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Prologue

CENTER OF THE STORM

— et} GE———————

DAWN HAD NOT Yyet broken when Mike Stiegler steered his blue Toyota

Camry toward the White House on January 6, 2021. It was 4:20 a.m., and
Stiegler was arriving early for his twelve-hour shift as a desk officer in the
White House Situation Room.

Normally at this hour, downtown Washington, D.C., was deserted, its
monuments and office buildings silent under the black night sky. But when
Stiegler stepped out of his car, he sensed something strange. “All these
people on the street that you don’t normally see, and a bunch of cars
parked,” he told me. “I’ve tried to describe this many times to many people,
but it just felt different.”

That afternoon, Congress was scheduled to certify the election of Joe
Biden as the forty-sixth president of the United States. But the incumbent
he defeated was doing everything he could to block the transfer of power.
Thousands of his followers had come to Washington at his request to stop
the certification, and no one knew for sure how the day would play out. The
Situation Room staff was on alert, monitoring events, synthesizing public
information and private intelligence, and preparing to report to the president
—as they did with all crises, domestic or foreign, that might require his
attention. But on this day, they never called him. He didn’t call them. The
president himself was the cause of the crisis.

This doesn’t feel right, Stiegler thought as he began his shift. An
intelligence analyst in his thirties, he had been thrilled in the summer of
2019 to get the call to serve in the Situation Room—a plum assignment for
any intelligence professional. In the eighteen months since then, “I
witnessed two impeachments. | went through Covid. | went through the



Black Lives Matter protests and the riots,” he told me. “It was just one thing
after another.” Now, as the sun rose, he steeled himself for what might
come.

All morning, protestors flocked to the Ellipse, the grassy oval expanse
just south of the White House. At noon, President Donald Trump stood in
front of his edgy and excited supporters and called on Vice President Mike
Pence to send the vote back to the states. He claimed that “radical-left
Democrats” had stolen the election. He urged the crowd to “fight like hell.
And if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country
anymore.” And then he told them to march down Pennsylvania Avenue to
the Capitol.

Trump wanted to join them, but his Secret Service detail refused to take
him, because pandemonium had erupted on the Capitol grounds. Protestors
stormed police barriers, attacking multiple officers. “We have been flanked,
and we’ve lost the line!” shouted D.C. police commander Robert Glover as
the mob surged forward, smashing windows and flooding into the building.
Secret Service agents hustled Vice President Pence to a secure location, and
lawmakers huddled in terror as mobs charged the hallways, breaching the
U.S. Senate chamber. Rioters emptied cabinets and upended furniture.
Gunshots echoed through the hallowed corridors in the 228-year-old seat of
our nation’s legislature.

Back in the Oval Office, President Trump sipped Diet Coke as he
watched the spectacle on television. Aides and allies implored him to
condemn the riot and call off the mob. Instead, at 2:24, with the violence
raging, he sent out a tweet calling out Mike Pence for lacking “the courage
to do what should have been done.”

With reports coming in from the Secret Service and other officials on
Capitol Hill, the Situation Room scrambled into action. “Things got very
chaotic,” Stiegler told me. “We went into a continuity-of-government
situation.”

Stop there. Take that phrase in: “continuity-of-government situation.”
That bland bit of bureaucratic jargon masks a deadly serious set of policies
and actions first ordered by President Eisenhower at the height of the Cold
War. “COG” was designed to ensure the government would still function
after a disaster such as nuclear war. It involves secret command centers—
the Sit Room being a critical one—elaborate chains of command, the



relocation of Congress and the replacement of executive branch officials
killed in attacks. It had been activated only once before, in the immediate
aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terror attacks.

The situation was “surreal,” said Stiegler. But he was wary of disclosing
more. “l have to be careful,” he told me. “I have been giving a lot of
testimony, and | don’t know where the lines quite are.” | ventured that one
of his points of contact must have been the Secret Service. He paused, then
said, “That’s fair.” Which meant that he was getting real-time updates
directly from the chaos in the Capitol building, as the mobs surged through
the halls.

The most harrowing part?

“How close we came to losing the vice president,” he told me. He
paused, then looked up at the ceiling, struggling to compose himself. “The
screams, the yelling. The different things that we heard that day.” Stiegler is
a young man with a cheerful disposition, but when he talked about January
6 he seemed to age before my eyes.

“It was horrific,” he said quietly. “There’s a group of us that were on
duty that day, and we don’t know how to process it still... We don’t know
how to talk about it. And we don’t know who to talk about it with. There are
a lot of things we witnessed that day that we can’t talk about. And how do
you deal with that?”

In the six decades since the creation of the Situation Room, it has been
the crisis center during America’s catastrophes. The men and women of the
Sit Room have dealt with nuclear scares, the assassination of a president
and attempts on two others. They stayed at their posts on 9/11, when the
White House itself was the target of terrorists. And they tracked and
analyzed American wars that cost hundreds of thousands of lives and
billions upon billions of dollars. But never before had they dealt with an
insurrection against our own government, inspired by the president of the
United States.

If the election certification hadn’t gone through, Stiegler told me, “I
think we would have possibly seen an institution just crack, crumble. | think
a lot of us would have walked out.” These staffers serve the person who
lives in the White House, but they work for the presidency, not the
president. “Your allegiance to your country supersedes your allegiance to
your role,” said Stiegler. Those dueling loyalties had never been tested like



this.

VOLUMES HAVE BEEN written about the twelve U.S. presidents who’ve served
since the Situation Room was created in 1961—but few accounts have
chronicled the history and inner workings of the site itself, despite its vital
place in America’s story.

It’s located in the White House basement, just off the mess where
staffers go for coffee and meals. For most of its history the Sit Room wasn’t
much to look at—nothing like the vast war room in the movie Dr.
Strangelove or the comfortable and coolly lit spaces of The West Wing and
24.
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Hollywood’s idea of a Situation Room: the ridiculously vast War Room in
Dr. Strangelove. | Michael Ochs Archives / Getty Images

The reality for decades was much more modest: a cramped conference
room, three smaller ones off to the side, and a watchstanders’ office where
Sit Room staff collect and analyze information for the president and his
aides. Even for those like me who’ve worked in the White House, it’s hard
to reconcile the flow of sensitive and sometimes scary information, the
mysteries being uncovered and the earth-shaking matters being discussed
and debated, with such a mundane place.

In the course of researching this book, | interviewed more than a
hundred people, most of whom worked in the Situation Room—from
cabinet secretaries and top White House aides to desk officers and Sit Room
directors. Their most common reaction to seeing the space for the first time



IS... “This is it?” The word | heard most often echoes my own reaction
when | first walked in: “underwhelming.”

Henry Kissinger called it *“a tiny, uncomfortable, low-ceilinged,
windowless room” that was “unaesthetic and essentially oppressive.” And
diplomat Richard Holbrooke memorably described it as “a room that, to me,
symbolizes the problem; a windowless below-ground room in which the
distance from real knowledge to people is at its very greatest.”

Yet while the physical space was unimpressive, the work performed by
the professionals who staff the Sit Room is unparalleled. “It’s the
communications nerve center of the United States government,” President
Obama’s national security adviser Tom Donilon told me. “If there’s one
geographic spot in the world that could fairly be called the nerve center
operationally, in terms of intelligence and information, it’s the five thousand
square feet right in the basement of the White House.” As former NATO
ambassador Doug Lute adds, “It’s a place, but it’s also a set of people and a
process”—the three Ps. “They’ve got to come together.” When they do
come together, wars are won, terrorists taken down and disasters forestalled.
When they don’t, the crises cripple presidencies.

In the chapters that follow, you’ll learn about the place, and how it’s
transformed over time. You’ll learn about the people who have served there,
and how they performed under enormous pressure. You’ll learn about secret
meetings, presidential foibles, shocking security breaches and MacGyver-
style technological improvisation. But most important, you’ll see presidents
and their teams managing the crises that have defined the modern
presidency, wrestling with the tough calls that can make or break their
legacies. This is the room where their character and resolve were tested.
Some rose to the test, others failed.

The history of the Situation Room is a largely hidden history of our
country over the past six decades. Many of the stories you’re about to read
have never been told before. Some were under wraps for decades, known
only by people with the highest security clearances. I’ve studied all the
presidents and spent many hours in the Sit Room—->but even | was surprised
to learn so many never-revealed details of what has happened within those
walls. In this book, you’ll hear them from the people who lived them.

It all began with JFK.,



Chapter 1

AT THE CREATION

—

THEY CALLED HIM God.

He was a man of contradictions: A deeply patriotic American who spoke
English with a pronounced French accent, thanks to a childhood spent in
Paris. A debonair, water-skiing Air Force brigadier general whom
Jacqueline Kennedy once described as “gay and impetuous.” And a close
friend and confidant of both President and Mrs. Kennedy, despite the fact
that years earlier, he and Jackie had dated.

Godfrey McHugh—*God” for short—served as John F. Kennedy’s Air
Force aide in the White House. McHugh came to the administration with a
wealth of worldly experience. As a younger man, he dined with Franklin D.
Roosevelt and Winston Churchill at the White House. He sailed with Harry
S. Truman on his yacht, the Williamsburg. He threw parties that the cream
of Washington society clamored to attend. He was a handsome and dashing
man about town, like JFK himself.

But to the Kennedys, McHugh was much more than that. He was JFK’s
go-to guy for all things at the intersection of politics, family and diplomacy.
He vetted letters that the president wrote, sometimes signing his name to
them. When the Kennedys’ infant son Patrick fell ill, he arranged for the
doctor of their choice to be flown to the child’s bedside. At JFK’s request,
he personally escorted Emperor Haile Selassie from Addis Ababa to
Washington, D.C. He even persuaded Kennedy to let him use Air Force One
to take a group of U.S. nuclear physicists to the Soviet Union.

McHugh was larger than life, like a character out of a Fitzgerald novel.
He was also the person who introduced JFK to the term “Situation Room,”
setting in motion the events that would lead to its creation.



McHugh didn’t coin the phrase himself. But in the spring of 1961, he
forwarded a study to Kennedy that contained what appears to be the first
use of the term. The “Concept for National Cold War Operations” paper had
been prepared by unnamed military researchers in the Air Force’s Long
Range Objectives division. In his cover memo, typed on White House
stationery, McHugh wrote that “this essay is forwarded to you, Sir, in view
of your deep interest in this subject.”

In thirteen tightly argued pages, the authors focused on how best to
combat the threat of Communism. “The need for more effective prosecution
of the cold war is evident in the face of greatly expanded Sino-Soviet
efforts and the revolutionary changes occurring in many parts of the world
today,” they wrote in the summary. Then came this recommendation:
“Establish a National Daily Situation Room within the structure of the
Executive staff to assist in the continuing review and direction of cold war
matters.”

The paper detailed the proposed room’s functions, personnel and
communications setup:

The National Daily Situation Room would be a permanent
organization... It would serve as a management tool by providing
intelligence, communications, briefing, display and monitor
facilities...

Personnel of the highest caliber should be assigned to the
facility from the various departments and agencies. They should
have a comprehensive background in both international affairs and
the interrelationship of governmental departments and agencies. It
Is estimated that approximately eighty specialists will be required
to operate the situation room.

The National Daily Situation Room should be equipped with
the most up-to-date communications, display and briefing
equipment. The communications system should provide maximum
speed and security for both world-wide and internal service.

McHugh forwarded the study to President Kennedy on April 7, 1961.
Remarkably, this was ten days before the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion—



the event that provoked Kennedy into creating the White House Situation
Room. While the communications failures of that crisis hastened the
process, God McHugh is the one who began it.

<
<o)

KENNEDY HAD BEEN president for just eighty-seven days when he launched
the Bay of Pigs invasion. A ClA-backed attempt to overthrow Fidel Castro’s
Communist government in Cuba, the operation was a fiasco from start to
finish. The CIA had recruited 1,400 Cuban exiles to storm the island, but
Castro’s forces outnumbered and crushed them. More than a hundred were
killed and hundreds more were captured, a debacle that became a huge
embarrassment for the fledgling Kennedy administration.

The president was angry and dismayed, not only at the outcome, but at
the process that led to it. Originally, the invasion was to take place at
Trinidad, on the central southern coast of Cuba. Kennedy felt that plan was
“too spectacular... too much like a World War Il invasion,” so he directed
the CIA to plan a stealthier attack in a less populated place.

The CIA recommended the Bay of Pigs, about a hundred miles up the
coast, without informing the president that it was surrounded by swamps
that would bog down the invading forces. As national security adviser Walt
Rostow would later observe, “When the CIA changed the site, the impact of
the shift didn’t filter up to the president... Had Kennedy known the details
of the landing site change, he might have made different decisions.”

Communications on the day of the attack were also shockingly poor.
“Decisions affecting the movement of U.S. Navy ships and U.S. Air Force
planes [were] relayed... from the Cabinet Room to the Pentagon over
unclassified telephone lines,” recalled National Security Council aide
Bromley Smith. In fact, it was even worse than that. Naval aide Tazewell
Shepard described a process that resembled a game of telephone: “I sat
outside during the meetings. If the president decided to reposition U.S.
forces, Admiral Burke stuck his head out the door and passed the orders on
to me. | then called the Joint Chiefs of Staff and relayed the president’s
instructions.”

Publicly, Kennedy took full responsibility for the disaster. Privately, he



was fuming. Why didn’t he have the information he needed? And why
should he have to rely on secondhand summaries of data that he could have
received directly? The president felt irritated that he’d allowed “experts” to
lead him by the nose, rather than taking charge of the process himself. “The
first advice I’m going to give my successor,” he told his friend Washington
Post editor Ben Bradlee, “is to watch the generals and to avoid feeling that
just because they were military men their opinions on military matters were
worth a damn.”

President Kennedy didn’t want some CIA officer’s description of a
situation; he wanted the same raw intel the officer had, so he could make up
his own mind. Kennedy had taken a speed-reading course with his brother
Bobby in 1954 and claimed he could read 1,200 words per minute. While
some people prefer oral presentations, he vastly preferred the written word.
He read fast, and he retained what he read.

What the president wanted was an information clearinghouse with
secure communications. Rather than having aides run all over the White
House to deliver reports and make calls, a central location would coordinate
smoother—and faster—information flow. As the State Department’s Lucius
Battle recalled, “In those days we had none of the mechanical devices that
have since sped things up enormously. We were still working by dog sled.”

Shortly after the Bay of Pigs, Taz Shepard advised Kennedy to create a
“watch center” in the White House. A March 10, 1961, memo written by
Colonel E. F. Black had proposed a “Nerve Center” that would serve as a
“war room for the cold war.” Other memos had dubbed it the “Executive
Coordination Center.” And a Cuba Study Group report had called for a new
“headquarters for the cold war.” But the name in the study that Godfrey
McHugh forwarded to JFK on April 7 is the one that stuck in the president’s
mind.

On April 30—Iless than two weeks after the Bay of Pigs—Kennedy
decided to act. Naval aide Gerry McCabe described the scene:

It was a Sunday afternoon... The president and [national security
adviser McGeorge] Bundy and Shepard and | walked from the
South Lawn through the door into [secretary Evelyn] Lincoln’s
office. And Bundy and the president went into the president’s office



and chatted for about fifteen or twenty minutes while Shepard and |
stood outside...

As a result of that discussion apparently, Bundy came out and
he turned to Shepard and me and he said, “We really need a
situation room in the White House. How long would it take you to
get one started?”

And off the top of my head | estimated two weeks, for a very
crude one, and he said, “Okay, do it.”

And that was really the only marching orders we had.

Two weeks to build, furnish, equip and staff a crisis management center
in the White House—arguably the most important crisis management center
in the entire world. One hundred and seventy-two years to the day since
George Washington first took the oath of office, President Kennedy finally
ordered what seemed like a blazingly obvious intelligence tool.

So, how was it that thirty-four presidents had served this country before
anyone thought to create one?

A FEW EARLIER presidents actually did have something resembling a
situation room.

During the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln spent hours in the telegraph
office at the War Department, where the Eisenhower Executive Office
Building (EEOB, formerly known as the Old Executive Office Building or
OEOB) now stands. “He came over from the White House several times a
day, and, thrusting his long arm down among the messages, fished them out
one by one and read them,” according to an account by Army major A. E.
H. Johnson. Lincoln was amazed by telegraphs, which he called “lightning
messages.” He was so eager for instant news, he sometimes slept over in
that office, folding his six-foot-four frame into a cot so he wouldn’t miss an
update from the battlefield.

By the time William McKinley became president in 1897, telephones
were added to the wonders of available technology. During the Spanish-
American War, McKinley set up a “War Room” in the White House,



equipping it with telegraphs, telephones, maps and a brigade of
mustachioed young men who tracked battles and relayed orders to the field.
Located in what’s now called the Lincoln Sitting Room, this could have
been a precursor to a dedicated Situation Room. But once the Spanish-
American War ended, so did McKinley’s use of it.

In the first half of the twentieth century, presidents most often used the
Oval Office for high-level meetings. In 1934, when the ornate, high-
ceilinged Cabinet Room was completed, it also became a hive of activity. It
wasn’t until 1942 that President Franklin D. Roosevelt again established a
nerve center for managing U.S. involvement in a war.

FDR chose a former billiard room for his war headquarters. Located on
the ground floor of the White House, the area sat unfinished and unused
until the early 1880s, when President Chester Arthur installed a pool table.
The Wilson and Coolidge families spent hours playing there, but President
Hoover removed the table in the 1930s, turning the space into a meeting
room. Following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, with the country now
at war, FDR directed staff to hang maps on the walls, creating a central
location where he could track the fighting. It would forever after be known
as the Map Room.

This was a true Situation Room-style setup. A staff of watch officers
was on duty around the clock, monitoring information and updating the
president and his advisers on the war’s progress. Communications, both
classified and unclassified, flowed through the room. As described by one
watch officer, Navy ensign George Elsey, FDR visited at least twice a day
—once on his way to the Oval Office and once on his way back to the
residence.

“We pushed the wheelchair first to the main desk, where the latest war
news—or possibly the latest message from Churchill—awaited in a black
leather folder with ‘The President’ stamped in gold leaf on the front,” Elsey
related in a 1964 oral history. “Then we made a slow tour of the room...
Furniture was clustered in the center, leaving aisles on the four sides so
FDR could study the maps at close range.”

When Roosevelt died, incoming president Harry S. Truman continued
using the Map Room to monitor the fighting. But presidents only seemed to
want these Sit Room-style setups during wartime, so after the Japanese
surrendered in 1945, Truman shut down the nerve center.



More than a decade later, Dwight Eisenhower—a five-star Army general
who led the Allied forces in World War Il—became the first president to
express a desire for a permanent White House crisis center. James W. Lucas
of the Defense Intelligence College describes a moment in which
Eisenhower asked his chief of staff, General Andrew Goodpaster, for an
update on how a battalion of U.S. Marines was faring in Lebanon. “Sir,” the
general said, “if | call the Joint Chiefs of Staff, or if we go over there,
maybe they’ll tell us.”

Dissatisfied with that answer, Ike replied, “You know, Andy, | think |
might need a little watch office.” This might have remained a minor
apocryphal moment, if it weren’t for what happened next. As described by
Lucas:

So, a study was undertaken, typical of the way that we do things in
the American government. A committee was formed and a
commission was chartered and 18 months later a recommendation
was made. The recommendation to President Eisenhower was, if
you will give up either the bowling alley or the swimming pool...
you could probably put in a little watch office, operations center, or
command and control center, if you want to call it that, at the White
House.

Eisenhower never acted on the report. But following the Bay of Pigs, it
was revived and circulated among Kennedy’s aides. The Cold War with the
Soviet Union was a different kind of struggle from World Wars | and I1. But
Kennedy understood that it would require just as much attention, planning,
monitoring and strategizing as the hot wars of years gone by.

Already primed by the concept paper Godfrey McHugh had sent him
earlier that month, President Kennedy ordered a Situation Room to be built.
And he wanted it located in a spot recommended in the Eisenhower report:
an old bowling alley in the basement of the West Wing.

- -
<o)

GERrRY McCaBE HAD estimated it would take two weeks to build a



rudimentary Situation Room. Taz Shepard recalled that it was finished even
faster than that. “l got the Seabees from Camp David, which is under my
charge, and had them come down and work at night. In a week, they put in
a Situation Room.” The cost, which came out of the president’s emergency
funds, was $35,000.

“Situation Room” was a misnomer from the beginning, as it’s actually
several rooms. Shepard’s Seabees—the U.S. Navy’s Construction Battalion,
or “CBs” for short—transformed the bowling alley into a four-room
complex. The conference room was the centerpiece, an 18-by-18-foot space
with all the charm of a cardboard box. Photos from the time show
cherrywood-paneled walls, dark gray carpet and a low white acoustical-tile
ceiling. A long brown conference table was surrounded by eight low-slung
off-white leather chairs, and at each seat was a pad of paper and a freshly
sharpened pencil. In the middle of the table sat a crucial item for any 1960s
conference room: a large glass ashtray.

The other three rooms in the complex were a file storage area, a
watchstanders’ station and an office. All three were small and plain, with
the file room being particularly cramped, as it was lined with gray metal
racks stuffed to bursting with tabbed folders. It also served as the projection
room, with a bulky green metal projector aimed through a window at a
screen in the conference area.

McCabe recalled that the original complex was “very crude” and “not
very secure,” but Mac Bundy quickly began holding staff meetings there
every morning. Sensing an opportunity, he also moved his office from the
OEOB to the West Wing, to be closer to the action. Bundy, whom author
Patrick Anderson memorably described as “witty, acidulous, aristocratic,
ambitious, overbearing, self-satisfied [and] self-serving,” was proud of his
role in creating the Sit Room. And he wasn’t shy about insisting that
Kennedy use it.

On May 16, 1961, Bundy sent a memo chastising JFK. “You should set
aside a real and regular time each day for national security discussion and
action,” he wrote, noting that although the president had asked him to set up
a morning meeting, “l have succeeded in catching you on three mornings,
for a total of about 8 minutes, and | conclude that this is not really how you
like to begin the day... You have to mean it, and it really has to be every
day,” he finger-wagged, before imploring Kennedy to use his new complex.



“Perhaps the best place for it would be the new Situation Room, which we
have just set up in the basement of the West Wing.”

To Bundy’s dismay, Kennedy never did use the Sit Room for regular
meetings. In fact, he rarely set foot in it—and when he did, he was deeply
unimpressed. In January 1962, Bundy sent a memo to JFK’s appointments
secretary, Kenneth O’Donnell, already begging for more space for the
complex. “We are currently extremely crowded. So is nearly everyone in
the building, but our position is extreme. Come and see. (The president
called it a pigpen, and my pride is hurt.)”

The room is, as Kennedy wanted, an information clearinghouse and a
communications hub. But it is not meant to be a command post—a fact
clearly laid out by its architects, including Bromley Smith:

The new unit was called the Situation Room rather than the
operations center, to make clear that it was a facility—not a
command post except in most unusual circumstances. Its purpose
was to serve as a funnel for all classified information coming from
all national security agencies and present it to the president and his
national security staff in an orderly fashion. It aimed at
coordinating the many information channels to the White House...
including those of the Central Intelligence Agency, the State and
Defense Departments and the Chiefs of Staff through their aides in
the White House.

Even in the original study that Godfrey McHugh sent JFK in April 1961,
the authors made clear that the Situation Room “would not usurp the
operating responsibilities of any department or agency.” Rather, it would
“serve as a management tool by providing intelligence, communications,
briefing, display and monitoring functions.” It would draw on the resources
of cabinet agencies, supplement that intelligence with public and press
reports, and funnel it all to the president and his top aides.

And it would, incredibly, do this with a single duty officer working a
twenty-four-hour shift.




“MY WORKDAY, BEGINNING at 9:30 a.m., was twenty-four hours long,
followed by forty-eight hours off,” recalled Charles D. “Chuck” Enright,
the Situation Room’s first duty officer. A CIA analyst who found himself
detailed to the new nerve center in the White House basement, Enright
described his typical day:

9:30 Arrive at Sit Room, review night’s activity.
a.m.

10 Go to [National Security Council] staff office, 3rd floor of Executive Office Building.
a.m. Spend the next seven hours screening material for the NSC staff.

5 p.m. Return to Sit Room, continue screening anything “hot.”

5:30 White House Staff Mess brings supper (for which | paid cash).
p.m.

9:30 (Next day) Duty ends.
a.m.

What Enright didn’t note is that a cot had been rolled into the complex,
so the duty officer could sleep at night—a rather absurd scenario for what
was meant to be a 24/7 watch operation. The duty officers would soon be
supported by a small staff, including technicians from the White House
Communications Agency (WHCA), but the one-day-on/two-days-off
schedule continued throughout the Kennedy administration and beyond.

CIA director Allen Dulles wanted to make sure that it would be his
employees who served as Sit Room duty officers. On May 18, 1961, he sent
a memo to President Kennedy stating: “There is some question in my
mind... whether the present arrangements, under which CIA supplies one of
several watch officers, will completely meet your needs. | would be more
satisfied... if CIA were represented in this watch full time.”

JFK agreed, so in the beginning, Sit Room duty officers were drawn
almost exclusively from the CIA. It wasn’t until the Reagan administration
that the ranks would expand to include duty officers from the State
Department, NSA and Defense Intelligence Agency, all of whom come to
the White House for a two-year term, on temporary loan from their
respective departments.



As evidenced by Chuck Enright’s seven-hour daily stints at the National
Security Council office, the Situation Room and NSC were (and still are)
inextricably linked. Established by Harry Truman in 1947, the NSC is a
group of aides and cabinet officials who advise the president on defense,
foreign policy and national security. Its members are a Who’s Who of high-
level Washington officials, including the vice president; the secretaries of
defense, state, energy and treasury; the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS); and the
intelligence directors. Even when presidents choose not to take meetings in
the Sit Room—Nixon and Ford come to mind—the NSC often meets there
to discuss matters before bringing recommendations to the president.

Yet the beating heart of the Situation Room is not these marquee names.
It’s the people who staff it. In the many interviews | did for this book, every
time | asked about the quality of staff, | got variations of the same response.
Secretary of state Condoleezza Rice: “The best of the best.” Deputy
national security adviser Jim Steinberg: “The most wonderful, terrific,
dedicated, on-top-of-it group of people.” White House coronavirus response
coordinator Deb Birx: “They were amazing... and incredibly kind.” Obama
adviser Valerie Jarrett: “The conscientiousness with which they do their
jobs is pretty extraordinary.”

A good Sit Room officer must be focused, organized, intelligent,
judicious, apolitical, a fast reader, a critical thinker and cool under pressure.
These skills are as disparate as they are valuable, and it’s the rare person
who possesses them all. As former Reagan aide Richard S. Beal once put it,
he could “go through the length and breadth of this land and not find twenty
people who have that capacity by virtue of training.”

That said, with all of their sharply honed skills, duty officers often find
themselves answering some amusingly basic requests. Chuck Enright
described one such episode from 1962:

The naval aide called from Hyannis Port one Sunday evening at 10
and said the President wanted a copy of every Time and Newsweek
magazine for the past year at his bedside in Hyannis Port when he
got up in the morning. | groaned, phoned the librarian for the NSC,
and she told me that she had only a few issues in her office but
could get others from D.C. public libraries, to which she had access



at any time. | arranged for the copies to be put aboard the courier
plane that left at 4 a.m., and the deadline was met.

It’s funny now to imagine an NSC researcher hustling down darkened
D.C. streets to the public library to fulfill a presidential request. The biggest
change in the Sit Room’s six decades of existence has, of course, been the
rise of computers and the Internet, which made such tasks obsolete. But
what was the technology like in that first Sit Room complex? It would
presumably have been state-of-the-art for its time—but what did that mean
in the early 1960s?

The first communications system was, as described by Reagan-era Sit
Room director Michael K. Bohn in his 2003 book Nerve Center, a
“rudimentary affair”:

At first, military communications technicians pulled incoming
cables off the teletype printers and hand-carried them to the
Situation Room in the West Wing. A few years later, engineers built
pneumatic tubes to carry cables to the Situation Room.

Yes, pneumatic tubes—ijust like the ones they used to have at banks so
you could drive through and deposit your paycheck from your car, getting a
lollipop for your kid in return. Until personal computers came along in the
1970s, enabling staff to send documents electronically, these tubes were the
fastest, most efficient way to transmit cables from the East Wing to the
West Wing.

The complex did have an early version of a fax machine, a secure device
that was used to transmit top secret information between the CIA, the State
Department and the National Military Command Center (NMCC). It also
had multiple telephones, with both classified and unclassified lines.
Communications techs set up direct phone connections with world leaders,
including French president Charles de Gaulle and German chancellor
Konrad Adenauer. And then there was the dedicated telephone linking
British prime minister Harold Macmillan with the Kennedy White House—
better known as the “Mac-Jack line.”

Dusty, cramped, airless, with the occasional rat and cockroach skittering



through, the complex was far from glamorous. But once it began humming
with activity in the spring of 1961, the Sit Room quickly became a focal
point in the White House. And just as its creators envisioned, it would prove
its true worth in a frightening and fast-moving Cold War clash: the Cuban
Missile Crisis.

IN OcToBER 1962, a U.S. Air Force pilot flying reconnaissance in the
Caribbean photographed ballistic missile launch sites in the Cuban
countryside. Located less than three hundred miles from Miami, the
missiles, which had been placed in Cuba by the Soviet Union, were capable
of striking American soil within minutes of launch. The Situation Room
passed the photos to the president, who immediately met with his top
advisers to game out a response. Over the next thirteen days, the showdown
between the United States and the Soviet Union came terrifyingly close to
nuclear war.

While Kennedy didn’t convene his meetings in the Situation Room, he
did make other vital use of it. As recounted by Paul Brandus, the author of
Under This Roof: The White House and the Presidency:

Throughout the tense fortnight—as the threat of nuclear war hung
over the world like the sword of Damocles—the Situation Room
worked as the president had intended. Kennedy got the information
he needed and he got it faster, allowing him and the so-called
EXCOMM—the Executive Committee of the National Security
Council—to work through the crisis more efficiently.

The president himself often went downstairs to the command
center itself... to read newswire reports. There were meetings held
there as well, usually chaired by the president’s national security
adviser, McGeorge Bundy. In addition to embassy cables and
military reports, the Situation Room was also plugged into the
CIA’s Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS), which
allowed it to monitor news broadcasts from around the world.



In fact, the Sit Room’s monitoring of FBIS would lead to the biggest
breakthrough of the crisis. Because there was no direct line between the
Kremlin and the White House, communications went through slow-moving
diplomatic channels. When Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev decided to
remove the missiles, he wanted to get the news to Kennedy as quickly as
possible—so he announced his decision on Radio Moscow. The Sit Room
staff received the information via FBIS and rushed it to the president.

Both sides were looking for a way out, and Kennedy had now found his.
If the Sit Room had not yet existed, Khrushchev’s overture would have
taken longer to arrive, and the Cuban Missile Crisis might have taken a
much darker turn. As Brandus wrote: “Never had the White House had a
room so inconspicuous, and yet so critically important to the nation’s
security and future.”

<
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Press secretary Pierre Salinger: Situation Room, this is
WAY SIDE. Do you read me? Over.

Duty officer Oliver Hallett: This is the Situation Room. I read
you. Go ahead.

Transcripts of tapes from the White House Situation Room are
exceedingly rare. While staffers create detailed, nearly verbatim memos of
phone calls between the president and other heads of state, they’re produced
in real time using several transcribers, rather than being recorded. A few
tapes do exist, most notably those made during Lyndon Johnson’s
presidency, when he secretly recorded some of his many phone calls to duty
officers, and an extraordinary recording from the day John Hinckley shot
Ronald Reagan—both of which we’ll detail in later chapters. For most
administrations, though, whatever happens in the Sit Room is supposed to
stay in the Sit Room. At least for a while.

Yet five remarkable transcripts exist from the Kennedy presidency,
providing a record of calls between press secretary Pierre Salinger and the
Sit Room on November 22, 1963—a stark reminder of the chaos and
confusion of the day Kennedy was assassinated.

At the moment shots rang out on Dealey Plaza in Dallas, Salinger was



high above the Pacific Ocean in a government plane, flying with secretary
of state Dean Rusk and five other cabinet members to Japan for meetings.
The shocking news came in through a UPI ticker in the aircraft’s forward
cabin, and at 12:45 p.m. Central Time, just fifteen minutes after Kennedy
was shot, Salinger called the White House from the air to get more details.
The White House operator connected Salinger, who identified himself using
the code name WAY SIDE, with the Sit Room.

Duty officer Oliver Hallett picked up the call. Though Sit Room staffers
were normally stoic, Hallett’s voice betrayed his shock at the unfolding
events.

Salinger: Give me all available information on president. Over.

Hallett: All available information on president follows: Connally
—John—he and [Hallett takes a deep breath] Governor
Connally of Texas have been hit in the car in which they were
riding. We do not know how serious the situation is. We have
no information. Mr. Bromley Smith is back here in the
Situation Room now. We are getting our information over the
tickers. Over.

Salinger: That is affirmative, affirmative. Please keep us advised
out here. This plane, on which secretary of state, other
Cabinet ministers headed for Japan, turning around, returning
to Honolulu. Will arrive there [in] approximately two hours.

The two men discussed logistics, including whether Salinger and the
cabinet members should travel directly to Dallas. Then:

Hallett: The Associated Press is coming out now with a bulletin
to the effect that they believe the president was hit in the head.
That just came in. Over.

Salinger: The president was hit in the head. Over.

Salinger left the call to inform the cabinet members of this latest update.
When Hallett spoke again, he struggled to control his voice.

Hallett: Ah, this is... Oh. Hold on the line there, WAYSIDE. We



have some more information coming up... WAYSIDE,
WAYSIDE, this is the Situation Room. | read [to you] from
the AP bulletin: “Kennedy apparently shot in head. He fell
face down in back seat of his car. Blood was on his head. Mrs.
Kennedy cried, ‘Oh no,” and tried to hold up his head.
Connally remained half-seated, slumped to the left. There was
blood on his face and forehead. The president and the
governor were rushed to Parkland Hospital near the Dallas
Trade Mart where Kennedy was to have made a speech.”
Over.

Twenty minutes later, at 1:10 p.m. CT, the White House operator
patched through another call. Once again, Hallett and Salinger spoke.

Hallett: WAYSIDE, this is Situation Room. | read [to] you latest
bulletin:  “President Kennedy has been given blood
transfusions today at Parkland Hospital in an effort to save his
life after he and Governor John Connally of Texas were shot
in an assassination attempt.” Over the TV we have the
information that the Governor has been moved to the
operating room. The President is still in the emergency room
at Parkland Hospital. Do you read me so far? Over.

Salinger: | read that loud and clear. Go ahead.

Hallett: WAYSIDE, this is Situation Room. Are you getting the
press coverage, or do you want us to continue to relay it to
you? Over.

Salinger: Situation Room, this is WAYSIDE. We are getting very
garbled, very garbled transmissions. We’d appreciate [being]
kept informed. Over.

At 1:40 p.m. Central Time, an operator at Andrews Air Force Base
called the Sit Room to connect Salinger. Heartbreakingly, as the recording
starts, an announcer from NBC Television News is audible in the
background, saying, “The last rites have been given...”

Hallett: This is Situation Room. Relay following to WAYSIDE:



We have report quoting Mr. Kilduff in Dallas that the [speaks
slowly and deliberately] president is dead, that he died about
35 minutes ago. [Pause.] Do you have that? Over.

Salinger: The president is dead. Is that correct?

Hallett: That is correct. That is correct. New subject. Front office
desires plane return Washington, with no stop Dallas. Over.

But Salinger had left the line once again, to relay the most horrific news
any of the men on the plane would ever hear.
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ON ANOTHER PLANE, idling on the tarmac at Dallas’s Love Field, Jacqueline
Kennedy sat next to the casket containing the body of her murdered
husband. Still dressed in her pink Chanel suit, now spattered with the
president’s blood and brain tissue, she didn’t want to leave his side. But the
new president, Lyndon Johnson, was about to be officially sworn in by
Judge Sarah T. Hughes in the front of the cabin. He needed Jackie there to
give legitimacy to his ascension to the presidency.

Political aide Ken O’Donnell came to the back of the plane. “Do you
want to go out there?” he asked Jackie. “Yes, | think | ought to,” she said.
“At least | owe that much to the country.” She then turned to the Air Force
general who had been sitting with her by the casket. “Don’t leave him,” she
said. “Stay with him.” She couldn’t bear the thought of her husband’s body
lying there alone—and this general was a man she trusted.

The general had no intention of leaving. He knew that military tradition
calls for a high-ranking officer to remain with the body of a slain
commander in chief. But more important, he was not only the Air Force
aide, but a longtime close friend of President Kennedy. He stayed with the
president’s body for the flight back to Washington, and at Jackie’s request,
he helped carry the casket off the plane. He was present for the autopsy, and
he arranged for Air Force fighter jets to fly over Kennedy’s funeral service.
And then, when Jackie couldn’t bear to do it, he stepped in to host a party
for little John-John, whose third birthday was the same day as his father’s
funeral.

Years later, the general told an interviewer that “I was in total adoration



of a great human being. | respect the presidency. Whoever was president, |
respected. But | think he added extraordinarily to the presidency, and it was
way too short for him to make a strong mark on it.” He later told his
daughter that when Kennedy died, he lost his best friend.

His name was Godfrey McHugh.



Chapter 2
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THURSDAY, May 20, 1965. It’s two o’clock in the morning, and downtown

Washington, D.C., is dark. The National Mall is deserted save for the
occasional car crawling past. The White House is empty except for
overnight staff. But in the Situation Room, the lights—as always—are on.

The phone rings, and a duty officer picks up. It’s an operator with the
White House switchboard, connecting a call from President Johnson, who’s
up in the residence. The duty officer presses a button to begin capturing the
call on a Dictabelt, a box-shaped device that uses a clear vinyl ribbon
rotating on metal cylinders to record conversations. LBJ inherited President
Kennedy’s Dictabelt when he moved into the Oval Office following the
assassination, and over time, he directed the White House Communications
Agency to install more such recorders—not only all over the White House,
but also at the LBJ Ranch in Texas and at Camp David.

Presidential phone calls haven’t been recorded since the Nixon tapes
sunk his presidency. But during Johnson’s administration, these analog
machines captured LBJ’s questions and ruminations—the agony of a
commander in chief trapped by a war he didn’t start but couldn’t quit.
Vietnam was the subject of that two a.m. call:

Sit Room: Good morning, Mr. President.

LBJ: What’s this story on this colonel [who] got killed?

Sit Room: He did indeed get killed. Now, we have several
reports, one that—an FBI report that says that he was shot by
Americans, accidentally shot in the back. We have nothing to
back this up other than this FBI report][...]

LBJ: What about our planes? Are any of them back [from]



Vietnam?

Sit Room: None back yet, sir, that—no word.

LBJ: I’m sure anxious on those that are going up there close to
Hanoi there.

Sit Room: Yeah, we’re watching that very carefully tonight, sir.

LBJ: You let me know if we lose any.

Sit Room: Yes, sir, | will.

LBJ: Whatever time of night it is.

Sit Room: Yes sir. | will do that.

LBJ was desperate for any piece of information from Vietnam, day or
night, no matter how minor. “Johnson was so involved in the details | don’t
know how he survived,” recalled his national security adviser Walt Rostow
in an October 1999 roundtable discussion. “He had three days: He’d wake
up in the morning and be very active; then he’d nap and have a second life
with a party or something in the White House; and then he had a third life
reading until three in the morning.” Yet reading wasn’t LBJ’s only activity
during those early morning hours. He was also calling—and often visiting
—the Situation Room.

Judging from the recordings from 1965, LBJ rarely got a full night’s
sleep. Conversations were recorded on various dates at 1:25 a.m., 2:00 a.m.,
2:43 a.m., 3:27 am., 4:45 a.m. and 5:52 a.m. “He called almost always
before going to sleep, or upon awakening, to the Situation Room,” former
LBJ aide Tom Johnson told me. “He particularly wanted to know the
number of aircraft that had returned to their carriers from their missions
over North Vietnam. And he wanted to know the most recent body count.”
The toll of the war was always on the president’s mind, Tom Johnson
recalled. “His sleeps often were anguished sleeps after difficult, difficult
days.”

The president’s calls to the Sit Room generally started the same way,
with little or no pleasantries, just a direct question about what was
happening in Vietnam. LBJ’s voice was low and gruff, roughened by years
of Cutty Sark and cigarettes. It had an intimate quality, as if he were leaning
over to talk into your ear, rather than through a telephone. George Reedy,
his press secretary from 1964 to 1965, once said that it felt like LBJ could
“crawl through that wire” to talk to you.



A March 30, 1965, call at 8:10 a.m. demonstrates the granular level of
detail the president sought:

LBJ: What have you got on our Saigon development?

Sit Room: Well, we have a total—we have some more casualty
figures in now. The total of two U.S. killed. And—

LBJ: Do you know who they are? Soldiers, women, or what?

Sit Room: We have women listed so far: two women.

LBJ: Know who they are?

Sit Room: Yes, sir, we do have the names...

LBJ: Both American?

Sit Room: Both American, yes, sir.

More than 58,000 Americans would ultimately die in the Vietnam
conflict. President Johnson’s insistent questions about these two show just
how immersed he became in every aspect of the war.

Later in that same call, he probed for details about an air strike:

LBJ: Any other news of pertinence?

Sit Room: The only other news, sir, is the South Vietnamese air
force conducted a strike on an airfield.

LBJ: What—

Sit Room: All the planes have returned safely, and the pilots
estimate 90 percent damage.

LBJ: What kind of airfield? Jet airfield?

Sit Room: Yes, sir. It was a jet airfield in North Vietnam just over
the 17th Parallel.

LBJ: It must have been right on the demarcation line?

Sit Room: Just north of it, sir.

| asked President Johnson’s younger daughter, Luci Baines Johnson,
why she thought her father was so fixated on such details. She told me that
he wanted to get to “the pulse of the decision-making.”

“He used to often say, ‘Luci Baines, your decisions are only as good as
your information. And my problem is, I’m trying to get the best
information, but | have to act in certain time frames, and I’m afraid too



often | will find later on that there was more information that | needed,
she recalled. In other words, he was terrified of missing any detail that
might have helped save lives. What he didn’t understand was that the
details he was looking for didn’t really matter. Body counts couldn’t tell
him the war was being won. And many of the reports he was getting were
based more in hope than in reality. Beyond all this, the toll of the war was
personal to him. Both of his sons-in-law would end up fighting in Vietnam,
making LBJ the last U.S. president to have immediate family members
serving in combat while in office. The Situation Room gave Johnson
regular updates on how they were doing.

And so he wanted to know everything possible about what was going on
over there. Lady Bird Johnson recalled a night in February 1965 when the
president nervously awaited updates about a planned attack. “It came at one
o’clock, and two o’clock, and three, and again at five—the ring of the
phone, the quick reach for it, and tense, quiet talk.” As she recorded in her
diary, “Lyndon [asked] to be waked up whenever there was an operation
going out. He won’t leave it alone. He said, ‘I want to be called every time
somebody dies.” He can’t separate himself from it.”

LBJ was the undisputed master of domestic politics. In 1965, the same
year these transcripts were recorded, he pushed through an astonishing
amount of landmark legislation: the Voting Rights Act, the Immigration and
Nationality Act, the Water Quality Act and the Motor Vehicle Pollution
Control Act, the creation of the National Endowment for the Arts and the
Department of Housing and Urban Development. Head Start, Medicare,
Medicaid, the Highway Beautification Act—the list goes on and on. LBJ’s
domestic achievements were legion, and his skills legendary.

But his mastery of the home front was matched by his muddling in
Vietnam. Johnson confessed to being “no military man at all.” The
confidence he displays in hustling up support for legislation vanishes when
he discusses Vietnam. Even when talking with Sit Room staffers, he is
tentative.

On Tuesday, March 2, 1965, Johnson pressed the Situation Room for
information about the opening bombing raid of Operation Rolling Thunder,
a long-planned aerial assault campaign against North Vietnam. Desperate
for news, the president jumped the gun:



Sit Room: Their time over target was to be about seven minutes
ago, sir. So we don’t even have—of course, it’s too early to
have even a preliminary report on just how they’re making
out, but they are now over the target.

LBJ: How many of them are there?

Sit Room: Well—

LBJ: Forty?

Sit Room: Well, of our own, sir, there are roughly about 40, sir.
Roughly about 40 of ours; there’s about 19 of the Vietnamese
planes.

LBJ: Any other news?

Sit Room: No, sir, no other news. It’s all quiet, sir.

LBJ: How long before you should hear something?

Sit Room: Well, let’s see, we should know... let’s see, it would
probably be about 5:00 or 5:30, | would imagine, before we
know how many got back safely, sir.

LBJ: Call me.

Here Johnson is three months into what historian Michael Beschloss
called the “pivotal” year of the war and his presidency. Despite telling
defense secretary Robert McNamara early in 1965, “I don’t see any way of
winning in Vietnam,” LBJ creeps toward catastrophe. Concern about the
credibility of U.S. commitments kept him in the war; fear of losing dug him
in deeper. But there was no strategy for subduing a country that would fight
to the death. The tapes from that time reveal an uncertain man, angry, often
depressed, lashing out at enemies both real and perceived. Aides like
Richard Goodwin and Bill Moyers were so concerned about his paranoia,
they consulted psychiatrists to try to get a handle on his mental state.

If you’re a Situation Room duty officer, how do you deal with a
president in this condition? Nearly all the tapes reveal a calm, cool
demeanor among the Sit Room staff. Yet occasionally, a younger or newer
duty officer displays a nervous wobble in his voice.

On Tuesday, April 6, 1965, Johnson called down to the Sit Room at 4:45
a.m. to ask if there was any news.

Sit Room: Nothing, Mr. President. Very, very quiet night. No



problems whatsoever.

LBJ: Mm-hmm.

Sit Room: No action last night in Vietham on our part. No
untoward incidents of any kind. | think we had a good night.
(Chuckle.) It’s all I can say. (Chuckle.)

LBJ: Mmm. Okay, that’s it, then.

Sit Room: Right, sir.

Chuckling at the president is obviously not the ideal approach, but it’s
clear when listening to the recording that this Sit Room officer was nervous.
It’s easier to speak to someone in authority when you actually have news to
report. And apparently this officer wasn’t the only one to lose his
composure when having no real news to pass along, because in 1966, Sit
Room director Art McCafferty circulated a memo addressing the issue:

Even though it is a quiet period and nothing unusual is occurring, it
Is not a good practice to start your briefing with the statement
“everything is quiet, nothing is going on.” It would be good
practice to remember that the person you are briefing would like to
make that judgment himself. Therefore, please keep in front of you
at all times a few items from the press or cables that you can talk
from.

In the interviews | did, | often asked whether people remembered any
funny or unusual moments in the Situation Room. But when | asked Tom
Johnson that question, he said, “I do not recall a single one. They were very
serious. This was not a place for laughter.”
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“LYNDON JOHNSON ESSENTIALLY used the Situation Room in Vietnam like
Franklin Roosevelt used the Map Room during World War 11,” LBJ
Foundation president and historian Mark Updegrove told me. “That’s where
he saw troop movement. That’s where he met with his generals and
essentially charted the progress of the war. He spent a great deal of time in



the Situation Room... [It] was one of the most important rooms in the LBJ
White House.”

While JFK wasn’t often in the Sit Room, LBJ was there all the time. He
spent so many hours there, in fact, that he had a chair moved down from the
Oval Office so he’d be more comfortable. “That’s just quintessentially
LBJ,” Updegrove said, then added with a laugh, “That’s the least of the
requests that LBJ made of his White House staff.” The library still has that
aqua-blue upholstered chair in its collection.

It also has the famous Khe Sanh model, a tabletop 3-D terrain rendering
derisively dubbed “LBJ’s sandbox.” The Battle of Khe Sanh was a fierce
clash in 1968 in which the North Vietnamese tried to overrun a U.S.
military installation. Fearing that Khe Sanh could prove to be his Waterloo,
Johnson demanded constant updates on how the fighting was going. LBJ’s
critics had long accused him of micromanaging the war, so when the White
House released a photo of the president and Walt Rostow hunched over the
Khe Sanh model, appearing to move little pieces as if on a chessboard, the
image added fuel to the fire.



President Johnson spent hours in the Sit Room tracking the war in Vietnam.

When the White House released this photo of aide Walt Rostow showing
him a 3D model of Khe Sanh, critics dubbed it “LBJ’s sandbox.” (L-R:
George Christian, President Johnson, Robert Ginsburg and Walt Rostow) |
LBJ Library photo by Yoichi Okamoto

“l think that’s a pretty fair criticism,” Updegrove told me. “It goes back
to Lyndon Johnson’s psychology. Lyndon Johnson micromanaged his White
House... This is somebody who got into the details of every piece of
legislation that came across his desk. That’s why he was master of the
Senate.” But those skills didn’t naturally translate to the office of the
presidency. “He brought that instinct to being commander in chief, much to
his detriment,” notes Updegrove.

| asked Tom Johnson whether he believed LBJ micromanaged the war
from the Sit Room. Did he actually choose bombing targets there? Or was
that a myth?

“Recommendations would be made to LBJ normally by [USAF head]
General McConnell or [Joint Chiefs of Staff chair] Bus Wheeler,” Tom told



me. “LBJ would think carefully. What he did was to approve or disapprove.
He so wanted to avoid a situation where we might have accidentally
bombed one of the Russian tankers or one of the Chinese tankers in
Haiphong Harbor or Hanoi Harbor or accidentally flown over Chinese
territory.” The president worried constantly about such mistakes, fearing
they would provoke direct retaliation from the U.S.S.R. or China. Tom
Johnson remembers LBJ remarking dryly that “It would be my luck that the
pilot who accidentally drops a bomb down the smokestack of a Soviet
carrier will be a young Texan from Johnson City, Texas.”

So, what was LBJ actually doing during all those hours in the Situation
Room? What happened in those meetings?

“There was always an agenda prepared, usually by the NSC adviser Walt
Rostow,” Tom Johnson told me. “The agenda was often very brief... and he
frequently went off the agenda into other topics.” Tom showed me a photo
from his personal collection, a shot taken in the Sit Room where LBJ has
his press secretary George Christian and Walt Rostow on his right, Tom
Johnson and defense secretary Clark Clifford on his left, and Bromley
Smith at the opposite end of the table. The conference table is covered with
papers, a large ashtray sits in the center, and a telephone is at LBJ’s left
hand. Behind the president, two maps of Vietnam have been taped on the
wall.

“When we gathered, that’s basically the way it looked—not only in the
room, but the way in which people sat in it,” he told me, before pointing out
“young Tom Johnson with his pencil, taking notes as quickly and accurately
as | could.” In those pre-laptop days, the way the world’s most powerful
man kept track of his most secret discussions was by having a young aide
write furiously by hand as everyone was speaking. Tom’s official title was
deputy press secretary, but “one of my most important roles, assigned to me
by LBJ himself, was notetaker,” he said.

“l actually studied something called Speedwriting,” Tom recalls. He’d
take the notes by hand, then pass them to Connie Gerard in the White
House press office. She would type them up, and return them the next
morning with LBJ’s notes.

President Johnson preferred two methods for getting his information:
reading briefs and talking on the phone. He even went so far as to cancel
the daily in-person briefing of the type that McGeorge Bundy had started



for President Kennedy, opting instead to receive a series of written reports
throughout the day. In the fall of 1965, Bromley Smith compiled a list of
five daily reports LBJ was receiving:

7 a.m. daily: Situation Room summary of crises

8:30 a.m. to 9 p.m. Spot reports, typed cables from the field, action and information
daily: memoranda

7 p.m. M-F, 2 p.m.Sat: CIA intelligence brief

7:30 p.m. to 8 p.m. M- State Department evening report
F:

10:45 p.m. daily: Situation Room summary of latest developments

Famously, President Johnson had multiple TV sets in the Oval Office,
the residence and at the ranch. But the number of TVs was dwarfed by the
number of telephones—seventy-two at the LBJ Ranch alone. As Updegrove
told me, “The telephone was practically an appendage for LBJ. He was on
the phone constantly... It allowed him to connect with people on an
immediate-term basis.

“If you look in LBJ’s Oval Office, not only does he have the phone at
the desk—which has a very long line, by the way—he also has a phone
under the table between the couches and the sitting area, so he doesn’t have
to go back to his desk,” he said. And of course, he used the phones not only
to talk, but to record conversations. “Six hundred ninety-three hours of
taped conversations,” Updegrove said.

| suggested to Tom Johnson that with all the phones and TVs and the
taping system, Johnson was a technophile for his time. “Oh, God knows
what he’d have been like if he were alive today,” Tom replied. “He had two
tickers, AP and UPI, in the bedroom... He would so much want to stay
ahead of the press that [he would] read it as it literally was coming across
the ticker.”

The technology used in the Sit Room was cutting edge, though in the
1960s that wasn’t saying much. Art McCafferty hoped to make some
upgrades in 1965, expanding the complex to make room for new
communications systems. As recounted in Bohn’s Nerve Center,



McCafferty “needed space for three new systems—the new LDX [Long
Distance Xerography], the secure fax that became so important to all
Washington operations centers; a new-generation secure telephone system;
and a more secure teleconferencing system.” Yet the cost of relocating
offices to enable that expansion—about a half-million dollars—was
ultimately deemed too high. So chief of staff Marvin Watson instead
approved a smaller project, adding a shielded communications enclosure at
a cost of $28,000.

There was one piece of technology, however, that outranked all others in
terms of cachet and importance. Though it wasn’t located in the Situation
Room, its first official use in the summer of 1967 would send President
Johnson hustling down there to formulate a response.

From LBJ’s MEMOIR, The Vantage Point:

Just before eight o’clock on the morning of June 5, 1967, the
telephone rang in my bedroom at the White House. Bob McNamara
was calling with a message never heard before by an American
President. “Mr. President,” he said, “the hot line is up.”...

| was informed that Chairman [Alexei] Kosygin was at the
Kremlin end. He had agreed to wait until 1 was on hand before
sending his message. | went quickly to the Situation Room, joining
Rusk, McNamara, and Rostow. Kosygin’s message began to arrive
in a matter of minutes.

In the popular imagination, the hotline is a bright red phone sitting on
the president’s desk. In reality, it’s a basic teletype machine that spools out
messages like a fax. Chairman Kosygin sent his message—the first real use
of the hotline in its nearly four years of existence—as Israeli forces attacked
Egypt, marking the start of what became the Six-Day War. His missive was
brief but pointed:

Dear Mr. President,



Having received information concerning the military clashes
between Israel and the United Arab Republic [Egypt], the Soviet
Government is convinced that the duty of all great powers is to
secure the immediate cessation of the military conflict.

The Soviet Government has acted and will act in this
direction. We hope that the Government of the United States will
also act in the same manner and will exert appropriate influence
on the Government of Israel particularly since you have all
opportunities of doing so. This is required in the highest interest
of peace.

The Vietnam conflict was agonizing for Johnson, but the prospect of war
in the Middle East terrified him. “Trouble in that area,” he wrote, “was
potentially far more dangerous than the war in Southeast Asia.” And now, it
was happening. Relations between lIsrael and its neighboring Arab states
had long been strained, and a conflict over shipping lanes had intensified,
with Israeli forces launching air strikes and ground incursions into Egyptian
territory.

Down in the Situation Room, President Johnson discussed possible
courses of action with Rusk, McNamara and Rostow. How would the
Soviets respond? Would this war spread throughout the Middle East? Could
it spiral into nuclear conflict?

While they focused on the substance of the message, the hotline operator
on our side asked the Soviet operator how the president should address
Kosygin. In Communist Russia, the proper form of address would be
“Comrade,” so that’s what the operator conveyed. But when Johnson
opened his response with “Comrade Kosygin,” the Soviets were confused,
wondering whether LBJ was mocking them by using a Communist term. As
Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin later relayed to U.S. ambassador
Llewellyn Thompson, he quickly figured out what had happened and no
harm was done. But the possibility of miscommunication, while lessened by
having a teletype hotline rather than a voice line, still clearly existed.

The history of the hotline—also known as MOLINK, for Moscow Link
—is a colorful one. On March 20, 1960, Parade magazine editor Jess
Gorkin published a full-page open letter to President Eisenhower and



Premier Nikita Khrushchev. While today, Parade exists only as an online
tabloid, it was for decades a popular Sunday newspaper insert with tens of
millions of readers nationwide. Gorkin, a World War Il veteran who’d
served in the Office of War Information, was deeply concerned about the
possibility of accidental nuclear conflict. In his open letter, titled “Re:
Accidental War,” he urged the two leaders to establish a 24/7 hotline:

An accidental war might be triggered by mechanical failure, human
error, and innocent misunderstanding of orders or plain
ignorance... Contact between you today, even on the most urgent
matters, must wait on the cumbersome, slow-moving machinery of
diplomacy, wholly unsuited to the lightning emergencies of the
space age...

Must a world be lost for want of a telephone call?

Around that same time, the State Department’s director of policy
planning, Gerard Smith, wrote a memo expressing a similar sentiment, and
the idea began to gain traction in Washington. But it wasn’t until the Cuban
Missile Crisis, when President Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev found their
communications delayed by having to go through diplomatic channels, that
the hotline was fast-tracked into existence.

The Washington-Moscow Direct Communications Link, a clunky
typewriter-style machine connected to Moscow via thousands of miles of
underground cables, went live on August 30, 1963, with a message
recognizable to anyone who’s ever studied touch-typing in English. U.S.
operators sent the following: “THE QUICK BROWN FOX JUMPED
OVER THE LAZY DOG’S BACK 1234567890”—a sentence that uses all
letters of the alphabet and numbers. A short time later, the Soviets one-
upped the Americans with their first transmission, an ode to the beauty of
the sunset in Moscow.

From that point on, each side sent twelve test messages a day to ensure
the hotline was functioning. Using the GMT time zone, the Soviets sent
messages on odd hours, the Americans on even ones. The hotline became “a
kind of minicultural exchange,” Lieutenant Colonel June Crutchfield told
the New York Times in 1973, with each side choosing literary passages to



send their counterparts. The Soviets sent excerpts from Turgenev and
Chekhov, while the Americans avoided potentially embarrassing excerpts
such as text from Winnie-the-Pooh, as a passage about a cuddly, pantsless
bear might give offense to a country with a bear for a mascot.

For years, the two sides sent such innocuous messages back and forth as
tests. So when Kosygin sent his missive on June 5, 1967, it was a historic
moment: the first use of the hotline for its intended purpose.

There was another notable detail. A line prefacing Kosygin’s message
made clear that the Soviets had no idea where the U.S. teletype machine
was actually located. “The Chairman of the Council of Ministers, Kosygin,
wishes to know whether President Johnson is standing by the machine,” the
missive began. Never mind the fact that it was coming through at 7:47 a.m.,
an hour when the president was unlikely to be hovering by the hotline or
anywhere else. The machine, as it turns out, wasn’t in the White House at
all. It was—and still is—at the National Military Command Center at the
Pentagon.

Bob McNamara was incredulous that the “direct line” between leaders
wasn’t actually direct. In a later interview with Walt Rostow, he described
learning this fact on that June 5 morning. A duty officer at the Pentagon
called McNamara to report that Kosygin wanted to communicate with the
president. “He asked what response he, the duty officer, should make,”
McNamara recalled. “I said, ‘Why are you calling me?” “Well,” he said, ‘the
hotline ends in the Pentagon.”” In his six-plus years as defense secretary,
McNamara had never heard this.

“So | said to the duty officer, in shock and surprise, ‘We spend 80 billion
dollars a year on the defense budget,”” McNamara recounted. “‘And we
better find some way, having spent 80 billion dollars, to get that damned
line patched over to the White House.”” Eventually, the Pentagon did install
another terminal in the WHCA communications center, located in the
basement of the East Wing. In the years before computers became
ubiquitous, the WHCA staff forwarded the incoming messages to the
Situation Room via pneumatic tube.

It’s no surprise that the Soviets assumed the hotline machine was in the
Oval Office or Situation Room. Similarly, the Americans believed the
Soviet hotline sat in the Kremlin. But in the summer of 1973, in a lengthy
interview with U.S. journalists, Leonid Brezhnev revealed that it was



actually located in the Communist Party Central Committee staff
headquarters building, several blocks from the Kremlin.

Regardless of where the machines were physically located, there’s no
disputing that they improved communications between Johnson and the
Soviet leadership. During the Six-Day War, LBJ and Kosygin exchanged a
total of twenty messages (interestingly, none came from Brezhnev himself).
On the U.S. side, the receipt of a message was followed by a scramble to
get an accurate translation into English, which Rostow’s secretary, Lois
Nivens, would then type up and distribute to those in the Situation Room.

LBJ rarely left the Sit Room during the Six-Day War, finding it easier to
simply stay there rather than hurrying in and out. “During some very trying
days,” he wrote in The Vantage Point, “the room served as headquarters for
the U.S. government.” When he headed down to the Sit Room at 6:40 a.m.
on June 6, the second day of the war, Lady Bird decided to deliver a little
cheer there. She went to the White House mess and helped the Navy cooks
prepare scrambled eggs, then served them herself to Johnson and his team.

“That’s so much a reflection of Lady Bird Johnson,” Mark Updegrove
remarked about this story. “She knew that LBJ was down there early in the
morning with intelligence officers, and she thought about the fact that they
might not have been nourished at that point... | think Lady Bird Johnson
thought it was her primary duty, and rightfully so, that she should take care
of the president. And she was worried about him.”

On June 10, 1967, six days into the war, tensions were still extremely
high. Jordan and Syria had joined the fighting, and more than twenty
thousand Arabs had been killed, with hundreds of thousands more displaced
from their homes. Kosygin messaged President Johnson through the hotline
at 8:48 a.m. to warn that, if Israel didn’t back down, the Soviet Union
would send its own military forces to the Middle East:

A very crucial moment has now arrived which forces us, if military
actions are not stopped in the next few hours, to adopt an
independent decision. We are ready to do this. However, these
actions may bring us into a clash, which will lead to a grave
catastrophe...

We propose that you demand from Israel that it unconditionally



cease military action in the next few hours. On our part, we will do
the same. We propose to warn lIsrael that, if this is not fulfilled,
necessary actions will be taken, including military.

Please give me your views.

This opened a flurry of messages between the two sides, with President
Johnson insisting that the U.S. was doing all it could with Israel and urging
the Soviets to intervene with Syria. In six carefully worded exchanges sent
over a period of three hours, Johnson and Kosygin walked the tightrope of
pushing each other for action while maintaining respectful and civil
dialogue. While the U.S. and U.S.S.R. were unquestionably adversaries in
most ways, in this case they both wanted the same outcome: peace. Their
real-time communication via the hotline ended up paying off; just before
noon, Johnson learned that the fighting had stopped.

LBJ later wrote about the exchanges, and the role of the hotline, in The
Vantage Point:

Kosygin’s messages later in the morning became more temperate.
Israel and Syria moved to a ceasefire. The tension in the Situation
Room subsided...

The hot line proved a powerful tool not merely, or even mainly,
because communications were so rapid. The overriding importance
of the hot line was that it engaged immediately the heads of
government and their top advisers, forcing prompt attention and
decisions. There was unusual value in this, but also danger. We had
to weigh carefully every word and phrase. | took special pains not
only to handle this crisis deliberately but to set a quiet, unhurried
tone for all our discussions.

THE ORIGINAL HOTLINE teletype machine is on display at the LBJ Library,

complete with a message from Kosygin to Johnson curling out of the top. In
October 2011, Mark Updegrove gave a tour of the library to Mikhail



Gorbachev, who was in Austin to give a lecture. The former Soviet leader
paused, then started reading Kosygin’s transmission aloud in Russian. “The
hair on the back of my neck raised when | saw Mikhail Gorbachev reading
the transmittal from the Soviets about the Six-Day War,” Updegrove recalls.
As rudimentary as the technology was, it’s still capable of causing goose
bumps when you consider its place in history.

A story Tom Johnson told me about the Six-Day War is a reminder that
even the most advanced communications systems can be foiled by actual
events:

“Well, | have a lot of memories, starting with the fact that | went to bed,
my wife and | in our apartment then, which was in Alexandria, Virginia,” he
told me. “About two a.m., | guess, my White House phone—I had a
separate phone—rang. And it was Helen Thomas.” Thomas, of course, was
the famously fiery, diminutive UPI reporter who covered ten U.S.
presidents in a fifty-seven-year career. “She said, ‘We have a report that war
has broken out in the Middle East’... and I said, ‘Hold it, Helen.” So | went
to my other phone, called the Situation Room. The Situation Room officer
said, “‘Mr. Johnson, we don’t have that.””

With one phone at each ear, Tom told Helen Thomas that the White
House had no information on any war. He was about to hang up when the
duty officer exclaimed, “No, it’s coming in now. The flash is coming in
now.” Tom laughs at the memory. “That’s not what was supposed to happen
with this incredible alert system that the Pentagon and the White House and
CIA had,” he says. “It was UPI that advised us that the Six-Day War was
breaking out. That is a fact.”

From television to hotlines to newfangled fax machines to Helen
Thomas, there were numerous ways to get information to the Situation
Room. The pace was hectic and the room was the heartbeat of the Johnson
administration—which, when it came to Vietnam, might have been part of
the problem. No information the Sit Room could provide would salvage a
flawed strategy. Data was not a substitute for judgment. It could not tell us
who exactly we were fighting, how to win, or even why we needed to
defeat them.

Richard Nixon would inherit both the room and the war. And he was
determined not to repeat what he believed were his predecessor’s mistakes.



Chapter 3

(11 77
ALL HELL HAS BROKEN LOOSE

G

RICHARD NixoN HATED the Situation Room. During five and a half years as

president, he almost never set foot in there. And he wasn’t present for one
of the most dangerous moments of the entire Cold War—a night when a
group of White House advisers, facing the possibility of direct conflict with
the Soviet Union, had to make decisions for a president who was holed up
in the residence, incapacitated by scotch, sleeping pills and depression.

The time was October 1973. The Watergate scandal had been raging for
more than a year. White House counsel John Dean had flipped on the
president, providing damning testimony against him in televised Senate
committee hearings. Presidential aide Alexander Butterfield had exposed
the White House tapes, which Nixon had secretly been making since 1971.
And Vice President Spiro Agnew—a corrupt man whom Nixon cynically
saw as impeachment insurance, since no one wanted him to ascend to the
presidency—was days away from being turned out of office while under
threat of a tax fraud indictment. With the president mired in these disastrous
domestic problems, a tinderbox exploded on the other side of the world.

Just after six a.m. EDT on Saturday, October 6, Henry Kissinger, who
was serving as both secretary of state and national security adviser, was
awakened at his Waldorf Astoria Towers suite in New York City by assistant
secretary of state Joseph Sisco. Egypt and Syria were planning to launch
surprise attacks on Israeli forces in the Sinai Peninsula and Golan Heights
on Yom Kippur, the highest holy day of the Jewish year.

Quickly, methodically, Kissinger went into action. He called Soviet
ambassador to the U.S. Anatoly Dobrynin, Egyptian foreign minister
Mohammed el-Zayyat and Israeli chargé d’affaires Mordechai Shalev,
among other critical players. Nearly three hours would go by before he sent



a memo to the Situation Room with updates for the president.

TOP SECRET / SENSITIVE / EXCLUSIVE EYES ONLY
TO: THE WHITE HOUSE SITUATION ROOM
FROM: SECRETARY KISSINGER

PLEASE PASS THE FOLLOWING TO THE PRESIDENT FOR DELIVERY AT 9:00
AM., WITH INFORMATION COPY TO GENERAL HAIG.

AT 6:00 A.M. THIS MORNING, | WAS NOTIFIED THAT THE ISRAELIS HAVE
WHAT THEY CONSIDER TO BE HARD INFORMATION THAT EGYPTIANS AND
SYRIANS WERE PLANNING TO LAUNCH A COORDINATED ATTACK WITHIN
SIX HOURS

It’s worth noting that, rather than calling Nixon immediately and gaming
out a response together, Kissinger simply forged ahead on his own. In the
memo, Kissinger recounts the numerous calls he’s already made and
informs the president that he has alerted U.S. diplomatic posts in the Middle
East. He then declares what the next steps should be.

I HAVE DIRECTED [DEPUTY NATIONAL SECURITY ADVISER] BRENT
SCOWCROFT TO CALL A 9:00 A.M. WSAG [WASHINGTON SPECIAL ACTIONS
GROUP] MEETING... ON THE BASIS OF THE INFORMATION WE HAVE, |
BELIEVE THE ISRAELI FEARS OF POSSIBLE ATTACK ARE JUSTIFIED.
HOPEFULLY, WE WILL BE ABLE TO GENERATE SUFFICIENT PRESSURE SO
THAT COOLER HEADS PREVAIL.

As Kissinger directed, WSAG immediately convened in the Situation
Room—one of many such meetings the group would have there during
what would become known as the Yom Kippur War. Normally, Kissinger
would helm these meetings, but on this day he was in transit from New
York. President Nixon was also out of town, in Key Biscayne, Florida. Yet
even if he had been in the White House, Nixon would not have gone down
to the Sit Room. He simply never did, even if there was a war breaking out.

Nixon’s absence wasn’t especially notable on this day, as WSAG
struggled to get a handle on what was happening in the Middle East. That



he wasn’t there two and a half weeks later, when the war threatened to burst
into a nuclear conflict, is an astonishing reflection of just how incapacitated
he had become.

“l DON’T RECALL any stories that Nixon came down, ever,” cryptologist
Sarah “Sally” Botsai told me. | had been thrilled to find Dr. Botsai, a spry
and still-sharp woman in her eighties who served in the Sit Room under
both Nixon and Ford. She was the first woman from the National Security
Agency ever to be detailed to the Situation Room, but when | asked if that
felt like a high point in her career, she shook her head. “I’ve never really
been seized by being the first, because there were many women who
contributed great things who were just never heard of,” she told me. She
displayed this same plainspokenness and humility throughout our interview,
even as she told some extraordinary stories about the Sit Room.

Botsai served as an analyst during the Nixon administration. She spent
her days preparing briefs for the president and the national security adviser.
To my surprise, she said that her 1973 Sit Room workspace had a computer.

“They were just in the beginning,” she told me. “The information would
come from the intelligence community, and of course, we had the TVs on to
get outside information.” The space was “very compact. We had secure
phones, we had outside phones. And there was a middle room, kind of an L-
shaped briefing room with the conference room next door.” In that room,
“they had an LDX machine [that] was the size of a small refrigerator,” she
recalled with a laugh.

In fact, the Sit Room was updated the year Botsai arrived. As described
in a 1977 New York Times article: “The quarters were remodeled in 1972.
Silent computer terminals supplanted clattering teletypes. Wallboard hid the
plumbing. Two huge safes, with rotating trays of top secrets, were built into
one long wall. A dropped ceiling and gold carpeting added to a hushed
atmosphere that makes the L-shaped room resemble a corporation’s
computer center.”

“The duty officers would send messages to me from their station about
five feet away,” Botsai told me. “And then | would decide which ones—



which messages and bits of information—should go in the noon notes and
the evening notes, [which] would be sent up to the Kissinger office.” Her
most important task was preparing the morning notes. “I would come in at
five o’clock in the morning and hope that the MACV [Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam] overnight report would show up in time for us to get it
in the morning brief... and we would put that package together along with
the President’s Daily Brief and send it upstairs, we hoped, by eight o’clock.
Because that’s when Kissinger came in.”

Henry Kissinger was a central figure in the Nixon White House—by late
1973, arguably as central as the president himself. He often carried briefs
personally to Nixon to discuss them. And he, rather than the president, led
the Sit Room meetings in which advisers charted the United States’ course
of action.

Why was Nixon so averse to that room? Kissinger offered one theory in
his memoir The White House Years: “Nixon was convinced that President
Johnson had suffered from the *Situation Room syndrome,” meaning that he
had succumbed to the melodramatic idea that the world could be managed,
in crisis, from this room.” LBJ’s obsession with the Sit Room had
ultimately done more harm than good. So Nixon went in the opposite
direction.

When | asked Kissinger recently to expand on this idea, he told me,
“The Situation Room is in the basement of the White House, so the action
taken there is out of proportion to its appearance.” He laughed dryly. “It’s a
very simple room... you can get information very rapidly to the decision-
makers. But when you’re in it, you are happy to get out of it... And on the
other hand, it defines your status. Otherwise you wouldn’t be there.”

| asked whether the room’s mystique might lead people to believe they
had more control over events than they actually did.

“Well, that’s a good point,” he replied. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.
But it’s of course true that the orders you give in the Situation Room are
bureaucratically implemented very quickly. Whether they work is what is to
be determined.”

Not everyone buys Kissinger’s “Situation Room syndrome” theory, at
least as it pertains to Richard Nixon. Garrett Graff, the author of Watergate:
A New History among many other books on contemporary American
history, suggested other reasons why Nixon might have avoided it.



“My gut is that Nixon wouldn’t trust the Situation Room as a space,”
Graff told me. “[He] didn’t trust the National Security Council staff.” He
pondered for a moment. “Nixon sees his own White House as hostile
territory. | don’t think you saw a lot of [him] going down into the Situation
Room in part because they were all enemies out to get him, just like
everyone else who was an enemy out to get him.” The Sit Room was not
home turf for Nixon; it was the national security establishment’s space.
Nixon wanted to be in rooms where he was controlling the conversation and
where he could tape what was being said.

Of course, by the time of the Yom Kippur War, Nixon was in control of
very little—including his own behavior.

<
=) -

ON OctoBer 11, five days into the war, Brent Scowcroft and Henry
Kissinger had this exchange over the telephone:

Scowcroft: The switchboard just got a call from 10 Downing
Street to inquire whether the president would be available for
a call within thirty minutes from the prime minister. The
subject would be the Middle East.

Kissinger: Can we tell them no? When | talked to the president
he was loaded.

It was not yet eight p.m. A war was raging. Israel believed its very
survival was at stake. Prime Minister Golda Meir had been pleading for a
meeting with the president, while the Arab nations were begging the Soviets
for help. Global stability hung in the balance. And the president of the
United States was too drunk to get on the phone.

“Nixon is, at this point, disintegrated,” Tim Weiner, author of One Man
Against the World: The Tragedy of Richard Nixon, told me. “He has been
deeply insomniac for most of his presidency. He’s now drinking heavily.
Every night he would have a highball or three as soon as the sun went
down. And he had very low tolerance for alcohol. One drink and he’d be
drunk—Dbut then he’d have three.”

Nixon’s world was crumbling. Just the day before, Agnew had pleaded



no contest and resigned to avoid jail time. Michigan representative and
House minority leader Gerald Ford was the consensus choice in Congress to
replace Agnew, precisely because he wasn’t impeachment insurance.
Special prosecutor Archibald Cox was close to securing the tapes that
would seal Nixon’s fate. And with Nixon struggling to save his presidency,
the Soviet Union seized the moment. By airlifting military supplies to
Egypt and Syria, they hoped to tip the balance of power in the Middle East.
The Yom Kippur conflict was now a superpower showdown.

Nixon hid. Literally. He had set up Room 180 in the OEOB, across the
alley from the West Wing, as a second office, and he began spending the
bulk of his days there.

But why? The Oval is the world’s most famous office. It symbolizes the
president’s solitary power. And the light is sublime. Anyone who’s ever
worked in the West Wing jockeys to be as close to it as possible. So why
was Nixon exiling himself to the executive branch equivalent of Siberia?

Perhaps because the Oval was where everyone else wanted to be. Nixon
may be the most introverted man ever to win the White House—most
comfortable alone, jotting his thoughts on a legal pad while sitting in the
favorite chair he’d moved down from New York. Room 180 “was a literal
hideaway,” said Graff, “somewhere he could go and put on the record
player and play ‘Victory at Sea.”” It was also—unlike the Oval—a place
where Nixon felt comfortable drinking. He kept a supply of his favorite
liquor, Ballantine’s scotch, there. And he began indulging in it earlier and
earlier in the day.

As the war intensified, with Nixon holed up in his hideaway, the
Situation Room was a hive of activity. Kissinger convened the WSAG
meetings there. And the Sit Room staff was, as always, busy collecting and
synthesizing reams of information for the president and his advisers.

“That was one of the busier times,” recalls Sally Botsai. “The
information, the paperwork and the computer information exploded. We had
all sorts of things coming in. And you have to decide how much you’re
going to give to the people upstairs, because you don’t want to overwhelm
them with tactical details, but you have to be able to give them an overview
of the most important issues going on.”

“Kissinger needed to be briefed a lot,” Botsai told me. And the Sit Room
had other tools for assessing the war’s progress. “lI remember once, DIA



[Defense Intelligence Agency] made a model of several of the mountain
passes on the Sinai Peninsula,” she recalled. “You had a little piece that you
attached to your eye so you could kind of fly through the device. It was a
three-dimensional mock-up of the mountain passes, made of papier-maché
or something. And so Kissinger could just look through this device... and it
gave you the impression you were flying through the passes.” Botsai then
confessed with a smile that she stole a look through the viewfinder herself
when Kissinger wasn’t around.

Despite the stress of synthesizing huge volumes of information during a
time of war, Botsai recalls the atmosphere in the Sit Room as more
communal than competitive. “We tried to work for one another,” she told
me. “If somebody was overloaded, we would help out. It was a very
collegial, relaxed but dedicated group of people.” That said, the specter of
Nixon’s troubles hung over the room. Watergate was always there.

“No matter how many crises we had,” said Botsai, “it was always in the
background.”

And then, in the midst of the war, it boiled over.
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ON SATURDAY, OcToBER 20, Kissinger engaged in some of his famous
“shuttle diplomacy,” flying to Moscow to meet with Leonid Brezhnev.
Hours later, Nixon blew up his own government by ordering his attorney
general, Elliot Richardson, to fire Archibald Cox. Richardson refused, and
before the night was over, he and deputy attorney general William
Ruckelshaus would resign, and solicitor general Robert Bork would fire
Cox—an infamous chain of events that became known as the Saturday
Night Massacre.

“All hell has broken loose,” White House chief of staff Al Haig reported
to Kissinger in a call. The U.S. government was destabilized. Preparations
for impeachment hearings went into overdrive. And as Cox himself
declared on the night he was fired, “Whether ours shall continue to be a
government of laws and not of men is now for Congress and ultimately the
American people” to decide.

On the other side of the world, Kissinger had managed to negotiate a



cease-fire, which went into effect on Monday, October 22. It would prove to
be short-lived. The very next morning, the Israelis once again launched
attacks. And the Soviets were livid.

The hotline clattered to life at eleven a.m. Washington time on October
23, spitting out a missive from Brezhnev to Nixon.

Israel has flagrantly violated the Security Council decision on the
cease fire in the Middle East. We in Moscow are shocked that the
understanding which was reached only two days ago has in fact
been ruptured by this action by the Israeli leaders. Why this
treachery was allowed by Israel is more obvious to you.

Brezhnev clearly held Nixon accountable for Israel’s breach. Two hours
and ten minutes later, Nixon replied via hotline, taking responsibility but
getting in a little dig, too:

| want to assure you that we assume full responsibility to bring
about a complete end of hostilities on the part of Israel. Our own
information would indicate that the responsibility for the violations
of the ceasefire belongs to the Egyptian side, but this is not the time
to debate that particular issue.

Despite the sniping, when the sun set over the Potomac River on
Tuesday night, October 23, “calm seemed to have been restored,” as
Kissinger wrote in his memoir Years of Upheaval. The cease-fire had been
reinstated, with both Israel and Egypt pledging to adhere to it.

“Haig had told me Tuesday night that Nixon was ‘down, very down’
over Watergate,” Kissinger wrote. “Eight impeachment resolutions had that
day been submitted to the House of Representatives Judiciary Committee.
But | knew that whatever happened in his personal tragedy, Nixon would be
firm and acute in the complicated diplomacy ahead of us.”

If only that were true. On the following night, an extraordinary series of
directives would come out of the Situation Room. President Nixon didn’t
even know this was happening.



WHEN KISSINGER ARRIVED at the White House at eight a.m. on October 24,
he received a message from an Egyptian intelligence source that the Israelis
had once again broken the cease-fire. The Soviets couldn’t abandon the
Egyptians and Syrians, their closest allies in the Middle East, so they
warned the Israelis that more attacks would trigger the “greatest
consequences.” If the U.S.S.R. entered the fighting itself, all bets were off
—especially since U.S. intelligence had just discovered that Soviet ships
heading toward Israel were carrying nuclear weapons.

The temperature was rising. All day long, messages flew between the
Middle East, Moscow and Washington. Kissinger furiously worked the
phones, trying to buy time to create a diplomatic solution. But with
conflicting reports on what was happening in the war zone, and multiple
players angling for their own outcomes, the situation was volatile. In the
midst of trying to defuse this ticking time bomb, Kissinger got a call from a
distraught Nixon, who was consumed by the prospect of impeachment.
“They are doing it because of their desire to kill the president,” he told
Kissinger. “And they may succeed. | may physically die.”

This appears to be the last direct communication Kissinger had with
Nixon that night. Al Haig became the messenger, running up and down the
stairs in the White House, supposedly to shuttle information to the
president. The implication is that Nixon was alert and engaged. But there’s
no indication Nixon was involved in any decision-making. In fact, he was
almost certainly unaware of it.

“We don’t know if Nixon was awake, asleep, capable of a response,”
Tim Weiner told me. “Haig does not mention this in his duplicitous
memoirs, and to my knowledge, he never talked about it... We simply don’t
know what, if anything, transpired between Nixon and Haig.” That said,
Weiner goes on, “There is no evidence that Nixon was capable of rational
thought that night. My best guess is that he had another drink and maybe
took a Nembutal and conked out.”

We do know that Haig was acting in place of the president. Former NSC
staffer William Lloyd Stearman actually goes even further, saying that “Al
Haig was the president of the United States” as Nixon disintegrated—an



assessment that sheds a bit of light on Haig’s most infamous moment, his
declaration after President Reagan was shot that “I’m in control here.” He’d
been down the road with an incapacitated president once before.

Nixon, according to Kissinger, had “retired for the night” by 9:30 p.m.
Shortly thereafter, Brezhnev sent the president another missive. This one
carried an ultimatum.

| have received your letter in which you inform me that Israel
ceased fighting. The facts, however, testify that Israel continues
drastically to ignore the ceasefire decision of the Security Council.
Thus, it is brazenly challenging both the Soviet Union and the
United States...

| will say it straight that if you find it impossible to act jointly
with us in this matter, we should be faced with the necessity
urgently to consider the question of taking appropriate steps
unilaterally.

Haig thought the Soviets were bluffing, but Kissinger believed they
were issuing a direct threat. The United States needed to take strong,
Immediate action in response. “Should | wake the president?” he asked
Haig. “No,” came the reply. Decisions had to be made with or without
Nixon, so Kissinger convened his group in the Situation Room to formulate
a response.

PI1SS-SWISHER.

That unforgettable term appears in the first sentence of one of the more
remarkable documents ever recorded of a Sit Room meeting: “At 2230 |
received a call from Larry Eagleburger advising me that we had just
received a real piss-swisher from Brezhnev regarding the Arab-Israeli
Conflict.”

The writer was Admiral Thomas Moorer, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff. The “piss-swisher,” military slang for a pot stirrer, was the Soviets’
ultimatum letter. And when the advisers—including defense secretary



James Schlesinger, CIA head William Colby, NSC military assistant
Jonathan Howe, Haig, Scowcroft and Kissinger—gathered in the Sit Room
to game out a reply, Moorer was taking notes. His memo, declassified in
2007, charts what happened over the ensuing five-plus hours.

Kissinger opened by distributing copies of the letters exchanged
between Brezhnev and Nixon over the previous few days. He noted that as
of four thirty that afternoon, negotiations had seemed to be on track. So,
why had the Soviets pivoted to issuing threats? Had this been their plan all
along? Were they playing some sort of high-stakes game?

Haig was now persuaded that the Soviets might launch an attack in the
Middle East within hours. The question, he said, “was whether or not this
was a rational plan or a move of desperation” on their part. In Moorer’s
recounting, Haig then suggested that “the Soviets realized that they were
losing and that they are now trying to capitalize on what has happened this
weekend in Washington, which has served to weaken the president.”
Schlesinger agreed, saying that the Soviets were “influenced by the current
situation the president finds himself in.”

Kissinger went a step further. “If the Democrats and the U.S. public do
not stop laying siege to their government,” he declared, “sooner or later,
someone will take a run at us. Friday, the president was in good shape
domestically. Now the Soviets see that he is, in their mind, non-functional.”

The principals wondered out loud about how the Soviets would exploit
the power vacuum. Would they launch their own attacks against Israeli
forces? “Why shouldn’t they go in there?” Kissinger noted to Haig before
the meeting. “They have a cripple in the White House.” Now Kissinger’s
team had to deal with that prospect, or something worse—even a direct
confrontation with Soviet forces.

Brezhnev’s letter was aggressive, so Kissinger felt the U.S. response
should be as well. “The overall strategy of the Soviets now appears to be
one of throwing détente on the table since we have no functional president,”
he declared. “We must prevent them from getting away with this... When
you decide to use force, you must use plenty of it.” The group debated how
to respond most forcefully, formulating a multipart plan with one shocking
component: With President Nixon passed out upstairs in the White House,
the men in the Sit Room decided to raise military alertness to DEFCON 3.

A quick primer on the Defense Readiness Condition, or DEFCON,



scale: It consists of five stages of alertness, with 5 being the lowest or
“normal” readiness. DEFCON 4 is a slightly heightened state of alertness,
with increased security and intelligence measures. DEFCON 3 is high alert,
with military forces on standby. DEFCON 2 is the last step before war. And
DEFCON 1 is war. In 1973, the United States had only been above level
four on one occasion, reaching DEFCON 2 during the Cuban Missile Crisis.
So the step taken by Kissinger and the others that night was huge,
particularly in the absence of Nixon’s assent.

DEFCON 3 set the entire American military into action. From Moorer’s
memo:

We took the following actions:

» Set DEFCON IlI;

* Moved John F. Kennedy from West of Gibraltar into the Med;

* Moved Roosevelt from the vicinity of Sicily to join Independence
South of Crete;

» Got the Amphibious Ready Force underway from Suda Bay;

* Alerted European Forces;

* Alerted the 82d Airborne Division;

* Recalled 75 B52s from Guam.

Moorer warned Kissinger that the move to DEFCON 3 was sure to be
leaked. And so it was, at about three a.m. Washington time on October 25.
The meeting in the Sit Room was still going on at that time, with the group
drafting a reply to Brezhnev—ostensibly from Nixon, though he wouldn’t
see it before it went out at 5:30 a.m. Meanwhile, the news about DEFCON
3 accomplished what Kissinger had hoped, causing the Soviets to back
down.

How does a national security adviser, even one as preternaturally self-
confident as Henry Kissinger, decide to take such a critical step with the
president incapacitated? For one thing, he believed he was doing what the
president would have done. “Nixon and I, we had a tendency—we were not
in favor of escalation,” Kissinger told me. “But we felt that if we escalated,



we should escalate to a point very close to what the other side would
tolerate in order to prevent [nuclear war].”

Moorer’s memo ends with this item: “At 0400 [4:00 a.m.] we went to
bed to await the Soviet response.” The most consequential Sit Room
meeting without a president had ended. But what Kissinger didn’t know at
the time is that his counterparts in the U.S.S.R. were dealing with a
situation that mirrored his own. Soviet documents released years later
detailed how Brezhnev was also in a downward spiral, fueled by alcohol
and sleeping pills. When the Kremlin was issuing its ultimatum to the U.S.,
Brezhnev was out of commission, secluded in his dacha outside Moscow. In
this game of nuclear chicken, neither leader was in charge.
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THe DEFCON 3 gambit worked. Less than twenty-four hours after news of
it leaked, the Yom Kippur War ended. Remarkably, the process led by
Henry Kissinger in the Situation Room succeeded despite the president, not
because of him. But President Nixon’s troubles were, of course, far from
over. By the late summer of 1974, it was clear that his presidency would not
survive Watergate.

“In the days before Nixon resigned, you could walk outside and see the
taxpayers, the American people, looking through the fences of the White
House with these puzzled, sad looks on their faces,” Sally Botsai recalls. “It
was really sad to see that.” She continued to work her regular shifts in the
Situation Room, and on August 8, 1974, she was there when word came
down that Nixon would give a televised speech that night announcing his
intention to resign.

“l decided I couldn’t make it h