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U.S.-Russian	Relations	under	Bush	and	Putin	
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[Begin	Transcription]	

BEHRINGER:	My	name	is	Paul	Behringer.	I'm	a	post-doctoral	fellow	with	the	Center	for	

Presidential	History	at	Southern	Methodist	University.		

MILES:	My	name	is	Simon	Miles.	I'm	an	assistant	professor	in	the	Sanford	School	of	

Public	Policy	at	Duke	University.	

FRIED:	I'm	Daniel	Fried.	I	am	a	retired	foreign	service	officer.	I	spent	40	years	as	an	

American	diplomat,	serving	overseas	in	what	was	then	the	Soviet	Union	and	the	

Soviet	bloc	and	later	free	Poland.	And	I	worked	for	both	Democrats	and	

Republicans	at	the	State	Department	and	in	the	White	House	on	the	National	

Security	Council	staff.	

BEHRINGER:	Thank	you	for	joining	us	today,	Ambassador	Fried.	Can	you	begin	by	

describing	a	little	bit	more	about	your	background	on	U.S.-Russian	relations	and	

your	roles	in	the	George	W.	Bush	administration?		

FRIED:	I	was	a	Soviet	studies	major	in	university	and	then	went	to	the	Russian	Institute	of	

Columbia	University—now	the	Harriman	Institute,	one	of	the	great	then-Soviet	

Studies	centers	in	the	United	States.	I	joined	the	Foreign	Service	and	my	first	

overseas	assignment	was	in	Leningrad—former	Soviet	Union–during	a	previous	

low	point	in	relations,	between	the	Soviet	invasion	of	Afghanistan	and	the	

imposition	of	martial	law	in	Poland.	I	came	back	and	worked	in	Yugoslavia	for	

three	years.	After	that	I	was	on	the	Soviet	desk	of	the	State	Department,	the	Office	

of	Soviet	Affairs,	in	the	early	Gorbachev	years.	So	I	had	a	sense	of	the	Reagan	
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administration’s—in	particular,	[00:02:00]	Secretary	George	Schultz's—approach	

to	relations	with	the	Soviet	Union.	And	it	was,	in	my	view,	one	of	the	best	Soviet	

policies	we	ever	had.	I	then	was	Polish	desk	officer	in	1989	when	communism	fell,	

went	to	Poland	for	three	years,	worked	in	the	embassy,	came	back	and	worked	

with	the	NSC	on	the	NSC	staff	on	Central	and	Eastern	Europe,	back	out	to	Poland	

as	ambassador,	back	home	where	I	worked	in	the	office	of,	basically,	former	Soviet	

Union	affairs,	then	was	in	the	NSC	for	the	George	W.	Bush	administration	as	the	

senior	director	for	Europe	and	Eurasia,	including	Russia.		

That's	background.	It's	a	lot	of	jobs,	but	you	get	the	picture.	It's	all	Eastern	stuff—you	

know,	Eastern	Europe,	former	Soviet	Union.	And	I	came	back	to	the	NSC	at	the	

beginning	of	the	Bush	administration,	came	in	the	first	day,	was	sworn	in	by	

President	Bush	all	before	9/11—now,	we	could	talk	about	what	ifs.	And	we	didn't	

know	Vladimir	Putin.	He	was	new.	Not	brand	new,	but	fairly	new.	His	character,	

which	I'm	afraid	
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MILES:	Yeah,	I	was	just	a	little	curious—you	mentioned	that	Condi	Rice	wished	she	had	

briefed	Bush	a	little	bit	more	for	that	one	question,	but,	in	general,	you	talked	

about	Putin's	body	language	in	situ	as	the	Bush	foreign	policy	team	was	prepping	

the	president	for	the	meeting.	

Could	you	characterize	a	little	bit	how	you,	and	also	perhaps	to	the	extent	that	he	made	it	

clear,	how	he	saw	US-Russian	relations	at	the	outset	of	this	of	this	administration,	

of	this	millennium	too?	

FRIED:	I	remember	in	my	job	interview	to	be	sen
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And	what	we	did	was	essentially	continue—
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worth	a	try	to	work	with	Putin.	It	was	worth	a	try.	And	I'm	not	sorry	we	did	try.	In	

fact,	I've	talked	to	Mike	McFaul,	who	helped	design	Obama's	reset.	Mike	McFaul	is	

a	friend.	He's	a	good	guy.	And	honestly,	I'm	not	sorry	he	tried.	He	had	to	try.	

Obama	had	to	try.	Biden	doesn't	have	to	try	and	probably	shouldn’t.	Obama	had	to	

try,	even	though	after	the	Russo-Georgian	War,	where	Russia	attacked	Georgia	in	

August	‘08,	there	was	less	reason	than	we	had.	There	was	less	reason.	There	was	

more	reason	to	be	wary	of	Putin.	But	the	Obama	people—I'm	not	going	to	criticize	

them	for	trying.	And	I'm	certainly	not	going	to	look	back	and	criticize	the	Bush	

team,	myself	included,	for	giving	it	a	try.		

But	I	will	say	this:	For	both	Bush	and	Obama,	the	outreach	to	Putin	failed.	But	it	was	

what	I	would	call	an	honest	failure,	by	which	I	mean	that	when	it	had	become	

clear	that	our	assumptions	were	wrong—that	Putin	was	not	the	person	we	thought	

he	was,	and	that	Russia	was	far	more	aggressive—rather	than	deny	this	reality	or	

double	down	on	cooperation	[00:12:00]	or	make	excuses	for	Putin,	both	the	Bush	

and	Obama	administrations	changed	course.	The	Obama	administration,	often	

criticized	for	being	too	cozy	for	too	long	with	Putin,	in	fact	did	more	to	push	back	

on	Russia's	aggression	after	Putin's	invasion	of	Ukraine	than	we	did	after	Putin's	

invasion	of	Georgia.	And	in	our	defense,	I	will	say	we	were	out	of	time.	It	was	

August	’08.	And	it	isn't	like	we	did	nothing.	Thanks	in	an	interesting	way	to	

Senator	Joe	Biden,	then	running	against	the	Bush	administration	as	Obama's	

running	mate—thanks	to	Joe	Biden,	the	Bush	administration	put	together	a	billion	
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dollars	of	assistance	to	save	the	Georgian	economy	after	Putin's	aggression	and	

used	that	to	leverage	about	three	or	four	more	billion	dollars	of	international	

assistance.	And	we	kept	Georgia	free.	

And	the	reason	I	thank	Biden	for	this	is	that,	despite	the	politics	of	the	time—for	God’s	

sakes	it’s	in	the	presidential	or	vice	presidential	campaign,	right?—he	helps	the	

Bush	administration	by	publicly	proposing	the	billion	dollars	for	Georgia	in	the	

middle	of	the	campaign	and	the	Bush	administration	embraced	it.	Now	we	talk	

about	partisanship.	This	was	an	example	not	only	of	bipartisanship,	but	selfless	

bipartisanship.	There	was	no	political	advantage	for	Biden	to	do	that.	There	was	

none	at	all.	He	did	it	because	it	was	the	right	thing	to	do.	[00:14:00]	And	in	the	

Bush	administration,	we	understood	what	he	was	doing,	and	we	thought	it	was	

just	great.	That's	our	policy.	That's	where	we're	going,	we	all	said	to	ourselves,	and	

Biden	led	the	way.	I	love	telling	this	story	because	people	don't	know	it.	And	it	tells	

us	something	about	Joe	Biden.	He	knew	exactly	what	he	was	doing.	He	was	telling	

the	Bush	administration,	“Go	this	way,	boys	and	girls,	and	I	and	the	Democrats	

during	this	course	of	this	nasty	political	campaign,	Obama	versus	McCain,	we	

won't	go	after	you.	We	won't	go	after	you.”	Well,	good	for	Joe	Biden	and	good,	

frankly,	for	the	Bush	team.	The	Bush	White	House	didn't	think	twice,	they	didn't	

come	up	for	reasons	to	reject	it	because	it	was	coming	from	a	political	opponent.	

They	thought	to	themselves,	this	is	the	right	thing	and	we're	going	to	do	it.	
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FRIED:	This	was	something	that	Bush	came	in	with	wanting	to	do.	

He	was	convinced	that	the	ABM	treaty	was	a	relic	of	a	Cold	War	past,	and	they	were	

focused	not	on	Russian	strategic	threats.	Bush	kept	saying—I	heard	him	say	this	

publicly.	I	heard	him	say	it	privately—"We're	not	worried	about	the	Russian	

strategic	arsenal.	We	are	worried	about	North	Korea	and	potentially	Iran,	and	

missile	defense	is	designed	to	deal	with	those	contingencies.”	

It	is	not	directed	against	Russia.	Now,	you	can	make	the	case—I	was	in	the	Bush	NSC,	so	I	

was	making	this	case—
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wisdom—he’d	made	up	his	mind,	pretty	clearly.	He	wanted	to	know	whether	I	was	
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we	had	not	brought	in	the	Baltics	into	NATO	now,	instead	of	dealing	with	the	so-

called	People's	Republic	of	Luhansk	and	Donetsk	as	we	are	now—you	know,	

Putin’s	little	game	in	Ukraine
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MILES:	Yes.	So	before	the	reelection,	we	obviously	can't	go	on	without	directly	talking	

about	the	wars	in	Afghanistan	and	Iraq.	So,	as	you	witnessed	it,	how	did	those	

issues	intersect	with	the	Russia	portfolio?	That	is	to	say,	9/11,	the	invasion	of	

Afghanistan,	the	invasion	of	Iraq—intersect	with	the	Russia	portfolio?	And	then,	

as	a	follow-up,	what	impact	did	[00:38:00]	the	birth	of	those	issues	have	on	the	

Russia	portfolio?	That	is	to	say,	how	did	it	rack	and	stack	with	the	other	big	

priorities	that	the	Bush	administration	had?	

FRIED:	Yeah,	right.	That’s	the	right	question.	Putin	reached	out	to	Bush	very	early	on	9/11,	

called	him	from	the	plane,	I	mean	when	Bush	was	on	the	plane.	And	they	allowed	

us—allowed	us—they	didn’t	object	to	our	establishing	military	bases	in	central	
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President	Kwaśniewski	were	all	with	us.	France	and	Germany	[00:40:00]	were	

against.	I	think	the	Danish	prime	minister	was	for	it.	Europe	is	divided	and	we	go	

into	Iraq	and	it	turns	out	bad,	not	right	away,	but	slowly	and	increasingly.	The	

French	and	the	Germans	were	right.	But	the	way	they	went	about	it	was	seen	in	

the	Bush	White	House	as	unnecessarily	hostile.		

And	Putin	joined	them.	But	the	Bush	White	House,	we	weren’t	mad	at	Putin	over	this.	

We	weren’t	going	to	make	it	a	U.S.-Russia	issue.	We	knew	he	was		siding	with	

them,	but	he	was	not—this	was	Chiraq	and	Schröder,	and	of	course,	in	retrospect,	

they	were	right.	On	the	other	hand,	Schröder—and	I	can’t	resist	this.	Schröder	we	
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German	ambassador	in	Washington,	Wolfgang	Ischinger	was	consistent.	So	was	

the	French	ambassador,	Jean-David	Levitte.	They	were	straight	up	all	down	the	

line.	And	boy,	did	they	take	flak	from	the	Bush	people.	Not	from	me	personally,	I	

stayed	on	good	terms	with	them,	but	this	was	a	mess.	This	was	a	mess.	It	did	not	

damage	U.S.-Russian	relations	per	se,	but	it	divided	the	U.S.	and	Europe	and	Putin	

later	saw	an	opening.	

Now,	what	was	happening	in	U.S.-Russia	relations?	We	were	beginning	to	see	Putin	get	

his	grip	on	the	country	by	destroying	independent	Russian	media,	starting	with	

television.	He	started	squeezing	them.	This	is	2002,	2003,	when	things	are	going	

fine,	for	all	relations,	but	we	watched	him	doing	it.	And	the	Bush	administration	

really	wasn't	too	concerned,	but	you	know	who	was	concerned	earlier	than	Condi	

Rice	and	Colin	Powell	was	George	W.	Bush.	So	in	October	‘03,	we	go	to	London,	

meet	with	Tony	Blair.	There	were	anti-Iraq	War	demonstrations	in	London—and	

that's	what	tapped	out.	And	then	if	you	need	media,	that's	what's	there.	But	the	

two	leaders	start	having	a	discussion	of	Russia.	And	they,	let	us	say,	were	ahead	of	

their	talking	points.		

They	both	agreed	that	Putin	was	not	the	person	they	thought	he	was,	and	his	[00:44:00]	

authoritarianism	was	going	over	past	lines	that,	in	the	end,	we	would	find	it	hard	

to	accept.	They	didn't	say	they	were	going	to	change	policy,	but	they	did	say,	let's	

watch	this	space.	That's	early.	And	they	were	ahead	of	their	own	staffs.	This	was	a	

moment	where	the	leaders	started	agreeing	with	each	other,	and	the	staffs	look	
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nervous.	Now	I	personally	had	come	to	that	conclusion,	but	I	hadn't	briefed	the	

president	on	it.	That	was	him.	I	mentioned	this	because	people	don't	understand	

how	George	W.	Bush	really	did	a	lot	of	thinking	and	was	not	simply	guided	by	

staff.	He	was	right.	He	and	Blair	were	straight	up	right.	Of	course,	Condi	Rice	gave	

a	speech	in	October	‘08	after	the	Russo-Georgian	War,	which	was	dang	spot-on	

perfect—and	it	makes	for	depressingly	good	reading	right	to	today,	many	years	

later—nailing	the	consequences	of	Putinism,	but	in	‘03,	she	wasn't	there	yet.	

Oh,	by	the	way,	as	long	as	we're	doing	the	Bush	administration	and	Russia,	you	should	

know	that	Sandy	Vershbow,	my	colleague	at	the	NSC,	and	then	ambassador	to	

Russia,	was	right	about	Putin	also—and	prematurely	right.	He	was	right	before	

Washington	and	even	Condi	Rice	was	ready	to	hear	it.	Remember	when	I	said	I	

was	already	there	in	October	’03?	That's	because	I	was	reading	Sandy's	reports.	

BEHRINGER:	And	we're	[00:46:00]	talking	to	Ambassador	Vershbow	in	August.		

FRIED:	You	tell	him,	you	make	sure,	ask	him,	how	did	you	know?	Cause	we	heard	that	

you	were	right	before	the	Bush	administration	was	ready	to	accept	that.	He'll	

probably	know	I	put	you	up	to	it	because	I	always	say	that	Sandy	was	prematurely	

right	about	Putin.		

BEHRINGER:	We	will	do	that	for	sure.		

FRIED:	Great.	He's	a	friend,	full	disclosure.	We	went	to	graduate	school	together.	It	was	

wonderful.	
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BEHRINGER:		Moving	to	the	second	administration	now—you	just	talked	about	how	in	

2003,	already	Bush	is	concerned	about	Putin's	authoritarianism,	and	in	2005	Bush	

and	Putin	meet	in	Bratislava	and	have	a	somewhat	famous	exchange	where	

President	Bush	expresses	some	concerns	directly	to	Putin.		

FRIED:	Ok,	that	was	the	Freedom	Agenda	summit.	I	was	there,	but	the	person	who	gets	

credit	for	that	is	Damon	Wilson,	who	was	then	the	senior	director	for	Europe—my	

old	job.	And	for	the	past	bunch	of	years,	he's	been	executive	vice	president	at	the	

Atlantic	Council,	where	I	work.	However,	as	you	probably	heard,	he's	going	over	to	

be	president	of	the	National	Endowment	for	Democracy.	That's	a	big	job.	That's	

only	the	second	president	in	the	history	of	that	organization,	but	they've	had	one	

guy	for	over	30	years	who	made	it,	and	Damon's	going	there.	And	the	reason	I	

mentioned	it	is	because	he's	always	been	a	freedom	guy,	a	democracy	guy.	Nobody	

knows	his	politics—and	I	do,	but	I'm	not	going	to	reveal	them—but	he's	worked	

for	Democrats	and	Republicans,	mostly	Republicans.	And	he's	all	about	democracy	

as	the	strategic	core	of	[00:48:00]	America's	grand	strategy.	So	he	conceptualizes	

this.	You	go	to	Bratislava.	They	had	an	authoritarian	leader,	but	now	they	have	a	

kind	of	liberal	Christian	democratic	government.	And	Damon	arranges	a	meeting	

to	bring	together	basically	former	democracy	activists	from	Central	and	Eastern	

Europe,	all	over	the	place.	So	it's	a	real	Freedom	Agenda	thing.	Remember,	2005,	

the	Iraq	War	is	going	as	well	as	it	ever	goes.	It's	before	the	collapse	that	leads	to	

the	surge.	But	the	Freedom	Agenda	looks	like	it's	got	some	legs.	So	we	do	a	
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Freedom	Agenda	event	and	we	meet	with	Putin.	So	that's	the	context	for	this	

meeting.	And	it’s	all	after	the	Orange	and	Rose	Revolutions.	So	Putin’s	already	

pissed	at	us,	but	he	has	not	given	the	screamer	at	the	Munich	Security	Conference	

in	February	’07.	But	I	already—



 
 

 



 
 

 26	

Well,	I	have	little	time	for	that.	How	much	do	we	owe	Moscow	when	Poland	liberated	

itself?	And	are	you	familiar	with	the	nature	of	Soviet	rule	in	Poland?	You	know,	

mass	murder	of	Polish	officers	by	the	NKVD.	Like,	seriously,	how	sorry	are	we?	I	

had	a	Polish	friend,	an	ambassador,	who	once	said	to	me—who	once	blew	up	at	an	

American.	He	almost	never	blew	up	at	anybody.	But	an	American	was	telling	him,	

“We	have	to	understand	how	psychologically	difficult	NATO	enlargement	is	for	

Russia.”	And	he	said,	“Psychologically?	[00:54:00]	If	they	have	psychological	

difficulties,	let	them	see	a	psychiatrist.	Why	is	my	country	sacrificed	on	the	altar	of	
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pluses	and	equally	huge	minuses.	And	Yushchenko,	the	president	of	Ukraine,	

basically	didn't	succeed	in	maintaining	a	reformist,	democratic	pro-state-of-law	

[00:56:00]	direction	for	his	country—it	fell	apart	in	a	lot	of	infighting.	But	these	

were	still	pro-Western	democratic	leaders	and	they	made	the	pitch	to	us,	“Give	us	

the	prospect	of	NATO	membership.”	They	didn't	say
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And,	you	know,	the	NATO	summit	in	Bucharest	is	in	April	of	‘08	and	in	August	’08	

[00:58:00]	Putin	invades.	We're	still	in	‘08	trying	to	work	things	out	with	Putin.	So	

from	the	Bucharest	summit,	we	fly	to	Sochi	and	meet	with	Medvedev—they	do	

this	weird	fake	rotational	thing	where	Putin	was	the	prime	minister	and	

Medvedev’s	the	president,	and	Putin	was	the	power—but	we're	still	trying	to	make	
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threatened	Ukraine’s	territorial	integrity.	He	made	a	claim	on	Crimea—I	was	

there.	I'm	sitting	next	to	the	Polish	national	security	advisor,	[01:00:00]	Mariusz	

Handzlik,	who	was	later	killed	in	a	plane	crash,	and	when	Putin	says—makes	his	

claim	to	Crimea,	saying,	“Well,	it	wasn't	transferred	fully,	legally,	properly	from	

Russia	to	Ukraine,”	we	both	stand	up	involuntarily,	look	at	each	other,	and	say,	

“Did	you	hear	that?	Did	he	say	what	I	think	he	said?	Shit!	Did	he	say	what	I	think	

he	said?	Goddammit,	he's	just	threatened	Ukraine’s	territorial	integrity!”	And	I	

went	to	Condi	Rice	and	Steve	Hadley	and	said,	“You	better	pay	attention	to	that.	

That's	a	serious	threat.”	And	they	thought	I	was	exaggerating.	Even	then	I	was	

pretty	hawkish.	I	was	known	as	a	hawk	on	Putin.	Later,	they	admitted,	“Yeah,	you	

were	right.”	

MILES:	That	has	aged	well—that	premonition	has	aged	well.		

FRIED:	Yeah,	well,	I	wish	I	had	been	wrong—	

MILES:	Me	too.	

FRIED:	—but	you	see	the	point	is	that	maybe	that	was	a	mistake,	pushing	MAP,	because	
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FRIED:	No,	go	ahead,	Bill	Burns	is—you	can	trust	him.	I	don't	know.	So	what	I	say	is	

speculation.	Condi	Rice	doesn't	like	to	be	bullied	and	responds	badly	to	attempts	

to	intimidate	her.	And	she	[01:04:00]	cannot	abide	crudity.	She's	an	extraordinarily	

polite	person.	

I	don't	know	what	happened,	but	I	have	heard	that	her	blood	was	up,	and	that	almost	

never	happens.	Condi,	by	the	way,	when	her	blood's	up,	she	doesn't	get	mad.	She	

gets	icy.	She	gets	glacial.	She	rarely	gets	angry,	but	I	think	something	happened	

that	made	her	glacial.	I'm	not	sure	what	that	was,	but	knowing	Putin,	and	knowing	

his	attempts	to	intimidate	people—I'm	thinking	of	Angela	Merkel,	where	he	knows	

she's	afraid	of	dogs,	he	brought	in	two	big	dogs.	If	that's	the	way	he	deals	with	

strong	women,	to	try	to	intimidate	them	and	put	them	in	their	place—a	kind	of	

misogynist,	add	misogyny	to	his	list	of	unpleasant	attributes—then	I	can	imagine,	

knowing	her,	how	Condi	Rice	would	have	reacted,	which	is	not	well,	and	not	by	

retreating,	not	one	millimeter.		

MILES:	So	speaking	of	blood	being	up,	let's	talk	about	the	Munich	Security	Conference,	

February	’07—	

FRIED:	I	wasn't	there.		

MILES:	—
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So	we	were	not	surprised.	[01:08:00]	Weren't	too	damn	pleased,	but	not	shocked.	Now,	

throughout	this	period,	Steve	Hadley	and	Tom	Graham	are	still	pushing	the	most	

constructive	U.S.-Russia	relationship	possible.	And	they're	not	wrong	to	do	so.	I	

never	opposed	them.	Nor,	in	retrospect,	should	I	have	opposed	them.	Try	to	make	

the	most	of	a	constructive	bilateral	agenda.	And	Steve	Hadley	is	a	really	smart	

policy	guy,	and	he	was	brilliant	at	coming	up	with	kind	of	win-win	frameworks,	

and	they	were	all	good.	They	were	all	solid	pieces	of	work.	None	of	them	

amounted	to	anything.	Not	because	they	weren't	good—it	would	have	left	both	

sides	better	off—but	because	Putin	was	just	not	interested.		

BEHRINGER:	Can	I	follow	up	on	that	real	quick?	So	you	mentioned	that	there	were	some	

moves	from	Hadley	and	Graham	trying	to	engage	Russia.	And	then,	on	the	Russian	

side,	there	were	also	counterproposals.	One	was	Lavrov	pitching	the	OSCE	on	
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done.”	And	what	he	wants	is	American	military	presence	on	Polish	territory	now	

that	the	Russians	have	started	another	goddamn	war.	So	Condi	says,	“Come	on,	

let's	go	to	Warsaw.”	So	she	gives	him	a	ride	in	her	plane.	She	liked	Radek.	She	liked	

Radek,	because	she	likes	really	smart	people.		

And	Radek	is	not	only	smart,	he's	witty.	He's	a	Pole	who	was	educated	in	Oxford	and	he's	

got	British	wit.	Like,	he	outdoes	the	British	at	their	own	game.	He's	just	amazing.	

You	ought	to	talk	to	him.	He's	wonderful.	He's	married	to	Anne	Applebaum,	the	

great	scholar,	and	she	really	is	a	great	scholar	and	historian,	as	well	as	a	witty	and	

wicked	pen.	They're	wonderful	people.		

So	we	go	there,	we	sign	the	deal.	Radek’s	a	damn	good	bureaucrat,	too.	So	we	do	the	deal.	

Then	the	Obama	administration	[01:16:00]	changes	it,	pissing	off	the	Poles	and	the	

Czechs.	The	Czechs	are	mad	to	this	day,	by	the	way.	And	they're	mad	and	the	

Poles	are	mad	because	Obama	tells	them	the	news	on	September	17th,	‘09.	And	

what’s	September	17th	to	you?	Probably	nothing.	But	to	the	Poles,	it's	the	date—

twinned	with	September	1st,	1939—September	1st,	the	Nazis	invade,	September	

17th,	the	Soviets	invade	from	the	east,	because	they're	Hitler’s	ally.	Oh,	and	yeah,	

later	that	month	they	have	a	joint	victory	parade	with	the	Nazis	at	Brest-Litovsk.	

Just	in	case	people	get	all	sentimental	about	the	Soviets	defeating	the	Nazis,	which	

they	did,	but	that	was	after	they	were	allies,	which	they	were.	Okay.	The	Obama	

people	screwed	that	one	up	pretty	badly.		
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But	then	again,	to	Obama's	enormous	credit,	he	puts	not	only	a	NATO	battalion	into	

Poland,	but	a	U.S.	armored	brigade	into	Poland	on	a	rotational	basis.	That's	more	

than	we	did	in	the	Bush	administration.	I	never	thought	Obama	got	enough	credit	

for	that.	That	was	a	really	cool	move.	Good	for	the	Obama	team.	Good	for	Obama.	

You	know,	solid	stuff.	That’s	a	big	deal.	Shows	you	how	far	we've	gone,	right?	Look	

at	the	arc	here.	That	a	Democratic	Party	president,	in	whose	party	are	significant	

elements	of	lingering	NATO	skepticism,	or	used	to	be—an	armored	brigade	in	

Poland.	

BEHRINGER:	We've	only	got	about	nine	minutes	left,	so	I	wanted	to	ask—I	think	this	will	

be	my	last	question	then	I'll	see	if	Simon	has	any	more.	I	was	hoping	you	could	

reflect	a	little	bit	on	[01:18:00]	the	effects	of	personal	diplomacy.	Bush	famously	

visited	Russia	at	least	seven	times,	more	than	any	other	president	in	U.S.	history.	

Putin	visits	Crawford	and	Kennebunkport—	

FRIED:	Yeah,	I	was	there	at	Crawford	in	’01.	

BEHRINGER:	Yeah,	I	was	wondering	if	you	could	tell	us	about	any	of	those	meetings	that	

stick	out	in	your	mind,	and	what	are	their	significance	for	understanding	kind	of	

the	effect	of	this	personal	relationship	on	the	broader	U.S.-Russian	relationship?	

FRIED:	That	Crawford	meeting	was	maybe	the	high	point	of	U.S.-Russia	relations	under	

Bush.	I	mean,	the	warmth	was	real	and	the	sense	of	possibility	was	real.	So	I’ll	give	

you	a	sense.	I'm	talking	to	a	senior	Russian	official	at	the	reception	at	Crawford,	

and	things	are	just	going	great.	They'd	met	in	Washington	and	we'd	fly	to	
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Crawford,	and	everybody's	relaxed	cause	the	heavy	lifting	is	done.	I	said,	“We're	

just	getting	to	know	Putin.”	He	looks	around	and	says,	“So	are	we.”	I	said,	“This	can	

really	work	out,	man,	this	can	be	really	cool.”	You	have	the	sense	of	hope	and	

possibility.		

There	was	a	Texas	band	playing.	They	played	“Cotton	Eye	Joe,”	and	I	danced	“Cotton	Eye	

Joe”	with	Condi	Rice.	It's	a	four-part	polka	with	a	little	bit	of	Mexican	stuff	thrown	

in.	It's	a	really	interesting	dance,	if	you	see	it,	and	I	know	how	to	do	it.	So	I	tell	you	

that	so	you	get	a	sense	of	the	atmosphere.	But	that	seemed	appropriate.	

Otherwise,	she	would	have	given	me	the	glacial	stare,	told	me	to	bug	off	when	I	
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Russia	developed.”	No,	that's	not	what	happened.	But	we	didn't	know	that.	What	a	

waste.	

MILES:	So	then,	yeah,	that's	my	question	is	how	do	you	see	this	whole	thing?	To	put	it	

very	mildly,	an	eventful	eight	years.	So	is	the	story	opportunity	squandered?	Is	the	

story	of	Sisyphus,	just	trying	to	make	something	happen	that’s	never	going	to	

happen?	

FRIED:	No,	no,	no.	Opportunity	squandered	sounds	like	a	political	science	course	where	

both	sides	made	mistakes.	Now,	clearly	both	sides	made	mistakes.	But	that's	not	

equal.	It's	not	that	there	were	misunderstandings	and	the	U.S.	was	too	aggressive.	

No.	The	reason	it	didn't	work	out	is	because	of	the	nature	of	Putin's	rule	

[01:22:00]—	

MILES:	Yeah.	Opportunity	squandered	could	be	that	the	Russian	squandered	the	

opportunity,	right?	

FRIED:	They	completely	squandered	it.	They	completely	squandered	the	opportunity	

because	we	were	offering	them	an	honorable	place	at	the	high	table	of	the	world—

membership	in	the	G8—and	Bush	forwardly,	the	American	president	saying,	

“Listen,	man,	I'm	going	to	work	with	you.”	But	Bush	was	not	willing	to	abandon	

the	Freedom	Agenda	on	the	altar	of	better	relations	with	the	Kremlin.	And	when	

he	had	to	choose,	he	chose	wisely.	

By	the	way,	George	H.W.	Bush	made	the	call	to	support	Solidarity	in	1989	and	made	the	

call	to	support	German	reunification	on	Western	terms.	He	didn't	have	to	do	that.	
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like	he's	ignorant	or	dumb.	He	is	really	smart	and	really	knows	what	he's	talking	

about.	I	think	he's	wrong,	but	I	can't	tell	you	that	he	is	wrong.	I	have	a	different—a	

different	view.	But	you	want	to	get	somebody	who	has,	who	is	the	best	exponent	of	

the	realist	approach,	capital	“R”	doctrinal	Realism	for	Russia?	You	can	do	worse	

than	Tom	Graham.	Another	person	to	talk	to,	of	course,	would	be	John	Beyrle.	I	

disagree	with	him,	but	far	[less]—you	know,	John’s	great.	He	warned	me	about	the	

Russo-Georgian	War.	He	said	early	on,	first	day,	end	of	July,	or,	a	week	before	the	

war,	“Putin’s	spoiling	for	a	fight,	watch	out.”	I	think	it	was	in	July,	‘cause	he	was	

back	in	Russia	for	the	war.	Anyway,	I've	got	to	run.	

MILES:	Yeah,	thank	you	for	this.	This	was	a	lot	of	fun.	

FRIED:	I	hope	it	was	useful.	[01:26:00]	I’m	trying	to	give	you	stuff	that’s—you	don't	need	a	

regurgitation	of	Condi’s	memoirs	in	my	words.	I'm	trying	to	give	you	stuff—I	don't	

think	I've	ever	told	people	about	“Cotton	Eye	Joe.”		

MILES:	That's	a	great	story.		

BEHRINGER:	That	was	terrific.	Thank	you.	

FRIED:	So	here's	one	more:	as	Putin	was	leaving,	as	it	was	breaking	up,	Putin	sees	me,	

walks	away,	stops,	turns	back,	comes	to	me,	shakes	my	hands,	and	says	in	Russian,	

“You	really	dance	well.”		

[Laughter]	

MILES:	See,	you	and	Putin	can	agree	on	one	thing	at	least.	[Laughter]	Thanks	so	much	for	

this.	This	was	hugely	helpful.		
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BEHRINGER:	Thank	you,	Ambassador	Fried,	we	appreciate	it.	

FRIED:	Good	luck,	guys,	and	you	know	who	to	talk	to,	right?		

MILES:	Yes.		

BEHRINGER:	Yes.	

MILES:	Thanks	so	much.	

BEHRINGER:	Thank	you	so	much.		

FRIED:	All	right,	take	care.	

BEHRINGER:	Take	care.	

FRIED:	Bye.	

BEHRINGER:	Bye.	

	

[END	OF	AUDIO/VIDEO	FILE]	


