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Hank Paulson delivers a compelling narrative of the near meltdown of the global financial system that begins with his swearing in as Treasury Secretary on July 10, 2006 and concludes with his last day working at the Treasury in January of 2009.  This period covers the near collapse of U.S. and global financial markets and the beginning of the worst recession in a generation.  We are given a candid behind the scenes view of the confusion, raw politics and personal and corporate relationships that both helped precipitate the problem and finally started to bring it to a resolution.  
One of the truly interesting aspects of Paulson’s story is the close link that existed between the financial team of the Bush administration and that of the succeeding Obama administration.  A very real lesson for readers is that when it comes to the financial and economic systems, politics thankfully takes a backseat to what is best for the economy.  In October of 2008, the congress, controlled by the Democrats, gave a demonized Republican administration unprecedented power to deal with this national problem.  The absolute necessity for our elected officials to put aside their political animosity and work for the common good is made abundantly clear to the reader.  Had they let their normal partisan response to refuse to work with the other side of the aisle be the order of the day the financial carnage would have been total and complete.
Paulson’s observations on government officials at all levels present some interesting contrasts to the partisan rhetoric of the day.  His observations about President Bush’s knowledge and focus on the financial and economic issues stands in stark contrast to the campaign speeches that were made then and later.  The President’s willingness to do what was right for the country rather than play politics was clearly demonstrated by his response to the AIG rescue plan proposed by his advisors, “If we suffer political damage, so be it.”   The response from Harry Reid, Senate Majority Leader was not so bipartisan, “You’ve heard what the people have to say.  But I want to be absolutely clear that Congress has not given you formal approval to take action.  This is your responsibility and your action.”   
The chronology of events over this nearly two and one-half years is informative and told in a non-partisan tone, but it also lays bare the powerful egos and personalities that were central to the process.  Detailed discussion of the negotiations required to pass the TARP bill and the political haggling should give us all pause to consider what could happen in the future if a similar crisis were to arise and we didn’t have the same level of experienced and calm leadership in place to manage the situation.  Hank Paulson’s senior leadership role on Wall Street and in financial markets, interpersonal relationships with others in the Federal Reserve, on Wall Street and with those in similar positions in other countries gave him the access and respect to have discussions and arrive at reasoned solutions without the need for long political debates on Capitol Hill.
Paulson’s book lays out very clearly the interconnected nature of the global financial system.  It also makes clear to thoughtful persons that the failure of the dominant financial institutions would result in a financial Ice Age that would devastate the world economy for potentially decades.  The financial system is based on the ethical imperative that countries and financial institutions in our increasingly global economy must be able to trust that each will honor their financial obligations and commitments to the utmost of their ability.  The system seized up in 2008 and we came close to the precipice; those who argue that Main Street should have been “bailed out” before the banks that were integral to the problem either ignore or are unaware of the political initiatives that helped drive the housing bubble.  If the September 28, 2008 House vote that rejected TARP had not be reversed on October 3, 2008 the results would have been catastrophic.  Reading this book will give readers the opportunity to bring all of the pieces of a very complex puzzle into focus. 
This book is definitely worth the time!
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