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THE PASSION OF
THE RUMSFELD
Congress stages an ordeal by rubber stamp

By Wayne Biddle

Le annual Capitol Hill exercise of
maneuvering a 775,OOO-square-foot
rubber stamp onto the defense budget
began on a frigid February morning
when half of the neighborhood was
shut down by Ricinus communis, a
member of the spurge family of plants
so called since the Middle Ages
for their purgative powers. Oil
from the castor bean has not
been taken as a laxative by
many Americans since the Lit-
tle Rascals generation, but it
still finds use as a commer-
cial lubricant, one that the
military-industrial complex
might find very handy in this
year of soaring national debt.
With Senate office buildings
along Constitution Avenue
quarantined after the discov-
ery of Ricinus powder in Ma-
jority Leader Bill Frist's mail,
both armed-services commit-
tees were forced to convene
across the Hill in 2118 Ray-
burn, one of the grandest House cham-
bers. "I feel somewhat like a bishop,"
observed John Warner of Virginia,
chairman of the Senate panel, from
his high dais-precisely how he is re-
garded by generals, admirals, and sec-

Wayne Biddle lives and writes in the Wash-
ington' D.C., area. His last letter from
Washington, "The Work/'s Biggest Tab,"
appeared in theJanuary issue.

Illustration by Leif Parsons

retaries of defense who appear before
him to account for their dispersements
of hundreds of billions of dollars.

Humans and horses are two of the
animals most vulnerable to ricin-
horses especially so, since they cannot
vomit. The military has returned to

degoutant levels of spending after a
post-Soviet decade of relative mod-
eration, driven by a war against ter-
rorism even more amorphous than
the Red menace that served so lucra-
tively for fiftyyears. Whoever the nut
was who sent that toxic letter had no
idea what a perfect curtain-raiser it
would be for the FY2005 defense bill.
Unless he did, but we must put that
fascinating possibility aside for the

sake of rational discourse. What is
undeniable is that the war seemed to
come home that morning, which al-

ways helps unfold the na-

A tional wallet.

nother war was coming home,
too-still coming home,
though the generation that sur-
vived its catastrophes is well
into the age when memory be-
comes more of an organic prob-
lem than a political flashpoint,
The activities of President
Bush and contender John Ker-
ry during the Vietnam era-as
far distant now as the Spanish
Civil War was then-attained
at least the level of attention
signified by newsweekly cover
stories because the President
regularly storyboardshimself as
military personnel and Kerry
adorns himself with fiftyish vet-
erans on the campaign trail.
Few American leaders attain,

let alone keep, positions of national
stature without demonstrating loyalty
to the "monstrous exotic," as Walt
Whitman called the armed services.
The demeanor of the committee mem-
bers in 2118 Rayburn, whose consti-
tutional role is to act as stewards of
the public purse, showed just how
seamless this loyalty has become.

"We must remember that defense
of our homeland begins on the dis-
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tant battlefields of the world," in-
toned the theatrically courtly Warn-
er, who was secretary of the Navy for
twenty-three months during the sec-
ond Nixon Administration while
still married to Paul Mellon's daugh-
ter, Catherine. Their 1973 divorce
delivered Atoka, a 550-acre estate in
Fauquier County horse country, plus
the millions to run it, which he used
to entertain multitudes of Republi-
can activists. In 1976 he entered a
state of matrimony with Elizabeth
Taylor, whose celebrity helped him
win a close election to the Senate
two years later. Although he has
kept that seat ever since, his term as
her seventh husband ended in 1982.
Now seventy-seven, he appears fo-
cused on running the committee,
even on the day last December of his
third wedding, to the widow by sui-
cide of longtime Republican hand
Paul Vander Myde, an assistant sec-
retary of commerce during the Rea-
gan years.

"I'm encouraged by my initial re-
view of the President's defense bud-
get for the fiscal year 2005," he as-
sured Donald Rumsfeld, who had
brought along the Pentagon's top
money man, comptroller Dov Zak-
heim, just in case anybody wasn't
encouraged. "This request of $401.7
billion for the department repre-
sents a 5 percent increase over the
FY04 authorized level and the
fourth straight year of growth for
the defense budget. This sends a
strong signal to the world of Ameri-
ca's commitment to freedom. And
the President and you, Mr. Secre-
tary, deserve special recognition be-
cause we know the competitive
forces on our budget today." That
is, the Department of Defense was
the only federal agency to receive a
significant raise other than Home- .
land Security.

After a brief statement by the pan-
el's senior Democrat, Carl Levin of
Michigan, pointing out that the bud-
get was at least $50 billion short be-
cause it contained no funds for keep-
ing troops in Iraq or Afghanistan,
and that a presidential "stop-loss" or-
der involuntarily extending soldiers'
enlistment had been necessary to
keep sufficient numbers of them
there at all, Rumsfeld had his go.
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First, he gratefully acknowledged
that $401.7 billion represented "an
enormous amount of taxpayers'
hard-earned money" but insisted,
like the Cold Warrior he used to
be, that "such investments will
likely be required for a number of
years to come, because our nation is
engaged in a struggle that could
well go on for a number of years."
He then turned to a subject of some
current contention: .

During my confirmation hearing ... I
was asked what would keep me up at
night. And I answered, "intelli-
gence." I said thatbecause the chal-
lenge facing the intelligence commu-
nity today is truly difficult.Their task'
is to penetrate closed societies-and
you [to staff]might want to put that
picture of a closed society up-and
organizations and try and learn
things our adversaries don't want
them to know. That's the Korean
peninsula. The DMZ is the line in
the middle. South Korea-the same
people as in North Korea-has got
light. This is a satellite photo. It has
light and energyand opportunity and
a vibrant democratic system. North
Korea is a dark, dark country.

With this image firmly in the
minds of the peering committee
members, he went on to lament the
"impression that has and is being
created of broad intelligence fail-
ures," that "intelligence will never
be perfect," and that "we do not,
will not, and cannot know every-
thing that's going on in this world
of ours."

Chairman. Warner then commend-
ed him for his "very strong and infor-
mative and forthright statement."

The secretary was not quite off the
hook, but essentially so. Levin
sought clarification on how he could
have stated publicly in September
2002 that Iraq had "amassed large
clandestine stockpiles of chemical
weapons" when the Defense Intelli-
gence Agency produced a secret
study that same month saying,
"There is no reliable information on
whether Iraq is producing and stock-
piling chemical weapons." To which
Rumsfeld replied, "I'm sure I never
saw that piece of intelligence."

The rest of the session consisted
of light sparring with Democratic

members such as Ted Kennedy and
Hillary Clinton over the intelli-
gence thing and the $50 billion
shortsheeting. On 'the latter, Rums-
feld claimed, with Dov Zakheim's
support, that wars have always been
funded by supplemental requests.
This was an untruth. But that Zak-
heim, who would resign in March,
had called it a "pathological system"
at his first press conference as comp-
troller in May 2001 was not placed
in the congressional record. Repub-
lican members mostly used their
time to assuage perceived insults
from across the aisle, except for Ari-
zona senator John McCain, who
predicted a "very large exodus" from
the National Guard now that 40
percent of the troops in Iraq were
being drawn from such units.
Demonstrating why the White
House treats him so warily, he also
sharply questioned why "many
members of the Defense Policy
[Board] and [Defense] Science Board
were lobbying DOD and Air Force
officials to approve the lease of a
hundred Boeing 767" tankers, call-
ing this an "incestuous relation-
ship.' Warner then adjourned

the hearing in time"T for lunch.

"hen the House Armed Ser-
vices Committee gathered that after-
noon in its home chamber, Chair-
man Duncan Hunter, a former Army
Ranger who represents part of San
Diego County, greeted Rumsfeld
with the hope that he had not
"grown weary of the Rayburn Build-
ing yet" and noted his "crunch for
time." Like Senator Warner, he
complimented the secretary for mak-
ing "a sound attempt to balance the
urgent needs of the theaters of war
with long-term requirements,"
though no one had penciled in the
missing $50 billion during
lunchtime. The budget was "a good

. package-one of the few budgets
that has been presented that is an
increase," which he somehow pegged
at 7 percent instead of Warner's 5
percent. The senior Democrat, Ike
Skelton, then applauded the in-
crease, too, but said the Army de-
served more.

Rumsfeld repeated his morning



performance, complete with photo
of dark, dark North Korea. Ques-
tions from House members tend to
be more parochial than those from
senators, concentrating on the full-
ness of the local pork barrel. The tes-
timony produced few zingers, other
than nitpicking matters such as that
when the Iraq war began just 1,600
sets of body armor were being pro-
duced per month for several hundred
thousand troops, so that only as of
January 2004 did all personnel in the
combat theater have realistically
protective flak jackets to wear. Like-
wise, of some 11,000 Humvee jeeps,
only about 500 were armored at the
beginning of combat, and the cur-
rent total is still just 2,000.

"Some body's going to die because
the door ... of the Humvee is no
better than my CJ-7, which is in
glass and canvas," ventured Rob
Simmons, a Republican from SUY-
obsessed Connecticut, albeit using
the wrong verb tense-many sol-
diers have already been killed or
maimed in these vehicles. The sub-
ject was dropped, however, and just
why an army that spends upwards of
$100 billion a year was caught flat-
footed on an issue as conventional
as armor, going into battle with
dumb-cluck gear, remains unknown.

When Loretta Sanchez, a Califor-
nia Democrat, tried to press Rumsfeld
on WMD intelligence and the miss-
ing operational funds for Iraq and
Afghanistan, she was cut short by
Hunter, while Rumsfeld laughingly
suggested they have lunch.

Hunter eventually brought the af-
ternoon to a climax with a short
speech about how "the revelations
that we've seen-the film of people
being pushed off buildings, people
being executed, the hundreds, now,
of mass graves that are being turned.
up in Iraq-all say one thing and
that is that what we did was right
and that the moral purpose of the
people wearing the uniform of the
United States was right and that
this debate that is now taking place
over whether or not our intelligence
was perfectly accurate does not go to
that point-that we have undertak-
en and are finishing an enormous
task for humanity."

"Mr. Chairman, I must say, I agree

LETTER FROM WASHINGTON 67

HARPERS
MAG A Z N E

1850-2000

CONTINUE THE CELEBRATION

Harper'sMagazine celebrated its
sesquicentennial by publishing

AN AMERICAN ALBUM: One
Hundred and Fifty Years of Harper's
Magazine-a 712-page, richly
illustrated volume of the best writing
from the magazine's pages. Herman
Melville, Nathaniel Hawthorne,
Frederic Remington, Walt Whitman,
Winslow Homer, Mark Twain, Edith
Wharton, Willa Cather, Eudora
Welty, John Cheever, Philip Roth, .
John Updike, Norman Mailer, David
Mamet, Annie Dillard, Tom Wolfe,
David Foster Wallace-and scores
of other writers and artists who
have made an indelible impression
on America's literary history are
represented here.

Foreword by Arthur M. Schlesinger
Jr. Introduction by editor Lewis H.
Lapham.

AN AMERICAN ALBUM is a
window on life in this country and
an essential heirloom addition to
any library.

SPECIAL OFFER!
Exclusivelyfor Harper'sMagazine

subscribers.An AmericanAlbum for
$25-50% off the $50 retail price.

For more information, see pg. 78 or visit
www.harpers.org/americanalbum

Distributed by Acorn Alliance
An American Album ships book rate, please allow

6-8 weeks for delivery.

H 0 S T I L E C 0 N T R A C T
A B U T M A L 0 0 0 R o U S R
R E S U M M 0 N E 0 o A C R E
P A P R I B 0 E S C A R T E S
I U E A X K E L J U o 0 I S T
S A N L U I S R E Y H Q 0 E L
T A S M A N I A F L o U N C E
B R I A R S N 0 F A G o T T I
E P o N T E V E C C H I 0 P N
L 0 N 0 o N A G 0 G A T H A T
L 0 C A LSI L V E R W A R E
y L T T A U N 0 E N P E L T R
F L o 0 Z I E B R 0 o K L Y N
U P T R E N 0 A E M o R o S E
L L OY D G 0 L o E N G A T E

SOLUTION TO THE
APRIL PUZZLE

NOTES FOR
"CROSS- WORDS":

Undued answers are
BRIDGES. Famous: LON-
DON, GOLDEN GATE,
BROOKLYN, SAN LUIS
REY, PONTE VECCHIO,
and also LLOYD, BEAU, and
] EFF; types of: TRESTLE,
SUSPENSION, COVERED;
and, of course, CONTRACT
and AUCTION.

Puzzle editing by Dan Asimov.
Anagrams are indicated with an asterisk (*).

ACROSS: 1. *; 8. a-but; 9. *; 12. resumtMon.led: 14. hidden; 16. palindrome; 17.
hidden; 18. *; 19. jutdo-is)t: 21. satfrev.l-mania: 24. fl-ounce, 25. b(r-l)ars; 26.
fa-Igotj-ti: 32. ago-G; 35. thte-dernocr iat: 37. lo-cal; 39. "; 41. two mngs.; 42.
fl(zoo-rev.)ie; 43. *; 44. mortso-rev.)e.

DOWN: 1. ha(RP-is)t; 2. I(n)-MMIX; 3. lamblsjkints): 4. *; 5. o(d)d(n)e(s)s; 6.
n(O)D.; 7. R-oar; 10. seldo(m)*; 11. road-hv-gotrev.): 13. hidden; 15. *; 20.
qu(O)it; 22. man-D.A.-Tory; 23. in-Va-In; 25. bel(lyf*)u*-L; 27. inter-nee; 28. re-
versal; 29. en-suing; 30. Harpo-on; 31. Pvartv; 33. glo(b)al*; 34. g(e)nome; 36.
hall-Ova, 38.l(A-Z)ed; 40. To(Ron)to.

http://www.harpers.org/americanalbum


completely with what you've said,"
Rumsfeld replied.

"We invite you back here any-
time, Mr. Secretary."

"I hope you will."
And there ended the day's

A congressional oversight.

week later, Rumsfeld re-
turned to the Hill at the invitation
of the House Appropriations Com-
mittee's defense subpanel. Since the
turbulent presidency of Andrew
Jackson in the 1830s, when Congress
was wracked by party rifts and the
tactic of larding budget bills with po-
litical riders became dysfunctional,
the process of authorizing govern-
ment spending has been on a sepa-
rate legislative track from actually
ordering cash to flow from the T rea-
sury. Although the two armed-ser-
vices committees have acquired a
well-deserved reputation for cheer-
leading as authorizers of the military
budget-their office decor is more
Kriegsakademie than the Pen ta-
gon's-the integrity of the system is
supposed to be stiffened by having
other groups, the appropriations
committees, pass expenditures on a
line-by-line basis. But the appropria-
tors are today just as patriotically
proud as the authorizers of their abil-
ity to hand out staggering sums of
money. Representative Jerry Lewis, a
California life-insurance salesman
from San Bernardino County who
chairs the Defense Appropriations
Subcommittee, greeted Rumsfeld by
promising to protect him from pres-
sures elsewhere in Congress "target-
ing our budget" (which he described
as "just a slight smidge beyond $400
billion") and to make sure it was
"not eroded by other wish lists."

Although one Democrat, David
Obey of Wisconsin, had the gall to
tell the secretary that "this budget is
no more a budget than a chorus of ka-
zoos is the Marine Band," because it
contained nothing for the war, Rums-
feld was left free to make use of his
same dark, dark North Korea script
from the week before.There were then
a few more queries about thin-skinned
Humvees. ("We had a threat situa-
tion in Iraq that was changing," of-
fered General Richard Myers, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs, who
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accompanied Rumsfeld; new "up-ar-
mored" models would now "protect
our folks, keep from meeting them
here at Walter Reed or worse.") But
the atmosphere remained loose
enough for David Hobson, Republican
from Ohio, to inquire about an "order"
he had heard of on a recent fact-
finding tour of Iraq that no more Burg-
er Kings or Taco Bells would be built
for the troops "because there's a big
contractor complaining that the kids
aren't eating in the chow hall." The
name Halliburton was no!' uttered,
and the query went unanswered.

Taking up the rear of the line of
interrogators was Jim Moran, a
seven-term Democrat who repre-
sents the northern Virginia district
containing the Pentagon. He has
been in somewhat bad odor even
within his own party since observing
at a March 2003 antiwar rally in sub-
urban Reston that "if it were not for
the strong support of the Jewish
community for this war with Iraq, we
would not be doing this." He duly
apologized, and has tried to move on

'as best he can. "Mr. Secretary, I'm
sorry that your last questioner could
not be treating you in the kind of
warm and fuzzymanner that you pre-
fer," he began. He then charged that
the $10 billion earmarked for fight-
ing global terrorism in FY2003 that
Congress had refused to authorize-
an action Rumsfeld regularly cites as
justification for seeking Iraq money
through supplementals-was a "slush
fund," not a properly defined esti-
mate, and therefore rightly denied.
"The service chiefs all said within
the last week that they were going to
run bone dry of money by the end of
June," he continued. "To wait until
after the presidential elections [to
submit a supplemental request] is
blatantly playing politics in every-
one's perspective. And I think that
discredits the budget office of the
Department of Defense and the
Congress's role itself:'

Mr. Moran had some more points to
make, but Chairman Lewis admon-
ished him to "move right along, sir,"

and within minutes gaveled

I the hearing to an end.

t might be of interest that the
2005 defense bill contains $341 mil-

lion for work on the B-2 Stealth
bomber, which was developed twen-
ty years ago to drop H-bombs on
Moscow; $4.7 billion for the next-
generation F-22 "Raptor" jet fighter,
which will enhance the superiority
of American warplanes in skies
where they have not been chal-
lenged in the least bit by any exist-
ing or potential rival for a genera-
tion; $1. 75 billion for the V -22
"Osprey" tilt-rotor aircraft that has
slaughtered its test crews for
decades; $2.6 billion for the new
Virginia-class attack submarine that
has no foe whatsoever; and $10.2
billion for "Star Wars" anti-missile
defense that, well, requires no rea-
son at all by now. These programs
alone total nearly $20 billion, about
the level of Harvard University's en-
dowment and greater than the GNP
of most nations. There will be little
or nothing said about these pro-
grams as the budget wends its way
through, Congress for enactment
next fall.

Far more demanding of the elec-
torate's. attention will be whether
President Bush goofed his way
through the Air National Guard
rather than go to Southeast Asia,
which would have been a no-brain:
er for any young man outside the
patriotic-doofus category, to use a
popular old phrase from those days.
Or whether John Kerry realized
what a turkey asshole, likewise, he
had been by going, and then tried
to keep others from making the
same mistake. These are the terms
that can still bring men to fisticuffs
in stinky barrooms across the land
any night of the week. They are just
like why the previous generation
still cannot bear to mention Japan-
ese civilians when the Enola Gay is
put on display and why the genera-
tion before that could not stand to
talk about what greeted the green
farmboy recruits sent to. France in
1918. They are why nature intend-
ed that old soldiers should fade
away along with whoever supported
or opposed them. And they are why
members of Congress would appar-
ently rather do almost anything this
year than take a hard look at that
$401.7 billion of taxpayers' hard-
earned money. _


