


Lincoln used his office in ways that would cer-
tainly raise eyebrows today, but was normal 
business in the 19th century, offering Bennett 
the ministerial post to France at one point, to 
try and influence favorable press from that 
Democratic editor. To ensure accurate report-
ing of his words, Lincoln provided copies of 
his speeches to reporters and editors, and at 
times, actually edited the newspaper copy be-
fore it went to press. Yet, Maihafer argues that 
while Lincoln’s efforts sometimes bordered on 
deviousness, they were undertaken to pro-
mote the Union war effort and never undercut 
the basic integrity of “Honest Abe.”

Readers who are looking for more insight 
into the military history of the Civil War may be 
disappointed. While Maihafer relates some of 
the battle history and offers insight into the 
personalities of the leaders on both sides, this 
is primarily a political history about how Lin-
coln used the power of the press to influence 
public opinion here and abroad in support of 
the Union war effort. In that respect, Maihafer 
has been highly successful in telling an inter-
esting story that adds to our understanding of 
Lincoln’s greatness as a wartime commander 
in chief.

STEVEN C. GRAVLIN
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Nerve Center: Inside the White House 
Situation Room by Michael K. Bohn, 
Bras sey’s, Inc., Washington, D.C., 2003, 
239 pp., $24.95 (hardcover).

It is 0100 hours. A message is handed to you, 
which reads, “Explosions reported in the vicin-
ity of regional government offices.” Communi-
cations systems begin blaring, people de-
mand answers, deadlines begin piling up, and 
to top it off, you are only in the middle of a 12-
hour shift. Karbala, Kosovo, Kabul, or Kuwait 
— you could be pulling your shift in any num-
ber of world locations. Those who have worked 
in a tactical operations center know of the chal-
lenges faced by White House Situation Room 
Duty Officers.

In Nerve Center: Inside the White House Sit-
uation Room, Bohn quickly establishes that 
the movie and television portrayals of the Sit-
uation Room are mythical. So much so, that 
administrations continually strive to downplay 
meet ings conducted in their conference rooms. 
In fact, recent administrations, specifically that 
of George W. Bush, have put to use a video 
teleconferencing system to reduce the media 
exposure of meetings of the President’s prin-
cipal deputies.

Nerve Center is presented in the same man-
ner as Tom Clancy’s nonfiction works, such as 
Armored CAV, Airborne, and Marine. It begins 
with an anecdotal introduction followed by an 
evolution from origin to present day operations. 
Continuing, Bohn details the capabilities and 
limitations of the Situation Room. He con-
cludes with a fictional account of the Situation 
Room embroiled in a future crisis.

At its basic level, the Situation Room is the 
President’s alert center. Born out of the 1961 

Bay of Pigs failure, the Situation Room was 
cre ated out of a determined need for the Pres-
ident’s staff to have a communications facility 
within the White House to receive, sort, and 
distribute intelligence reports from the State 
Department, the Pentagon, and the CIA. More-
over, President Kennedy wanted his national 
security advisor to be a personal presidential 
advisor, unlike previous administrations. There-
fore, the national security advisor required ac-
cess to the same information in near instanta-
neous fashion as the President’s cabinet sec-
retaries. What has evolved is an-all-in-one 
alert center, communications hub, and meet-
ing place that culminates intelligence for the 
President and his national security staff.

Bohn undoubtedly presents an insider’s per-
spective of the Situation Room. As a former di-
rector of the Situation Room under President 
Reagan, he was intricately involved in its day-
to-day operations. Although a retired naval in-
telligence officer, he does not limit his perspec-
tive to a military view. Bohn readily includes 
the perceptions of White House civilians (both 
permanent and presidential staff) and State 
Department, CIA, DIA, and NSA duty officers.

Nerve Center joins the growing ranks of re-
cent current events literature. A strong delin-
eation, however, is its historical, rather than 
journalistic, focus. It achieves professional val-
ue from its primary source documentation. 
Gathering sources from interviews, public doc-
uments, presidential papers, press releases, 
speeches, journal, newspaper, and internet ar-
ticles, Nerve Center is very well documented 
for a relatively short book. Impressively, Bohn 
conducted over 60 personal interviews, to in-
clude two former Presidents, six national secu-
rity advisors, and six situation room directors. 
Bohn went to all extents to complete this book.

Although not in the normal genre of interest 
in the armor community, it is an interesting book 
nonetheless. Nerve Center’s appeal comes 
from its Tom Clancy-like approach. It chroni-
cles a ‘behind-the-scene’ actor of U.S. security 
policy that has taken on a mystique all its own. 
While Hollywood created the myth, Bohn clar-
ifies the legend.
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Afghan Wars, Battles in a Hostile Land, 
1939 to Present, Edgar O’Ballance, Bras-
sey’s, 1993 and 2002, 277 pp., $18.95 (pa- 
perback).

Initially published in 1993, then updated and 
republished in 2002, the book minimally ac-
complishes its limited intent to provide a his-
torical outline of military conflict in Afghanistan. 
Progressing chronologically, the author con-
centrates on the political origins and ramifi-
cations of the First Anglo-Afghan War (1839-
1842), the Second Anglo-Afghan War (1878-
1881), the Third Anglo-Afghan War (1919), 
the 10-year Soviet military involvement (1979-
1989), and the resulting civil war and rise of 
the Taliban which followed the Soviet military 
withdrawal. Principally oriented toward politi-

cal cause and effects relative to Afghanistan’s 
history of armed conflict, there is only superfi-
cial information regarding military doctrine and 
tactics employed during the conflicts.

Although the author has extensive military and 
journalistic credentials, and he cites personal 
visits to Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan to fur-
ther bolster his bona fides, the results of his vis-
its were otherwise not footnoted in the text. 
Within the book’s bibliography there are only 
two references dated 1990 or later. A refer-
ence to Czar Nicholas II on page 31 cites his 
visit to Afghanistan at a date well before that 
of his birth. It may be assumed that the author 
meant to cite Czar Nicholas, Nicholas II’s grand-
father, but the mistake left doubts as to the 
overall journalistic and editorial accuracy. The 
book contains no photographs and the 12 bare-
bones maps are of negligible value, since they 
show limited political features and no geo-
graphic features or military symbols, and do 
very little to support or enhance the text.

The book’s recurring theme does establish 
the political caution that Afghan political and 
military factions are inherently ideologically di-
verse, and tend toward instability. Alliances 
among the many political and tribal factions are 
more often opportunity based than not, and 
tend to be very temporary. The book’s summa-
rized conclusion is that Afghanistan cannot yet 
be regarded as a modern nation state. If polit-
ical objectives are to be achieved through mil-
itary means, then those objectives had best be 
both very specific and very limited.

Although the book satisfied its stated goal to 
provide a historical outline of Afghanistan’s 
modern military history, there is very little of 
value for the student of military history, or for 
those who may be trying to gain insight of suc-
cessful military doctrine and tactics as may 
apply to current military operations in Afghan-
istan.
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Asymmetrical Warfare: Today’s Chal-
lenge to U.S. Military Power by Rog-
er W. Barnett, Brassey’s, Inc., Washing-
ton, D.C., 2003, 176 pp., notes, bibliogra-
phy, index, $39.95 (cloth), $24.95 (paper-
back).

The author, a professor emeritus at the U.S. 
Naval War College, presents an illuminating 
argument that in light of the terrorist attacks 
against the United States, it needs to create a 
system of purging the constraints that dictate 
traditional military responses. The challenge, 
the author maintains, is that United States pol-
icymakers and the military take the initiative 
and prevent or defend against an enemy’s abil-
ity to engage in asymmetrical warfare. He de-
fines this nature of warfare as “taking the cal-
culated risk to exploit an adversary’s inability 
or unwillingness to prevent, or defend against 
certain actions.” Conversely, a military situation 
where the weak using unconventional warfare 
is capable of defeating the strong.

The author analyzes a number of current asym-
metrical scenarios, such as an adversary’s use 
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