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whole time, he strokes her hair and cups her chin, caress-
es her cheek and cups her chin again, not even aware of 
what he’s doing. He’s a person who loves with his hands, 
who gives affection without reserve. And Finnegan loves 
him back the same way, leaning against him with abso-
lute trust and pride. Then little Natalie toddles up and 
wraps her arms around his leg. 

➡ The next morning, sixty-nine million 
Americans have decided to give him a new job, and 
there’s no time to rest. He wakes up early next to Jill in 
his suite at the Fairmont Hotel, cozy under the thick 
white duvet, and slips on a pair of jeans as a small ges-
ture of freedom after all the months of ceremony and 
scrutiny. But now just getting out of the hotel is a ma-
jor operation requiring an advance team of Secret Ser-
vice agents to map the route and another team to flank 
him every step of the way. The scale of everything has 
increased. His personal security detail has gone from 
fewer than ten to as many as thirty. The city of Chica-
go is assigning sixty officers just to guard the transition 
headquarters over at the Kluczynski Federal Building. 
He always liked to just hop into the pickup for a run to 
the dump or the hardware store. Those days are over. 
Now wherever he goes, bomb-sniffing dogs precede 
him. This is going to take some getting used to. 

At today’s meeting, it’s just the core transition group—
Obama, Rahm Emanuel, John Podesta, Valerie Jarrett, 
and a few others. “It started with Barack saying to me, 
‘Joe, can you submit to me names of the people you think 
we should be putting in this Cabinet?’ ” Biden says.

For the next month, this takes up 75 percent of their 
time. Biden’s short list included many of the names that 
end up being chosen, among them Robert Gates, Hillary 
Clinton, and General James L. Jones. He likes Gates for 
the many improvements he’s made in Iraq, for his ear-
ly call to close Guantánamo, for being a straight shoot-
er. And continuity seems essential in the middle of two 
wars. He’s known Jones since the early 1980s, when he 
was the Marine Corps liaison to the Senate. In the nine-
ties, Jones helped Biden goose Clinton and the Joint 
Chiefs into the Balkans. As for Hillary Clinton, he agrees 
with her on almost every issue. 

Obama makes it very clear that he wants these personnel deliber-
ations kept very private. There’s also a consensus that Biden should 
keep a low profile for a while. The way Axelrod puts it, every time 
you stick your head up, people want answers you don’t know yet. 
Better just to stay low-key. 

Biden takes this to heart. He even shuts out longtime staffers like 
Tony Blinken, who flew by his side on eight trips to Iraq and is like-
ly to sign on as his new foreign-policy advisor. They would fish for 
information, but Biden would just smile and say, “I’m not talking 
about it.” Same with his plans to banish the Cheney era by install-
ing new procedures and guidelines for accountability—for now, the 

It’s the “Portage Fees” That’ll Get You . . .

Barack Obama needs you, she said. Standing there with the expres-
sion of an impish angel, twirling an orange ribbon in her fingers. 
She’s in the fourth grade, her favorite subject is social studies, and, 
um . . .What do you want to be when you grow up?

She grins. “I want to be president!”
Biden strolls up behind her. “Did you say anything nice?”
She gives him a mischievous smile.
“I have absolute confidence in my granddaughter,” he says, en-

dorsing her for president at some point on down the road. 
Then they talk about the pool at the vice-president’s mansion and 

the possibility of a puppy—the important things, as he puts it. The 

❙  Obama introducing his running mate to the world, 
Springfield, Illinois, August 23, 2008.

It  ’s n ev e r b e e n  cheap for reporters to cover a presidential campaign, but by all accounts the charges levied on them by the campaigns 
in 2008 set records. Just to get on campaign buses and planes, journalists had to offer an open-ended, no-limit credit card. They would then 
be charged a prorated share of travel and related expenses—as determined by the campaigns. And no press corps paid more for the privilege 
of covering the same stump speech day after day than Biden’s. Fewer in number than Obama’s, McCain’s, or Palin’s followers, each had to eat 
a bigger slice of the pie. Esquire’s John Richardson was billed more than $1,000 a day for the six days he spent with the veep-elect during the 
last week of the race. Among the charges:



87

push for transparency is going to have to be conducted in secret. 
He’s so eager to play by Obama’s rules, his wife teases him about it. 
“He’s the president, man,” he says in answer.

“What even my staff didn’t quite understand is, I really thought 
this through,” he tells me later. “I’ve been here for eight, nine vice-
presidents. I’ve been intimately involved with at least four of those 
presidents and vice-presidents. I mean, I know how this job works. 
There’s going to be really good days and lousy days but the truth of 
the matter is, I crossed that Rubicon, I made that judgment. And 
it’s not been hard.”

Two days later, still in Chicago, at the transition team’s first eco-
nomic conference, he’s sitting in the chair next to Obama with 
some of the most consequential economic thinkers in the world 
arrayed around him—Larry Summers right across the table, Paul 
Volcker two seats to his left, Robert Rubin to his right, Warren 
Buffett on the speakerphone. After Robert Reich presents the 
morning’s dismal jobs report, Biden speaks up. It’s a mistake to 
focus on bailing out one side or the other, he says. America’s eco-
nomic policy can’t turn into a competition between Wall Street 
and the workers. He’s been thinking about this for a long time 
and he has lots of detailed ideas—infrastructure development, 
for example, which would lay the foundations for business suc-
cess in the twenty-first century and generate tens of thousands 
of construction jobs. 

“Here’s the point I was making,” he says. “If the middle class 
doesn’t grow, America fails, and I just wanted to remind some of 
the intellectual powerhouses in that meeting. 

“It wasn’t so much that people weren’t consciously aware of the 
perspective I articulated, but nobody specifically articulated it. I 
just wanted to make sure, ‘We’re all on the same page, right guys? 
This has to be done.’ So I kept coming back to that—I don’t think 
Wall Street can survive without Main Street doing well. Look, 70 
percent of this economy is consumer driven. How can you not 
look at Main Street?” 

Everyone at that meeting was sworn to secrecy, so none of this 
hits the press. Instead, the Obama team keeps the focus on the ba-
nal surface: Biden and wife get a tour of the vice-president’s man-
sion from Lynne and Dick Cheney, Biden goes to Nantucket for his 
thirty-third annual Thanksgiving retreat, on his sixty-sixth birth-
day Obama presents him with cupcakes. The press starts referring 
to him as the “incredible shrinking vice-president.” Politico.com 
says that he “generates less buzz than the nonexistent first pup-
py.” Even Biden jokes about it, “Ever since the election, nobody 
pays any attention to me at all.”

Behind the scenes, he goes about his business. He calls the pres-
ident of Georgia, the president of Colombia, the three leading can-
didates for prime minister of Israel. He meets with Al Gore and 
Walter Mondale, quizzing them on their approach to the vice-
presidency. He joins Obama for their daily CIA briefing. Deep in-
to the practical issues of reorganizing the government, a key task 
that includes streamlining the bureaucracy and creating new of-
fices to fight cyber attacks and weapons proliferation, he spends 
three days a week in Chicago with Obama.

“I’ve been impressed with this guy,” he says. “I was impressed 

with him already or I wouldn’t have 
joined the ticket, but watching him un-
ravel a knot is an interesting phenom-
enon—the guy is really disciplined. He 
listens and then he asks the right ques-
tion. And he goes, ‘I don’t need that, I 
need this,’ and you can see these guys 
in the first couple of meetings—people 
who don’t know him that well—going, 
‘Whoa.’ ”

As soon as the major positions are 
filled and the organizational issues are 
moving, the core team then prioritiz-
es the top fifteen or twenty policy is-
sues that they’ll have to tackle on Jan-
uary 20, starting to review and refine 
the options. 

And that’s when things really start 
to heat up. December is no rest for any-
body. By 7:00 a.m. every day, he’s on the 
phone with Ron Klain, his new chief 
of staff, with a list too long for one day. 
He’ll meet with Secretary Gates, spend 
two hours with Hillary Clinton, inter-
view a few candidates for his own of-
fice, spend some time with John Pod-
esta reviewing the latest on where they 
are with Cabinet selections, meet with 
a potential Cabinet candidate that the 
president-elect wants him to interview, 
and report to him on that. Then he’ll 
make some calls to the Hill to suss out 
the confirmability of one of the poten-
tial nominees. Then he’ll be on the sev-
en o’clock back to Wilmington, and af-
ter he gets home and has a bite to eat, 
he’ll be back on the phone with Klain 
at 11:00 p.m.

In the swirl of activity and adjust-
ment, he forgets to tell the Obama team 
that he’s going to attend the ceremony 
for his son Beau’s deployment to Iraq. Doesn’t even occur to him 
that everything he does is now public and political. He doesn’t re-
alize that the new president could get questions like, you know, 
“By the way, what’s your view about his son being deployed?” And 
there’s that meeting that Biden’s guys should have been invited to 
but aren’t. Nothing intentional, but oh, Jesus. From now on, they 
have to clue each other in on every little thing.

“But there’s been nothing so far, knock on wood here, but there’s 
nothing that leads me to believe this won’t be—as I said during the 
campaign and I meant it—I think we fit, I think our personalities 
complement one another.”

Here, the personal and the political overlap. “The more I am with 
him as these decisions are made, the more I

W h a t  N o w ?

John 
Weaver
former chief  

strategist for  
John McCain

What’s the FIrst thing 
you’d like to see Pres-

ident Obama do in 
office? 

He should strengthen 
America’s security by 
closing Guantánamo 

and by ending torture. 
He should begin the 

responsible withdrawal 
from Iraq, refocus on 

bin Laden and Al Qaeda 
wherever they may be. 

And he should begin the 
process of uniting the 

civilized world against a 
nuclear-armed Iran.

What are you most 
looking forward to 
in the next decade? 
The regeneration of the 
Republican party into an 

attractive, center-right 
movement. The base 

by itself is not enough. 
We’re losing voters, and 

it’s because we can’t 
articulate what we stand 
for, and because our tone 

is too angry.

The only thing we 
have to fear is . . .

Hopelessness.

What’s your state of 
mind right now? 
Hopeful. Obviously I 

wanted John McCain to 
become our next presi-

dent, but it speaks well of 
Americans that Obama 

will become president. It 
speaks to the hopefulness 

of the American people.

[continued on page 119]
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realize how philo-
sophically in sync we are. It’s not like what 
I’ve seen in other presidents and vice-pres-
idents. We’re in sync on almost every major 
issue. I mean, how we view everything in a 
personal sense, from how well and real the 
relationship is between Jill and Michelle and 
how we view family. For example, there was 
something coming up, I forget what the hell 
it was, some meeting he wanted me to be at, 
an important meeting, and I said, ‘Well, look, 
Jill is having this procedure done’—she had 
been in an accident, she was getting this se-
ries of shots in the back of her neck to ease 
the—she’s not big on needles. To other pres-
idents, I’d have to say, ‘Well, look guy . . .’ It 
wasn’t even a question. ‘Of course, you gotta 
go with your wife.’ I didn’t have to call and say 
‘Can I?’ It was just, ‘I’m not coming.’ And his 
response was, ‘You shouldn’t come.’ It goes all 
the way from that level to choosing the Cab-
inet members. When I submitted my list, he 
didn’t choose off my list. It turns out that his 
list was almost identical to mine.”

But still, the truth is, standing there silently 
while another guy does all the talking doesn’t 
come naturally to him. He looks like a man 
not entirely sure where he is as he accompa-
nies the president-elect to announce the new 
government, as he stands meekly off Obama’s 
right shoulder. It’s like putting a boxer in the 
ring and telling him not to fight. He is not a 

[continued from page 87]

Joe Biden man like Dick Cheney, who was determined 
to remain elusive and mysterious. Rather, Joe 
Biden likes to change the world and then brag 
about it. He has done so many times. And that 
was why he wouldn’t give Obama a ready an-
swer when they first began talking in earnest 
about the possibility of his joining the ticket in 
the middle of last summer. He already had an 
important job. What he didn’t need was to be 
retired into a lesser job with a fancy title. Or 
some make-work assignment in the margins, 
like reinventing government. God, what a sen-
tence that would be. No, Biden required and 
received Obama’s assurances that he would 
be a partner in every major decision that is-
sued forth from the White House—that would 
be his portfolio. He would not be shunted to 
the kiddie table, only to be propped up next 
to the Speaker once a year at the State of the 
Union. 

He would not be John Nance Garner—a pil-
lar of Congress just like Biden, the Speaker 
of the House become FDR’s first vice-presi-
dent, now remembered to history for describ-
ing the office as “not worth a bucket of warm 
piss.” Or poor, emasculated Lyndon, another 
person uniquely unsuited to the role of atten-
dant. After Gore, and especially Cheney, the 
vice-president has escaped that sorry fate, 
and he’s likely never going back. But still, the 
sense of dislocation after thirty-six years of 
being his own man in the United States Sen-
ate was palpable. So when he finally broke 
his silence at the ceremony to introduce the 

new national-security team in early Decem-
ber, Biden couldn’t resist a little bit of sema-
phore. After praising the new president for his 
appointments, he began to speak in the first 
person, in public, for the first time in weeks, 
and the color returned to his animated face 
as if he were breathing pure oxygen. “I have 
worked with and admired each of the mem-
bers of this team. . . . ”

Biden gave his remarks a workmanlike 
brevity. Obama nodded his assent. Then the 
two men who will lead the country waved 
and walked from the stage. And so it was that 
Joe Biden, a man who had been given all the 
gifts except good timing, who had assumed 
that his moment would never come, took his 
place as the second most powerful man in 
the world. 

“Here’s the thing,” Biden told me. “This is 
an historic moment. I started my career fight-
ing for civil rights, and to be a part of what is 
both a moment in American history where 
the best people, the best ideas, the—how can I 
say it?—the single best reflection of the Amer-
ican people can be called upon—to be at that 
moment, with a guy who has such incredible 
talent and who is also a breakthrough figure 
in multiple ways—I genuinely find that ex-
citing. It’s a new America. It’s the reflection 
of a new America.” 

Biden goes quiet for a moment. “And I think 
we got it right,” he says. “We got it right, the 
president and vice-president. It’s the right 
order.” ≥




