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George Bush:
A Friendly Takeover?

Recognizing the Task at Hand: Preelection Efforts

George Bush’s transition to the presidency in 1988 offers a somewhat
different challenge than the cases of Carter, Reagan, and Clinton. This
was a “friendly takeover” by a vice president who had served the out-
going administration for eight years, and so Bush was presumably in a
much better position to take the reins of power. Bush’s prepresidential
career also was of potential benefit: he had spent most of his political
life inside the Washington Beltway, and he did not face the difficult
range of adjustments that the others had to in coming from Atlanta,
Sacramento, and Little Rock. This was no political outsider and local
entourage arriving at the White House steps. But as we shall see, the
preparation for the Bush presidency resembled those of Carter and
Reagan, and it would face some of the same tests. The decisions made
and actions taken, in turn, would carry over into his presidency.

Like Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, Bush began to think about
his transition to the presidency well before the November election. In-
deed, he began the process almost a year before the actual transition
was to take place, an all-time record. In late 1987, Chase Untermeyer,
a longtime Bush associate,! approached the vice president with a pro-
posal to begin planning for a possible Bush presidency. Untermeyer
posed the idea to George W. Bush, the vice president’s son, at a
Christmas party at the Bush home. George W. immediately informed
his father, and by the end of the party the vice president told Unter-
meyer that it “was a little early to think of such things but that he
would contact me later to discuss it.”
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192 Presidential Transitions

In January 1988, Bush met with Untermeyer and told him he
wanted him to conduct the project. They discussed the broad outlines,
but Bush cautioned that he did not want any work undertaken until it
was clear he was going to be the Republican nominee. By April, the
presidential nomination was secure, and Bush asked Untermeyer to pre-
pare a memorandum outlining the project, which Untermeyer promptly
did. By then, Untermeyer had resigned from the Pentagon and, follow-
ing a brief trip to South America, returned home to find a copy of a
memo from the vice president to his campaign staff. In the memo, Bush,
using essentially the same language Untermeyer used in the memo to
him, informed staff that Untermeyer would undertake a transition plan-
ning project. Untermeyer and Bush again met in Kennebunkport, Maine,
over Memorial Day weekend, and Bush gave the final go-ahead.

Through the summer months, Untermeyer worked alone out of his
apartment in Washington. Although Bush had agreed to Untermeyer’s
efforts, he set strict limits on his mandate. Unlike Jack Watson, Unter-
meyer did not begin drafting an extensive array of memos on the or-
ganization of the White House or assemble a staff that would begin to
compile policy proposals or develop a broader thematic policy agenda.
And unlike Pen James, who in 1980 also had a limited mandate, he did
not even put together a team that would begin the process of review-
ing positions and commence a personnel process. “My charter was sim-
ply to prepare a plan for the transition and for a transition headquarters,
but do nothing in the way of personnel,” Untermeyer later recalled.
“Bush was deeply concerned that such work, when inevitably it be-
came public, might make him appear overconfident and presumptu-
ous.” Untermeyer did begin to have conversations about the transition
with various people “but otherwise operated under cover.”

But public it became just before the Republican convention, when
Bush himself told columnist David Broder of Untermeyer’s efforts.3
Untermeyer thought initially that Bush’s comment to Broder was an
accident, but on reflection he later concluded that Bush “wanted to
have a lightning rod apart from the campaign, apart from his own vice
presidential office” that would attract office seekers and deflect them
away from the business of the campaign. At the same time, Untermeyer
also felt that Bush still wanted Untermeyer to run a low-key, one-man
office: “George Bush, politician, rather than George Bush, government
executive, knew that if there is an alternative center from the campaign
where all the goodies are being studied and passed out, that is where
those [who] are ambitious and energetic are going to gravitate,” rather
than to the campaign.4
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In one of the few media reports of his efforts, Untermeyer ac-
knowledged the limits on his organization mandate: “My charter was
firmly set out by George Bush. It is to deal with the structure for mak-
ing personnel and policy decisions in an orderly way after November 8.
I am to come up with a plan for a transition, not to make any job-place-
ment decisions or recommendations, not even to suggest key people for
transition team posts.”s

Uniike Jack Watson’s operation, one Bush aide noted, Untermeyer’s
“planning and what he developed was not really a blueprint that ex-
cluded people. Moreover, I don’t think [Bush] would have wanted such
a system to exist. Chase had been doing some work but very quietly.”s
In the view of J. Bonnie Newman (who would join the transition and
later serve in the Bush White House), the effort was “very reflective of
George Bush.” “He was trying to do this smaller, more quietly, using a
rifle rather than shotgun approach, trying to maintain, in the positive
sense of the word, some kind of dignified yet reflective control of the
process.”?

From mid-August through the end of October, Untermeyer had five
meetings with Bush and his chief campaign strategists, James Baker
and Governor John Sununu of New Hampshire, and the group dis-
cussed several of Untermeyer’s recommendations. According to Unter-
meyer, “The VP made various decisions after these deliberations, in
effect authorizing me to proceed immediately toward their implemen-
tation. I cannot overemphasize how valuable these secret pre-election
sessions were.” One of the decisions made during this time was that
Untermeyer would become director of presidential personnel if Bush
won the White House.8

Help from Some Friends

In contrast to the more cautious approach prevailing within the Bush
camp, the Reagan administration was undertaking a series of steps to
prepare for an orderly transfer of power, whether to Bush or Democra-
tic candidate Michael Dukakis. Its efforts in this regard far exceeded
those of recent outgoing administrations. In fact, Raymond Fontaine
and other representatives of the General Services Administration
(GSA) met with representatives of both the Dukakis and Bush cam-
paigns to go over the logistics of the transition and the new rules about
public disclosure.? .
Yet within the Reagan White House, less bipartisan expectations
prevailed and preparations were under way in the event of a hoped-for
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Bush election. On November 1, 1988, Robert Tuttle, director of the
White House personnel office, forwarded a memorandum to Chief of
Staff Kenneth Duberstein entitled “Transition Planning.” Item 2 of the
memo stated, “I have met on approximately a half dozen occasions
with Chase Untermeyer for in-depth discussions and have thoroughly
briefed him on the operation and organization of Presidential Person-
nel.” (No mention is made of briefings with members of the Dukakis
campaign.)

Tuttle goes on to note that he, his associate directors, and Unter-
meyer’s deputy, Ross Starek, have reviewed “in depth the approxi-
mately 550 presidential appointments requiring Senate confirmation.”
“We [Untermeyer and Starek] have given them an appraisal of each po-
sition the Bush Administration will have to fill, an outline of the budget
and staff requirements for each position, a candidate profile, an ap-
praisal of the incumbent, and an indication of the incumbent’s interest
in remaining in the position.” At the bottom of the memo, Tuttle con-
cludes, underlined, that “this project was done entirely within PPO
[Presidential Personnel Office]; no calls were made to the agencies, the
incumbents or any other organization to assist in the planning for these
meetings.”10

J. Bonnie Newman, who would shortly use many materials devel-
oped by the Reagan White House, found these volumes “very, very
helpful.” Newman also had access to the personnel descriptions she had
worked on as a member of the Reagan personnel office in 1981. In ad-
dition, Dick Kinser of the White House developed a helpful how-to
guide for personnel, which set out qualities to look for in prospective
candidates, interviewing techniques, advice on how to organize per-
sonnel work, and other matters relevant to the effective screening of
candidates. To have all of this “during the Bush transition really gave
us a head start,” Newman would later observe.

Chase Untermeyer recalls that his preelection meetings with Tuttle
at the White House were “extremely valuable.” Half of his sessions
with Tuttle and his assistants were lengthy affairs in which they pro-
ceeded “department by department, agency by agency, job by job, as to
what the various positions and responsibilities were, what kind of peo-
ple were there now, and candidly assessing who would be good to re-
tain, who would be good to move to another position, or who would be
good to terminate.”!!

And the briefing books were extremely useful, according to Unter-
meyer. “Each book contained the ‘authority sheets’ for each presiden-
tial appointment, with the staffer’s experienced judgment as to which
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jobs were the most important, the most difficult, the hardest to fill, etc.
These books became the hour-by-hour bosom companions of my own
personnel staff after the election.”12 Untermeyer would later recall that
“none of this was available to my counterpart in the Dukakis campaign,
nor could it have been.” “In a normal transition of one party to the
other, all that would have been delayed until the actual transition, and
even then it would have been shared grudgingly at best.”13

On November 5, three days before the election, John Tuck of Du-
berstein’s staff prepared a memo for the chief of staff outlining ten
“checklist” steps to be taken in the coming days. The first item in the
report was: “Brief Jim Baker/Craig Fuller by phone on transition
plans.” Item number two: “Brief the President on Tuesday regarding
transition plans” under either a Bush or Dukakis electoral victory. Du-
berstein also had the White House executive clerk’s files scoured for
information about past transitions.14

Colin Powell, the NSC adviser, also had been preparing for the
transition in his area. On November 3, five days before the election,
Powell forwarded to Duberstein a report outlining what transition
preparation his staff had undertaken. According to Powell, the NSC had
prepared a volume of briefing materials on the organization, staffing,
and budgeting of the NSC staff, a volume on specific issues likely to
come before the NSC during the transition and the first six months of
the presidency, and a set of papers surveying what Powell described as
the “family jewels”: intelligence programs, commitments to foreign
governments, and “other matters of special sensitivity.”

Powell reported that there had already been contact with the (yet to
be elected) Bush camp. At the request of Bob Kimmitt of the vice presi-
dent’s staff, material had been compiled on the diplomatic meetings held
by Reagan, Carter, and Nixon during their first year in office. The mate-
rial was provided “some weeks ago for informal planning purposes.’s

Organizing a Transition: The Postelection Effort

A Team Bush Could Trust

The postelection transition benefited from two developments: first, it
was quickly up and running; second, its personnel were longtime Bush
associates. Although Untermeyer’s efforts had been restricted in scope,
the Bush transition was in full stride one day after the election. In fact,
on election night Untermeyer handed Bush a twenty-page memorandum
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that asked him to make a series of decisions. One of them was to es-
tablish a significantly smaller transition operation—numbering fewer
than a hundred people—even though five hundred staff positions had
been prepared for at transition headquarters.16 Although Untermeyer’s
estimate was off a bit—225 persons were ultimately to serve on the
transition staff—the “friendly takeover” was clearly a much leaner op-
eration compared to the 1,500 involved in the Reagan transition eight
years before.

At his first press conference, on the day after the election, Bush
unveiled the key people who would head his transition. While Unter-
meyer’s mandate may have been limited, Bush had clearly been think-
ing beforehand about what his transition would look like. Craig Fuller,
his vice presidential chief of staff, and Robert Teeter, his pollster and
campaign strategist, would serve as codirectors of his transition. Two
deputy directors were also announced: Untermeyer would continue to
head the personnel operation, and C. Boyden Gray—Bush’s legal coun-
sel as vice president—would serve as legal counsel for the transition.
In fact, Bush also announced that Untermeyer and Gray had been
tapped to serve in corresponding positions on the White House staff:
Untermeyer as director of presidential personnel, Gray at the helm of
the White House legal counsel’s office. Their appointments not only
brought two friends on board; the offices they would hold were crucial
to the appointments process and gave them a head start.

Bush set the record in making the earliest postelection White
House staff appointments—one day. Rounding out the announcements
was the appointment of Sheila Tate, Bush’s campaign press secretary,
as transition press secretary. No mention was made, however, as to
whether she would occupy the position after the inauguration.!” Not
one to be boxed in by any formal organization, Bush also indicated that
Jim Baker would serve as an adviser on “key aspects” of the transition,
further sign of Baker’s influence within the Bush inner circle.18

All of the appointees, with the exception of Tate, were longtime
associates of Bush and not just campaign veterans. All were generally
regarded as moderates; Fuller, Tate, Teeter, and even Untermeyer (who
once reported for the Houston Chronicle) had prior experience in the
news media. As Bonnie Newman would later recollect, a close con-
nection with Bush was pervasive among those involved in the transi-
tion: “Most of us were known quantities to the president-elect, and

I think he wanted to keep the process small, within a group he could
trust.”19
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The choice of Fuller and Teeter alleviated some of the tension that
had developed in previous transitions—most notably Carter’s—be-
tween the campaign staff and those with the political-governmental ex-
perience that would likely land them a White House position. As David
Bates explains: “Fuller had come from the vice president’s office a}nd
Teeter had come from the campaign, so you had one guy representing
more the governance side and the other guy representing more the
campaign. I don’t think the campaign felt left out. I think there was a
real nice melding.”20 N

By now Fuller and Teeter had officially opened the transition ofﬁ?e
in Washington and held a brief sidewalk news conference. Fullgr said
that they were preparing a list of three to five names for each major ap-
pointment and that there was no timetable for the announcements.
Teeter noted that the vice president wanted not only to look at a list of
names but also “to examine some of the criteria and some of the issues
that will be facing each of those departments, so that he can consider
people in that context.”2!

Two days later, Fuller and Teeter again briefed the press, empha-
sizing once more that Bush would play an active role in th.e process.
Both indicated that they would meet with Bush daily to review names
for top positions. According to Teeter, the process was designed to help
Bush feel “totally familiar with the issues facing these departments [so
that] he knows exactly what kinds of people he wants.” Fuller signaled,
as Bush had at his first press conference, that the transition would see?k
fresh faces: “[We are] actively seeking and recruiting people to come in
the government who may not have served before.”22 While f.riendly, the
transition was a takeover nonetheless, and few Reagan appointees were
likely to keep their positions.2?

Not surprisingly, Bush and his aides reached out to core Bush sup-
porters. Early on, a special group had been put together, headc?q by son
George W. Bush, to ensure that those who had demonstrated political l‘oy-
alty would be considered for positions.24 According to one member, “We
were to make sure that old supporters didn’t get left out, didn’t get for-
gotten about.”25 J. Bonnie Newman, who was working under Untermeyer
at the time, recalls that she would receive coded resumes from George W.

as well as from Jim Baker and Robert Mosbacher. But the operation was
quite informal and in no way resembled Reagan’s Kitchen Cabinet, which
“literally came right into town and set up a separate office.”26

Meetings were also held with Bush campaign workers an.d RePub-
lican party leaders in every state, and fifty “recruiters” were identified
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to come up with the fresh faces.2’” Bush and his advisers also an-
nounced that three top-level transition aides had been specifically
charged with the recruitment of blacks, Hispanics, and women.28 Bush
was especially concerned with increasing the number of female ap-
pointments, and he reportedly telephoned Untermeyer on several occa-
sions asking him, “Where are the women?”29 Yet a strong personal con-
nection to George Bush was the most valuable currency.

While the Bush transition made efforts (or at least publicized a de-
sire) to search far afield for personnel, the large teams that Reagan
dispatched to the agencies and departments eight years earlier were
not mustered. In fact, several top aides felt that the information-gath-
ering activities of the Reagan transition teams were unnecessary. On
November 15, Fuller told the press that “volunteers will serve, but we
are not going to send large teams of people around town.” Boyden
Gray called the Reagan teams a “waste of time and money.”3° Even
before the election, while speaking at Harvard on October 23, Richard
Darman observed that the 1,500-person Reagan transition in 1980,
particularly with its extensive array of teams, did not operate all that
effectively: “If there has been a more colossal waste, I’m not aware
of it.”3t

Instead, the Bush transition relied on the good graces—and per-
haps career concerns—of incumbent Reagan officials by having Ken
Duberstein, Reagan’s chief of staff, send a memo to each department
and agency head on November 21, requesting the kind of information
that the Reagan teams had assembled on their own. The memo re-
quested a response by November 25, and Jim Pinkerton, director of the
transition’s policy planning office, was to be contacted should ques-
tions arise.3?

Although Bush was running a leaner transition with respect to the
advice and information gathered for incoming secretaries, this did not
mean they were operating in a data vacuum. “Voluminous books have
been written for appointees to read. And in case they don’t, face-to-
face briefings are held on the same transition subjects. A formal brief-
ing with transition representatives is the first scheduled meeting of a
newly designated secretary,” one press report observed. “They were
handed a thick sheaf of single-page instructions on transition behavior,
from parking spaces to the costs of inaugural tickets. They were given
inch-thick black binders containing information about their new jobs or
departments, and guidance on what Bush promised during the cam-
paign about the areas under their jurisdiction.”33
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Filling the Cabinet

A Cabinet of Friends

Bush lost little time in filling most of his top-level appointments, and it
would culminate in a cabinet that had a high degree of Washington ex-
perience as well as close personal connection to Bush. At his first press
conference, the day after the election, Bush announced, as predicted,
that his friend and alter ego, Jim Baker, was his choice for secretary of
state. Two days before the election, over cocktaijls at the vice presi-
dent’s residence, Bush had asked Baker—“out of the blue,” according
to Baker—if he would serve assuming Bush won. Baker accepted on
the spot.34

For otber appointments, Bush turned for advice to a small group of
his closest advisers, including Baker, Treasury Secretary Nicholas
Brady, Sununu, Teeter, Fuller, and Vice President—elect Dan Quayle
with Untermeyer serving as rapporteur. Dubbed the Cabinet and Sub-
Cabinet Advisory Group (CASAG), they met regularly with Bush to go
over potential nominees. According to one of the participants, the ses-
sions were “relaxed.” “No one person dominates the discussion and
there have not been any knockdown, drag-out fights.” In the first meet-
ings few names were discussed; talk focused instead on what role was
envisioned for a particular department, what initiatives might be forth-
coming, and, in the words of one aide, “more generally about the sort
of individuals needed.” In subsequent meetings, Teeter would often re-
mind the group of what Bush had said about a particular policy area
during the campaign, with the discussion then focusing on who might
be likely to best achieve those objectives.

Throughout, Bush was described as an active participant: “He
keeps the discussions going, asking questions, saying ‘Let’s move to
this,” or ‘Let’s move to that.’ He is quite involved.”35 Yet at times, Bush
Wwas prone to act on his own: the appointments of Baker to the cabinet
and John Sununu and Brent Scowcroft to the staff were clearly his de-
cisions and apparently made without much internal debate.

On November 15, Bush announced that he would retain Nicholas
Brady at Treasury and, a week later, that Attorney General Richard
Thornburgh and Education Secretary Lauro Cavazos would be continu-
ing in the Bush cabinet.36 In the ensuing weeks other Bush friends and
associates were named: Robert Mosbacher for the Commerce Depart-
ment, Carla Hills as U.S. trade representative (a position with cabinet
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rank), and Clayton Yeutter for Agriculture.3” One former and one out-
going member of the House of Representatives—Edward Derwinski at
Veterans Affairs (a newly created cabinet department) and Manuel
Lujan at Interior—were tapped; Samuel Skinner, a former federal pros-
ecutor and Chicago transportation executive, was selected as secretary
of transportation; and Elizabeth Dole, former head of Transportation
under Reagan and the wife of Kansas Senator Bob Dole, was named
secretary of labor. On December 19, the appointment of Congressman
Jack Kemp as secretary of HUD was announced by Bush.38

Two other appointments were also settled at this time; both gener-
ated some controversy. The first was Louis Sullivan, who was named
head of HHS. Sullivan, an African American and president of More-
house College School of Medicine, aroused controversy from antiabor-
tion groups who charged that Sullivan was soft in his positions and was
not fully committed to the prolife cause. However, Fuller and Teeter
met with Sullivan in late December and were satisfied that his views
were consistent with those of the president-elect. The second contro-
versial nomination was not so easily sidestepped.

Potential Trouble: The Tower Nomination

It had been rumored as early as mid-November that former Texas Sen-
ator John Tower would get the nod for defense secretary. But his pos-
sible nomination generated controversies within and outside Bush’s
inner circle. One point of contention was prolonged negotiation with
the transition team over control of subcabinet appointments. On No-
vember 23, the Washington Post reported that “more than a week ago,
Tower was told by a close Bush associate that he could name the three
service secretaries—for the Army, Navy and Air Force—but that Bush
would select the No. 2 Pentagon appointee, the deputy secretary of de-
fense, and the two undersecretaries who direct acquisition and admin-
ister defense policy issues.” Bush aides were concerned that Tower
would fill all the defense slots with his wide circle of friends and as-
sociates in the defense field, thus making the department less respon-
sive to the White House. In his memoirs, however, Tower indicates that
the story “overstated the situation to a considerable degree,” but he
adds this caveat: “In discussing my views on the way I would organize
the Pentagon’s leadership structure, I made it clear that I intended to
recruit several former Senate committee aides and staff members.”39
Tower’s reputation (as a member and former chairman of the Sen-
ate Armed Services Committee) of not being fully committed to the
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reforms proposed by the Packard Commission, particularly in the area
of procurement reform, was another source of controversy. As well, a
letter sent by the ranking members of the committee, Georgia’s Sam
Nunn and Virginia’s John Warner, stressing that they would particularly
scrutinize the qualifications of Pentagon nominees, caused further con-
cern.0 Fuller and Teeter were reported to have urged Bush to look at
corporate executives who might be more capable at achieving manage-
ment reforms at the Pentagon.4! In his memoirs, Tower notes that
Teeter in particular preferred a manager at the Pentagon and “seemed
to be the one who was pushing the idea the hardest.”#2 Tower also notes
that Treasury Secretary Brady, who had served a brief interim stint in
the Senate, “apparently did warn the president-elect’s top advisers that
it would not be as easy as everyone thought.””43

Tower’s nomination was also delayed due to allegations of im-
proper personal conduct (based on evidence presented in his recent di-
vorce case), as well as concerns about his lobbying activities after leav-
ing the Senate. But Bush and his advisers decided to go ahead, and on
December 16, following the completion of what Bush termed an “ex-
tensive” FBI investigation, the Tower nomination was announced.44

During the campaign, Bush had signaled that he would be his own
president with “new faces” and “wholesale change.” Yet only three ap-
pointments hailed from outside the Beltway. Even more important, al-
most all the cabinet members had close personal and political associa-
tions with Bush (Baker, Mosbacher, Brady, Tower), had worked in his
campaign (Skinner), were well known from their service in Congress
(Kemp, Derwinski, Lujan), or had served in various capacities along
with Bush in prior Republican administrations (Elizabeth Dole, Yeutter,
Cavazos, Watkins). Sullivan could even claim a strong link to both
George and Barbara Bush: he first met George at a dedication of a new
building on the Morehouse campus in 1982, traveled with both of them
on a state visit to Africa, and appointed Barbara (whom he had intro-
duced at the Republican convention) to his medical school’s board of
trustees. Neither Reagan nor Carter had been so closely linked in one
way or another to such a large number of their appointees.

On January 12, Bush held his first meeting with the cabinet-desig-
nates. He encouraged them to “think big,” “be frank,” and “fight hard”
for their positions but also to support the president once a decision was
made—not voice their disagreement publicly. Bush warned them to ad-
here to the “highest ethical standards” and cautioned them that he

didn’t like the “kiss and tell” books that had proliferated in the Rea-
gan years.45
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Subcabinet Appointments

In filling subcabinet positions, Bush and his aides sought to establish
what Untermeyer termed a “cooperative” relationship.46 While the tran-
sition staff prepared lists of candidates for top positions, they were
“suggestions” or “strong suggestions.” “Nobody is trying to cram guys
down secretaries’ throats,” said one Bush aide.4?

Two incoming cabinet members were exempted from the system:
Jim Baker and Nicholas Brady. The State Department transition team
that Jim Baker assembled only days after the election—Bob Zoellick,
Margaret Tutweiler, Dennis Ross, and Robert Kimmitt—filled that de-
partment at its highest levels.#8 By mid-February, as the approval
process dragged on, several cabinet secretaries were reported to have
bypassed Untermeyer’s system: “Some have gone straight to Bush for
decisions; some have bypassed the wait for White House personnel
paper work; some have gone to congressional Republicans to ask them
to pressure the White House to move.”49

Yet while Bush may have permitted them greater leeway to select
their own senior associates, he and the transition operation retained con-
trol over lower-level appointments. The latter was similar to the efforts
of the Reagan transition—but with a difference: Bush was less concerned
with ideological purity than with getting jobs for Bush supporters.50

The Bush transition faced a particular difficulty that the Carter,
Reagan, and Clinton transitions did not: since it was a “friendly” rather
than a “hostile” takeover, some Reagan administration incumbents
might have thought-they would remain in the new administration, de-
spite the fact that Reagan had ordered their resignations. As Andrew
Card recollects, “I think hostile takeovers may be easier. In a friendly
takeover you have all of your friends who believe that nothing has
changed and they are going to keep their jobs. The reality is that the
new president will put in his people. So we did have some tension that
was Jess than constructive.”5!

But the Bush transition also had some advantages. Many of those
involved in the Bush transition had prior White House experience that
was especially useful in fully understanding the positions and person-
nel under consideration. As J. Bonnie Newman notes, “Familiarity with
the system is very helpful.” The government “plum book isn’t good

enough”; it “doesn’t tell you anything about the real responsibilities of
a position and what qualities you might be looking for.” Newman re-
calls that she, Untermeyer, Boyden Gray, and Andrew Card, in screen-
ing prospective candidates, would have several informal discussions
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where they would “get into organizational roles” as well as discussing
the qualifications of prospective candidates. “So many of us had pre-
viously worked together and were known to one another that it was
easy to have informal discussions. . . . There was a trust level, a famil-
iarity that existed among the group that benefited those kinds of con-
versations.”s2

Once selections had been made, the Bush operation also benefited
from close cooperation with the Reagan White House in navigating
through‘the increasingly dense and complicated array of disclosure
forms and clearance procedures. According to Newman, “They really
provided us with a road map, which streamlined the process. Boyden
must have worked really closely with them because he had ready to go,
hot off the press, a lot of memoranda providing guidance and instruc-
tions regarding the various clearance procedures. . . . We had all of the
necessary forms ready.” Gray’s office was able to inform prospective
appointees about the ethics requirements and disclosure forms, “so if
anyone wanted to screen themselves out early and not have to reveal all

of that very detailed information, there should not have been any mis-
understandings.”53

The Bush Cabinet and Presidential Decisionmaking

As the appointment process unfolded, Bush and his advisers made sev-
eral decisions that would affect the organization and the role of the
cabinet in his decisionmaking. One set concerned which of the non-
departmental appointees would be given cabinet rank. Bush decided
that OMB Director Darman and Trade Representative Hills would hold
the rank, as had been the case under Reagan. But in early December, it
was announced that Bush had decided not to give the UN ambassador
(a position Bush once held) cabinet rank, as had been the case previ-
ously; the director of the CIA (another position that Bush had held)
would not have cabinet rank. According to one account, “Bush’s deci-
sion, conveyed recently to subordinates, reflects his preference that the
two posts be less visible in internal policy-making debates.” Bush was
_especially concerned that “the CIA should not attempt to influence pol-
Icy as was the case with the late director William J. Casey.”54

Bush’s new drug czar, former Education Secretary William Ben-
nett, also would not be formally designated a member of the cabinet.
Bush announced Bennett’s appointment at the same J anuary 12 cere-
mony where Watkins was also introduced, and Bennett had said he was
looking forward to working with “my colleagues in the cabinet.” But
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the lack of cabinet rank apparently came as a surprise to Bennett, who
learned about it after he was not invited to the first official meeting of
the cabinet after inauguration day. Bennett’s position as director of the
Office of National Drug Control Policy had been recently established
by Congress as part of the EOP in order to raise the visibility of the
drug issue and bring organizational stability to what had been an infor-
ma] arrangement; Bennett’s salary, moreover, was deliberately set by
Congress at the level of a cabinet member. When the issue became
public in late January, the White House press office noted that “the
president’s preference was to limit the number of cabinet members.
- - . Secretary Bennett will attend cabinet meetings as appropriate.”’ss

Bush and his advisers also decided to continue with the cabinet-
council system that had been established in the Reagan presidency. But
instead of creating the five (at one point, seven) councils in Reagan’s
first term, the two-council arrangement—one for domestic policy, the
other for economic policy—used in the second Reagan term was fol-
lowed. Furthermore, the attorney general (Thornburgh) and the treasury
secretary (Brady) were placed in charge of each of the councils. Both,
of course, were veterans of the Reagan cabinet. According to Andrew
Card, the placement of Thornburgh and Brady as heads of each of the
councils continued assignments that had developed in Reagan’s second
term. At the start of Reagan’s second term, Attorney General Edwin
Meese had been put in charge of the newly combined domestic council,
and when Thornburgh replaced Meese at the Justice Department he
took over that assignment as well. Since “Thornburgh was a holdover
from the Reagan administration, he wanted to keep that role. And the
same with Nicholas Brady.”

Card remembers that there had even been some discussion of
whether two councils were needed or just one and that even Bush him-
self may have “favored just the domestic council.” But a decision was
made to continue with the two councils.56

Another decision made at the time was that the councils—particu-
larly their staffs—would be placed under the direction of the secretary
to the cabinet (David Bates) rather than the White House domestic pol-
icy operation. This was an important but little-noticed change that had
been made during Reagan’s second term, and Bush continued the prac-
tice. According to David Bates, “There was some discussion about the
pros and cons of that, but Andy [Card] and Governor Sununu decided
to leave it under the cabinet secretary.”

In Bates’s view, there was not much difference in the way the
councils operated from what had gone on under Reagan: “It was pretty
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similar to the system we inherited.” Bates discussed his new position
with both Sununu and Bush, and in thinking about what changes he
might make once he was in office, he recalls that he just wanted to
“continue with the model that had worked effectively toward the end of
Reagan’s term. I thought that had worked pretty well and wanted to
continue on with that.” Bates also benefited from the close network of
prior association among Bush’s top aides: “I had worked for Craig
Fuller [who had been secretary to the cabinet in Reagan’s first term], so
I'had a sense of how it worked.” Bates also conferred with Reagan’s
outgoing cabinet secretary, Nancy Risque.57 But Andrew Card recalls
that Bates wanted his office to have a stronger role in the policy
process than had been the case in Reagan’s second term: “He had been
a party to a relatively weak cabinet affairs office in the Reagan admin-
istration and he did not want it to be weak in the Bush administra-
tion.”58 The potential problem with the setup was the fact that cabinet
affairs had a relatively small staff, while the domestic policy shop was
much larger. For the arrangement to work, Bates would need to estab-
lish a good working relationship with the person selected to lead the
domestic policy operation, a post that had yet to be filled.

Crafting a Policy Agenda

The Beginnings of an Agenda—or Missed Opportunities?

As we have seen under Carter and Reagan, the transition period is im-
portant not just for getting a team in place; it is also the time to trans-
late campaign promises into policy priorities and begin to establish a
legislative agenda. In Bush’s case, this was especially necessary, as the
campaign was comparably devoid of policy specifics, relying instead
on the vagaries of “a thousand points of light,” “a kinder, gentler na-
tion,” and “no new taxes” and such specifics as requiring the pledging
of allegiance, banning the burning of the American flag, and enacting
tougher laws to deal with the likes of Willie Horton.

Foreign Policy Comes First

Early efforts were made in the area of foreign policy, where Bush had
clearer commitments and great personal interest. As Andrew Card rec-
ollects, Bush “was very active with Brent Scowcroft and Jim Baker
getting up to speed as secretary of state. Brent Scowcroft is a seasoned
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national security person, and the president had latent interest in those
areas. So there was lot that went on in the foreign policy side.”s

On December 7, 1988, Bush met with Reagan and Soviet Premier
Mikhail Gorbachev at Governors Island in New York Harbor, following
the latter’s address to the United Nations. The day after the meeting,
Bush reports that he sat down with Scowcroft at the vice president’s
residence in Washington, and “I told him I wanted to come up with
something dramatic to move the relationship with Moscow forward,”
“something bold and dramatic.” In Scowcroft’s view, one goal was to
loosen Moscow’s grip on Eastern Europe; the other was ongoing arms-
control talks. According to Scowcroft, “I thought these were opportu-
nities for dramatic cuts to not only strengthen strategic stability but
also to reduce the conventional forces Moscow relied on to control
Eastern Europe.” Bush recognized that “I came into office with a vision
of the world I wanted to see, but I had no fixed ‘ten-point plan.’ Brent
would more than make up for my failings. . . . He fit the bill perfectly.
He was someone who would hit the ground running.”’60

The other principal member of the foreign policy team, Jim Baker,
had by December moved his office from transition headquarters to a
suite of rooms in the State Department. During the transition, Baker
“talked to every ex-president and most ex—secretaries of state.”” “I spent
November 1988 through January 1989 assiduously studying the is-
sues,” Baker reports, and “I sat through a briefing by every sitting un-
dersecretary and assistant secretary of state and many prospective
ones.” Baker’s immediate staff prepared strategy papers on a range of
issues. While recognizing that “the central focus of my job initially had
to be U.S.-Soviet relations,” Baker began to take steps during the tran-
sition to forge a bipartisan solution to the crisis in Central America, es-
pecially by gaining congressional assent to a plan for extending hu-
manitarian aid to the contras in Nicaragua for one year. “I knew we had
to find a way to get Central America behind us if we were to be able
to deal aggressively with the decline of Soviet power. . . . Without
doubt, it was my first priority.” Bush and Baker had agreed to get Cen-
tral America off the political agenda by no longer asking for military
assistance.

Baker was instrumental in arranging Bush’s meeting with President
Carlos Salinas of Mexico at a Houston air force base, thereby setting
the stage for what would become the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA). During the transition, Bush and Baker also
wanted to change the tone of foreign policy in their dealings with Capi-
tol Hill: “As we discussed foreign policy plans during the transition,
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the President made it clear that he wanted to move away from the pol-
itics of confrontation between the executive and legislative branches.”6!

Another foreign policy problem that Bush began to tackle during
the transition concerned Latin American debt. Bush convened a work-
ing group composed of Baker, Brady, Scowcroft, Darman, and Federal
Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan. Together they developed what
came to be known as the Brady Plan for restructuring the region’s in-
creasingly mounting debts. The plan, which Brady presented in March,
provided for U.S., International Monetary Fund, and World Bank re-
sources to provide collateral backing the debt. While parts of the plan
were controversial, it came at no cost to the U.S. Treasury and was in-

strumental in reviving economic stability, if not growth, in the nations
affected.s2

Budgets and Tuxes

The most important policy area where work was well under way during
the transition concerned the budget, particularly what strategy the
new administration would take in tackling mounting deficits.63 Bush
faced not only the traditional expectation of putting his imprint on the
budget that had been under preparation by the OMB. Doing so by mid-
February, he also faced a triple-whammy. As Richard Darman would
later note, first, spending was running about 22 percent of gross do-
mestic product (GDP) while revenues were running at 19 percent,
hence deficits continued to loom large; second, without significant re-
ductions the automatic cuts set by Gramm-Rudman-Hollings would re-
quire reductions in areas, such as defense, that ran against the new ad-
ministration’s priorities; and, third, most of the easy cuts had already
been made in the Reagan years. Neither would a flexible freeze—that
is, freezing total spending (with some adjustment for inflation) while
flexibly increasing or decreasing particular programs—work, at least as
Darman saw it.64

Throughout December and January, Darman worked to craft a so-
lution. He met with congressional leaders and members of the biparti-
san National Economic Commission that had been created in 1987 to
address the budget deficit. He received input from former presidents
Ford and Carter (both of whom thought tax increases were necessary)
and was even the recipient of advice from Richard Nixon, who, in Dar-
man’s words, “neatly straddled the no-new-taxes problem.” “I don’t
know whether the flexible freeze will work,” Nixon told him. “If it
doesn’t, then, and only then, is it appropriate to debate a tax increase.”
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In a later fax to Bush, Nixon would reiterate his two-step approach,
adding “to roll over on [Bush’s well-known “read my lips” pledge]
would guarantee oblivion.”65

Starting on December 4, Darman commenced an internal review
process and met with Bush, Quayle, Brady, Baker, Teeter, and Sununu
on a regular basis. “Slowly but surely, I did what the campaign staff
had been unable to do. . . . I forced the group to focus on the hard
budget realities.”® The group met several times over subsequent
weeks, and something of a consensus emerged: the administration
would fashion a budget that contained limited revisions, frame the re-
visions in terms of a flexible freeze, propose no new taxes, and en-
courage bipartisan cooperation “in order to help the Congress reach
agreement on a budget resolution.”6’ While setting fiscal and budgetary
parameters, the burden to cut specific programs was kicked into Con-
gress’s court.

The matter of what to do about taxes was particularly vexing.
While Brady and Teeter thought that the tax increases proposed by the
bipartisan commission would provide political cover for Bush to aban-
don his “read my lips” pledge, Baker felt that option was not feasible
in the first year. Bush was inclined to go along with Baker. On Decem-
ber 21, prior to a meeting with the group, Bush invited Darman to
share lunch. Darman raised the key issues: he could produce a budget
that might get by in the first year, but it was going to be near impossi-
ble, with the Democrats controlling Congress, to craft a program of
long-term deficit reduction without some concession on taxes. Bush re-
sponded with something like the Nixon two-step: “Only if it’s after
we have tried our best.”’68 The groundwork had been laid: Bush would
“muddle through” in his first year, with the “big fix” to come—
if needed—in the second.®® It was a decision that would lead to the
1990 budget agreement and have repercussions on Bush’s chances for
reelection.

Domestic Policy

In contrast to the budget, other areas of domestic policy lagged during
the transition. “As for the traditional cabinet departments,” Andrew
Card notes, “I did not find a lot of policy deliberation. . . . The most ac-
tive practical area of debate was over the personnel who would head
these departments and agencies.” Some discussion of issues did take
place, but it was largely as a reactive effort to stave off the efforts of in-
cumbent Reagan officials to stay in their positions. Some of them, Card
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remembers, “started to feed a policy decision as a red herring as to why
they should not be asked to leave. . . . That generally triggered some
kind of policy planning session—if we tell that person he is going to be
replaced and he is the champion of X policy, is he going to claim we
are not interested in X policy? We better do something to show we are
in favor of X policy even though we are going to replace this person.
Mostly department people; but a little bit at the White House, t00.”70

Jim Pinkerton’s assignment to direct policy planning during the
transition might have been another place where domestic issues could
begin to percolate. But according to Pinkerton, while it was “a great
title, a great office . . . I don’t recall doing a lot of policy planning. I re-
call doing a lot of ‘Thank you for your position paper on this.’ ‘Thank
you for your agenda.” ‘Thank you for this, thank you for that.”” “Most
of the time it was just gathering paper [from] people who had been in-
volved in the campaign and/or people who wanted to be involved in the
administration. . . . It was more of a paper-gathering function, meeting-
holding and paper-gathering.”

Pinkerton and his staff did put together a book containing all of
Bush’s campaign promises, organized both by issue and time frame.
Pinkerton also “helped a little on the inaugural speech, but only a little.”
“I met Arnold Schwarzenegger and helped him get launched on being
the chairman of the President’s Council on Physical Fitness, probably
the most productive thing I did during that two-month period.”

The wrangling over Bob Teeter’s role in the new administration
and the delay until almost mid-January in appointing Roger Porter to
head the domestic policy staff also contributed to the problem. “Some-
where in there, Roger Porter got hired to be the director of policy,”
Pinkerton recalls, “but I don’t remember him being in Washington
much before Bush got inaugurated. He was the policy guy.”71

Building Bridges

For his part, George Bush sought at least to convey the image of a pres-
ident-elect who took domestic issues seriously. He held well-publicized
meetings with erstwhile rivals Senator Bob Dole and Michael Dukakis,
breakfasted with Senate Democratic Leader George Mitchell, and at-
tended a dinner honoring Jack Kemp sponsored by the Heritage Foun-
dation and the Institute for Free Enterprise Development. As part of his
effort to be more inclusive, Bush had lunch with Jesse Jackson on No-
vember 30, convened a meeting with sixty African American Republi-
cans on December 8, and met with Benjamin Hooks, director of the
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National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, on De-
cember 9.

Efforts were made to depict a more congenial, relaxed Bush. He
was photographed fishing, dining in a Chinese restaurant in a Wash-
ington suburb, mailing a silver foot to Texas Governor Ann Richards,”2
and showing reporters around his home in Kennebunkport. The Bushes
and Quayles even went to the movies (My Stepmother Is an Alien was
the feature that night).

Like the Reagans eight years before, the Bushes were attentive to
the contributions that social events at the White House might make to
political success. In the second week of January, Susan Porter Rose
of Barbara Bush’s staff forwarded to the president-elect and future
First Lady a memo on the social activities that had been undertaken
in the Nixon, Ford, Carter, and Reagan presidencies during their first
ninety days of office. The memo had been requested by the president-
elect.”3

One area where attempts were made to show a substantive com-
mitment concerned the environment. Here, C. Boyden Gray took the
lead and met on at least four occasions with representatives of six en-
vironmental groups. According to one account, “They discussed issues
they could agree on (specifically, improving energy efficiency and re-
ducing vehicles’ carbon monoxide emissions)” as well as “suggestions
for Republican environmentalists who might grace Bush’s transition
and administration.”’ On November 30, Bush himself convened a
breakfast meeting with the group. At least for the moment the efforts

paid off: after the meeting one participant told the press, “We will be
on his team now.”75

Shaping the White House Staff

Like Reagan eight years earlier, Bush recognized that the organization
of his White House staff—particularly the appointment of a chief of
staff—would be an early priority of his transition. John Sununu would
later tell reporters that Bush had discussed the possibility of his ap-
pointment as early as two weeks before election day.76 The day before
the election, Bush recorded in his own diary that he discussed an-
nouncing Sununu’s appointment as chief of staff with Jim Baker, “but
that will come later.”77 In fact, Bush did not announce Sununu’s ap-
pointment until November 17.
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Rebuilding the Troika?

In the intervening days, there was considerable jockeying among
Bush’s top aides about how the responsibilities of the chief of staff
would be defined, what top-level positions others would occupy, and
even whether the choice of Sununu was a fait accompli. Sununu per-
sonally entered the fray. The day after the election, he held a press con-
ference in Concord, New Hampshire, and stated he was not interested
in serving as secretary of education or energy, perhaps forestalling any
last-minute effort to shunt him off into a cabinet position (though Su-
nunu did say he might be open to a White House position).

While Bush traveled to Florida for a short vacation, Baker and the
other top transition officials met, and one of the first items on their
agenda was an examination of how the top level of the Bush White
House would be organized. Baker favored bringing all three—Fuller,
Teeter, and Sununu—into top positions, replicating to a great degree
the troika of Reagan’s first term.”8 Fuller would handle the day-to-day
decisionmaking process, Teeter would continue in his role as strategic
planner, and Sununu would oversee domestic policy, perhaps serving as
senior counselor to the president, much as Meese had done during Rea-
gan’s first term. According to the Washington Post, it was felt that this
division of responsibilities would play to the respective strengths of
each: Fuller, “known for his effort to impose discipline on Bush deci-
sions and for creating a staff system that operates smoothly”; Teeter,
“known for his professorial manner and skilled approach to public
opinion and policy issues” as well as his “longstanding ties to Bush
and Republicans on Capitol Hill”; and Sununu, “known for his quick
grasp of policy issues and his ebullient self-confidence in articulating
his views.” The arrangement would also avoid, it was reported, per-
ceived weaknesses with each: Fuller “at times had bumpy relations
with old-timers in the Bush entourage and he is not a trained political
strategist”; Teeter was “not regarded as the most efficient manager”;
and Sununu lacked Washington experience.”

But Baker’s efforts did not come to fruition. According to reports,
Fuller and Teeter were opposed to making Sununu chief of staff. Fuller,
who had served four years as Bush’s vice presidential chief of staff
and, earlier, as secretary to the cabinet in the Reagan White House, was
reluctant to serve under Sununu in a deputy position. Sununu, for his
part, was reported to be reluctant to come to Washington if Fuller got
the senior position. According to one Bush aide, there was considerable
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“tension” and “jockeying” over the proposed arrangement; Fuller was
described by one friend as fighting hard for the chief-of-staff job and
was “not a happy camper.”’80

On November 14, Sununu flew to Florida to meet with the vaca-
tioning president-elect, and reports surfaced that Bush was leaning to-
ward Sununu. Media accounts of the process indicated that many in the
Bush entourage were not happy with Sununu and that he was viewed as
a risky choice. Among the worries expressed were whether he could
impose discipline on Bush and keep him focused on his principal pol-
icy objectives, whether he was able to delegate authority, whether he
could work well with members of the Bush inner circle, and particu-
larly whether he could curb his pronounced ego and aggressive nature.
They would not prove to be unfounded concerns.

To his credit, Bush was not prone to let the matter slide or unduly
permit bickering among his aides, as Carter had done under similar cir-
cumstances in 1976. “I’d like to make the decision soon,” he told
reporters on November 15, “because that person can start working to-
wards staffing the whole White House for what will be a very impor-
tant beginning.”8t

Bush was not happy with the idea of a “troika.” In fact, according
to the New York Times, Bush was “alarmed by reports that he was con-
sidering a troika.” Further, Bush was “enraged by the notion that some
associates wanted a less assertive chief of staff to make sure that there
was no rival” to Jim Baker and Richard Darman, should the latter be-
come OMB director. “What is clear about the incident, some Bush as-
sociates said, is that it shows Mr. Bush will operate with a firm hand,
despite the loyalty he feels for some aides.”82

As Andrew Card later recalled, while “there certainly were Jim
Baker, Bob Teeter, Craig Fuller discussions that suggested that [a
troika] might be something they were looking at,” these talks “did not
include the president.” “I received a phone call just a matter of days
after the election . . . from Florida that gave me a good indication of
what was likely to happen [i.e., that Sununu would get the nod].” Card,
who would not be formally named as Sununu’s deputy until December
16, got another call the very next day, asking him to help organize the
White House staff: “Even well before John Sununu was announced pub-
licly, I spoke to the president, I spoke to John Sununu, and I started
along with Ed Rogers, who was close to Lee Atwater but knew John Su-
nunu.”83 Rogers would soon join Card as one of Sununu’s two deputies.

Furthermore, although Fuller might have had Baker in his corner, the
efforts on Fuller’s behalf might also have run up against the opposition
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of another Bush intimate, Boyden Gray. According to one report, “It
was widely known in the campaign that Mr. Fuller and Mr. Gray did
not get along and that Mr. Fuller sought to force Mr. Gray out. In the
end, Mr. Gray stayed and Mr. Fuller went.”84

Sununu as Chief of Staff, Further Negotiations

On November 17, nine days after the election, Bush announced the ap-
pointment of Sununu as chief of staff. While the president-elect might
have been willing to let the opposition to Sununu among his inner cir-
cle run its course, he was neither dissuaded from his choice, nor did he
unduly delay announcing what had apparently been his decision all
along. Bush clearly wanted Sununu—and it was Sununu he got.

Bush particularly valued Sununu’s political stature: “You want
someone who’s run for sheriff,” Bush stated at the press conference an-
nouncing Sununu’s appointment. Bush also noted that “I decided to
send a signal that I have a strong chief of staff who in my view will be
able to work with the Congress and the various strong secretaries that
we will have in the Cabinet departments.”

Responding to a press question about his own “combative person-
ality and hot temper,” Sununu told the assembled reporters, “I'm a
pussycat.” He went on later to note that “I have two responsibilities.
One is to be an honest broker and present the views on the various
sides of the issue, and if—after I fulfill that—then have an opportunity
to indicate my recommendations.” But that should not come “until after
all the options have been presented, until all parties have had a chance
to present their views on it. It’s the only fair way to allow the person on
whose desk the buck really does stop to make the best decisions.” Su-
nunu also laid down an interesting challenge to reporters: “I suspect
that the way I’ll measure my success is that after a few years of George
Bush—as seen as having a great presidency—people [will] wonder
who the chief of staff was—struggle hard to remember his name.”85

But the selection of Sununu also meant that Fuller would depart
once the transition was over, an outcome that was announced that same
day. Bush likely delayed the Sununu announcement because he wanted,
if possible, to find a position for Fuller (a cabinet post, most likely),
then announce the two appointments at once.86

As for Teeter, reports continued in November and December that
Bush wanted him to serve as Sununu’s deputy but also with the title
“counselor to the president.” And Teeter had an extended discussion
with Bush about the position on December 15. Teeter, one transition
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official said, would have “an ideas mandate,” with Sununu in charge of
the “operations mandate.”87

While Sununu was willing to have Teeter serve as one of his

deputies, Teeter envisioned broader responsibilities, including coun-
selor to the president—the title that Ed Meese had been given under
Reagan—thus making him more of an equal to Sununu. “The Sununu
deputy thing [was] a problem,” according to one transition official. “He
envision[ed] himself at the same level as Sununu.” Teeter also wanted
to have direct access to Bush, which Sununu was reported to have op-
posed.s8 (Only three people were, in the end, to have direct, indepen-
dent access to President Bush: Sununu, NSC Adviser Scowcroft, and
press secretary Marlin Fitzwater). Finally, like Meese, Teeter wanted to
have cabinet rank, which proved to be a particular sticking point in the
negotiations.39

On January 9, Teeter announced that he would not be joining the
new administration, and he cited concerns about moving his family to
Washington (a reason one transition member also noted in an interview
with me). According to the Washirigton Post, however, differences with
Sununu over his position remained the real impediment: “A source
close to Sununu said that he does not intend to have a deputy oversee-
ing policy development and communication, areas that Teeter was to
handle, and he believes he can oversee all aspects of White House op-
erations without another deputy.” The newspaper concluded that this
left Sununu “the unrivaled center of White House staff operations.”9®

As negotiations with Teeter dragged on, Sununu did not neglect to
think about how his own role as chief of staff would be defined and
how a Bush White House might be structured. In an interview with
Maureen Dowd of the New York Times, Sununu said, “I’m trying to
take the basic structure of the last three or four White Houses and di-
gest them”; “I really think George Bush’s style is different from
Ronald Reagan’s or Jimmy Carter’s or even as far back as Dwight
Eisenhower’s that I want to try and tailor the structure to suit his par-
ticular style of working”; “Am I to be visible or invisible? I prefer to be
invisible for a while. But if he wants me to be visible that’s his choice.
The level of detail he wants presented to him he will determine. The
frequency of meetings that he wants to frequent.”9!

But in other interviews with reporters, Sununu indicated a more
aggressive style as chief of staff. In an interview with the Boston Globe
in early December, he described himself as a “strong doorkeeper,”
deeply interested in domestic policy, and he indicated that he would
take the lead in setting the day’s agenda at the White House. He also
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said he would be a “tough critic” of Darman and would review budget
proposals before they reached the president.2 When other media
picked up on the story, Sununu backpedaled on his statements, saying
that Bush will determine the structure of the White House and that it
will serve the president’s needs, not Sununu’s.9?

But behind the scenes, Sununu labored to put his imprint on the
White House staff. The failed negotiations with Teeter would have
repercussions later on, as the communications strategy and the public
selling of the Bush presidency came to occupy a lesser position in the
staff system. There would be no high-level man like Mike Deaver in
this administration; neither would there be an Ed Meese-type of figure,
with cabinet rank and counselor status, to push a Bush policy agenda at
the highest (other than Sununu) levels.%

A Different Approach at the NSC

As with the appointment of his chief of staff, Bush took an active and
direct role in the appointment of his other major in-house policy ad-
viser—the NSC assistant. On November 23, six days after the Sununu
announcement and a bit more than two weeks after election day, Bush
announced that Brent Scowcroft would serve in the post, a position he
had held under Gerald Ford.

Scowcroft had been an important and influential adviser to Bush
for some time and was, in Bush’s words, “a trusted friend” Scowcroft’s
appointment brought several other strengths. His closeness to Bush fit
the president-elect’s hope that the NSC adviser could provide his views
“unvarnished” (as Bush phrased it at the press conference) and enjoy
direct and frequent access to the Oval Office. At the same time, his ear-
lier stint in the job indicated that he would be no Henry Kissinger but
rather an “honest broker” (again, Bush’s words) who would be a fair
manager, particularly in calming the waters among the various partici-
pants in the process. According to one report, Bush especially wanted
to avoid the “friction and gridlock between cabinet members that char-
acterized the Reagan years.”95

While Bush stated at the press conference apnouncing Scowcroft’s
appeintment that he saw little need for changes in NSC staff opera-
tions, Scowcroft’s experience in the post, as well as his more recent as-
signment as one of the three principal members of the Tower Commis-
sion investigation of Iran-contra, indicated that he could make any
necessary changes in a unit that had been much troubled during the
Reagan years. At the very least, there would no revolving door at the
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top. Scowcroft promised stability compared to the seven NSC assis-
tants who had occupied the job during the eight years of the Reagan
presidency.

According to press reports, Scowcroft’s appointment was a “delib-
erate surprise.” Sununu had been informed of his appointment but did
not “know the announcement was to be made so quickly, the sources
said.” The fact that Sununu was out of the loop might have been a sig-
nal that Sununu’s responsibilities would not extend into the area of na-
tional security, as Meese’s did eight years earlier.

In announcing Scowcroft’s appointment, Bush implicitly indicated
that as president he would be more involved in foreign and national se-
curity policymaking than his predecessor. He told reporters that he
planned to “personally read” the daily intelligence briefing every morn-
ing and that he expected Scowcroft to keep him fully abreast of devel-
oping events even during the night. “Shake me and wake me,” were
Bush’s instructions. As well, Scowcroft would have, according to Bush,
“direct access, day and night.”

In his memoirs (jointly written with Scowcroft), Bush recalls that
he had toyed with the idea of appointing him to the CIA or as secretary
of defense. But the more Bush thought about it, the more he recognized
that Scowcroft was the “perfect honest broker I wanted. He would not
try to run over the heads of cabinet members or cut them off from con-
tact with the president, yet I also knew he would give me his own ex-
perienced views on whatever problems might arise.” But Bush also re-
alized that Scowcroft’s appointment would indicate that the NSC staff
still counted: it would “send a signal to my cabinet and to outside ob-
servers that the NSC’s function was to be critical in the decision-mak-
ing process.”% Although not explicitly saying it, Bush recognized that
Scowcroft would provide an able and skilled counterweight to Baker at
State and (at the time) Tower at Defense.

Further Staff Appointments: Familiarity and Experience

As he had with Sununu and Scowcroft, Bush took a direct role in se-
lecting the third person who would play a major role in his administra-
tion and have direct access to the Oval Office: press secretary. On No-
vember 28, Bush announced (again, it was the president-elect who did
the announcing) that Reagan press secretary Marlin Fitzwater would
continue in that position. Like Scowcroft, Fitzwater brought obvious
expertise by continuing to serve in a position he already held, and he
was a known and loyal commodity, having served a stint as Bush’s vice
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presidential press secretary before returning to the West Wing in 198’
following Larry Speakes’s departure.

As Fitzwater recounts in his memoirs, he had assumed the jot
would go to Sheila Tate, who had been press secretary during the cam
paign and was serving in that capacity during the transition. But Busl
and Craig Fuller were concerned that her relations with the press hac
deteriorated. According to Fitzwater, “The press had turned on Sheil:
during the campaign. They accused her of never being available tc
them for questioning and for spending too much time in the cushionec
embrace of the presidential entourage.”%” Tate may also have been con
cerned about the reports she was hearing that some in the Bush inne:
circle thought she was unqualified to be the first female press secretary
and preempted the criticism by taking herself out of the running for ¢
job she may not have wanted in the first place. According to one per
son familiar with Tate’s thinking, “If you don’t really want the job
then why should you let people make you feel bad about yourself?”
Even in the usually civil Bush camp, the knives might sometimes flash

During this period, Bush also settled on the key members of hit
White House economic team. Again, Bush personally unveiled his
choices to the press. On November 21, he announced the appointmen
of Richard Darman as OMB director%® and Stanford economist Michae
Boskin as chair of the CEA. On December 6, Carla Hills, the firs
woman appointed to a high-level position, was presented as his choice
to head the Office of U.S. Trade Representative. Both Darman’s anc
Hills’s positions would continue to hold cabinet rank.

By mid-December, the appointments of the remainder of the tog
White House positions were nearing completion. Although press re-
ports indicated that “Bush’s choices are mostly unknowns” and “no
Washington insiders,” indeed most had past associations with Bush anc
several had served in the Reagan administration.100

On December 16, Andrew Card, David Bates, J. Bonnie Newman
and James Cicconi were named as assistants to the president. Card.
who also would serve as Sununu’s deputy, had been active in the 198(
and 1988 Bush campaigns, had been a member of the Massachusetts
legislature, and was a candidate for governor in 1982. Card also servec
as director of the intergovernmental affairs office and in the political
affairs office in the Reagan White House. David Bates, who was placec
in charge of cabinet affairs, had been a friend of son Jeb Bush and,
after law school, became George Bush’s personal assistant. During the
Reagan administration, Bates served in subcabinet positions in the
Commerce and Treasury Departments, then rejoined the Bush vice
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presidential staff as an assistant to Craig Fuller. During the 1988 cam-
paign, Bates had been one of the “gang of six” top advisers to Bush,
along with Teeter, Roger Ailes, Mosbacher, Fuller, and Atwater.

Jim Cicconi was designated as staff secretary. He had worked on
James Baker’s losing 1978 campaign for Texas attorney general and as
an aide to Texas Governor William Clements. When Baker became chief
of staff in 1981, Cicconi joined his staff as one of his deputies. Cicconi
then returned to private law practice (at Robert Strauss’s law firm) but
was brought back during the campaign to help craft (along with Sununu)
the 1988 Republican platform and then to serve as issues director for
Dan Quayle. As staff secretary, Cicconi was in charge of all the paper
flow to and from the Oval Office. In a departure from past practice, Cic-
coni was also placed in charge of Bush’s scheduling, and another Bush
associate, Joseph Hagin, directed that operation under Cicconi.

J. Bonnie Newman, who was placed in charge of White House
management and administration, had come to know Bush in the late
1970s when he had begun to campaign in her native New Hampshire.
Newman was tapped to serve as associate director of White House per-
sonnel and as an assistant secretary in the Commerce Department dur-
ing the first Reagan term, then sérved a stint as chief of staff to U.S.
Senator Judd Gregg of New Hampshire. In 1988 she was brought on
board the transition to help out with personnel. Like Card, Newman
was also close to John Sununu.

But not all White House slots were filled so smoothly. The transi-
tion team had some difficulty with the position of head of the congres-
sional relations office, critical to Bush’s lobbying efforts on Capitol
Hill. Former Congressman Tom Loeffler, a Texas Republican, was re-
ported to have turned down an offer, and two others were approached
but said they were not interested.!0! Finally, on December 22, Freder-
ick D. McClure’s appointment as assistant to the president for legisla-
tive affairs was made public. McClure, a native Texan and an African
American, had worked for Senator John Tower, served in the congres-
sional relations operation during the Reagan years, and had been the
Washington lobbyist for Texas Air Corporation.

The same day that McClure’s appointment was announced, David F.
Demarest was tapped to be assistant to the president for communica-
tions. Demarest got his political start at the Republican National Com-
mittee and later served as deputy to RNC Chairman William Brock.
During the Reagan years, Demarest joined Brock at the Office of U.S.
Trade Representative and later at the Labor Department, where Dem-
arest became an assistant secretary for public and intergovernmental
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affairs. In July 1988, he was placed in charge of the Bush-Quayle cam-
paign’s speechwriting and communications operation. In another
change from past practice, Demarest was given jurisdiction over the
public liaison staff, and the speechwriting unit was placed under his
control.

One position that remained unfilled at the top level was head of do-
mestic and economic policy. On January 11, 1989, Sununu announced
that Roger Porter had been asked to serve as assistant to the president for
both policy areas. It was Porter’s third White House tour: he had served
as a special assistant to Gerald Ford and managed the Economic Policy
Board; then during the first Reagan term he had been executive secretary
of the Cabinet Council on Economic Affairs and director of the Office of
Policy Development before returning to his professorship at Harvard’s
Kennedy School. Porter’s appointment was a bit abrupt; he had been
slated to serve as a deputy in the Office of U.S. Trade Representative.

That same day, Sununu announced another set of staff appoint-
ments. Most followed the pattern of having had previous White House
service as well as prior association with George Bush. James Pinkerton
was named to serve under Porter as a deputy assistant for policy plan-
ning. Pinkerton had worked in the Reagan policy development and po-
litical offices, then served as a research director for Bush’s precam-
paign political action committee. The new directors of the White House
political and public liaison offices were also announced. These had
been downgraded to the deputy-assistant level. Bonnie Kilberg, who
had served in the legal counsel’s office under Ford and was active in
Virginia political circles, was placed in charge of public liaison; Jim
Wray, a former RNC political operative and national field director of
the Bush campaign, was slated to take over political affairs. Wray’s ap-
pointment suggested that the real center of political affairs in the Bush
administration would be in the RNC, where Lee Atwater had been
named party chairman. Sununu also announced that longtime aide
David Carney would serve as deputy director of the political office.

Other Bush associates found themselves appointed to newly crafted,
special-purpose units. C. Gregg Petersmeyer, dubbed the “thousand
points of light man,” was placed in charge of a new national service unit
that was designed to encourage volunteerism, a Bush campaign theme.
Petersmeyer, a Colorado oil executive, had been an aide in the Nixon
White House and had known Bush for twenty years (even spending a
month with him in 1975 while Bush was serving in Beijing). Richard
Breeden, who had been on Bush’s vice presidential staff and was a part-
ner in Houston’s prestigious Baker and Botts law firm, was appointed as
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assistant for issues analysis. Breeden would essentially serve in a
troubleshooting/special projects role, and he immediately began to
work on addressing the savings-and-loan crisis. Stephen Studdert was
placed in charge of “special activities.” Studdert had served in the Rea-
gan advance office and was given that responsibility under Bush, but he
also was placed in charge of Petersmeyer’s operation. Studdert would
direct the 1989 inauguration and was reputed to have a talent for or-
ganizing and staging events.

All told, Bush had assembled a White House team that, unlike his
two predecessors, had close links to him. Moreover, given Bush’s own
career path, many had worked with him in different governmental po-
sitions. He was thus able to bring together personal loyalty as well as
a degree of Washington expertise, both critical ingredients but often
hard to find in one person. There was also a third trait present in many
who served in the Bush White House: a kind of low-key, understated
personal style. As J. Bonnie Newman explains, both George and Bar-
bara Bush were quite cognizant of the kind of persons they wanted to
serve: “Both . . . had been around government in enough different types
of positions that they had a very good view of the city, the culture, the
good, the bad. They had a real sénse of the type of person they wanted.
- . . They would be less than tolerant of young staffers that would
overexercise their position and rights. They were really looking for an
understated White House staff. They didn’t want a lot of cowboys.” Did
that message come directly from George Bush? “I know it did. And
Barbara Bush.”102 '

Newman especially remembers the appointment, on her own staff,
of the person who would handle White House perks and direct White
House operations: Rose Zamaria (whom Newman had not met before
Bush appointed her). Zamaria had worked for Bush when he was a
member of Congress; in Newman’s view, Bush knew she “was the kind
of no-nonsense person who was not going to be dealing or double-deal-
ing or taking advantage of having that kind of responsibility.”” Whereas
the Carter administration became immobilized over tennis-court privi-
leges, “that didn’t happen to us because Rose is Rose and she took care
of it, as the president knew she would. . . . George Bush wanted peo-
ple in positions who could do the job. George Bush wanted a Rose Za-
maria who is very tough. He wanted a Rose Zamaria in there whom he
knew could say no.”103

Yet the Bush staff was in no way a preexisting team that had worked
together with Bush before he entered the White House, as had been the
case in the Reagan administration with Meese, Deaver, William Clark,

George Bush: A Friendly Takeover? 221

Helene von Damm, and Nancy Reynolds. Bush’s inner circle had some
dyadic links with one another, but their strongest connections were the
links—developed at different points in his career—with George Bush.
According to one participant, “A team didn’t come in here as came into
the Reagan White House. . . . There were many different sets of rela-
tionships [with George Bush], different kinds over many years.”104 The
relative newcomer, it might further be noted, was John Sununu, who
had worked closely with Bush only essentially during the 1988 pri-
maries. Sununu’s opposite number on the national security side, Brent
Scowcroft, was by ¢Ontrast the “closest soul mate the president had in
this particular structure.”105

Organizational Changes

With respect to the White House staff, Bush “gave pretty firm direc-
tion,” Card observes. He was very clear about what “decisionmaking
funnels” he wanted reporting to him. Furthermore, he wanted fewer
people at the top of the White House organizational pyramid. As Card
relates, “He wanted fewer people in the hierarchy in the Bush White
House than were in the Reagan White House. He also wanted to leave
room for advancement. In government you cannot often give people a
promotion that results in more money, so you give them a promotion
that results in a better title.” Bush also decided that the public liaison
unit on the staff would be downgraded to the deputy-assistant level,
and it would be structured in three subunits: one for economic groups,
one for “constituency” groups, and one for what he called “heritage”
(ethnic) groups.106

Marlin Fitzwater’s recollections of his discussions with Bush about
becoming press secretary, especially the kind of access to meetings he
would have, are revealing not only about Bush’s direct role in the mat-
ter but also what it says about his thinking and decisionmaking once
in office. In discussing his appointment with Bush, Fitzwater sought to
establish the same access to the new president and to meetings that he
enjoyed under Reagan. In fact, the vice president had been instrumen-
tal in seeing to it that Fitzwater was a participant in every major Rea-
gan meeting. Yet in discussing Fitzwater’s role in the new administra-
tion, Bush was now a bit reticent. “Do you have any questions?” Bush
asked him. “Just the one you advised me to ask when I joined President
Reagan,” Fitzwater replied. “Will I have access to you, and to all meet-
ings?” Although Bush frowned, he thought it would work out. Fitzwa-
ter then asked about NSC meetings, which he attended under Reagan.
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“Well I don’t know,” Bush pondered. “Some of those might not be ap-
propriate.” Sensing trouble, Fitzwater pulled back and told Bush,
“Let’s wait and see how it works out.”

In Fitzwater’s view, the exchange typified Bush’s “penchant for se-
crecy.” “His personality was naturally prone to compartmentalization,
which means secrecy. He asked people for advice on their specialty—
economics, foreign policy, press, etc.—but seldom held open discus-
sions. This later proved to be a weakness, especially in considering the
country’s economic conditions. . . . It meant he would never think to
invite me to a nonmedia meeting.”107

Following his appointment as chief of staff, John Sununu took over
from Teeter the responsibility of dealing with the White House staff
and its organization. As Jim Pinkerton relates, “Whenever Sununu got
appointed, at that point it became clear that Sununu was running
things. Somewhere along there I realized my reporting funnel now is
Sununu and [Sununu deputies] Andy Card and Ed Rogers. Whatever
that date was, that’s when Pinkerton read the tea leaves power-wise.”’108

Sununu’s appointment by November 17 also gave him time to work
on White House matters. Although he was still the New Hampshire
governor, Sununu commuted regularly between Washington and his
home in Salem. By that date, he had already begun to think about his
own staff, and his daily schedule shows numerous meetings over the
following weeks with some of the persons who would come to occupy
staff positions, as well as meetings with outgoing Reagan Chief of
Staff Ken Duberstein and Congressman Dick Cheney, who held the
same position under Ford.!%® Sununu convened periodic meetings on
“White House organization,” and he met with several members of Con-
gress. He also participated in the budget working group, was part of the
CASAG personnel process, and met with various constituency groups.

Sununu could rely on the able services of deputy Andrew Card.
Card was not only close to Bush but also came to know Sununu start-
ing in the early 1970s, when both were involved in politics in their
local communities (Card in Massachusetts, Sununu in New Hamp-
shire). “I was picked by both President Bush and John Sununu, and that
distinction was relatively unique among the White House staff.”110

Card’s experience served him well. Even before Sununu’s appoint-
ment (much less Card’s) was formally announced, Sununu had asked
him to help out. Card quickly began to assemble information useful to
planning the new staff system:

I knew where to go in the White House, and I went to the executive
clerk’s office in the White House and got copies of all of the flow
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charts of presidents going back to Eisenhower. Then I drew a list of
all of the responsibilities I knew of in the White House from my days
there and from talking to policy people and the career staff. And then
we just went through, deciding whether or not those responsibilities
appropriately rested in the White House and what structure would
best serve the president to meet those policies.!11

Experience and personal ties in the Bush network also helped other
top aides both understand and adapt to their new positions. Just as
David Bates could go to Craig Fuller for advice about the job of sec-
retary to the cabinet,!12 Jim Cicconi could turn to Richard Darman. In
Cicconi’s case, since Darman had done “an exceptional job in that po-
sition, one of the first things I did was sit down with Dick and get his
advice.”113

But Cicconi, whose position as staff secretary handled “everything
going to and from the president,” also recounts that some changes were
made: “I had slightly different responsibilities than Dick. He had the
administrative operation of the White House reporting to him; I did
not. But I had scheduling, which he did not have. That had been re-
porting to Deaver while Darman was in there.” Adjustments were es-
pecially made to fit George Bush’s desired working ways: “But the
biggest difference was that we worked for very different presidents
who approached the job and their workload differently. Just as he had
to adjust to Ronald Reagan in the way Reagan preferred to work, I had
to adjust to the way George Bush preferred to work.”114

A number of the incoming Bush White House staffers could also
rely on the good auspices of the Reaganites they were replacing. David
Bates had been able to turn to his outgoing counterpart, Nancy Risque.
Cicconi could rely not just on Darman but also on Rhett Dawson, as
did J. Bonnie Newman, whose duties in White House management also
overlapped with Dawson’s job as director of White House operations.
As head of the transition personnel operation, Untermeyer developed a
close relationship with Robert Tuttle, whom Untermeyer was slated to
replace after the inauguration, as did Boyden Gray with Arthur Culva-
house, his opposite number in the Reagan White House. The Bush
transition also enjoyed good cooperation in assembling information
pertinent to the White House staff.115

Some organizational changes and parceling of responsibilities were
based “on the personalities that came in,” according to Andrew Card.
Some resulted from job negotiations: “As with any kind of job search,
there were some people who said ‘I will come and work at the White
House, but I want this condition met.” It might be a title, it might be an
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added area of responsibility, or it could have been ‘I want my office in
the West Wing or whatever.”” There were “some suggestions that came
from potential employees that were outrageous, some that were rea-
sonable. Some were disruptive to the original flow-chart thinking and
some weren’t.”’116

Jim Pinkerton’s experience in being hired as domestic policy ad-
viser in charge of policy planning is revealing about the informal
process of determining positions and responsibilities. According to
Pinkerton, one day Jim Cicconi

sat me down and said, “Here’s the way it works. There is an assistant
to the president, and it won’t be you. There will be a deputy assistant,
and that will be you. So we will also make you director of OPD.”
That’s the way it usually works. The assistant is theoretically at the
president’s elbow, sitting there helping him. As a sort of sop they say
the deputy assistant is director of the office [of policy development].

But Pinkerton was reluctant to.take the position, largely because
the person who would be at the assistant-to-the-president level had yet
to be named:

I kind of figured since I don’t know who it is going to be, don’t make
me director of the office either, because Mr. Big will get in there and
take one look at me and say, “Pinkerton, you’re obviously the right
guy to run things” or “Pinkerton, you’re obviously the wrong guy to
run things.” In which case I would hate to have the title taken away.
So I sort of went for a lateral kind of thing. I said, “Look, we don’t
know who it is going to be; for better or worse I am sort of a loose
guy, a speculative type. Just put me in charge of, give me the title of
policy planning. I like the deputy-assistant part, that will be fun, but
don’t make it for policy development, make it for policy planning. In
that way if the guy comes in and doesn’t like me, it will be “pretend
I don’t work for him.” That’s actually the way it kind of worked.117

In sum, as one press report notes, “Through a succession of stylis-
tic touches, [Bush] succeeded, in the month since Election Day, in
nearly extinguishing the memory of his ungentlemanly campaign and
forging instead a relaxed, spontaneous image.”118

The president-elect had assembled a cabinet and staff populated with
longtime friends, most with a high degree of prior governmental experi-
ence. Yet the question remained whether imagery and friendship would
translate into policy substance; whether Bush and his associates would
be able to establish policies and programs under difficult budgetary

George Bush: A Friendly Takeover? 225

circumstances; and whether Bush’s own considerable background and
experience would yield the kind of leadership needed for his presidency.

L I

In many respects, the 1988 transition had all the appearances of an ef-
fective effort that would culminate in a successful early administration.
Although Untermeyer’s initial assignment was, by design, comparably
modest, Bush had given some thought to what his administration might
look like even before his election was secure. He and his associates
also monitored and otherwise provided oversight to Untermeyer’s op-
eration, and none of the tension that had plagued Carter (and even the
preelection jockeying for position in the Reagan inner circle eight
years before) emerged.

The day after the election, Bush moved immediately to set up his
transition operation and was ready to announce several key appoint-
ments: Baker at State, Untermeyer and Gray in the White House. The
transition clearly benefited from the good auspices of the Reagan ad-
ministration, both before and after the election. Advice and information
of various sorts were quickly conveyed, giving members of the transi-
tion both an easy start and a head start. Many of them also could draw
on their own experiences in past Republican transitions and presiden-
cies. This was not just a friendly takeover—it was a familiar takeover.

Like Jimmy Carter, Bush had a propensity to draw on trusted as-
sociates. As a political insider, however, Bush could tap a pool of tal-
ent—for both his cabinet and his White House staff—that had prior
White House or executive-branch experience (sometimes both). Where
it was lacking, something else valuable usually was there in its stead:
congressional experience or, as in Governor Sununu’s case, other forms
of executive leadership. But there was also one particular feature of
that personal relationship: their links were to George Bush, not neces-
sarily to each other, as had been the case with Reagan’s licutenants.

By all accounts it was a well-organized and -managed transition.
The prospect of Sununu’s appointment as chief of staff did generate a
bit of intramural politicking, but Bush let the Sununu matter play out
for a few days, then announced what had been his decision all along.
The negotiations over Teeter’s role in the new administration did linger,
which had some effect on getting the domestic policy staff up and run-
ning, but most of the other pieces of the transition fell into place.
Throughout, Bush played an active role, quite different from some of
Reagan’s indifference to staff and organizational matters and Carter’s
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preference for letting his fellow Georgians work differences out among
themselves. Bush played a direct role in selecting both staff and cabi-
net members, and he was directly involved in determining some of the
organizational matters and processes in which they would operate: re-
tention of the Reagan cabinet-council system and a White House staff
that had fewer assistants to the president at the top. Bush was espe-
cially determinative in Sununu’s selection as chief of staff and Scow-
croft’s as NSC adviser.

Policy, too, had begun to be formed during the transition. Foreign
policy clearly was moving forward due to the efforts of Baker, Scowcroft,
and Bush. The budget, taxes, and the deficit had already begun to bear
Richard Darman’s considerable imprint. Steps had also been taken to deal
with the savings-and-loan bailout. But on other domestic matters, the
agenda had yet to coalesce; it was one soft spot, but clearly a major one.

Although for the most part the Bush transition was well managed,
well organized, and attentive to personnel and organization issues, the
open question for the Bush transition—and for Bush himself—was
whether the judgments and choices made in these matters would prove
to be the right ones.
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6

Bush in Office

As the beneficiary of both a friendly and a familiar takeover, Bush was
in an enviable position upon taking office in 1989. On the surface,
much Jooked promising. Yet beneath, possible fault lines could emerge.
The services of a skilled and experienced staff had been enlisted, but
the White House was headed by a potentially powerful chief of staff in
John Sununu. During the transition, Sununu had pledged allegiance to
the philosophy of being a “neutral broker” as chief of staff, yet his own
public comments indicated that he also saw himself on occasion as a
policy advocate. Where would his allegiance fall once the administra-
tion was under way? Could advocacy be successfully merged with the
more custodial and managerial functions of the neutral-broker role?
How would Sununu’s own career experience as a long-serving state
governor accustomed to making his own executive decisions and as
someone new to the Washington scene meld with his now quite differ-
ent responsibilities? Were his critics right about the potential risks in
his ability to delegate, be cooperative, and curb his own ego?

Both Bush and Sununu had put great thought into the operations of
their White House staff. But again, the effects of some of these changes
would await the new presidency. Understandably, Bush had sought to re-
duce the “title creep” over the eight years of the Reagan White House.
But some of the units that were downgraded—especially the political af-
fairs and public liaison offices and the speechwriting staff—could affect
the selling of the Bush agenda and the place of politics in its crafting.
Did the Bush White House possess the ability not just to formulate pol-
icy but also to communicate those policies, to market and sell them, in
the absence of a Mike Deaver, David Gergen, or, in this case, Bob Teeter?
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