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38 DICK MORRIS

2. Present a Democratic way of achieving this agenda. Cut the deficit
not by slashing programs Republicans urge [cutting] but by protecting
the programs people need and Democrats value and cutting the others.
Reform welfare in a way that helps welfare recipients move up, not which
punishes them. Use Gore's [reinventing government] program to cut the
public sector’s size rather than [doing] the wholesale dismantlement Re-
publicans urged.

3. Use executive branch actions to show leadership in a positive direc-
tion. Develop an executive-order strategy to move the country forward
that is not dependent on Congress.

4. Use foreign policy situations to demonstrate your strength and
toughness to the American people. Show by your actions in foreign situ-
ations, where you have control unfettered by Congress, that you are in
charge and the boss.

5. Don't add to the damaging perception that you have flip-flopped on
issues. It is never worth the price. If we've said something before, we're
bound by it. We won't change it. The American people aren’t against you
because of your positions nearly so much as because of their perception
of weakness and indecision. Don’t ever, ever change your mind.

At each point in this presentation, he would interrupt and describe his
vision of what I was discussing. After my point about moving toward
the goals of the Gingrich agenda but using progressive means of reach-
ing them, he alluded to his success in achieving the conservative goal of
raising Arkansas’s education standards not just by testing teachers’
competence but also by insisting on a big raise in teachers’ pay.

He said that his administration had done a poor job of making sure
that important executive actions by the Cabinet agencies were an-
nounced at the White House level. He suggested that Bill Curry be
placed in a position to harness these initiatives so they were seen as his
initiatives, not just those of Cabinet members. I supported the idea, but
made it clear that I needed Curry to work directly with me to implement
the entire strategy, not just a piece of it.

When we came to the part about not flip-flopping, Clinton agreed
strongly. For months afterward, any position anyone proposed on an
issue could be killed if there was evidence that we had taken the oppo-
site position in the past. “If we never flip-flop again,” [ said, “there’s an
even chance we can get this perception down by '96, but just one will
bring it all back.”
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136 DICK MORRIS

chaired by him or by Erskine Bowles, with George and me in leading
roles. This meeting served as a good way to coordinate the work of the
other staffers, most of whom did not attend the strategy meetings.

When the post of White House communications director became va-
cant in the early summer of 1995, I worked hard to get Don Baer the
job. It was very important that I have an ally who could run it without
friction and could keep our message on target.

The president was willing, but the First Lady had her own ideas. In
August, she called me at my weekend house. She was pushing Ann
Lewis, the director of Planned Parenthood and a longtime friend of
hers. for the position. She invited me to meet with Ann, herself, and the
rest of her staff to discuss it.

Although Hillary and I had reestablished relations via the telephone
in May, this was my first invitation to a meeting since the swimming
pool mess. I eagerly accepted.

Hillary’s crowd was at the meeting in the White House solarium,
which served as unofficial headquarters for the girls’ club, as she called
her advisers. The room is airy and light and decorated with beautiful
floral fabrics, which give it a more modem feel than can be found in the
rest of the building, with its eighteenth-century furniture. With Hillary
were Maggie Williams, her chief of staff. Melanne Verveer, the First
Lady’s friend since school and her issues director; and Ann Lewis. Mrs.
Clinton was clad in a gray workout suit with tennis sneakers and no
socks. She wore no makeup, and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail.
I appealed to the group for an alliance. I knew that “the boys,” as they
called Panetta, Ickes, and Stephanopoulos, had cut them out as surely as
they had cut Gore’s people out. “If we work together, we can turn things
around and give the president a chance to win,” I said.

Hillary complained that her people had no way of getting informa-
tion about the staff’s plans for the president. She was harshly critical of
“the boys" for screwing things up, and she spoke vehemently about
their lack of political savvy.

I said that I had always believed that Ickes was her person (the rela-
tionship between Harold and Susan Thomases had suggested it).

“He's not mine,” Hillary said with a grin and added that she had pri-
vately “tried to get a few good people” into the White House staff but
couldn’t. She had urged Mike McCurry's selection as press secretary
and for Bowles's elevation from director of the Small Business Ad-
ministration to deputy chief of staff. Both were excellent choices. and

I said so.
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etings, we'll do it together. J=
One outgrowth of this new alliance was that I began to meet privately
with Hillary about every other week, to keep her posted on what was
happeni"gv answer her questions, and address her concems. I felt she
was as much my client as her husband was, and I needed to get instruc-
tions from her as well as from him. /
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ushing Ar:: As for Lewis, I felt she was grandmotherly but shrewd. She seemed
ne friend of 10 have a keen instinct for power and handled herself well. Hillary was
self, and the g indebted to her for her stand-up role in speaking out on the First Lady's

behalf during the Whitewater scandals of the previous two years. I gath-
ered that Lewis had had to leave Planned Parenthood and needed a job.

In view of Ann’s ability as a spokesperson and her skill with the

press, I suggested that she be campaign director of communications
while Don Baer take the White House job, which is more of a back-
ground role. As the campaign press person, Lewis would deal with po-
th beautifu] litical charges and countercharges and could do what she did best: make
found in the no mistakes with aggressive reporters.
Vith Hillary McCurry welcomed having someone to whom he could refer overtly
1, the First political questions that he felt he should not address as White House
_ewis. Mrs. press secretary. [t worked out well, and both Lewis and Baer did well in
their respective roles. Baer became my main collaborator in crafting a
new message for the White House.

Maggie Williams and Melanne Verveer and I also worked closely.
Maggie is motherly and kind with a gentle manner but a sharp instinct
for getting her boss to hear new ideas. Melanne had a good sense of is-
sues and policy and we collaborated on many issues.

I had essentially formed an alliance of the principals, but I had also
formed an alliance of the outsiders. It is odd to call the president an out-
sider among his own staff. But like the vice president and Hillary, he re-
mained often in disagreement with his staff, who marched to the beat of
(the rela- the liberal Democrats in Congress. The president, the vice president,
it). and the First Lady were my key allies, united in their frustration with
dealing with “the boys” of the White House staff.
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142 DICK MORRIS

mer New York City cop—helped bring a raw, cutting emotional power to
the advertising. Penczner, a mild, restrained, polite southemner, came from
the world of country-music MTYV, where he had produced videos for the
Allman Brothers, Garth Brooks, and many others. Penczner brought us
ideas that were well outside the mainstream of political advertising.

In Arkansas, Clinton and I had written most of his ads, and I had su-
pervised the production of the spots, working closely with David
Watkins of Little Rock. Now the president was not enthusiastic about
Squier’s firm. Clinton said he liked Squier, but was not especially im-
pressed by his work. The First Lady was downright opposed to hiring
him and echoed objections brought to her attention by Susan Thomases,
who felt that Squier would take public credit for every successful move
in the campaign and disappear from view if things tumed bad.

I could not resolve the Squier situation through Erskine Bowles and
confronted the president directly in a rare daytime Oval Office meeting.
Clinton said he was grateful to the media creator Frank Greer, who had
helped him in 1992. “Frank got screwed because he wouldn't talk to the
press, so he let the other people who did my advertising in 1992 leak on
him and knock him. Frank never answered in kind, and I feel I owe
him.” He wanted Greer to buy the media time, a function Squier was
supposed to handle. I told him I would work only with Squier.

I was determined to avoid the chaos that had dominated the Clinton
advertising effort in 1992, where media creators fought one another and
every decision was a struggle. | wanted total control or none. I wouldn’t
take a middle position.

Clinton likes to divide his advisers so that he can understand which
issues are truly important by watching the splits and cracks when they
clash. These *“seams” let him step in and take control, something he
could not do in a homogeneous operation.

Greer is an ideological liberal, closely allied with Ickes. I did not want
to see even part of the paid-media operation fall under Ickes’s influence.
I pointed out that we had decided to fire Greer in the 1990 Arkansas gy
bernatorial race because he wasn't following our guidance and gave us
ads that we didn’t want. *‘Let’s not have to fire somebody twice,” | said.

“But he did a great job buying media for me in ’92; he got it very
cheaply, cheaper than you guys can.”

I was inflexible. “Either you let me have my team intact, as is, or you
build your own without me. We can’t have the factionalism of 1992.
Media must be consistent, and it can’t be with a patchwork team.”
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In that prediction, I would turn out to be wrong. It wasn’t until the
spring of '96—a year later—that the hunter-gatherer groups formed,
and it was every Republican for himself. Until then, the Republicans
were determined to stick together, a determination that I badly underes-
timated. But I was right in predicting that their proposed budget would
be the object of derision across the nation. I simply underestimated the
capacity of the Republican party to stick to an unpopular position as it
became more and more disliked by the public. I underestimated the ca-
pacity of Gingrich and Dole for political suicide.

Panetta and Stephanopoulos, normally Ickes’s allies, intervened on
my side to tilt the consensus toward going ahead with the advertising,
but Erskine Bowles properly insisted that we project how much we
wanted to spend through the end of the year rather than budget one
week at a time. “What we had been doing,” he complained, was *“no
way to run a business.”

We agreed on a ten-million-dollar budget for the balance of 1995.

No president had ever advertised even remotely this far in advance of
an election and none had used issue-advocacy ads, intended not to urge
his reelection, but focus on the budget issues before Congress. Ten mil-
lion dollars was about equal to what most presidents or candidates for
the presidency spent on media ads for the entire primary season, from
Iowa through the convention—yet here we were spending it on issue
ads more than a year before the election year even began. I am sure I ir-
ritated everyone by repeating that if we spent money on ads, our polling
numbers on the issues would rise, and those better numbers would gen-
erate more money. The president had seen this exact thing happen in our
Arkansas days, but the numbers now showed one zero more than he was
used to seeing.

Clinton complained bitterly at having to raise this much money. “You
don’t know, you don’t have any remote idea,” he said to me, “how hard
I have to work, how hard Hillary has to work, how hard Al has to work
to raise this much money.” He didn’t mean phone time. He rarely, if
ever, had to pick up the telephone, as president, and ask for a campaign
donation. But he did mean work. To raise a million dollars, he usually
had to attend a massive fund-raiser, most often outside Washington, and
shake hands with hundreds and hundreds of people.

Eileen and I went to a few of these events—paying our own way—and
watched the trial by handshake as it grimly unfolded. We usually waited
at the end of the receiving line since we were not eager to displace the
customers. We stood—as Clinton had to—for hours while he shook each
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162 DICK MORRIS

way. The Democrats relied upon the same deception to convince their
constituents that the choice is raising taxes or deferring a balanced bud-
get. What they really want to postpone are cuts in politically less popu-
lar programs that are equally essential to their political base, such as
housing and energy subsidies, community development, legal-services
aid, summer jobs, and job training.

Voters didn’t believe that Democrats, Clinton included, wanted to
balance the budget. At our May 16, 1995, strategy meeting, I said that
on the budget, our polls showed that we had created a clear impression:
“They believe you oppose a balanced budget,” I explained. “You sub-
mitted a budget in deficit, oppose the balanced-budget amendment, and
attack Republican plans to balance the budget. If it talks like a duck,
walks like a duck, and looks like a duck, it’s a duck. Voters think Clin-
ton is a tax-and-spend liberal.”

The White House staff was almost united in opposing a speech rec-
ommending a balanced budget. Except for Erskine Bowles, Bill Curry,
Don Baer, and domestic adviser Bruce Reed, all others said no. “Just
when we have the Republicans on the ropes,” they argued, *“why should
we let them off by proposing cuts of our own?” The staff warned that se-
nior citizen groups would turn on us since a balanced budget would
have to include some cuts in Medicare. George Stephanopoulos said,
“We’ll lose our moral traction on this issue.”

I replied that we could differentiate between our cuts, which required
providers to lower their costs—and the Republican cuts—requiring
fewer services or higher premiums for beneficiaries.

Opponents of the balanced-budget speech said that voters wouldn't
take the president’s proposals seriously because they obviously
wouldn’t pass. I countered that these proposals were a necessary defini-
tion of how we were different from both orthodox Democrats and Re-
publicans. Triangulation, I said, was the key to winning the election.

Panetta and Stephanopoulos were particularly vigorous in arguing
that such a speech would split us off from congressional Democrats.
“They will go ballistic on the Hill,” George predicted accurately.
“They’ll never forgive you,” he added inaccurately.

But the president was inclined to give the speech. He felt uneasy with-
out analternative. He keenly felt his own irrelevance. I can't just sit her®
passively and not play a role in this debate. I have to get into the arg¥-
ment. But until I have a plan, I can’t join the debate.” He was sure that the
budget could be balanced without his core budget priorities being cut.
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Vice President Gore backed a balanced-budget proposal. Without
one, he said, we would have no standing in the current debate and no
way to prove our fiscal moderation to swing voters.

I reached out to Hillary, drawing on our newly restored relationship.
1 asked for her help in convincing the president to resist the Panetta-
Stephanopoulos line. In the years in Arkansas, Hillary was often my
back channel when I wanted Clinton to do something but had turmed
him off with my nagging. Always pragmatic and shrewd, she would
usually have come to some conclusion on her own, and would welcome
my conversion to ker position. This time was no exception. While she
worried about the risks of alienating the Democratic left, she felt
strongly that her husband had to speak out and advocate a balanced bud-
get. “I think we’ve got to do this,” she said in her usual emphatic style.
“We just can’t be left out of this debate. We've got to get into it. We've
got to be on the map, to take a position.”

Still the president hesitated to pull the trigger. He complained that he
needed a full plan before he could possibly speak to the nation.

I argued that he could indicate his intention to balance the budget by
acertain date, provide general numbers, and get on with it.

He rejected that: “I won’t have any credibility if I don’t present a full
alternative budget.” What worried me about this was the risk of pre-
emption. “As you sit there and write your damn budget,” I protested,
“your staff will leak each cut day by day. By the time you give the
speech, it will all have been covered, and the networks won’t give you a
prime-time address to the nation. It will be old news and you’ll never
get the credit you deserve.” I added that my dire prediction of leaks
might not be accurate; “It’s just,” I said intemperately, “that it has al-
ways happened before.”

The president’s determination to fill in all the lines of a full budget
before he made a proposal to the nation reflected his intellectual style.
He never sees concepts or wholes; he sees collections of detail. When
he looks at the night sky, the president doesn’t see a slice of the uni-
verse. He sees random stars. I would point out the constellation Orion.
“See,” I would say, “there’s the belt—those three stars over there in a
row—and there’s his elbow, and those two stars are his legs.”

The president would then quibble: “That can’t be a belt; the three
stars aren’t arranged in a straight line; look how the middle star is a bit
lower down.” His perfectionism makes generalities hard to reach, un-
less all the specifics are arranged in exactly the right way.
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194 DICK MORRIS

When he asked me to support his promotion, I declined: George was a
colleague—a valued one—but not my ally, we both knew it.

In late November, when the president named his former deputy press
secretary, Evelyn Lieberman, to succeed Bowles, I was astounded.
Lieberman and I hadn’t had much to do with each other, and [ was under
the impression that she was very close with Ickes (I later learned that
she was closer to Hillary than anyone). In fact, Evelyn turned out to be
warm and helpful to me most of the time. But I didn’t know that in No-
vember. What | knew was that she was no Erskine Bowles and not likely
to be my ally on critical matters.

I also learned that plans were afoot to name as campaign manager
Kevin Thurm, an Ickes protégé and, I was told, a former college room-
mate of George’s. My encirclement now seemed complete.

Evelyn Lieberman’s appointment was announced immediately be-
fore one of our weekly strategy meetings in the Map Room of the White
House residence. The meeting went well enough, but before it was over,
I handed the president an angry note: “I just don’t get how you expect
me to do my job when you keep appointing people who have exactly the
opposite strategic and political worldview from yours and mine.” It was
this note that triggered the president’s explosion.

As I recovered from the unexpected sting of the president’s 1995 ex-
plosion, I pondered Clinton’s words. I couldn’t understand his accusa-
tion that I had made Vice President Gore my ‘“‘employee.” It was true
that I worked closely with Gore. I may at times have come close to
being his employee, but certainly the reverse was not true! The presi-
dent may have been referring to my frequent dependence on the vice
president to press my views on him during their weekly lunch meetings.
It became evident that he resented being lobbied this way.

It is true, as the president had noted, that I had fought hard to hire
Squier to do our ads. And I'm glad I did. Those were the ads that had
brought us within sight of victory. His ideas often led to friction but this
hardly accounted for the president’s eruption, which implied an entirely
contrary view from mine of the White House operation.

Ateleven P.M., hours after I had returned to Connecticut that Decem-
ber 7, the president called to apologize. He was surprised that I had got-
ten home “so fast.” I said anything was possible when you really want
to “get the hell out of town.” Eileen sat at my side as [ poured my 59“'
out to the president. I had never spent a lot of time bothering him with
complaints about his staff, but at that moment, I did.
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In following the values agenda, the president was really treading a
path the First Lady had mapped out years before, with her focus on chil-
dren’s issues, women'’s concerns, and education. Her book, /t Takes a
Village, presaged many of the issues Clinton raised in the speech.

The public was tired of the budget battle and I had little difficulty in
persuading the president that we should change the subject. Clinton was
surprised at first when I urged him to spend only a few moments in his
State of the Union Address on the budget, but soon realized this was
wise. People were bored by it.

I had more difficulty emphasizing values over economic issues.
Ever since the New Deal, the economy had been the basis of the
Democratic party. For Democrats to run on social-values issues, as
opposed to economic concerns, was like feeding the donkey peanuts
and the elephant hay.

But polling showed that 65 percent of voters thought that “values” is-
sues such as crime, school discipline, TV violence, and curbs on to-
bacco advertising were the most important. Only 30 percent felt
economic issues like wages, benefits, jobs, wage stagnation, and im-
ports were more important. The polling also showed we already had the
votes of those who felt the economic issues were important—they were
our base. But we were still losing among those who gave values prefer-
ence. They were the voters we had to persuade.

Over the months, the focus of the administration shifted more and
more to values and away from the traditional economic arena.

In the end, the values agenda succeeded in laying out a new plan of
action for the country, one that America focused on during the months
before the election. But deciding what ideas to promote and how to
present them was not easy in the Clinton White House.

I wanted us to address the values agenda three or four times a week.
First, though, we had to identify through polls which values were impor-
tant to Americans. Once the president gave his approval, we developed
concrete proposals to support each value with government action. Then
came the hard part: getting our proposals approved by the relevant agen-
cies and White House staffers. After that, we’d have to schedule an event
at which the president could speak. We’d review the issue with press sec-
retary Mike McCurry so he could underscore its importance to the press.

Each issue presented unique problems. Here are a few:

Handguns and Domestic Violence Tom Freedman showed me leg-
islation being introduced in Congress by Senator Frank Lautenberg
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