Our Man in London
o

The retired Chicago businessman
Louis Susman recently became the U.S.
ambassador to the United Kingdom,
an appointment widely regarded as the
prize for his ferocious fundraising on
behalf of the Obama campaign. Derided
by the British press as the “vacuum
cleaner,” Susman is only the most
prominent example of a continuing—
and questionable—American tradition
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“It's @ major job with major
issues,” says the Obama-

bundler-turned-ambassador
Louis Susman of his post.
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ast February, three months

after raising more than

half a million dollars for

Barack Obama’s presiden-

tial campaign, the retired Chicago invest-

ment banker Louis Susman took a call from

the White House. Susman won’t say who

was on the line—it was likely David Jacob-

son, the Chicago lawyer who worked for

Obama during the campaign and went to

Washington as Obama’s special assistant for

presidential personnel—but Susman will

repeat the question he was asked: “‘The

resident has an intent to nominate you [to

ge ambassador to the United Kingdom], and,
if he does, would you accept?’”

Susman didn’t even pause to check
with Marjorie, his wife of 50 years. “I
accepted on the spot,” he recalled in a
telephone interview from their new
home in London.

No surprise that he didn’t need to
think it over. Ambassador Extraordi-
nary and Plenipotentiary to the Court
of St. James’s—the official title—is wide-
ly considered the most coveted of the
185 ambassadorships the president has
to offer. Susman’s predecessors include
John Adams, who presented his cre-
dentials to King George III in 1785.
Five envoys to England went on to be-
come president, four vice president,
and ten secretary of state.

Today, Lou and Margie Susman are settling into the 35-room, red brick,
neo-Georgian Winfield House in Regent’s Park, surrounded by a private gar-
den second in size only to the one at Buckingham Palace. The posting is as
safe as it comes—no worries about a mob storming the embassy—and the
one language required is the one language Susman speaks.

By American political standards, Susman, 72, earned the appointment.

For 40 years, he has worked the phones tirelessly for Democrats, sucking
up cash from friends and associates with such ferocity that he earned the
nickname the Vacuum Cleaner or, for short, the Hoover. In 2004, as nation-
al finance chairman for John Kerry—they were friends from Nantucket,
where both own vacation homes—Susman was said to have been in line for
a cabinet position had Kerry won. For the 2008 election, a roster of ambi-
tious Democrats sought Susman’s golden touch. “I've had calls from every
potential candidate,” he told me in May 2006. A few months later, Susman
threw in with the new Illinois senator, Barack Obama, even though the
smart money was then touting Hillary Clinton. In all, Susman bundled
$247,000 for Obama’s presidential campaign and another $300,000 for his
inauguration. The Obama miracle of 2008 marked the first time Susman

(From left) Susman
with his wife, Marjorie,
on the day of his
ceremonial induction
last October at
Buckingham Palace;
face to face with
Queen Elizabeth Il
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Winners’ Row

Matching key campaign backers with first-class embassies is nothing new, and
the practice has continued under the Obama administration. After overseeing
the process of matching donors with embassies, David Jacobson—a Chicago
lawyer (Sonnenschein, Nath & Rosenthal) and Obama fundraiser (deputy to the

ambassador to Canada. Sheila Krumholz, executive director of the Center for
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had backed a presidential winner—and, hence, the first time
he and Margie could reap the reward.

But the position has come with a tarnish. Susman’s ap-
pointment Kicked up the long-standing argument over
awarding diplomatic positions to top fundraisers. The Lon-
don press dripped disdain. “Ultimate Prize for ‘Vacuum
Cleaner,” blared The Daily Telegraph. Why, the Brits de-
manded, does the United Kingdom (UK) so often get stuck
with a buckraker, while almost always dispatching profes-
sional diplomats to its embassy in Washington? “We are the
only major power that sends nonprofessionals regularly,” says
Ronald Neumann, president of the American Academy of
Diplomacy and former U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan.
“We're the only one who thinks this is amateur hour.”

The tradition dates to President Andrew Jackson, but
didn’t Obama promise change? “I think that President Oba-
ma, as all presidents, choose who they think is the most qual-
ified and deserving person to become an ambassador,” Sus-
man told me last October. “The qualifications are the first
order of business, and I think, if it’s relevant, the second or-
der of business would be if they’re deserving.”

Susman is good on the second count; it’s the first that
bears watching.

hough the Susman appointment wasn’t of-

ficially announced until May 2009, Mar-

shall Bouton, president of the Chicago

Council on Global Affairs, says Obama’s

choice was “an open secret” around Chica-

go. At Susman’s request, before the 2008
election, he and Bouton had met several times to discuss for-
eign affairs; Bouton calls the retired Citigroup executive an
“excellent” choice. In July, Susman zipped through his con-
firmation hearings before the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee—that Citigroup had just received $45 billion in
bailout money didn’t merit a question—and Hillary Clinton,
the secretary of state, swore him in on July 29th. Next
came courses for both Lou and Margie at the Foreign Ser-
vice Institute in Arlington, Virginia. Susman had “about a
month of various consultations with so many people I
couldn’t even begin to tell you,” he recalled.

Arriving in London on August 17th, Susman presented his
credentials to the British Foreign Office. Less than two months
later, on October 13th, Queen Elizabeth II sent carriages to the
American Embassy in Grosvenor Square to deliver Susman,
wearing morning dress (coat with tails) and a top hat, to Buck-
ingham Palace to present his “ceremonial credentials.”

“I have been fully briefed both by the embassy protocol
office and the Buckingham Palace protocol office,” Susman
had told me, gravely, a week before the big day. After execut-
ing the appropriate bows as he (continued on page 136)
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(continued from page 65)  crossed the
carpet to greet the queen (she wore a long-
sleeved blue dress, pearls, and carried a
black handbag on her left arm), he and his
party returned to the embassy, where “it is
protocol and tradition that the new ambas-
sador provides the carriage driver and the
footman with a thimble of brandy,” Susman
had explained previously. “And you then
have to feed the horses carrots and sugar,
and you retreat to your embassy, and you
have a reception.”

The pomp, the prestige, the quirky tra-
ditions—who wouldn’t thrill at the post-
ing? But Susman can’t hide his sensitivity
to the charge that he bought his position.
When asked if he had a conversation with
Obama about the possibility of an ambas-
sadorship, he snaps, “Of course not, it’s
against the law” (A 1980 law states: “Con-
tributions to political campaigns should
not be a factor in the appointment of an in-
dividual as a chief of mission.” The law’s
weak wording seems, over the years, to
have negated its impact.)

Susman leaves the impression that he
never gave a moment’s thought to what he
might gain should Obama win. Several
friends tell another story. “I had known for
along time of his interest in getting an am-
bassadorship,” says William Singer, a Chica-
go lawyer, who calls Susman “one of my
closest friends” and adds that London was
Susman’s first choice.

“When it turned out that he raised as
much as he did, he began to think, Wow, I
bet I can get an ambassadorship if this guy’s
elected,” says Barbara Eagleton, who has
known Susman since he worked on the
1968 U.S. Senate race of her late husband,
Tom, in Missouri. “I think [the Susmans]
thought that they were going to get a nice
[ambassadorship], but I don’t think they
dreamed of getting London.”

Another Missouri friend, Senator Claire
McCaskKill, offers a different take: “I think it’s
unfair to assume that his preoccupation,
almost obsession, from sunup to sundown,
with getting Barack Obama elected presi-
dent had anything to do with what was in
it for him. . .. I don’t think there has ever
been a quid pro quo or a transactional na-
ture to the heart of Lou Susman.”

Like it or not, though, Susman became
Exhibit A in the debate over the virtues of
naming political appointees (approximate-
ly 30 percent of appointments in recent
years) as opposed to foreign-service profes-
sionals to ambassadorships. To many in
Britain and to members of the diplomatic
corps, London was a test case of Obama’s
campaign criticism of turning donors into
ambassadors. They expected “that the Lon-
don ambassador would be a heavyweight,”
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says Raymond Seitz, an ambassador to the
UK under George H. W. Bush and (for more
than a year) Bill Clinton, and the only
trained foreign-service professional ever to
hold the UK post, “somebody of substance,
not necessarily a professional foreign-ser-
vice officer, but a former senator or a former
general or former governor, somebody with
political weight and a recognizable profile.”

Both the American Foreign Service Asso-
ciation and the American Academy of Diplo-
macy had lobbied the candidates during the
2008 campaign to limit political appoint-
ments to about 10 percent of the 185 total
ambassadorships. Based on Obama’s early
appointments, Ronald Neumann predicted
that Obama “is ticking to be worse in num-
bers [than George W. Bush].” In fact, theyre
about even. At presstime, 29.7 percent of
Obama’s appointments had been political,
compared with Bush’s eventual total of
approximately 30 percent.

"WHY IS [OBAMA]
LETTING THE POLITI-
CAL APPOINTMENTS

OFFICE HAND OUT

THESE PRIZES TO
PEOPLE WHO HAVE
NO QUALIFICATIONS

WHATSOEVER TO

DO THESE JOBS?”

ASKS A CRITIC.

“Why is [President Obama] letting the
political appointments office downstairs in
the basement of the West Wing hand out
these prizes to a bunch of people who have
no qualifications whatsoever to do these
jobs?” asks Seitz. “As far as they are con-
cerned it’s payoff time. . . . Do they think
this approach to foreign policy . . . is good
for this country?”

Even the professionals, however, point
out that the debate should not be between
professional and political but between com-
petent and incompetent. “Who were our
early diplomats?” asks Neumann. “Adams,
Jefferson, Franklin”—all political appointees.
“It’'s competence that’s the question.”

SUSMAN'’S FRIENDS INSIST THAT’S NOT AN
issue with him. A graduate of the Universi-
ty of Michigan (°59) and Washington Uni-
versity Law School (°62), Susman brings to

the job years of legal and banking experi-
ence, with deep knowledge of global fi-
nance. Senator McCaskill argues that the
diplomatic corps benefits from a mix of
professional and political appointees—the
latter “bring a different kind of experience
that is very helpful.”

Marshall Bouton says that while he
would not want to see a political appointee
in Pakistan, “in the bigger European posts,
... the ambassador is sitting there to be a
channel of communication and influence
back and forth.”

On that front, Susman got off to a rocky
start. In his first major interview, published
by the Financial Times a bit more than a
month after his arrival in London, Susman
explained that the United States wanted to
turn the page from the days when the Brits
saw the Americans as a “dumb” and “bully-
ing” country. And he contrasted the “un-
questioning” relationship that the prime
minister Tony Blair had with the Bush ad-
ministration to the close working relation-
ship between Obama and Blair’s successor,
Gordon Brown. “To compare it to the pre-
vious relationship, well, some people might
say that relationship wasn’t healthy,” Sus-
man said.

The retired diplomat Ronald Spiers, a
former ambassador to Turkey, Pakistan,
and the Bahamas, told me, “I don’t think
a career person would ever say anything
like that”

Writing in the conservative British week-
ly Spectator, Irwin Stelzer asked, “Is it real-
ly necessary for [Susman] to follow the Oba-
ma practice of including an attack on
America in his press interviews?”

“I've never made any comment ever,
any place, anywhere about Tony Blair;” Sus-
man huffed when I asked him about the in-
terview. “I don’t think you saw that right.
Never, ever” (Here’s the link to the Finan-
cial Times article: http://www.ft.com/cms/s
/0/bb368bfa-a6ec-11de-bd14-00144-feabdcO
.html.)

As I was reporting this story, I heard re-
peatedly, “Were sending Susman to Lon-
don; it’s not like he’s going to Baghdad.”

“It’s sort of like saying, ‘It's okay, what
harm can he do?”” says Raymond Seitz. “I
mean, really, how insulting—to Mr. Susman.”

British reporters kept the insults com-
ing. News that the embassy was advertising
for a speechwriter with “a deep knowledge
of British politics, media and society”
prompted The Daily Telegraph’s Tim Wal-
ker to suggest that a professional was need-
ed “to at least make the ... Chicago lawyer
sound ambassadorial” The Independent’s
David Usborne reduced the appointment
to cronyism at its worst: Susman’s reward
for helping to get Obama elected was “a



very fancy house and equally fancy title in
the heart of London.”

If the reporters seemed snappish, per-
haps it was because the press secretly had
hoped for more celebrity wattage. Among
the names that had been loosely mentioned
as possible candidates for the ambassador-
ship were Oprah Winfrey; Anna Wintour,
the editor of Vogue; and Caroline Kennedy
(whose Nazi appeaser grandfather, Joseph
Kennedy, had served as ambassador to the
UK). Any of them would have been a pre-
posterous choice—Susman looks like Hen-
ry Kissinger by comparison.

LOUIS SUSMAN HAS LIVED AND WORKED
in Chicago for 20 years, but his roots go
back to Missouri. The son of a successful in-
dustrial cloth maker who founded Susman
Wiping Materials Company in 1930, Lou
grew up in the St. Louis suburb of Clayton.
Later, he and Margie raised their daughter
and son in the exclusive suburb of Ladue.
For 27 years, Susman practiced law in St.
Louis, boasting clients such as Bear, Stearns
& Co. and August A. Busch Jr.,, the patriarch
of the Anheuser-Busch companies and the
owner of the St. Louis Cardinals. (Susman
served as a member of the Cardinals’ board
and management committee.) Susman’s
hometown colleagues were not surprised in
1989 when he accepted an offer from Sal-
omon Brothers to head its Chicago office.
“He’s all investment banker;” one lawyer told
the St. Louis Post-Dispatch at the time, “full
sails, glad hands, deals—he’s always got his
eye on the big picture.”

Lou and Margie bought an Astor Street
condo, and he got to work making deals. In
1996 Salomon promoted him to vice chair-
man of the investment banking division in
New York, but he kept his office in Chicago.
After Salomon Brothers became part of Cit-
igroup in 1998, Susman worked his way up
to the position of vice chairman of Citi-
group’s corporate and investment banking.
Two of the deals Susman worked on here
would not win him the “Mr. Chicago” title.
In 1990, Susman negotiated the sale of Mar-
shall Field’s to his client, Dayton Hudson,
for $1.04 billion. In 1995, his client LG, a Ko-
rean company, took over another local insti-
tution, Zenith Electronics.

His close friend of 35 years, the Chicago
businessman Andrew McKenna, attributes
Susman’s success as a banker to his “very,
very good instincts” and “understanding of
human nature, so he’s able to build on inter-
personal relationships™qualities, says Mc-
Kenna, that will translate well to his new job.

Since his early days as a lawyer in Mis-
souri, Susman had kept a hand in politics.
“He just kind of appeared one day [in
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1968] and said that he’d like to work on
[Tom Eagleton’s Senate] campaign,” recalls
Barbara Eagleton. The candidate stuck the
young lawyer with the job nobody want-
ed—putting the arm on others to write
checks. Eagleton won that race and went
on to win two more, always with Susman
raising the money.

Presidential hopefuls soon came call-
ing—Ted Kennedy in 1980, Dick Gephardt in
1988, Bill Bradley in 2000, John Kerry in
2004. Susman got to know Barack Obama
in 2002, at a time when hardly anyone out-
side Chicago had heard of him. That year,
Susman introduced Obama to John Ker-
ry—the introduction, says Susman, that led
to Obama’s keynote speech at the Democrat-
ic National Convention in 2004 and
“launched Barack Obama into the national
spotlight.”

While Susman thought Obama would
run for president some day, he did not ex-
pect it in 2008. But by late summer 2006,
expectations had shifted. William Singer
recalls Susman at that time as being “wild-
ly enthusiastic. He thought [Obama] was
the right guy at the right time.”

The title of national finance chair went
to the Chicago billionaire Penny Pritzker, a
close personal friend of the Obamas and to-
day a member of the administration’s Eco-
nomic Recovery Advisory Board. Susman
became a key player, serving on the Na-
tional Finance Committee and bringing in
many vets of the 2004 Kerry race.

Much has been made of Obama’s touch
in raising small sums from millions of ordi-
nary people via the Internet. But winning
the presidency in this political era would be
impossible without the Susmans of the
country, the big players who have the busi-
ness and social contacts to bundle—the
campaign term for gathering up individual
contributions, which are limited to $2,300
per election. Susman moves at the apex of
Chicago’s social world—his friends include
major players such as the Manilows and
the Crowns—and he has immersed himself
in the tiptop of Chicago philanthropy, serv-
ing as a trustee of the Art Institute of Chica-
g0, a board member of the Lyric Opera, a
governing member of the Chicago Sympho-
ny Orchestra, a trustee of Children’s Me-
morial Hospital, a trustee of the Lincoln
Park Zoo, vice chairman of the Economic
Club, and a member of the Civic Committee
of the Commercial Club of Chicago.

Still, were Susman only a bundler, the
London job might have proved elusive.
William Singer points out that Susman
“was involved at different levels, well be-
yond fundraising.” Without that game-
changing 2004 keynote speech that Sus-
man helped finesse, Obama today would
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likely be finishing his first term as a U.S.
senator. Susman earned a reputation in
2004 for “‘strong-arming’ prominent Mis-
souri Democrats to endorse . . . Kerry,” the
St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported. He re-
peated that performance for Obama. “No-
body bird-dogged me more trying to get me
to endorse Barack Obama,” Senator Mc-
Cagkill recalls, “than Lou Susman.” She was
not an easy sell. “[A] lot of . . . my support-
ers were very much in the Clinton camp. As
a woman, I had obviously mixed emotions
about not supporting the first viable
woman candidate for president.” Early in
2008, McCaskKill endorsed Obama.

TYPICALLY, THE COURT OF ST. JAMES’S RE-
quires deep-pocketed ambassadors. Sus-
man’s immediate predecessors under
George W. Bush were rich, big donors.
William Farish, a multimillionaire horse
breeder, got on well with the queen because

"NOBODY BIRD-
DOGGED ME MORE
TRYING TO GET ME

TO ENDORSE BARACK
OBAMA THAN LOU
SUSMAN," RECALLS

SENATOR CLAIRE

MCCASKILL.

of their shared love of horses, “but diploma-
¢y, says Ronald Spiers, who twice served as
acting ambassador in London, “is not chat-
ting with the queen about horses” Robert
Tuttle, owner of one of the largest auto deal-
erships in America, was often dismissed as
a car salesman (he was, among other ac-
complishments, chairman of the Los Ange-
les Museum of Contemporary Art), but he
got good reviews here and abroad for being
active and visible. “Both he and his wife
were important figures on the scene,” says
Raymond Seitz. “That’s part of an ambas-
sador’s job, too” During their time at Win-
field House, the Tuttles entertained more
than 25,000 people.

Susman—who has “made a lot of mon-
ey since he left [St. Louis],” according to
Barbara Eagleton—will be expected to
spend from his own account to entertain.
Friends say he will get plenty of help on the
social front from Margie, who is smart, dis-
ciplined, and meticulous—a crack fundrais-
er for Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary

Art and for the Lupus Foundation (she suf-
fers from the disease)—and a master at
throwing parties. Senator McCaskill calls
her “a big, big part of Louis’s success.”

Still, Winfield House will be a challenge,
even for Margie Susman. Built in 1936 on a
$4.5-million plot by Barbara Hutton, the
Woolworth heiress, the mansion sustained
extensive German bomb damage during
World War II. Hutton sold it to Harry Tru-
man for $1 in 1946 with the understanding
that it would be home to the American am-
bassador, as it has been since 1955.

Margie “can’t stand any sort of mess,”
says Eagleton. The new ambassador’s wife
quickly decided that the private quarters
were not up to snuff and “redecorated
everything in like three weeks” Margie’s
taste, adds Eagleton, is “very minimalist.
... Everything is monochromatic.” (Louis
Susman’s spokesman would not comment
on whether Susman personally paid for
the redecoration.)

No one who knows Susman thinks he’ll
simply be America’s host in London. He’s
not “a guy who does very well at ceremoni-
al,” says McCaskKill. “This is a man who is go-
ing to try to see . . . how he can assist Sec-
retary Clinton and President Obama with
the foreign policy goals of the U.S.”

In our phone interview in October, 1
asked Susman to describe a typical work-
day, and he proceeded to drop some im-
pressive names. “You’re constantly in-
volved in all of the strategic objectives of
the United States. I have met with Gener-
al Petraeus, I've met with [the Middle East
Envoy] George Mitchell, I've met with
Chairman Bernanke, I've met with Treas-
ury Secretary Geithner. I just finished a
meeting with General Stanley McChrys-
tal. I've met with the prime minister, I've
met with his secretary of state and his
chancellor. I've met with the opposition
party leader, David Cameron, and his chief
shadow foreign secretary. . . . So it’s a ma-
jor job with major issues.”

His daily task, he said, is “maintaining
and strengthening and nourishing the spe-
cial relationship” between the United States
and Great Britain. Nightly “are dinners, re-
ceptions, consultations, pretty well booked
between Monday and Friday.

“It’s been like drinking from a fire hose,
there’s so much going on,” he said. “I miss
golf at my golf clubs.” He also misses the piz-
za at Mario’s (on Goethe and Dearborn)
and “I miss Gibsons Steakhouse a lot.”

Still, as we finished our interview, Sus-
man reflected, “I think that I got the best job
in the world. It’s just the highest possible
ranking representative in this country and
our closest and most dependable ally . . . so
1 feel very lucky.” [



