
T
here’s probably only one person you can accurately
pose this question to: “So, what am I taking you
away from to do this interview: your award-winning
music career or a national security consulting
assignment?”

Jeff “Skunk” Baxter’s dual professions help
him bring a unique perspective to both roles. It ensures no
shortage of topics for any conversation with him – and promises
an entertaining discussion when Baxter speaks to Indiana Chamber
members as part of the organization’s Volunteer Awards
Luncheon and Annual Membership Meeting on November 8.

Music fans will recognize Baxter’s guitar work with Steely
Dan and The Doobie Brothers throughout the 1970s. His artistic
abilities have allowed him to serve as a session artist for Eric
Clapton, Sheryl Crow, Rick Nelson, Dolly Parton, Carly Simon,
Ringo Starr, Rod Stewart, Barbra Streisand, Donna Summer
and numerous other performers. 

True diversity comes, however, when Baxter’s talents allow him
to transition from steel and pedal guitar to advising the Pentagon,
Congress and leading private sector companies on missile
defense, terrorism, weapons of mass destruction and the like.
He accomplishes all the above – with his own style and flair.

“Music is satisfying for the soul because it is an artistic
outlook. It obviously fulfills the need to be creative,” Baxter
proclaims. “And the defense work, I don’t think I would be in
a position to be allowed to be creative and have the freedom
to do what I have been doing for years in terms of music if it wasn’t
for living in a country that has a strong belief in individual freedom,
creativity and opportunity. I guess there is a synergy there.”

Technical approach
Technology is part of the common thread between music

and missiles. Baxter explains his interest in the former, with
guitar players “in the forefront of trying to take advantage
of and utilize technology as it has come down the line.
Understanding technology, especially in the age of the transition
from analog to digital, opened up possibilities and capabilities
for small groups of musicians or single musicians to be able to
control and get involved in the creative environment in terms
of recording. 

“It is sort of a natural progression because musicians have
gotten more and more into computers, more and more into digital
recording, more and more into digital effects,” he continues. “I
think unless you understand the technology, I don’t think you
can really fully take advantage of it. You don’t have to have a
Ph.D. in theoretical physics, but it’s nice to know a little bit
about what you are doing.”

But how does one go from creating music in the studio to
crafting defense strategies in the boardroom or on the simulated
battlefield. In the 1980s, Baxter reasoned that certain military
hardware and software – data-compression algorithms and
large-capacity storage devices – could be adapted for use in
music recording. 

Despite no formal engineering or scientific training, his
interest was sparked and he began reading a variety of military
publications. Using a primitive computer, he eventually wrote
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a five-page paper proposing a conversion of the military’s Aegis
plane defense program into a missile-defense system. He shared
the paper with a friend, California congressman Dana Rohrabacher,
and the doors started to crack open.

Seeking a voice at the table
An outsider – in his approach and appearance – didn’t gain

immediate acceptance, however, in the tight-knit defense world.
He was, not unexpectedly, held to a much higher standard.

“The bottom line is if you are different, if you are not of the
ilk, for instance, if you are a musician in a world of defense
analysts, you need to, number one, know your stuff,” he states.
“You need to be able to walk the walk and you need to be able
to do it better than anyone else just to be graded on an even
scale. That said, a little bit of celebrity status certainly didn’t hurt
because it would at least get you to the point where people
were curious.

“It has been a good run. There are a few folks that were
naysayers and were certainly uncomfortable, but we changed a
lot of that because we did a lot of war gaming when I started out,
and I beat the good guys consistently, all the time. No matter

what they said or what their biases were, I win,
they lose.”

Baxter promises more on this topic (including
a video clip from a “Today” show story that
chronicled his career move) during his
presentation, titled “Asymmetrical Thinking in
a Conventional World.”

He explains, “There is no doubt about it
that we live in a world where there are a lot of
problems, and we are facing an unconventional
enemy who fights non-traditional and very
different ways than classic military doctrine
would dictate. If you want to fight a cultural
war, you need cultural warriors. You need
people who understand more than just military
doctrine. You need people who understand the
ability to wield soft power. 

“The fact is the United States is very strong
militarily and very strong economically,” Baxter
continues, “but probably our greatest strength
is our cultural capabilities and the fact that so

many people around the world are hungry for and excepting
of the product that our culture provides. So how do you mesh
those and how do you interlace that with military doctrine?
There are actually ways to do it.” 

Basic instincts
How does Baxter approach such challenges? First, he says,

is to be as unbiased as possible. He cites “Blink: The Power of
Thinking Without Thinking” as a guide.

“One of the things that I certainly rely on is my gut feelings.
There is something about the immediate cognitive and analytical
capability of human beings that we sometimes tend to dismiss
because we tend to overthink or overanalyze,” he describes. “I have
learned certainly in my time as a musician how to improvise,
because improvisation is to me one of the strong tenets of music.
Trusting that and being able to apply that capability in other areas
beside music is critical. I try and bring that with me and I try to
be unbiased. I don’t assume
anything, and I don’t
take anything for
granted. I like the

Performing earlier this year for wounded service members recovering at Walter Reed
Army Medical Center in Washington are (from left) Lincoln Bloomfield, Andras Simonyi,
Jeff "Skunk" Baxter and Daniel Poneman. Along with Bob McNally on drums and Jim
Ehinger on keyboards, they make up a band called The Coalition of the Willing, led by
Simonyi, Hungary's ambassador to the United States (Steven Smith photo).
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open slate, clean sheet of paper
approach.”

The music and defense crossover
continues. Musicians, according to
Baxter, struggle when they are put in
a position of recording or playing
different instruments. While they
have natural abilities, they often try
to apply the techniques of what they
are most familiar with to the new
challenge. A guitar player must think
like a piano player – and vice versa –
to achieve success.

“I find the same thing is applicable
in terms of unconventional warfare.
You need to put yourself in the mindset
of the person that you are trying to understand,”
he says. “In the presentation, I will give examples of war games
and situations where it is very obvious what we did on the surface,
but still explaining it to people who are experts in military doctrine
has been sometimes difficult. They want to understand it, but
they just don’t. Not that they are stupid and it’s not that there
is a lack of intelligence, far from it; it’s just they are taught to
think in a certain way.”

The military challenges have quite possibly never been greater.
Baxter terms the enemies of today “very adaptive, clever and

sometimes actually intelligent.” Despite the
unconventional approaches from around
the world, despite the need for reactions
and methods that differ from the status
quo, he sees a great deal of hope.

For one, the rigid military and intelligence
community structure is loosening. Where Baxter
once was “fighting not only the system …
but people who were wedded to the system,”
now he sees leaders interested in change, in
applying new ideas and techniques.

“There are very, very influential people,
admirals, generals, people high up in the intelligence
community who are all striving to be creative
and to implement creative changes. They have

gone to some amazing lengths and tried some very unorthodox
things. I am very optimistic.”

Hitting close to home
The impact of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001

was widespread. Baxter, due to the nature of his work, was
understandably deeply affected. At the time, he was participating

Baxter contributed to several early Doobie Brothers
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in a war game at an undisclosed location in Washington, D.C.
“It was a seminal event for me. I was one of the people

that volunteered to go into the Pentagon right after the attack,
and what I saw was a mind- and life-changing experience.”

Ironically, just before receiving word about the first attacks
Baxter was being chastised. One of the other people in the
room had said, ‘You don’t have a background in this at all and,
it’s people like you that cause trouble and waste people’s time.’
“I was just about to respond when the door to the conference
room opened and someone came in and said you need to turn
on CNN, the Twin Towers have been attacked. And right after
that is when we heard the Pentagon had been attacked. It’s not
an ‘I told you so,’ but it was an epiphany for a number of folks.”

Asked what he would like to accomplish in the coming
years, Baxter pauses before noting, “I’d like to see some of the
ideas and some of the concepts that I have been involved with
in transforming the intelligence community in place – and being
effective. I’m well on my way to doing that now. I’m blessed
and privileged to work with some amazing people in the

intelligence community and they are of a like mind. So I think
in the next two years to three years I can accomplish that. I’d
like to see this country be much more active, as opposed to
reactive, in dealing with the war on terror.”

And while he promises to share many anecdotes and insights
on November 8, don’t expect to learn the origin of his nickname.
Since Baxter had made it clear in previously published interviews
that that was not an open subject, BizVoice® simply asked how
long he has been known as “Skunk.”

“It’s been since I was 18, 19, 20, something like that. It’s a
great nickname to have. My father was in the advertising business
and he said, ‘Anything that’s in quotes will jump off of the page,
so keep the nickname.’ ”
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Resource: Chamber members can order their tickets to hear
Baxter at the November 8 Volunteer Awards Luncheon by
calling (800) 824-6885 or online at www.indianachamber.com
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