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Introduction by Chester J. Pach, Ohio University 

f such a story gets out,” President Ronald Reagan admonished his top national security advisors in 
June 1984 at the end of a meeting about efforts to circumvent congressional restrictions on aid to the 
contras in Nicaragua, “we’ll all be hanging by our thumbs in front of the White House” (79). The 

President had the last word in what Malcolm Byrne describes in his superb new book, Iran-Contra, as an 
“extraordinary meeting” (79). In the Situation Room in the White House basement, Reagan presided over a 
gathering of the National Security Planning Group (NSPG) during which he discussed, with Vice President 
George H. W. Bush, CIA Director William Casey, Secretary of State George Shultz, Secretary of Defense 
Caspar Weinberger, and National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane, among others, plans to approach other 
nations for funding that could sustain the Contras. Congress had placed a ceiling on U.S. aid, and the 
president was eager to find ways to exceed that limitation. The major problem with soliciting such aid from 
foreign nations was that it was illegal, an impeachable offense according to James A. Baker III, White House 
Chief of Staff. The participants decided to seek a formal opinion from the Attorney General, one they hoped 
would supersede Baker’s judgment. Reagan’s final comment, as Byrne emphasizes, shows that the President 
was in the thick of the discussion and that he recognized the potentially dire consequences of the actions that 
the NSPG was considering. 

At the center of the discussion of the Iran-Contra scandal in the three decades since it became public 
knowledge in November 1986 has been the question of Reagan’s involvement and responsibility. Some 
analysts have blamed the scandal on zealous mid-level officials such as Colonel Oliver North, who engaged in 
illegal activities without the President’s knowledge. Others, such as the Tower Commission, which Reagan 
appointed to investigate Iran-Contra, have contended that the President was out of touch with his own 
administration and perhaps even so inattentive or addled that he did not know or could not remember basic 
facts about the policies he approved to support the Contras or to provide weapons to Iran in the hope of 
building influence that could secure the release of U.S. hostages in Lebanon. 

Byrne dismisses those explanations and places Reagan at the center of the policy making that led to Iran-
Contra. “The driving force behind both sides of the scandal was President Reagan himself,” he declares in the 
introduction. “Foot soldiers such as North carried out the operations . . .  but the documentary evidence–
including White House records released in recent years–supports the view that Reagan was a forceful 
participant in policy discussions, not the cartoon image of utter detachment often portrayed, and provided 
the primary guidance and direction to his staff on policies close to his heart” (3). In short, as the book’s 
subtitle indicates, this was “Reagan’s scandal.”  

Neither Reagan nor any of his top aides ended up hanging on the White House lawn, but the consequences 
of the scandal were severe. Independent Counsel Lawrence Walsh secured eleven convictions or guilty pleas to 
a variety of charges, but two of the convictions–of McFarlane and his successor as National Security Advisor, 
John Poindexter–were overturned on appeal. On Christmas Eve 1992, President Bush pardoned six figures in 
the scandal including Weinberger and former CIA official Duane (“Dewey”) Clarridge, neither of whose cases 
had yet gone to trial, and former Assistant Secretary of State Elliott Abrams, who had pleaded guilty to 
withholding information from Congress. Even though Walsh concluded that Reagan had created the 
conditions that led to the crimes of his subordinates, he decided that the President’s conduct had fallen “well 
short of criminality which could be successfully prosecuted” (321). 

“I 
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The result of the workings of the legal and political systems, in Byrne’s estimation, was that senior officials got 
“a pass for their actions. The president and vice president escaped with little more than a temporary dent in 
their poll numbers (and Bush was elected president in 1988)” (338). Others, such as North, Poindexter, or 
Abrams, either secured appointments in subsequent presidential administrations or established new and 
successful careers. Most ominously, Byrne warns that the conditions that led to the scandal could recur, 
including “a climate of international crisis requiring extreme measures in defense of the nation’s security, a 
charismatic president willing to trade on his approval ratings to push the limits of the office, a crop of loyal 
aides who see it as their mission to carry out the president’s wishes no matter what, a political opposition 
unwilling to challenge openly a popular president, and a media corps unable to pierce executive branch 
secrecy” (339). 

All the reviewers in this roundtable laud Byrne’s book. James Hershberg considers it “the standard work” on 
the scandal. Kyle Longley praises it as “the best work on the topic and likely will be for many years.” Andrew 
Bacevich commends it as an “extraordinarily detailed account” that will come as close as any study can to 
being “the last word” on Iran-Contra for a long time to come. This is a roundtable, in short, in which all the 
reviewers agree that Byrne has written an exceptional book. 

Iran-Contra is the culmination of almost thirty years of studying that scandal. As Hershberg explains, Byrne 
started gathering information about Iran-Contra as a staff member of the newly established National Security 
Archive during the congressional hearings of 1987. His work continued as thousands more documents 
became available because of Walsh’s prosecutions and declassification reviews, some the result of the efforts of 
the National Security Archive, where Byrne is Director of Research. Byrne’s exceptional knowledge of the 
documentary record is one of the book’s greatest assets, according to the reviewers. 

If the roundtable participants all agree that Byrne has written the best book on Iran-Contra, they suggest that 
there is more to know about Reagan’s knowledge of his subordinates’ activities and his lapses of memory 
during the investigations. Bacevich asserts that the President was “clearly suffering” from the beginnings of 
Alzheimer’s disease during his last term in the White House. Bacevich may be drawing on the account of Ron 
Reagan, the president’s son, which Byrne quotes as he, too, speculates about the President’s deteriorating 
mental state. Ron Reagan recalled his father “fumbling” through one of the 1984 debates with Democratic 
nominee Walter Mondale and forgetting the names of Los Angeles landmarks in 1986 (159). In a 
remembrance of his father, he revealed that Reagan was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s in 1989, five years before 
he revealed to the public that he was suffering from that illness. The younger Reagan notes that “the 
physiological and neurological changes associated with Alzheimer’s can be in evidence years, even decades, 
before identifiable symptoms arise.”1 Still, we should be cautious about making judgments about the reasons 
for the president’s lapses of memory. Anecdotal evidence about the forgetfulness of someone in his mid-70s is 
not proof of the early symptoms of Alzheimer’s. Longley provides a different interpretation when he calls 
attention to Reagan’s studied lapses in memory. For example, during a grand jury investigation in 1962 over 
conflict of interest charges, Reagan could not recall important facts. Longley suggests that Reagan knew what 
to do in order to create the impression that would serve him best. Forgetfulness, at times, could be quite 
convenient. As North explains in an almost Orwellian statement that Longley quotes, “The president didn’t 
always know what he knew.” 

                                                        
1 Ron Reagan, My Father at 100 (New York: Viking, 2011), 217-18. 
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The reviewers also assert that it is possible to push Byrne’s conclusions about the significance of Iran-Contra 
even farther. Longley finds “a silver lining” in the diminishing influence of hardliners like Weinberger and the 
rising influence of moderate conservatives like Shultz and the new White House chief of staff, Howard Baker, 
at a time when Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev was eager for agreements that would control the nuclear arms 
race. Bacevich, however, sees more troubling legacies. He castigates Reagan for the “cluelessness” of his 
Middle Eastern policy, a problem “that continues down to the present day.” Whatever lessons or conclusions 
one might draw about U.S. policy in the Middle East or Central America, Reagan’s leadership or lack of it, or 
the effectiveness of legal and political systems in investigating important violations of law, Iran-Contra is the 
authoritative account of the most serious scandal of the Reagan administration. 

Participants: 

Malcolm Byrne is Deputy Director and Director of Research at the nongovernmental National Security 
Archive based at The George Washington University.  Among his main activities is directing the U.S.-Iran 
Relations Project, which promotes a multinational and multi-archival approach to the subject.  He has also 
helped to develop and coordinate the Archive's work on U.S.-Soviet relations during the Cold War.  His 
edited books include several on Iran-Contra, US-Iran relations, and the Cold War in Eastern Europe.  He is a 
graduate of Tufts University he has a Masters from Johns Hopkins / SAIS.  In 2006, he was a History and 
Public Policy Scholar at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. 

Chester J. Pach teaches history at Ohio University. He is the author of three books, and his most recent 
project, A Companion to Dwight D. Eisenhower will be published by Wiley-Blackwell later this year. 

Andrew J. Bacevich, Professor of International Relations and History Emeritus at Boston University. A 
graduate of the U.S. Military Academy, he received his Ph.D. in American Diplomatic History from 
Princeton University. Bacevich is the author of many books including Breach of Trust: How Americans Failed 
Their Soldiers and Their Country (2013), Washington Rules: America’s Path to Permanent War (2010); The 
Limits of Power: The End of American Exceptionalism (2008); The Long War: A New History of US National 
Security Policy since World War II (2007) (editor); The New American Militarism: How Americans Are Seduced 
by War (2005); and American Empire: The Realities and Consequences of U. S. Diplomacy (2002). He is writing 
a military history of “America’s War for the Greater Middle East.”  

James G. Hershberg is Professor of History and International Affairs at The George Washington University 
and former director of the Woodrow Wilson Center's Cold War International History Project.  A graduate of 
Harvard College, Columbia University, and Tufts University, he is author of Marigold: The Lost Chance for 
Peace in Vietnam (Washington, DC: Wilson Center Press/Stanford University Press, 2012); James B. Conant: 
Harvard to Hiroshima and the Making of the Nuclear Age (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993; Stanford 
University Press, 1995); and numerous articles on cold war and nuclear history.  He is currently working on a 
book on Cuba, Brazil, and the Cold War in Latin America. 

Kyle Longley is the Snell Family Dean’s Distinguished Professor of history and political science at Arizona 
State University.  He has authored six books including The Sparrow and the Hawk:  Costa Rica and the United 
States During the Rise of José Figueres, 1942-1957 (1997) [winner of the Thomas Book Prize from the South 
Eastern Council on Latin American Studies]; In the Eagle’s Shadow: The United States and Latin Aerica (2002, 
2nd edition, 2009); Senator Albert Gore, Sr.: Tennessee Maverick (2004), Grunts:  The American Combat Soldier 
in Vietnam (2008), and The Morenci Marines: A Tale of Small Town America and the Vietnam War (2013) 
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[winner of the AZ/NM Book Coop for best book in history].  He is currently working on several books 
including In Harm’s Way: A Military History of the United States (for Oxford University Press) and The Death 
of LBJ: Days in the Life of the President.  
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Review by Andrew J. Bacevich, Boston University, Emeritus 

My wife:  What are you reading? 

Me:  It’s a book about the Iran-Contra Affair.  I’ve agreed to review it. 

My wife:  Why would anyone want to read about that? 

ood question.  In the pecking order of Washington scandals, what once loomed large in public 
consciousness today ranks somewhere between the Bert Lance affair and Whitewater.  In other 
words:  pretty far down the list.  To the extent that Iran-Contra is remembered at all, it’s for the 

televised hoopla generated in the aftermath.  In that regard, it more than slightly resembles the O. J. Simpson 
trial.  The spectacle may linger in memory.  The crime?  That has been largely forgotten.  

Malcolm Byrne brings the crime –White House operatives using illicitly acquired revenue to fund 
congressionally prohibited policies – right back to the forefront.  As it turns out, plenty of reasons exist to 
remember Iran-Contra and just as many to read this fine book.  While there may be no last word on any 
subject, when it comes to Iran-Contra, this extraordinarily detailed account will serve as a reasonable facsimile 
for a long time to come.  

Byrne’s book may leave some readers wondering how the Republic manages to survive as well as it does.  
During the events that he recounts, the President of the United States was clearly suffering from the onset of 
Alzheimer’s disease.  The famous Watergate question – ‘What did the President know and when did he know 
it?’ – doesn’t apply.  For Ronald Reagan, by his second term, it was ‘What does the President really mean and 
how much does he actually remember?’   

Byrne drives home the point that Reagan was fully informed on matters related to Iran-Contra.  (So too was 
Vice President George H.W. Bush).  This was not some rogue operation concocted by underlings.  Yet if the 
President was clearly ‘in the loop,’ it’s not at all clear that he was fully in command.  At crucial moments, the 
former actor comes off as someone who is reciting lines -- in at least one instance literally read off index cards.  
Rather than carefully weighing the pros and cons of some risky venture, his tendency was to pop off with 
“Well, cross your fingers or hope for the best, and keep me informed” (95). At the very least, the President’s 
state of mind complicates the question of fixing accountability. 

Meanwhile, advising Reagan on sensitive matters of national security were functionaries who themselves 
showed signs of mental or psychological impairment.  There really is no other plausible explanation for the 
rash judgments and bizarre schemes to which they were prone.   

Byrne makes no attempt to explain how these individuals – Robert McFarlane, John Poindexter, the 
irrepressible Oliver North, and the various zanies employed by North – managed to rise to positions of 
influence.  Yet his account invites speculation that among the prerequisites for appointment to the White 
House staff were zealotry, blind loyalty, a Manichean worldview, and a disregard for anything getting in the 
way of what the boss wants done.  On this point, Fawn Hall, North’s secretary, was speaking for the lot of 
them when she later testified, “I believed in Colonel North and [that] there was a very solid and valid reason 
that he must have been doing this and sometimes you have to go above the written law, I believe” (295). 

G 
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Others shared her faith-based conviction.  (Hall and North’s wife Betsy are the only women allowed even 
walk-on parts in this otherwise all-male production). 

In these circles, competence apparently figured as an afterthought.  Setting aside all legal or constitutional 
concerns, the sheer ineptitude on display in White House efforts to funnel weapons to Iran and transform the 
Contras into a viable fighting force qualifies as nothing short of jaw-dropping.  It’s worth noting that 
McFarlane, Poindexter, and North, along with secondary figures such as Richard Secord, were all professional 
military officers.  Yet when it came to staff work, detailed planning, and basic coordination, they could have 
been the Keystone Kops.   

Those occupying positions of real authority appeared remarkably untroubled by this ongoing comedy of 
errors.  Why?  North’s combination of manic energy and willingness to play fast-and-loose with the truth 
offers one plausible explanation.  Whatever the screw up, Ollie had an excuse readily at hand along with a glib 
proposal for getting things right next time.    

North himself had come up with the “neat idea” of diverting “profits” generated by (secretly) selling arms to 
Iran and using them (secretly) to sustain the Contras in their attempt to overthrow the Sandinista government 
of Nicaragua.  (164) Once the secrets were blown, the discovery that the two initiatives had merged imparted 
to the Iran-Contra Affair its singularity:  The cavalier recklessness displayed by the Reagan’s minions sufficed 
to make the architects of the Cuban Bay of Pigs invasion organized by the CIA in 1961 seem like models of 
probity and circumspection by comparison. 

That said, what struck me most is what you see when you decouple Iran from Contra and compare the two. 

Reagan’s preoccupation with the Sandinistas may today strike us as overblown, if not slightly paranoid.  But it 
was hardly surprising.  In fact, his administration was adhering to a familiar foreign policy tradition.   

Since at least 1898, the United States had exhibited little tolerance for anything deemed to threaten the 
stability of Central America and the Caribbean basin.  ‘Revolutionary movements,’ whether genuine or 
fraudulent, have routinely elicited a forceful American response, typically taking the form of armed 
intervention.  Viewed in this context, Reagan’s attempt to topple the Sandinistas fell within a long-established 
pattern.  It revived and updated the Roosevelt Corollary.  Indeed, it represented a sequel to the U. S. 
campaign back in the 1920s in Nicaragua to eliminate Sandino himself.  It expressed one of the prerogatives 
routinely exercised by U.S. presidents going back to William McKinley:  to police ‘America’s backyard.’  In 
other words, the policy – however ineptly implemented -- possessed a certain crude logic.  The dots 
connected. 

By comparison, the defining characteristic of the Reagan administration’s policy toward Iran was its utter 
disregard for logic.  With Iran and Iraq locked in an existential war and the United States supporting Saddam 
Hussein lest the Islamic Republic win, the Reagan administration collaborated with Israel – which feared that 
Saddam might win -- in funneling arms to Iran.  Reagan’s own motives for supporting this gambit were clear:  
He hoped thereby to secure the release of what he called “my hostages.” (40) These were the handful of 
Americans held captive by Hezbollah, an entity that had emerged as a direct consequence of the 1982 Israeli 
invasion of Lebanon.  That ill-considered action by an ostensibly close friend of the United States had resulted 
in Reagan committing U.S. Marines to an equally ill-considered ‘peacekeeping’ mission.  In October 1983, 
that mission collapsed, the U.S. withdrawal in the wake of the Beirut bombing testifying to American folly 
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and fecklessness.  In the event, Reagan’s hopes for liberating Americans held hostage went largely unmet, at 
least in part because Hezbollah did not take orders from Iran any more than Israel took orders from the 
United States.  Simply put, none of the dots connected. 

Nor have they since.  The principal revelation to be unearthed by carefully reading Iran-Contra deals not with 
Reaganite chicanery, however tawdry and contemptible.  The real value of Byrne’s book derives from what it 
tells us about Washington’s inability to formulate a coherent and rational approach to a region destined to 
become the theater of ever-greater U. S. involvement.  ‘Arms-for-hostages’ was a forewarning of a cluelessness 
that continues down to the present day. 
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Review by James Hershberg, The George Washington University 

n the spring and summer of 1987, millions of Americans watched the televised Congressional Iran-
Contra hearings, which made “Ollie” (Lieutenant Colonel. Oliver L.) North a household name and 
explored the convoluted scandal that entangled and, for a time, virtually paralyzed the presidency of 

Ronald Reagan.  Yet, even if concerned citizens closely monitored every moment of gavel-to-gavel coverage, 
and scrutinized each day’s multiple stories in, say, The New York Times and The Washington Post, they were, I 
realized, missing much of the story. 

Why? Because, for each witness who testified, whether by public hearing or private deposition, dozens, scores, 
in some cases hundreds of documents from various government agencies and entities (State, Defense, CIA, 
and especially the National Security Council) were hastily declassified and released as exhibits—most created 
within the previous year or two, decades before they would normally have been released.  The exhibits also 
rescued from oblivion thousands of documents never intended to see the light of day: not only White House 
memos labeled ‘non-log’ to evade normal distribution and filing (some of which North and his secretary, 
Fawn Hall, tried to destroy before investigators found them), but off-the-books messages among members of 
North’s ‘Enterprise’ relating to covert Contra support, the weapons-for-hostages deals, and other clandestine 
activities, sent by various means, from KL-43 portable electronic scramblers in Central American jungles to 
something called the PRofessional OFfice System installed on White House computers; these PROF (or 
PROFS) notes, an early form of e-mail, captured vital, often candid and spontaneous exchanges, birthing a 
new species of historical documentation, somewhere between a secretly-taped conversation and a formal 
memo.1 

I was lucky enough to see these exhibits as they emerged while working at the National Security Archive, a 
newly-created, non-governmental research institute and declassified documents repository then located in an 
annex of the Brookings Institution near Dupont Circle in Washington, D.C.2  As a member of the Archive’s 
‘chron crew,’ I was one of a handful of researchers masticating each new piece of evidence into discrete 
morsels that could be re-assembled and sequenced into chronological order to construct a pointillist portrait 

                                                        
1 See Thomas S. Blanton, White House e-Mail: The Top-Secret Messages the Reagan/Bush White House Tried to 

Destroy (New York: New Press, 1995). When the scandal broke into public view, in late 1986, North’s boss, national 
security adviser John M. Poindexter, methodically destroyed more than 5,000 messages, but to his chagrin, North failed 
at this mission of destruction; he deleted sensitive (i.e., potentially incriminating) PROF notes from his own account, 
but left back-up copies on the White House main-frame to be discovered by the Tower Commission, the executive 
branch investigatory board which reported its findings in early 1987, several months before the joint House-Senate Iran-
Contra panel held its hearings. See Poindexter testimony before Iran-Contra committee, July 1987; David Johnston, 
“5,000 Files Erased From Poindexter’s Computer,” New York Times, 16 March 1990; The Tower Commission Report 
(New York: Bantam, 1987). 

2 It’s now based on the top floor of the Gelman Library at The George Washington University. 

I 
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that, it was hoped, might aid investigators, journalists, and anyone else delving into the convoluted, murky 
affair.3 

Leading the ‘chron crew’ was Malcolm Byrne, who maintained a calm, steady presence, organizational 
coherence, and a wry sense of humor in the midst of sometimes febrile excitement and (near) chaos.  A former 
researcher to then-Archive director (and founder) Scott Armstrong when he was a reporter at The Washington 
Post, and a student of U.S. foreign policy with particular expertise on Iran and the Soviet bloc, Byrne seemed 
to have committed to memory every bit of available information about the scandal, from trivial factoids to 
weighty interpretive puzzles, and he eagerly consumed, integrated, and rigorously assessed each new tranche of 
documents. Like other Archive analysts, such as Peter Kornbluh and Tom Blanton (now its Director), he 
lacked access to still-classified data, but tried to discern hidden images and fill in the blanks (like the identities 
of countries publicly given only as numbers) from the vast clutter of scrambled jigsaw pieces.4 

Reagan survived the hearings, of course—Ollie North was no John W. Dean III, nor was anyone else close to 
the President willing to spill all the beans—and the year after the hearings, after the fickle public and media 
had turned their attention to other matters, and even as a special prosecutor (“Independent Counsel”), 
Lawrence E. Walsh, quietly plodded ahead, Vice President George H.W. Bush was able to successfully wage a 
presidential election campaign, brushing aside his quiet backstage role in both the Iran and Contra sides of 
the scandal.5  As the tumultuous events of the Cold War’s end and then war with Iraq grabbed center stage, 
and as Walsh quietly built cases and eked out some convictions (some negated or pre-empted by Bush’s 1992 
Christmas Eve presidential pardon), the affair rapidly receded into history. It inspired a few noteworthy 
studies by journalists and analysts6, but increasingly shrank into a footnote of the Reagan years as his admirers 
wrapped the ‘Great Communicator’ in gauzy memory, crediting him with winning the Cold War and 
outdueling the Evil Empire, and skimming past his role in Iran-Contra. 

Byrne, however, kept plugging away.  Adding the copious additional evidence accumulated by Walsh (in both 
prosecutions and voluminous reports) to the earlier releases from the executive branch (Tower) and 
Congressional investigations, he and Kornbluh, a specialist on U.S. relations with Latin America, assembled 
and edited a vast National Security Archive microfiche collection of more than 4300 documents (more than 
20,000 pages) of Iran-Contra documentation, and produced a print anthology featuring a selection of the 
most important materials.7  And since then, Byrne has continued to monitor the slowly thickening iceberg of 

                                                        
3 The “chron” first appeared as a mass market paperback in early 1987—Malcolm Byrne, ed., The Chronology: 

The Documented Day-by-Day Account of the Secret Military Assistance to Iran and the Contras (New York: Warner Books, 
1987)—and then circulated in expanded editions (eg, during North’s testimony) as more data escaped classified realms. 

4 Full disclosure: Since the summer of 1987 Byrne has been a good friend as well as colleague. 

5 See esp. Byrne, Iran-Contra, 86-87, 172-3, 324-26. 

6 See, e.g., Jane Mayer and Doyle McManus, Landslide: The Unmaking of the President, 1984-1988 (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1988); and Theodore Draper, A Very Thin Line: The Iran-Contra Affairs (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1991). 

7 National Security Archive microfiche collection (Malcolm Byrne and Peter Kornbluh, Project Coordinators), 
The Iran-Contra Affair: The Making of a Scandal, 1983-1988 (Washington, DC: Chadwyck-Healey, 1989); Peter 
Kornbluh and Malcolm Byrne, eds., The Iran-Contra Affair: The Declassified History (National Security Archive 
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Iran-Contra evidence, and augmented the trickle of memoirs, belated declassifications and documentary 
releases, etc., with his own investigations and interviews (not only American officials but Iranians, Israelis, and 
others).  Amid his other responsibilities as Blanton’s deputy and Director of Research at the Archive, 
including projects dealing with the collapse of U.S.-Soviet détente, Cold War crises in East-Central Europe, 
U.S.-Iran relations, and more, Byrne periodically reported Iran-Contra findings via conference papers and 
“Electronic Briefing Books” on the Archive’s website.8 

Now, after more than a quarter-century of tracking, sifting, and integrating these myriad sources, Byrne has 
weighed in with a volume that will immediately become the standard work on the affair. 

Despite the subtitle (and despite the Archive’s reputation in some quarters for a leftist tilt), potential readers 
would be mistaken if they presumed Iran-Contra was an anti-Reagan screed.  Though Byrne clearly views 
Reagan as ultimately responsible for the Iran arms sales and clandestine Contra aid—both of which were 
illegal, contravening Congressional restrictions—he presents not a polemic but a rigorously-researched, 
lucidly-written reconstruction of the complex affair, along with incisive analysis and at times trenchant 
judgments of both those involved in the scandal itself and those who subsequently investigated it. 

Regarding the question that preoccupied the public at the time, Byrne comes no closer than contemporary 
investigators to resolving the mystery of whether Reagan personally approved ‘the diversion’ to the 
Nicaraguan Contras of funds generated by the secret sales (at inflated prices) of weaponry to Iran at a time 
when U.S. government aid to forces fighting the Sandinista government in Managua was prohibited by 
Congress. 

But he convincingly shows, as some suspected at the time, the brouhaha over ‘the diversion’ was to a 
considerable extent itself a diversion, and a successful one, plotted by White House aides: Despite the 
mounting evidence that Reagan himself had green-lighted weapons deals to Iran (a violation of the Arms 
Export and Control Act, which forbade arms sales to governments supporting terrorism) and violating 
Congressional bans on aid to the Contras, attention remained fixated on the narrower, albeit fascinating, issue 
of whether he had approved the act which linked the two sides of Iran-Contra together, described in North’s 
famous ‘diversion memo’ which caused a sensation in late November 1986 when it was discovered in his 
office by aides to Attorney General Edwin Meese.  No cover memo, which would presumably have been 
submitted to the President for his approval of the scheme, was ever found, nor was it ever determined whether 
one ever existed (and was possibly destroyed).  

                                                        
Documents Reader, New York: New Press, 1993).  All these materials are now available via the Digital National Security 
Archive (DNSA). 

8 See, e.g., Csaba Bekes and Malcolm Byrne, eds., The 1956 Hungarian Revolution: A History in Documents 
(Budapest: Central European University Press, 2000); Mark J. Gasiorowski and Malcolm Byrne, eds,  Mohammad 
Mosaddeq and the 1953 Coup in Iran (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2004); Vojtech Mastny and Malcolm 
Byrne, eds., A Cardboard Castle? An Inside History of the Warsaw Pact, 1955-1991 (Budapest: Central European 
University Press, 2006); Andrzej Paczkowski and Malcolm Byrne, eds., From Solidarity to Martial Law: The Polish Crisis 
of 1980-81: A Documentary History (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2008); James G. Blight, janet M. 
Lang, Hussein Banai, Malcolm Byrne, and John Tirman, Becoming Enemies: U.S.-Iran Relations and the Iran-Iraq War, 
1979-1988 (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2012). 

http://www.ceupress.com/books/html/The1956HungarianRevolution.html
http://www.amazon.com/Mohammad-Mosaddeq-Intellectual-Political-History/dp/0815630182/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1317834644&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Mohammad-Mosaddeq-Intellectual-Political-History/dp/0815630182/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1317834644&sr=1-1
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As Byrne recounts, so decisive did the joint Congressional Iran-Contra Committee consider the question of 
presidential knowledge of the ‘diversion’ that when Poindexter privately assured the group—days before the 
televised hearings opened in May 1987—that Reagan had not been aware of it, “all prospects of the 
committee recommending the president’s impeachment” vanished (299); the Panel’s bipartisan leadership also 
resolved to conclude the hearings by November, so they didn’t extend into a presidential election year (even if 
this sharply limited the possibility of fighting protracted battles for evidence with recalcitrant agencies, such as 
the CIA).  “Having run out the clock that they themselves set” (303), the committee consequently produced a 
final report riddled with gaps.  Vainly trying to overcome stonewalling by witnesses and the executive branch, 
and a band of Republican Reagan loyalists (led by then-Representative Dick Cheney) who rejected any fault-
finding, Democrats on the panel “erred on the side of restraint and caution—or timidity, in the view of some 
critics”—but ultimately, Byrne concludes, the “biggest reason for coming up short was their self-imposed 
deadline.” (305) 

But if the ‘diversion’ strategy deflected Congress, the media, and public opinion, it has not diverted Byrne.  
His careful reconstruction traces the evolution of both the Iran and Contra dimensions of the affair, from the 
sometimes madcap schemes of underlings and intermediaries driven by ideology, avarice, and/or ambition 
(from go-between Manucher Ghorbanifar’s dollar-driven dreams, to National Security Adviser Robert C. 
‘Bud’ McFarlane’s loftier vision of re-living his old boss Henry Kissinger’s China exploits with his own secret 
mission, this time to Tehran, which he hoped would yield both hostages and breakthrough in relations with a 
‘moderate’ Iranian regime, but instead brought mostly farce and frustration), to the serious foreign policy 
implications and ramifications for the various governments involved, and for U.S. dealings with them.  
Besides relating the tales of clandestine international intrigues in far-flung destinations and a sometimes 
chaotic policy-making ‘process’ in Washington, Byrne steps back to render judgments on larger issues of 
culpability and lessons relating to presidential and legislative responsibility and power, scorecards for various 
investigations, the course of events in the regions involved as well as the broader cold war, and more.  While 
some judgments must remain provisional—for example, on the precise internal workings and motives of the 
Iranian leadership—Byrne renders judgments that are as informed and reasonable as time and evidence allow.  
Going far beyond the ‘Olliemania’ of the day, in restrained yet eminently readable prose, he delivers an epic 
that despite its entertaining aspects is ultimately a sad commentary on the Reagan Administration’s policy 
over-reach and abuse of power that was ultimately cloaked and overshadowed by the timely arrival of Soviet 
Premier Mikhail Gorbachev’s overtures and the superpower rival’s weakening and ultimate collapse—but 
remains a relevant cautionary tale. 
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Review by Kyle Longley, Arizona State University 

n the classic ‘Saturday Night Live’ skit, ‘Mastermind,’ broadcast on December 6, 1986, Phil Hartman 
played President Ronald Reagan.  In the opening, he met with a reporter.   Playing the part of a 
doddering old man, Reagan responded to a journalist’s question on the Iranian and Nicaraguan 

connection and what mattered most of whether he knew or did not know.  “Well, all I can say I didn’t 
know,” he answered, adding, “We’re trying to find out what happened because none of us know.”  He 
concluded, “I hope I answered your questions as best as I could given the very little I know.” 

However, when the journalist left, he moved into hyper drive, ordering his advisors into action over arming 
the contras and laundering money, declaring at one point, “I am the President.  I am the only one who needs 
to understand.”  He talked about buying off John Tower who headed an investigation of the Iran-Contra 
Affair and finished with speculation of how to funnel money through Ivan Boesky, a well known discredited 
financier at the time.  Ultimately, after a very long meeting, his advisors fell asleep in their chairs.  At that 
point, Reagan concluded, “Just me again.  I have been doing it this way for six years.  Why should it change 
now?”1 

In many ways, this skit asks an important question that still shapes the discourse over Reagan’s leadership, 
something Malcolm Byrne addresses in his book, Iran-Contra:  Reagan’s Scandal and the Unchecked Abuse of 
Presidential Power.  In this meticulously detailed and cogently argued book, Byrne clearly articulates a vision 
of Reagan as an active, involved leader whose obsession with the contras and the hostages in the Middle East 
nearly destroyed his presidency.  

Thomas Schwartz recently noted in an introduction to a roundtable that “Some roundtables in H-Diplo 
resemble a love fest, with reviewers trying to outdo each other with superlatives in describing the particular 
work in question.”2  I must admit that I will fall into that category. While I knew a great deal about the Iran-
Contra Affair from my own research on books I wrote on U.S.-Latin American relations and Reagan and 
conservative mythology, I did not have a full comprehension of the events that Byrne presents.3   

Byrne conducted exhaustive research that included pouring over tens of thousands of documents from the 
investigations and also interviews with some participants.  The most significant contribution of the work 
focuses on the President and his role in the affair. Byrne clearly shows that “Reagan showed in the course of 
both covert programs he was fully prepared to follow the most direct path to his goals.  Unfortunately, this 
included a marked readiness to cut political and legal corners, one of the core ingredients of the Iran-Contra 
affair” (xxi). He stresses that the documentary evidence “supports the view [that] Reagan was a forceful 

                                                        
1 Saturday Night Live, “Mastermind,” originally aired 6 December 1986, https://screen.yahoo.com/president-

reagan-mastermind-000000075.html  

2 https://networks.h-net.org/node/28443/discussions/53660/h-diplo-roundtable-transformation-american-
international-power.  PDF edition via http://www.tiny.cc/Roundtable-XVI-11.  

3 Kyle Longley, In the Eagle’s Shadow:  The United States and Latin America, 2nd edition (Walden, MA:  
Blackwell-Wiley, 2009); Kyle Longley, Jeremy D. Mayer, Michael Schaller, John W. Sloan, Deconstructing Reagan:  
Conservative Mythology and America’s Fortieth President (New York:  Routledge, 2006). 
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participant in policy discussions, not the cartoon image of utter detachment . . . and provided the primary 
guidance and direction to his staff on policies close to his heart” (3).   

While Byrne carefully examines the arms-for-hostage crisis, he makes the strongest argument for the 
administration’s illegal acts relating to circumventing Congress to support the contras.  “The administration’s 
handling of Boland II (a significant congressional restriction on the use of government funds to support the 
contras), arguably one of the most significant pieces of legislation affecting the president’s foreign policy 
agenda,” he emphasizes, “was a revealing example of an unusually cavalier approach his aides and at time 
Reagan himself adopted toward important legal questions” (43).  

In addition, Byrne underscores Reagan’s impulsiveness, something often missing in other narratives.  He 
presents a good example in 1985 after Hezbollah put on trial several American hostages.  Believing in Iran’s 
role as a sponsor of the Lebanese organization, Reagan supported strikes against Tehran if something 
happened to the hostages.  He forcefully instructed National Security Adviser John Poindexter to move ahead 
if something happened.  “Here, Reagan displayed more than just a readiness to make tough decisions 
independent of his advisors’ opinion,” Byrne observes, adding, “his interaction with Poindexter also revealed a 
marked impulsiveness, albeit driven by an emotional reaction to a horrific scenario . . . This impatience on an 
issue of such magnitude provides context for understanding the president’s repeated overruling of his most 
senior aides in the upcoming arms-for-hostages initiative” (39). 

Byrne clearly places Reagan front-and-center in the Iran-Contra scandal and events leading to it.  Then, he 
shows in great detail how Reagan and his allies worked to prevent him from being brought down by Iran-
Contra.   It would be easy to overreach on this matter, but Byrne avoids the temptation to go beyond the 
documentary evidence and exaggerate the president’s involvement in the cover-up and other efforts to manage 
the scandal. 

From the point in October 1986 when a fourteen-year-old Sandinista launched a missile that brought down a 
plane carrying arms to the contras and led to the capture of the pilot, Eugene Hasenfus and the publication of 
an article in the Lebanese magazine, Ash-Shiraa, on the arms-for-hostage activities, the Reagan administration 
went into crisis management.   Byrne notes, “A great plague of amnesia swept the Pentagon, CIA, and State 
Department regarding any connection to Eugene Hasenfus” and quickly the White House circled the wagons 
to protect the president from the rapidly expanding scandal (253). 

The efforts to cover for the President were made easier by Reagan’s management style that allowed for strong 
cabinet members to leave a meeting thinking each has a mandate.  “When his aides disagreed,” Byrne stresses, 
“he often did not commit himself right away.  As a result, each participant left the meeting with his own 
reading of where things stood” (71).  “His abrogation of a meaningful management role, particularly in policy 
areas where he was not deeply engaged, encouraged the strong personalities in his administration to push their 
own agendas,” (12) Byrne concludes.  This was not always the case however, especially when Reagan had an 
interest in issues such as the Contras or the hostages in the Middle East.  There he actively engaged, although 
in a style that allowed for the later use of plausible deniability. 

The cover-up included the destruction of documents by Colonel Oliver North and others and clearly 
hindered the investigations by the Congressional Committee, the Tower Commission, and the Independent 
Counsel Lawrence Walsh.   The White House developed a fairly quick response, blaming the affair on some 
‘rogue operatives’ including North, about whom one National Security Council (NSC) staffer observed, “I’ve 
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worked here at the NSC for some weeks now with Oliver North, and I’ve concluded that not only is he a liar, 
but he’s delusional, power hungry, and a danger to the president and the country” (48). The colorful cast of 
characters in the NSC, CIA, and Defense Department added to the mystery of who knew what and when. 

The circling of the wagons around the President had many complicit actors.  Byrne emphasizes that Attorney 
General Edwin Meese “saw his role not as the nation’s chief law enforcement officer but as the president’s 
most trusted political confidant. . . His objective was not to conduct a thorough investigation of potential 
lawbreaking . . . His goal was to safeguard the president and administration from the political fallout” (274). 

The firewall involved putting fiercely partisan GOP members on the Congressional Investigating Committee 
including Dick Cheney (R-WY), Bill McCollum (R-FL), and Henry Hyde (R-IL).  One Republican staffer 
noted they were “specifically chose . . . for their allegiance to the president and the party policies” (281).  On 
the other side of the aisle, a Democrat noted they were “hit men” with “only objective was to discredit, limit, 
delay, and confuse the probe any way they could” (281). 

More important, people close to the President who could have made a direct tie to Reagan’s knowledge of the 
affair protected him, even as he fired some.  At a morning meeting between one of the major players, retired 
General Richard Secord (an arms dealer), and Poindexter, the general urged him to “force the president to 
step up to the plate and take responsibility for his actions.”  Poindexter simply responded:  “You don’t 
understand.  It’s too late.  They’re building a wall around him” (278).  The sudden death of William Casey, 
CIA Director, from a brain tumor created more difficulties for investigators. 

Many around the affair expressed frustration with the walls built around Reagan and the lack of 
accountability for the President.  The head of the House Select Committee, Lee Hamilton (D-IN) noted, “I 
learned that people in the White House will do anything to protect the president.  It is the mantra.  It is the 
reason for their being there:  protect the president at all costs.  Fall on your sword . . . . that was very apparent 
with Poindexter and North, but it’s true with any aide to the president at any time” (334). 

Byrne also shows that the administration went out of its way to contend that “the charges were improper 
because the legislative branch had no constitutional standing in the foreign policy arena” (313). The concept 
of the ‘unitary president’ in foreign policy took more form with Reagan and definitely influenced those who 
followed him.  The attacks on the imperial presidency after Watergate caused significant tensions between 
Congress and the executive in the 1980s.  Byrne argues that “none of the fundamental decisions or operations 
in Iran-Contra constituted trivial errors in judgment.  Rather they gave expression to a widely shared belief of 
senior officials that the power of the presidency trumped any congressional interests in foreign affairs” (333).  
Many of the same actors appeared in future administrations including that of George W. Bush where the 
issues changed during the ‘War on Terror’ but the suspicion and distrust of Congress remained and 
proponents of the ‘unitary president’ reappeared in full force including Vice President Richard Cheney. 

In this section on the cover-up and ultimate results, more historical context could have possibly made a 
stronger argument for the President’s culpability.  Early on, Reagan developed a narrative (pushed by his 
advisors) that he could not remember the details and many bought the act.  A member of the Senate 
committee reported in January 1987, that the “President did not have the mental ability to fully understand 
what happened” (284). 
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There were others who reinforced the concept in their stories.  In one meeting on January 26, 1987, Reagan 
talked with members of the Tower Commission.  To the astonishment of his advisors including White House 
counsel, Peter Wallison, Reagan admitted to approving the first sales of arms as well as subsequent ones, 
supporting the timeline that former NSC advisor Robert McFarlane had given to the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee only a few days earlier.4  They knew that the admission contradicted his news 
conferences and other public statements. 

In a follow up meeting, Wallison and Vice President George H. W. Bush prepped Reagan on a different 
timeline.  They wanted Reagan to note his surprise about the shipment of arms to coincide with testimony 
given by chief of staff Donald Regan.  As the interview unfolded, Reagan asked for a memorandum that 
Wallison had prepared.  To Walliston’s dismay, Reagan read it verbatim to the committee:  “If the questions 
comes up at the Tower Board meeting, you might want to say that you were surprised.”  The shocked 
committee members stopped the interview.  Afterward, co-chair of the Tower Commission, senator Edmund 
Muskie (D-ME), expressed his frustration that the President obviously asked often about the hostages and 
thought “over this thing every day, and yet he can’t remember anything about it.  My God!”5 

However, some skepticism should arise given Reagan’s record.  The President had developed a skill for 
playing the disconnected or forgetful leader when it benefitted him.  It did not correspond with the reality of 
how others saw him.  A close political advisor, Stuart Spencer, emphasized, “the key to the whole thing is he 
can remember.  There are some things he remembers very poorly, but I think he wants to remember them 
very poorly.  He really has a good memory.”6  Even North wrote afterward, “the president didn’t always know 
what he knew.”7 

There was even historical precedent.  Twenty-five years earlier, Reagan had appeared before a federal grand 
jury to answer charges that he had helped facilitate as President of the Screen Actor’s Guild a very favorable 
contract for his long-time friend and agent, Lew Wasserman.  Charges of conflict of interest from people in 
Hollywood led to a Justice Department probe.   

In 1962, Reagan testified, justifying his actions as he had done the best for the organization.  When a 
prosecutor pressed him on a particular important matter of the contract, Reagan responded, “I don’t recall it, 
no . . . I don’t honestly recall.”  He told the lawyer that at the time of the contract he had been filming a 
movie in Glacier National Park, “so it’s very possible there were some things going on that I would participate 
in.”  The reality was the movie had not been filmed until 1954, two years after the negotiations.  Such actions 
led some scholars and journalists to feel as if this was a pattern in the President’s behavior. 

                                                        
4 Lou Cannon, President Reagan:  A Role of a Lifetime (New York:  PublicAffairs, 2000), 708-9. 

5 Cannon, President Reagan, 710-11. 

6 Cannon, President Reagan, 711. 

7 Michael Schaller, Reckoning with Reagan:  America and Its President in the 1980s (New York:  Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 154. 



H-Diplo Roundtable Reviews, Vol. XVII, No. 17 (2016) 

17 | P a g e  
 

Including such examples might have made for at least raising more pointedly the connection between how 
Reagan clearly understood how to manipulate people when the opportunity presented itself.   First and 
foremost, he was an actor who knew how to play a part when it served him.  Ironically, people who lionize the 
President often highlight that from 1986 to the end of his presidency that Reagan was lucid in dealing with 
Mikhail Gorbachev.  Yet, they often seek to distance him from knowledge on this matter, seeking to sustain 
his image by ignoring what he knew and when (or simply blaming people for not understanding what he 
intended and also stressing that partisanship shaped the efforts to hold him accountable). 

Even with the President’s efforts to shift blame and divert attention by relying on a perception of being 
disconnected, some in the Office of the Independent Council wanted Reagan indicted.  However, Walsh 
instead saw the President as having “created the conditions which made possible the crimes committed by 
others.”  He stressed that Reagan’s actions “fell well short of criminality which could be successfully 
prosecuted” (321). Still, a final Congressional Committee report found “enough is clear to demonstrate 
beyond doubt that fundamental processes of governance were disregarded and the rule of law was subverted.”8  
It also emphasized, “If the President did not know what his National Security Advisers were doing, he should 
have.”9  The President’s reputation took a hit, although the end of the Cold War and his later diagnosis of 
Alzheimer’s undermined some of the efforts to hold Reagan accountable. 

While the focus on Reagan is a most welcome addition to the historiography, Byrne makes another significant 
contribution by focusing on others around the President.   He stresses, “the president’s closest advisors were 
well-informed about key aspects of the secret operations while they were in progress and either actively 
cooperated with or eventually acquiesced to his wishes” (3).  While most knew about the activities of 
Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, Poindexter, McFarlane, North and others due to their convictions, 
Byrne fully shows that two of the involved who managed to evade much scrutiny actually wrote their own 
narratives which were lacking support from the documentary evidence. 

The most obvious case at the time involved Secretary of State George Schultz, who came out smelling like a 
rose compared to the others.   During the scandal, he distanced himself from the whole affair, arguing he had 
not supported the arms-for-hostage deal and had little knowledge of the Contra funding.  In the end, he came 
out more powerful than ever as his nemesis Weinberger (as well as other hard-liners) fell to wayside, swept 
into the swirl of the scandal. 

In reality, as Byrne demonstrates, the former Secretary of State knew far more than he let on during a public 
relations blitz of the media and Congress after the scandal broke.  Walsh tracked Schultz’s activities through 
careful note-taking of two close aides, Charles Hill and Nicholas Platt.  Schultz reconstructed a timeline, but 
Byrne emphasizes, “his aides’ [this is it] notes repeatedly contradict the account he gave Congress” (259).  
Byrne concludes that “in 1992, when pressed by prosecutors less sympathetic than the congressional 
questioners . . . his testimony took on an artfulness reminiscent of his controversial (and indicted and 
convicted) subordinate (Elliot) Abrams” (260).  It became apparent by the early 1990s that “State 

                                                        
8 Lee Hamilton and Daniel Inouye, Report on the Congressional Committees Investigating the Iran-Contra Affair 

(Washington, D.C.:  Government Printing Office, 1987), 11. 

9 William E. Pemberton, Exit with Honor:  The Life and Presidency of Ronald Reagan (Armonk, NY:  M.E. 
Sharpe, 1997), 191. 
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Department officials, including Schultz, had been far more informed about the details of the operation than 
they acknowledged” (327). While Schultz was never prosecuted, his reputation suffered after more 
information came to light through Walsh’s investigation. 

Byrne also shows that Vice President George H.W. Bush was much more central to the events than was 
believed at the time.  At a number of junctures of the book, Byrne shows the former CIA director as actively 
involved in arms-for-hostage and Contra issues.  In one case, Byrne spotlights a memorandum that noted, “It 
is quite evident that the Vice President and his staff, like many in the Reagan Administration shared a general 
awareness of North’s status as the NSC’s ‘action officer’ with respect to the Contras” (140).  Still, some 
observed that the former CIA Director worked hard to create “a solid wall of denials on this issue” (140). 

Nonetheless, Bush’s close relationship with CIA operative Félix Rodríguez including private visits during 
bureaucratic battles showed that there were strong ties and an exchange of information between those 
supporting the contras and the Bush team.  As Byrne emphasizes, “there is no doubt he was substantially 
more aware of the issue, and specifically NSC staff involvement, than he was willing to acknowledge to 
investigators” (140).   

The fact that Bush effectively ended the investigation as President, at about the same time that more 
documents began leaking about his involvement, makes Bush’s participation more visible and questionable.  
Byrne notes that questions revolving around Bush’s involvement suffered a major blow “when President Bush 
pardoned Weinberger and five other Iran-Contra participants on December 24, 1992” (321). 

Byrne adds a number of other areas to our knowledge and his book often reads like a novel that mixes spies 
and Keystone Cops.  With rich characters such as arms dealers Manucher Ghorbanifar and Adnan Khashoggi, 
he highlights the agency of not only individuals but those of governments in Israel and Iran as well as groups 
such as Hezbollah and the Contras.  Not looking at the scandal only through the lens of the Beltway shows 
more complexity and nuance in the whole affair.   

Finally, I agree wholeheartedly with Byrne’s statement that “this book contends the Iran-Contra affair’s 
consignment to historical irrelevance is greatly undeserved.” (4) He acknowledges that many issues arose to 
make this happen including Reagan’s health, the end of the Cold War, and even ‘scandal fatigue,’ but the 
failure to hold people responsible for destruction and obstruction, direct abuses of the laws, and other 
misdeeds sent messages to future politicians about the laxness of being prosecuted for egregious acts by a 
public servant.  If anything, it reinforced the bad behavior by making celebrities of people such as North.   

Still, the lessons of Iran-Contra should not be forgotten.  If anything, the way the investigations unfolded 
with the congressional committee, the Tower Commission, and the Special Prosecutor shows the dangers of 
three different groups working often at cross purposes with the granting of immunity and the disclosures as 
well as the rampant partisanship that drove some ideologues to obstruct the process.  For Byrne, “The 
unsettling facts of Iran-Contra and its consequences make clear the affair was not the aberration it might have 
seemed” (339). 

Yet, I think some silver linings exist in the affair that some may miss.  Most important, hard-liners in the 
administration such as Weinberger lost ground to more moderates such as Schultz on issues, including the 
Soviet Union and the openings provided by Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev. The moderate Howard Baker 
also took over as chief of staff and dramatically changed the administration’s trajectory in Reagan’s last two 
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years in office (something I think many analysts have missed).  He took on more duties, and it had a positive 
effect, especially in foreign affairs and relations with Congress.   

More remains to be done on the subject and maybe at one point in the future documents or confessions reveal 
more of this scandal, which had much more long-lasting effects than is often acknowledged.  Until that time, 
this book stands as the best work on the topic and likely will for many years.  
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Author’s Response by Malcolm Byrne 

 am very grateful to all three reviewers for their detailed and thoughtful comments.  It is especially 
important to me that all three recognize that the book is not a partisan exercise (notwithstanding the 
subtitle, as James Hershberg points out), but a serious attempt to grasp what happened, who was 

responsible, and what its implications were.  If Iran-Contra’s conclusions seem stark to some readers it is not – 
I respectfully maintain – because of any predispositions about Ronald Reagan but because of the 
extraordinary clarity and persuasiveness of the voluminous public record.  Most of those once highly classified 
materials – from diaries and handwritten notes to meeting minutes, electronic intercepts, top-secret 
memoranda, e-mails, coded text messages, investigators’ interviews, and sworn depositions – do nothing more 
than faithfully reproduce the contemporaneous words and viewpoints of the players themselves.  

Many people remember the scandal for its zany characters and ludicrous schemes, and I am regularly struck 
by how often it gets compared to the Keystone Kops.  Two out of the three commentators do the same.  In 
fact, so do I in the book, as does Bruce Riedel in the Foreword.  And, honestly, why not?  How else to do 
justice to antics like buying a key-shaped cake in Tel Aviv for the Iranians to symbolize a new diplomatic 
opening; neglecting to peel the Star of David off missiles being shipped to the Islamic Republic; and dressing 
a top American diplomat in a dime-store disguise so he could ‘anonymously’ accost a representative of the 
Sultan of Brunei for a multimillion dollar gift for the Contras. 

But as Hershberg, Andrew Bacevich and Kyle Longley fully recognize, the scandal was extremely serious, even 
if most Americans have long since lost interest in it.  As Bacevich puts it: “The spectacle may linger in 
memory.  The crime?  That has been largely forgotten.”  Even some of the people I interviewed who were 
directly involved no longer recalled or had never focused on major parts of the affair.   

Along with offering compliments about the book that I was very glad to read, the reviewers point to one or 
two remaining blank spots in the story.  The obscure inner dynamics of Iran’s leadership are one instance, as 
Hershberg rightly observes. That, of course, is a function of conditions inside Iran.  As both of us have 
experienced during visits to Iran, the government does not easily give up its records of high-level 
deliberations, and officials are not eager to divulge such confidences to foreigners. 

Another enduring puzzle, which both Longley and Bacevich refer to, is the state of Reagan’s memory.  Since I 
am clearly not a specialist on Alzheimer’s or other brain or memory disorders, the best I thought I could do 
was to present the perspectives of a few individuals who had been close to Reagan, or had witnessed him at 
key moments, but who also bore him no grudge – Ron Reagan Jr. and John Poindexter, for example.  These 
witnesses were in a position to offer revealing and credible glimpses into the state of mind of a famously 
guarded man, even if such brief peeks admittedly raise questions about his true grasp of events during that 
period.   

As if to underscore the point, Longley and Bacevich disagree whether the President was truly impaired or just 
putting on an act when it suited him.  Longley makes the case that Reagan had demonstrated a longstanding 
pattern of deliberate forgetfulness, and he suggests that the book might have included a few examples for 
context.  It may be that behind the ‘Aw, shucks’ demeanor was an active penchant for manipulation, as 
Longley concludes.  But unlike former Attorney General Ed Meese or some of Reagan’s other close aides who 
went to such extremes to shield the President from his own blunders, Reagan – in my view – believed so 
powerfully in his own correctness that his overriding instinct was to defend his deeply misguided policies and 

I 
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try to persuade everyone else he was right, rather than abandon them and implicitly admit he had been 
wrong, even if that would help pull him out of a political tailspin.   

Remember for how long First Lady Nancy Reagan and a handful of other trusted advisers had to press him to 
deliver even this tortured line: “A few months ago, I told the American people I did not trade arms for 
hostages. My heart and my best intentions still tell me that’s true, but the facts and evidence tell me it is 
not.”1 

As a final personal comment, Hershberg brings back a lot of bleary memories of virtually the entire staff of the 
National Security Archive staying up till the early hours, and far too often all night, churning through 
testimony and fresh documents in the spring and summer of 1987.  We knew we were doing something right 
when not only journalists and congressional staffers but prosecutors from the Office of Independent Counsel 
and attorneys for the scandal’s highest-profile offenders started to drop by to look through our collection or 
get a print-out of our chronology, which eventually reached over 2,000 pages.   

Iran-Contra was such a bruising experience for many of those involved – defendants and maligned 
investigators alike – that almost three decades later most want nothing more than to let it slip into remote 
history.  Yet the reviewers are right to insist there is still far too much to learn from this astounding episode to 
allow that to happen just yet. 

                                                        
1 March 3, 1987, following release of the Tower Report. See Iran-Contra, 397, footnote 39. 
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