need of steady statecraft and strategic vision from the United States. They answered the call: Germany reunited, Russia and its former states welcomed into the community of nations, arsenals slashed—in short, “a world transformed,” as Bush titled his memoir. Reagan’s legacy became Bush’s legacy too, of the Cold War’s peaceful end.

			
				II

			

			The Reagan legacy is not without its bitter fruits. His policies at times included providing support to China, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, Iran, and jihadists in Afghanistan—all of whom would become America’s adversaries in the ensuing years. Such were the hard choices of geopolitics at the time. Strategic successes sometimes contain the seeds of future threats. Just as the United States armed the Soviet Union during World War II against the common foe of Nazi Germany, only for Washington and Moscow to become adversaries afterward, so the Reagan administration’s support for China and the mujahideen may have sprung from an anti-Soviet imperative but also had considerable downstream costs.

			Over time, his international economic policies may look different too. Free trade has fallen into disfavor of late, as populisms of both the Left and the Right criticize trade’s inequities and embrace protectionism. Meanwhile, deficit spending and national debt fueled by bipartisan spending binges have become in vogue again, making the deficits and debt of the Reagan era seem paltry by comparison. This should not obscure the fact that when Reagan won election in 1980, protectionism was exacerbating the unemployment, inflation, and stagnation afflicting the American and world economies. Reagan’s economic policies, including trade liberalization, restored the American economy and fueled global growth that extended for over two decades. As political and economic cycles go, it should not surprise that at some point the inequities and dislocations that can accompany free trade would reappear and inspire a populist backlash. But it would be an error of both history and policy to impose a hindsight verdict that Reagan should have indulged protectionism instead.

			Though the Cold War never turned into a third world war, its regional conflicts left many dead, among them far too many civilians. Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America all suffered from civil wars and other conflicts, some fueled by weapons provided by the Reagan administration and leaders supported by Reagan. Instability and strife, and poor governance and corruption, continue to plague some of these countries to this day, as collateral damage from the Cold War.

			
				III

			

			Time’s passage calibrates history’s scale. Weighed in that balance, the Reagan legacy measures well.

			Like Franklin Roosevelt, he led his nation and its allies in vanquishing a totalitarian empire. Like Eisenhower, he left his nation stronger, more secure, more hopeful and united. Like Kennedy, he inspired America and summoned it to a higher purpose. Like Nixon, he reduced tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States and transformed America’s strategic posture in Asia.

			And like Truman, he strengthened America’s national security institutions. The Pentagon, CIA, and State Department in particular all enjoyed a renaissance under Reagan. When he took office, each had been demoralized and hollowed out. Under him and his lieutenants, each became rebuilt, modernized, and expanded. Well into the twenty-first century, much of the Pentagon’s force projection still depends on weapons platforms developed or acquired under Reagan, just as much of the intelligence community’s continuing tools and tradecraft date to his presidency. The State Department still takes pride in the 1980s as a heyday of diplomacy.

			America’s alliances also underwent a renewal. Arguably no president before or since has been more devoted to allies than Reagan. Though he spent much time cultivating personal relationships with his alliance counterparts, he also oversaw the strengthening of the institutional sinews of those alliances, giving them a resilience that endured once he left office. Reagan’s vision of a nuclear-free world has not come to pass, but the combined nuclear arsenals of the United States and Soviet Union are approximately one-tenth the size they were when Reagan left office.

			In statecraft, he leaves a legacy on the integration of power and diplomacy. Reagan balanced restraint about deploying the military in combat with two other effective uses of force to achieve political goals: the Reagan Doctrine’s support for others to do the fighting, and a modernization of the American military that could be wielded at the diplomatic table. Reagan showed that democracy and security need not be seen in antinomy but rather can be partners—and that the United States can promote human rights and democracy by providing resources and political support to those voices in other countries laboring for their freedom and self-government.

			At home, Reagan helped restore the institution of the presidency. He became the first president since Eisenhower to win reelection and serve two full terms. After two decades of failed presidencies, many Americans, and many world leaders, had begun to fear that the office itself was broken. Though Reagan did his own harm to the institution through the Iran-contra scandal, he overcame that and demonstrated the resilience of the American presidency in leading the nation and the free world.

			It is often said that Reagan restored America’s self-confidence, and indeed he did. The long decade of the 1970s afflicted the United States with a prolonged crisis of faith. The Vietnam War and its aftershocks chastened the nation with a sense of its limits. But that needful awareness of limits turned into self-doubt about whether the United States had much to offer the world at all, and a belief that America’s presence abroad was cause more for ill than for good. In this way, Reagan did not just restore the country’s faith in itself, he also restored the world’s belief in America—not as a perfect nation, but as a strong and good nation.

			Reagan did not believe that his country could remedy all that ailed the world. He was a dreamer and visionary but not a utopian. He knew the earth was fallen, as were the men and women who walked it and ruled it. What he did believe is that American leadership could make that flawed world a better place.

			Reagan delivered one of his last public addresses to the Oxford Union on December 4, 1992. He titled his speech “Democracy’s Next Battle.” Surveying the peaceful end of the Cold War, he warned against the isolationism and complacency that he now saw encroaching.

			
				Ironically, the end of communist tyranny has robbed much of the west of its uplifting, common purpose. In the aftermath of victory, we search, not for new enemies but for a renewed sense of mission. With the Soviet empire defeated, will we fall into petty, self-absorbed economic rivalries? Will we squander the moral capital of half a century? Will we turn inward, lulled by a dangerous complacency and the short-sighted view that the end of one Evil Empire means the permanent banishment of evil in all its forms?

			

			The elder statesman hoped not. After all, he declared, “the work of freedom is never done and the task of the peacemaker is never complete.”[4]
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					The newly sworn in president prepares to deliver his inaugural address on January 20, 1981. His expression captures his sentiments: resolute, hopeful, pensive.
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					On January 27, 1981, Reagan welcomed to the White House the fifty-two American hostages freed after 444 days in Iranian captivity.
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					In February 1981, Reagan became the first president in history to read a Congressional Medal of Honor citation when he presented it to Army Green Beret Sergeant Roy Benavidez for combat valor in Vietnam thirteen years earlier. Reagan did so in part to show support for the military in the aftermath of the war. General Colin Powell recalled, “That afternoon marked the changing of the guard for the armed forces. We no longer had to hide in civvies. . . . The military services had been restored to a place of honor.”
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					Reagan and Secretary of State Al Haig meet with French president François Mitterrand at the Ottawa G7 summit. Here Mitterrand told Reagan about the Farewell Dossier, leading to a joint American–French intelligence operation that became one of the Cold War’s most effective covert actions against the Soviet Union.
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					The president and First Lady Nancy Reagan visit Pope John Paul II at the Vatican in 1982. Reagan and the pope, who both survived assassination attempts the year before, shared a spiritual assessment of the Cold War and forged a strong partnership against communism.
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					On June 11, 1982, Reagan accompanied West German chancellor Helmut Schmidt and West Berlin mayor Richard von Weizsäcker to Checkpoint Charlie dividing East and West Berlin. Five years and a day later, Reagan would return to the partitioned city and demand that the Berlin Wall be torn down.
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					Reagan delivers his iconic Westminster address, calling for a “crusade for freedom” and condemning Marxism-Leninism to “the ash heap of history.”
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					Reagan and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, his closest friend among allied leaders, stand in front of a portrait of Winston Churchill. The legacy of World War II loomed over Reagan’s presidency in many ways.
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					After firing Al Haig, Reagan asked George Shultz to serve as his new secretary of state. Shultz flew immediately from a business trip in London to meet with Reagan at Camp David over the weekend, where they discussed the world situation on a walk, right after Reagan’s horseback ride.
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					New Japanese Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone visits the White House in January 1983. Reagan often described the US–Japan relationship as “the most important bilateral relationship in the world,” and he partnered with Nakasone to transform it from primarily an economic rivalry into a potent, strategic partnership.
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					Reagan hosts Pakistan’s president Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq at the White House. Zia was an indispensable partner in supporting the anti-Soviet insurgency in Afghanistan—yet also duplicitous in pursuing a clandestine nuclear program and promoting Islamist extremism in the region.
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					After their acrimonious primary election campaign against each other, Reagan and George H. W. Bush overcame their differences to become an effective team. As vice president, Bush undertook a number of sensitive diplomatic missions and policy tasks for Reagan. Bush generally said little in National Security Council meetings, instead sharing his counsel with Reagan in their weekly private lunches.
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					Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger presents Reagan with a copy of the Pentagon’s new report on Soviet military power. Weinberger skillfully led the Pentagon buildup and modernization for Reagan, though he did not share the president’s interest in negotiating with the Soviets.
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					A shirtless Afghan mujahideen in the Oval Office, accompanied by CIA case officer Gust Avrakotos, shows Reagan his wounds from Soviet atrocities.
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					Reagan with National Security Advisor Bill Clark. An affable California rancher and Reagan’s former gubernatorial chief of staff, Clark was the most effective of Reagan’s six national security advisors, overseeing the development of many strategy directives that put specific policies behind Reagan’s overall Cold War vision.
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					UN Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick visits with Reagan. As a conservative intellectual, she gave eloquent voice to many of Reagan’s policies. Yet she chafed at the UN’s sclerotic bureaucracy and did not fully embrace Reagan’s support for democracy promotion in right-wing dictatorships.
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					An animated CIA director Bill Casey expostulates to Reagan. Brilliant, unorthodox, indefatigable, and often indifferent to rules, Casey rebuilt the CIA from its demoralization under Carter and made it a central instrument in Reagan’s fight against Soviet communism.
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					Reagan with new West German chancellor Helmut Kohl at the Williamsburg G7 summit in May 1983. Kohl would become one of Reagan’s most valued friends and partners among allied leaders.
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					The proverbial “three a.m. phone call” became literal for Reagan when Shultz and National Security Advisor Robert “Bud” McFarlane awakened him on October 23, 1983, with the news that a terrorist bombing had killed 241 marines on a peacekeeping mission in Beirut, Lebanon.
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					Prime Minister Eugenia Charles of Dominica meets with Reagan in October 1983 about the American invasion of Grenada. Worried that further Soviet- and Cuban-backed communist insurgencies threatened democracies in the region, she appealed to the United States on behalf of several Caribbean leaders to intervene after a Marxist movement seized power in a coup in Grenada.
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					During his trip to Japan on November 11, 1983, Reagan becomes the first US president to address the Japanese Diet.

				
			
		

	
		
			
				
					[image: 4-28-1984 Trip to Peoples Republic of China, President Reagan meeting with Chairman Deng Xiaoping Great Hall of the People Beijing]
				

				
					Reagan meets with Chinese premier Deng Xiaoping. Reagan eventually managed to craft a China policy that balanced support for Taiwan and cooperation with Beijing against the Soviet Union.
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					On May 21, 1984, Reagan hosted president-elect of El Salvador José Napoleon Duarte in the Oval Office. Reagan’s controversial El Salvador policy sought to support democracy and Duarte’s Christian Democrats party against vicious right-wing militias and a communist insurgency. Reagan wrote appreciatively in his diary that Duarte is “outspoken against both the extremists on the right & the [communist] Guerillas.”
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					Angolan rebel leader Jonas Savimbi meets with Reagan in the Oval Office. Along with Nicaragua, Cambodia, and Afghanistan, Angola was a central front in the Reagan Doctrine’s support for anticommunist insurgencies.
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					Reagan hosts new Filipino president Corazon Aquino at the White House after supporting her peaceful democratic revolution that ejected military dictator Ferdinand Marcos.
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					Reagan evoked fierce criticism while president, especially from left-wing groups opposed to his policies. Most of these critics failed to appreciate Reagan’s desire to abolish nuclear weapons and bring the Cold War to a peaceful end. This 1984 poster from the Nuclear Free America organization ridicules Reagan’s joking comment made during a microphone check and invokes the anagram “Ronald Wilson Reagan = Insane Anglo Warlord.” As a teenager during the 1980s, the author hung this poster on his bedroom wall. He has since revised his assessment of Reagan.
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					New Canadian prime minister Brian Mulroney enjoys a laugh with Reagan. Mulroney became the final member—along with Thatcher, Kohl, and Nakasone—of the quintet of center-right leaders led by Reagan who united around free enterprise reforms at home and anticommunism abroad.

				
			
		

	
		
			
				
					[image: 3/1/1984 Lunch with Suzanne Massie co-author of "Nicholas and Alexandra" in oval office]
				

				
					Author and Russia expert Suzanne Massie has lunch with Reagan. She would become an influential yet unofficial advisor on Soviet affairs and taught him the Russian phrase “Trust but verify” that he employed often with Gorbachev.
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					Reagan meets with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev for the first time in Geneva in November 1985. The two leaders forged a bond of goodwill despite their strong differences over policy and ideology.
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					In their Reykjavík summit in October 1986, Reagan and Gorbachev came agonizingly close to agreeing to abolish all nuclear weapons, only to have the deal collapse when Reagan held firm against Gorbachev’s demands that he confine Strategic Defense Initiative research to the laboratory. Their grim faces as they depart bespeak their mutual disappointment.
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					Standing at the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin on June 12, 1987, Reagan demands, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”
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					Reagan discusses policy with his final national security advisor, General Colin Powell. Along with his predecessor, Frank Carlucci, Powell helped rebuild the NSC System and staff after the calamitous Iran-contra scandal.
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					Reagan welcomes famed Soviet Jewish dissident Natan Shcharansky and his wife, Avital, to the White House after negotiating Shcharansky’s release from Soviet imprisonment and securing permission for him to immigrate to Israel.
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					Reagan hosts a luncheon for more than one hundred Soviet dissidents and human rights activists at Spaso House, the US ambassador’s residence, during his 1988 visit to Moscow. Even while building a partnership with Gorbachev to slash nuclear arsenals, Reagan kept up human rights pressure on the Kremlin.
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					Reagan and Gorbachev celebrate the US Senate’s ratification of their epochal Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, the first (and, thus far, only) treaty in history to abolish an entire class of nuclear weapons.
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					Reagan stands under an imposing bust of Lenin while delivering his address at Moscow State University on May 31, 1988. “Because [Americans] know that liberty, just as life itself, is not earned but a gift from God, they seek to share that gift with the world,” proclaimed Reagan in a speech that just three years earlier would have been inconceivable for an American president to be allowed to give in Moscow.
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					Reagan walks out of the Oval Office on his last day as president, January 20, 1989. “The world is quiet today, Mr. President,” Powell told him earlier that morning during his final national security briefing.
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