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    Prologue:

    Michael Cohen Calling


    In the spring of 2011, I received a call from a fellow named Michael Cohen. I did not recognize the name. Nor did I know how Cohen got my cell number. He explained that he was the attorney for Donald Trump—I did recognize that name—and he wanted to know what I knew about Barack Obama’s origins.


    I would occasionally get calls like this from people of a higher pay grade than mine. Ever since I first started questioning the authorship of Obama’s 1995 memoir, Dreams from My Father, I had become something of a conduit between what I have come to think of as the conservative samizdat on the one hand and the “responsible” right on the other.


    In Russian, samizdat means “self-publishing.” During the Soviet era, “samizdat” referred to the clandestine copying and distribution of literature banned by the state. I use samizdat as shorthand for an alternative conservative media composed of what one Second Amendment blogger aptly called “a coalition of willing Lilliputians.”1 In truth, those in the American samizdat run few risks beyond public shaming and perhaps job loss. For American citizen journalists on the right, the gulag is not an active worry, at least not for most of us—pace, Jerry Corsi—at least not yet.


    During the Obama years, the conservative samizdat of blogs, public forums, news aggregators, online publications, talk radio shows, and legal monitors such as Judicial Watch challenged the left—and, occasionally, the responsible right—for control of the Obama narrative. The internet gave the samizdat unprecedented reportorial power, and social media, Facebook and Twitter most prominently, gave us an ability to distribute our message in ways Soviet dissidents could only imagine.


    Every Lilliputian who dug up a useful fact and shared it on Facebook enlisted in the coalition of the willing. I got to know many such people. Aiding me in my Ayers-Obama research, for instance, were a half-dozen amateur sleuths from around the world, the two most helpful being the owner of a small Nebraska construction company and the caretaker of a Colorado ski resort. Volunteers did not need a law degree or a PhD. Heck, they didn’t need a GED. All they needed was common sense and a nose for the truth. In the only slightly repositioned words of Soviet dissident Vladimir Bukovsky, the struggle was “our glasnost versus their glasnost.”2


    To keep damaging revelations out of the public square, a counterinsurgency emerged on the left parallel to the samizdat. These well-funded, internet-savvy shock troops had no larger goal than to suppress the information conservatives gathered or hoped to gather. This cohort included media “watchdogs” such as Media Matters for America, “extremist” monitors, most notably the Southern Poverty Law Center, various fact-checking operations, and a wide range of left-leaning online publications, some more reckless than others.


    Watching these activists go about their business, I was reminded of a scene in Ray Bradbury’s 1951 dystopian sci-fi classic, Fahrenheit 451. In the way of background, 451 degrees Fahrenheit is the temperature at which paper burns. In the novel, the state employs “firemen” to burn paper lest the few civilians who care about books avail themselves of information the state does not want them to have. “Is it true that long ago firemen put fires out instead of going to start them?” a young woman asks her friend. The friend tells her she has been misinformed. “Strange,” she answers. “I heard once that a long time ago houses used to burn by accident and they needed firemen to stop the flames.”3


    Years ago, young journalists aspired to gather information and spread it. During the Obama era, however, the firemen on the left, like those in Bradbury’s novel, aspired to destroy inconvenient information before it could spread. At the risk of sounding sexist, I will use the term “firemen” both in homage to Bradbury and in recognition that men take to this dirty work with more relish than women. Every book burner I identify herein is male.


    The firemen had numerous ways of protecting the Obama presidency: defaming opposition journalists, mocking their work, exposing their past sins, trivializing their information, and twisting their facts, among others. At the amateur level, firemen routinely subverted the Wikipedia pages of perceived opponents, wrote one-star book reviews of their work on Amazon, and trolled the “comment” sections of conservative journals. Former CBS journalist Sharyl Attkisson saw the mission shift up close. “After Watergate,” she writes, “few would have predicted today’s dynamic in which some journalists view their job not as questioning the powers that be, but undermining those who report on the powers that be.”4


    Many of the salaried firemen lived in the same world as their mainstream colleagues. They attended the same universities, hung out in the same bars, and occasionally slept in the same beds. More than a few would leave the firehouse for a desk in a major media newsroom. Among those who made this move was wunderkind Ezra Klein. As a twenty-two-year-old, Klein launched an online meeting space called “JournoList” in which bloggers on the counterinsurgent left like himself could communicate with major figures in the media.


    In its first reporting on JournoList in March 2009, Politico described it as a site where “left-leaning bloggers, political reporters, magazine writers, policy wonks and academics” could compare notes and swap story ideas. Despite the many high-profile people who participated, Politico noted ingenuously, “JList itself has received almost no attention from the media.”5 This would change, but by that time, the twenty-five-year-old Klein was writing for the Washington Post.


    The firemen took the samizdat more seriously than did many “responsible” conservative journalists. To the right’s tactical disadvantage, its better-connected writers and producers at the National Review, Washington Times, New York Post, Wall Street Journal, the Weekly Standard, and Fox News worked to keep their distance from their irregular allies. There was no JournoList on the right, nothing like it.


    Editors at the flagship publication of the responsible right, the National Review, have ventured warily through the media minefield since the publication’s founding in 1955. This strategic caution became obvious in 1960 when NR condemned the less responsible John Birch Society. Rationalized an editor in an internal memo, “We can’t afford to jeopardize the grudging status we’ve earned in the liberal community.”6 Not to deny the dazzling National Review founder William Buckley his due, but Buckley established a modus operandi that has endured to this day throughout the responsible right.


    During the Obama years, National Review editor Rich Lowry never stopped worrying about the “status” the liberal community begrudged his publication. As Lowry once noted, “Mr. Buckley’s first great achievement was to purge the American right of its kooks.”7


    In September 2008, when I stumbled onto the likelihood that terrorist emeritus Bill Ayers was Obama’s muse, I almost wished I hadn’t. I knew what I was in for. I was about to become a kook, a racist kook at that. Allow me to cite my own case here as an example of the way the media forces aligned themselves during the Obama years.


    Although not inclined to say so out loud, at least a few people on the responsible right trusted my judgment. From time to time, individuals would quietly call to confirm or deny a rumor about Obama. I suspect one of them referred me to Cohen. I told Cohen I followed the birth certificate issue only from a distance. I knew no more than anyone else. I recommended instead that Trump focus on the authorship issue. Although Obama claimed to have written his acclaimed memoir by himself, he definitely had help, much of it from Bill Ayers. This I deduced from my literary forensic work in the summer and fall of 2008.


    Mainstream biographer Christopher Andersen confirmed Ayers’s involvement in his Obama-friendly 2009 book, Barack and Michelle: Portrait of an American Marriage. Andersen’s sources in Obama’s Hyde Park neighborhood told him that Obama found himself deeply in debt and “hopelessly blocked.” At “Michelle’s urging,” Obama “sought advice from his friend and Hyde Park neighbor Bill Ayers.” What attracted the Obamas were “Ayers’s proven abilities as a writer” as evident in his 1993 book, To Teach.8 Ayers himself took credit for Dreams on multiple occasions, usually, but not always, with a wink and a nod.


    My conversation with Cohen reaffirmed that Trump was the un-Obama, a creature of his own creation: crude, bombastic, and as subtle as a truck bomb. Unlike most on the right, Trump refused to be intimidated. He was eager and ready to vet the nation’s first unvetted president. On April 15, 2011, Sean Hannity of Fox News gave him the opportunity.


    “I heard he had terrible marks, and he ends up in Harvard,” said Trump in his inimitably artless style. “He wrote a book that was better than Ernest Hemingway, but the second book was written by an average person.”


    “You suspect Bill Ayers?” said Hannity.


    “I said, Bill Ayers wrote the book,” Trump replied.


    Trump had made the claim earlier in a public forum. He doubled down on Hannity’s show. For all the outrage about Trump’s questioning of Obama’s birth certificate, the mainstream media (MSM) were noticeably silent about Trump’s much more tangible challenge to Obama’s literary skills. As was their wont, the firemen noticed and filed away Trump’s “astounding racist projections” for another day,9 but at the time, there was negligible pushback to Trump’s remarks about Dreams.


    The mainstream media were equally silent about Andersen’s revelations. Indeed, at least fifty publications reviewed Andersen’s book, and not a one mentioned the six pages he spent on the book’s most newsworthy revelation. Relentless Obama defender Chris Matthews interviewed Andersen on MSNBC’s Hardball and did not address the authorship issue. Said Matthews at the end of the interview, “You’re amazing, successful guy. You have a winning streak here.”10 If Matthews did not read the book, which is likely, someone on his staff surely must have but chose not to notice the damning Ayers revelation. The MSM have been silent on this issue not because they think Trump was wrong, but because they think he might have been right. Contrary information frightens them.


    The election was still in play that September. By late in that month, I had gathered enough evidence to make a strong public case for my thesis, but I needed a lot of words to make it and ideally some high-profile space to put those words. After much back and forth, Human Events passed on my research. True to form, the National Review editors did too, as did those at the American Spectator. The Fox News producers showed some interest, but the suits blanched.


    The managing editor of the Weekly Standard, who had earlier published several of my articles, sent me to the magazine’s literary editor. His response nicely reflected the widespread fecklessness that allowed Obama to win the 2008 election: “An interesting piece, but I’m rather oversubscribed at the moment, the length is considerable, and cutting would not do it justice. (Also, we had a long, rather critical, piece on Obama’s oeuvre not too long ago.) So permit me to decline with thanks for allowing me to take a look.” The kind of editors who would use a word like “oeuvre” in the heat of an election proved themselves so responsibly disdainful of Donald Trump in 2016 that they oeuvred themselves out of business.


    Through some combination of naiveté and courage, the genuinely responsible writer and attorney Andy McCarthy came to my defense in National Review Online. McCarthy called my analysis of Obama’s Dreams “thorough, thoughtful and alarming—particularly his deconstruction of the text in Obama’s memoir and comparison to the themes, sophistication and signature phraseology of Bill Ayers’ memoir.”11


    The “liberal community” quickly pounced on McCarthy and the National Review. In the Atlantic, then fireman and now mainstream darling Ta-Nehisi Coates took the first swipe at McCarthy. He extracted one of his quotes in my defense and introduced it with the barb, “How desperate can it get? This desperate.”12 The Atlantic added another quick review that began thusly, “At The Corner, Andy McCarthy evaluates Cashill’s argument and proves himself to be an idiot.”13


    These exchanges took place a month before the 2008 election. New Yorker editor and Obama biographer David Remnick later observed about my theory and McCarthy’s endorsement, “if ever proved true, or believed to be true among enough voters, [it] could have been the end of [Obama’s] candidacy.”14 Having acknowledged the samizdat as a force, Remnick attempted to negate its power through ridicule and outright contempt. Although he demeaned many of Obama’s critics, he reserved what neoconservative scholar Ron Radosh called “his most extensive and nasty comments” for me.15 In his Obama biography, The Bridge, Remnick introduces me as “a little-known conservative writer, magazine editor, and former talk-radio-show host.”16 The “little known” part speaks for itself. The “talk-radio-show” detail is code for “not to be taken seriously.” Radosh, whom I do not know at all, introduced me a shade more accurately: “Cashill has solid bona fide academic credentials. He has a Ph.D. in American Studies from Purdue University, and [is] author of a respected book on American intellectuals, Hoodwinked.”


    Remnick then reviews my theory that Ayers played a major role in the writing of Dreams from My Father by cherry-picking the least significant evidence and overlooking the most compelling. My theory, he insists, would have remained “a mere twinkling in the Web’s farthest lunatic orbit”17 had not more influential conservative voices echoed it. True to form, Remnick makes no effort to find some hole in my argument. He simply attacks me personally and concludes, as Radosh noted, “by playing the race card in an absurd way.” Remnick would play that card until the spots wore off, explaining for the naive that mine was a “racist insinuation,” one with a “particularly ugly pedigree.”


    There was a price to be paid for criticizing Obama. Everyone on the responsible right understood this. I am told McCarthy caught heat internally for jeopardizing National Review’s “grudging status” among liberals. What I know for sure is that the link from Coates’s article to McCarthy’s goes nowhere. I suspect McCarthy’s review was scrubbed almost immediately. I was unaware of it until I read Remnick’s attack on it two years later. In the final month of the campaign, no one on the responsible right would give me change for a dollar.


    What made Trump’s entry into the public square so memorable in 2011 was that he showed no concern about his status with liberals or the responsible right, grudging or otherwise. He bulled right in. Race had little, if anything, to do with his appeal. Boldness had everything to do with it. Although Trump’s impact on the Obama presidency was minimal in 2011, he showed what a force he could be should he ever become president. To preserve their own version of events, as shall be seen, Obama and his allies would go to unprecedented lengths.


    During the Obama years, an asymmetrical war was waged for control of that critical first draft of American history. There is no fair way to record that history without first acknowledging the war. The field of battle shaped up as follows: on the right, the samizdat and the responsible right, occasionally working together, often working at odds; on the left, the mainstream media, the social media giants, Hollywood, Broadway, the federal bureaucracies, the national security apparatus, and the ubiquitous firemen, amateur and professional. Rarely at odds, these forces routinely worked together to amplify what Obama adviser Ben Rhodes called the White House’s “messaging campaign.”


    If push came to shove, the left had the most powerful ally of all in its corner, the U.S. government, particularly Obama’s Department of Justice (DOJ) and a politicized Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). At least five of the truth tellers profiled herein were arrested for their efforts. Several more were harassed or threatened or subpoenaed by the DOJ, the FBI, the IRS, the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA), and unknown others. A few expressed reluctance in going on the record for fear of further retaliation.


    Money, resources, and power overwhelmingly favored the left, but the right had the equalizer on its side—the facts. By book’s end, this dichotomy will not seem simplistic. From the moment of Obama’s emergence in 2004, journalists, mainstream and left, have relentlessly disgraced their profession and betrayed the American people. The histories they write will not be worth reading.

  


  
    The Front Man



    “We quickly settled on him,” wrote John Kerry of Barack Obama. Kerry and his advisers had selected Obama to give the keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National Convention. “It was an easy decision—a clean slate, someone fresh who could articulate a new vision, someone who was unexpected.”1


    In reality, Obama’s slate was anything but clean in 2004. Knowing little about the man, Kerry and other Democrats preferred to imagine Obama as pure and noble, much as they imagined themselves. In the years ahead, court historians and Obama’s everyday enablers in the mainstream media refused to cloud the Democrats’ imagination. They deferred instead to team Obama and allowed his handlers to fashion an image of their man that best suited their purposes. Unfortunately for history’s sake, that image warred with reality, not only in regard to Obama’s objectives and accomplishments, but also in regard to his style and his very soul. In hindsight, it is remarkable how enthusiastically our nation’s elites—political, academic, tech, media—could conspire to twice elect a man president they understood so little.


    They failed to understand the reality of the Obama presidency in part because of their failure to understand the political transformation that occurred during Obama’s tenure in the White House. “Liberalism,” as understood in the post-war era, died on Obama’s watch. Replacing it was “progressivism.” This was much more than a casual rebranding. If liberals could envision a harmonious future, benign and paternal, orderly and safe, progressives could not. “Progressive,” in fact, represents the rare bit of leftist nomenclature not cushioned by euphemism. At the risk of tautology, progressives “progress.” Like the sharks of our imagination, they move forward or they die. If liberals are to have any relevance, they follow, however uneasily, in the shark’s wake.


    In its current permutation, American progressivism is fundamentally improvisational and anti-intellectual. American progressives owe less to cultural Marxists such as Antonio Gramsci, the Critical Theorists of the Frankfurt School, or even Karl Marx himself than they do to activists such as Alfred Kinsey, Gloria Steinem, and Jesse Jackson.


    In the post-Soviet era, with no one hand guiding the international left, American progressives have moved forward on numerous fronts: black, brown, green, feminist, LGBT, Islamic, globalist, and socialist. Despite all the talk of external manipulation from the likes, say, of a George Soros, the evolution of these movements has been largely organic with the civil rights movement serving as paradigm. Almost always intentionally, these movements eroded the power of traditional institutions—church and family, local governments, and private businesses—and consolidated it in the federal government and judiciary.


    Barack Obama led none of the left’s movements, but he enabled them all. He was supremely positioned to do so. Born to an African Marxist father with Muslim roots and a progressive American mother, Obama learned from leftist mentors throughout his life and sampled a wide range of socialist causes before finding himself, like a turtle on a fence post, keynoting the 2004 Democratic National Convention. Once on stage, Obama was able to turn the nation’s racial guilt against friend and foe alike, immunizing himself in the process against meaningful criticism.


    Obama’s bourgeois lifestyle and cool demeanor made him all the more effective as a front man for a movement that had grown increasingly strident, even punitive. He was prepared to sell what he lacked the stomach to lead. For eight years, he would serve as the nation’s conscience-in-chief, assigning liberal doses of shame to those who defied America’s promised transformation, and encouragement to those who promoted it.


    Given his origins and his education, there was no front in the progressive march through the institutions that Barack Obama could not credibly represent. His timing was excellent. “Intersectionality” was emerging on the left as more than just a buzzword. In theory, intersectionality meant that marginalized groups shared common oppressors and thus had common political interests. Schooled in street-level Critical Theory, activists from various fronts were forging alliances with those in other fronts who also saw themselves as oppressed. These activists, whether they knew it or not, would be expected to subordinate their own interests to the larger progressive cause—seizing and sustaining national power. Obama managed this entente well. Arguably his most useful contribution to the leftist cause was to shepherd the fractious coalition partners more or less along the same path.


    The emotional force that held the movement together was a shared contempt for the enemy. Movement leaders showed less interest in celebrating the many colors of their multicultural rainbow than they did in punishing those who resisted the celebration. On Obama’s watch, and occasionally at his urging, progressives found common cause in imputing hatred to others—hatred of blacks, of gays, of transgenders, of immigrants, of Muslims, of women, of poor people, even, yes, of mother earth. If hate defined America’s deplorables, love and justice defined the good. A calculus this delusional would ultimately prove to be unsustainable, not to mention unmarketable.


    The media helped pave the high road of good intentions. By the early 1960s, the mainstream media were prepared to accommodate leftward thrusts that did not put too much pressure on the “Overton window”—the range of ideas tolerated in public discourse. By the end of that decade, in all but the largest cities, one newspaper stood unchallenged. There were but three major television news networks, all in New York and Washington, two news magazines of significance, and three newspapers with national clout. Newsrooms everywhere had begun to skew left, even their sports departments, but gently at first and not without internal opposition.


    As leftists consolidated their power in universities, journalism schools included, newsrooms shifted leftwards with each new graduating class. For a variety of reasons too complex to explain in this space, the internet accelerated the shift. By 2008, conservatives had almost no voice in any newsroom of significance other than those of Fox News and the Wall Street Journal. Given license by the media, progressive activists felt comfortable in making claims that they knew would go unchallenged regarding all manner of presumed problems: global warming, wage gaps, hate crimes, sex crimes, AIDS, police brutality, gender differences, income distribution, homelessness, illegal immigration, and discrimination of all sorts. “Narratives” were constructed around strategic omissions and half-truths, and movements were built on narratives.


    The victim in these narratives—most narratives had at least one—was inevitably some “marginalized” person or group; the culprit some privileged branch of corporate and/or conservative America. This strategy was more Sharptonian than Gramscian, more pop culture than Critical Theory. In Obama, this evolving Hydra-headed movement found the perfect front man to represent its many, often conflicting, interests. As a “clean slate,” at least from the media’s perspective, a multiracial, international charmer like Obama could be all things to all people.


    Never has a president-elect entered the White House with higher expectations. Indeed, within weeks of his inauguration, Obama would be nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize. None of his Democratic predecessors, not FDR, not even JFK, enjoyed a major media as agreeably one-sided as he did. Throughout Obama’s tenure, and with his support, leftist elites attempted to suppress criticism of the president, his policies, and progressive causes in general. As Angelo Codevilla has observed, these elites presided “over nearly all federal, and state, government bureaucracies, over the media, the educational establishment, and major corporations.”2 They did not like, nor expect, to lose. Their control of the academies, the social media giants, and the major media outlets was very nearly monolithic.


    Codevilla, perhaps the shrewdest observer of the contemporary left, contends that progressives today struggle not so much “to create the promised new realities as to force people to speak and act as if these were real.”3 For all of Obama’s control of the media during his tenure, the samizdat remained beyond his reach. Its irregular journalists routinely threatened to expose what Codevilla called “the gap between political correctness and reality.” And working as many did on their own dime and on their own time, they had neither careers nor pensions to protect. There was power in that independence.

  


  
    Scandal Free



    “I am proud of the fact that we will—knock on wood—leave this administration without significant scandal,” said Barack Obama near the end of his second and last term in office.1 The use of the word “significant” scarcely dimmed the wattage of this boast. Obama quickly added, “In terms of just abiding by the rules and norms and keeping trust with the American people, I will put this administration against any administration in history.” Two years later, Obama felt free to repeat the claim, telling a tech audience, “I didn’t have scandals, which seems like it shouldn’t be something you brag about.”2


    Obama was not alone in thinking his administration was uniquely unblemished. Prominent media gatekeepers had been encouraging him to think along these lines for years. In 2011, Jonathan Alter headlined a Bloomberg story, “The Obama Miracle, a White House Free of Scandal.”3 In 2014, New Yorker editor and Obama biographer David Remnick thought it a “huge” achievement that “there’s been no scandal, major scandal, in this administration, which is a rare thing in an administration.”4 In 2016, New York Times columnist David Brooks insisted the Obama administration was not just scandal free, but “remarkably scandal-free.”5


    A CNN discussion on the eve of Donald Trump’s inauguration showed how likely it was that fake news would soon become fake history. “He is almost unimpeachable,” said presidential historian Douglas Brinkley. “He has governed with such honesty and integrity, and he’s not only leaving with that 60 percent [approval rating] we keep talking, but a growing reputation. And the legacy of having eight scandal-free years is going to look larger and larger in history.”6


    The saying goes that a scandal is not a scandal until the New York Times calls it a “scandal” on the front page, and by that definition, yes, the Obama administration was scandal free. By any sane definition, however, the Obama administration was awash in scandal. Just on its own, the mischief surrounding the passage and implementation of the Affordable Care Act (ACA)—also known as “Obamacare”—puts Obama in the Harding-Grant strata of scandal-plagued presidencies. Again, the major media contributed little, if anything, to uncovering the fundamental corruption at the heart of Obamacare. As was normative during the Obama years, the conservative media did almost all the digging. Among those who deserve credit is one unsung citizen journalist, a new recruit to the ranks of the samizdat. In the age of informational overload, this fellow showed how routinely big-name journalists overlooked the information that mattered.


    Before the samizdat discovered him, Rich Weinstein dwelt in the peaceful anonymity of the everyday suburbanite. An unassuming, middle-aged investment adviser from metro Philadelphia, Weinstein had no aspirations to make waves, let alone make news, at least not before he received that fateful email from his insurance company. The year was 2013, and the message was simple: his health care plan was not ACA compliant. In a June 2009 speech introducing the Affordable Care Act, Obama assured Weinstein and his fellow citizens, “If you like your doctor, you will be able to keep your doctor. Period. If you like your health care plan, you will be able to keep your health care plan. Period. No one will take it away. No matter what.”7


    Obama made this claim, or a variation of the same, no fewer than thirty times during the months that followed, and he did so every time without equivocation. The lack of qualifiers convinced Weinstein that Obama had to be telling the truth. “I believed him,” said Weinstein. When Weinstein learned he could keep neither his doctor nor his health plan, and that his insurance premiums were about to double, he began his own personal probe into the mischief-makers behind Obamacare.8


    Had he a mind to, the average fifth grader could have done what Weinstein did. There was nothing complicated about his search. He identified several of the reputed Obamacare “architects” through Google and found their video presentations on YouTube. A consultant with the Dickensian name “Jonathan Gruber” intrigued Weinstein more than the others. An MIT professor of economics, Gruber had also helped design “Romneycare,” the Massachusetts health plan implemented while Mitt Romney was governor. What struck Weinstein about Gruber were his ship-sinking lips. On one occasion, for instance, Gruber publicly admitted his fear Romney could become president, a rash comment for a guy who had made his reputation on Romney’s back.


    Gruber, Weinstein soon came to appreciate, was much more candid than his client in the White House would have liked. In July 2014, Weinstein found a highly revealing video clip of Gruber from January 2012. Said Gruber at the time, “I think what’s important to remember politically about this, is if you’re a state and you don’t set up an Exchange, that means your citizens don’t get their tax credits.”


    This video was more than a little awkward for the White House. Gruber’s comments echoed those of the plaintiffs in a pair of cases whose defendant in each case was Health and Human Services (HHS) Secretary Sylvia Burwell. In brief, the plaintiffs argued that citizens in states that had not set up their own exchanges were ineligible for Obamacare tax credits. The ACA language was so hastily and sloppily written, they had a good case. Gruber, an Obamacare architect, agreed with them. More awkward still, Gruber later signed on to an amicus brief that argued exactly the opposite of what he had said in the video two years prior.


    Weinstein posted the video in the comments section of a relevant Washington Post article. Michael Cannon, health care expert at the libertarian Cato Institute, knew a bombshell when he saw one: here was an Obamacare architect making the plaintiff’s case against the White House that hired him. Cannon posted the video on his Forbes blog, and it proved to be a sensation among those who cared. It’s just that not that many people cared.9


    Almost everyone cared about Weinstein’s next find. He calls it the “stupid video.” Weinstein traces the day of discovery to November 2, 2014, his wedding anniversary. The video recorded an October 2013 panel discussion at the University of Pennsylvania. Said Gruber of the Affordable Care Act, “This bill was written in a tortured way to make sure CBO [the Congressional Budget Office] did not score the mandate as taxes. If CBO scored the mandate as taxes, the bill dies.” After some explanatory remarks, Gruber sawed the rest of the limb out from under himself. “Lack of transparency is a huge political advantage,” he told his audience. “And basically, call it the stupidity of the American voter or whatever, but basically that was really, really critical for the thing to pass.”10


    Weinstein sent the video link to activist Phil Kerpen, who posted it on his American Commitment website on November 7. While the video slowly gained traction, Weinstein reached out on the morning of November 9 to his “first real reporter,” veteran New York Times health correspondent Robert Pear. Weinstein was hopeful. He met Pear a few weeks earlier at a Cato Institute conference in Washington, and Pear had written about Gruber’s health care exchange comments just a few days prior.


    “Thought you’d be interested in this,” Weinstein wrote in his email to Pear. “If this isn’t a complete slap in the face of the American voter, nothing is. He calls the American voter ‘stupid’ and explains how lack of transparency get [sic] the ACA passed. This video should be seen by EVERY AMERICAN.” Weinstein included a link to the video.


    “Would you happen to know the time and place of the panel discussion?” Pear responded. Weinstein filled in the details, and Pear signed off with a simple, “Thank you.” And that was the last he heard from Pear.11 “Every American” may have needed to see this video, but the Times would not help them find it. The samizdat assumed that burden. Indeed, by November 12, “Gruber” had become a household word.


    Forced to address the growing controversy, the White House gave Gruber the Bill Ayers “guy-in-the-neighborhood” brush-off. “The fact that an adviser who was never on our staff expressed an opinion that I completely disagree with in terms of the voters is not a reflection on the actual process that was run,” said Obama when asked. Gruber’s title was irrelevant. The Obama administration paid Gruber, the acknowledged designer of the individual mandate, nearly $400,000 for a year’s work. As even the Washington Post acknowledged, Gruber met at least once with Obama in the Oval Office. The reason for the meeting was simple: “His advice was important at critical moments when the bill’s survival was in jeopardy.”12


    The Times finally weighed in on November 12. In a patronizing column on its “Upshot” site, economic correspondent Neil Irwin insisted Gruber’s comments were “completely commonplace.” Wrote Irwin, “Legislators frequently game policy to fit the sometimes arbitrary conventions by which the Congressional Budget Office evaluates laws and the public debates them.” To put Times readers further at ease, Irwin assured them, “This kind of gamesmanship is very much a bipartisan affair.”13


    Working off Irwin’s interpretation, the firemen at Media Matters for America helped douse the flames with an article a day later headlined, “The Fraudulent Media Campaign To Scandalize Obamacare’s Passage.”14 Scandal? What scandal? The Obama administration deceived the American public at every turn to create a monstrously confusing program, rife with fraud, that did not work and whose rollout was an admitted fiasco. None of this moved the Times to utter the S-word.


    To put Obamacare in its proper perspective, three of Obama’s more prominent speechwriters—David Litt, Jon Favreau, and Jon Lovett—shared their feelings in May 2016 with the not yet disgraced Charlie Rose. Although something of a comedy writer, Lovett told Rose he was “most proud” of his more serious speeches, particularly those on health care and economics. At this point, Favreau interjected, “Lovett wrote the line about, ‘If you like your insurance, you can keep it.’” Lovett shot back in faux outrage, “How dare you!” They all laughed, Rose included.15 Lovett, by the way, was twenty-six years old when he conceived the “if you like your doctor” flimflam. In 2016, he and his pals were still young enough to see the hilarity in Politifact’s 2013 “Lie of the Year.” Perhaps if they had to dig into their kids’ college funds to pay doubled health care premiums as Weinstein did, they might not have found Obamacare all that amusing.


    Obamacare was just one non-scandal out of many during those underreported eight-plus years. To find another of similar heft, a curious party need only enter “IRS scandal” on the Wikipedia site. Thanks to the volunteer firemen who edit at Wikipedia, he or she will then be redirected to “IRS targeting controversy,” one more reminder there were no “scandals” during the Obama presidency.


    The samizdat first became aware of the “IRS targeting controversy” in early March 2012 when David French of the National Review began reporting on the work done by his colleagues at the American Center for Law and Justice (ACLJ). Although admitting their research was preliminary, French, a Harvard Law grad, had seen enough evidence to know how serious the problem might be. “The early indications,” wrote French, “are the IRS is using the routine process of seeking and granting tax exemptions to undertake a sweeping, top-down review of the internal workings of the tea-party movement in the United States.” French concluded, “Such a review is far beyond its mission and directly implicates the First Amendment rights of all citizens.”16


    The lawlessness, however, went deeper than French knew. The IRS was not just reviewing and monitoring the various Tea Parties. It was using its formidable power to suppress them. French was a serious writer. The ACLJ was a serious organization. The use of the IRS to discourage a highly successful grassroots political movement should have stirred the nation’s journalists from their collective slumber. Predictably, it did no such thing.


    As the ACLJ would come to see, the political class had sunk its roots deep into the IRS. In 2008, the IRS union, the National Treasury Employees Union (NTEU) by name, gave 96 percent of the $641,950 raised from its employees to Democratic candidates. Obama promptly repaid the favor. In December 2009, he issued Executive Order 13522, allowing employees and unions to have “pre-decisional involvement in all workplace matters.” That same month, he and wife Michelle invited the NTEU president to their Christmas party at the White House.17 These were Obama’s people.


    With the rank-and-file support assured, the political appointees put their game plan into action. In April 2010, according to a 2013 Inspector General (IG) report, the new IRS Acting Manager, Technical Unit, “suggested the need for a Sensitive Case Report on the Tea Party cases.” In May 2010, the IRS Determinations Unit signed on, issuing a BOLO (Be On the Look Out) “for Tea Party or similar organizations.” The motives of the IRS were not hard for the Inspector General to discern. Observed the IG, “Early in Calendar Year 2010, the IRS began using inappropriate criteria to identify organizations applying for tax-exempt status to review for indications of significant political campaign intervention.”18 The unmistakable goal was to discourage Tea Party activists from organizing.


    If the media were looking for a victim to personify abuse by the IRS, they could have found no better candidate than Catherine Engelbrecht. The attractive, well-spoken entrepreneur represented everything gender-sensitive editors looked for in a heroine, except, of course, her Republican sympathies. The nightmare she endured is straight out of Kafka. A year after breaking the news of IRS targeting, National Review told Engelbrecht’s much too real tale of woe. Aware of the mainstream’s aversion to the S-word, NR editors mischievously titled the article, “True Scandal.”19


    Prior to the 2008 election, Catherine and her husband, Bryan, had been too busy running their small manufacturing plant in Rosenberg, Texas, to get political. Her experience as an election judge that year prompted her to find the time. A natural organizer, Engelbrecht launched two new organizations. The King Street Patriots, a classic Tea Party group, set about to enlighten citizens on economic freedom and constitutional government. The second, True the Vote, worked to prevent voter fraud. From the perspective of the Obama White House, it was hard to say which of these two outfits presented a greater threat. To give her organizations credibility with potential donors, Engelbrecht filed for tax-exempt status in July 2010.


    In December 2010, Engelbrecht received a strange request. The FBI Domestic Terrorism Unit wanted to meet with her, ostensibly to talk about an attendee at a Tea Party event. This visit would prove to be the first of six by the FBI. Prior to the uneasy get-together with the FBI, no agents of the federal government had shown any interest in the Engelbrechts or their business going back twenty years. But once the Tea Parties showed their clout in the November 2010 midterms, the benign neglect era came to an abrupt end. In January 2011, the IRS descended on the Engelbrechts’ shop to audit both their personal and business returns. In March 2011, the IRS began a deep probe into True the Vote. A few months later, the IRS was back asking more questions.


    The New York Times first took notice of Engelbrecht in December 2011 when she organized a peaceful protest of an Austin event featuring Attorney General Eric Holder. Reporter Charlie Savage let Engelbrecht have her say. He noted her objection to Holder’s “voter suppression” smears and listed voting irregularities she felt needed attention. Savage did add, however, that Engelbrecht had not witnessed these irregularities herself. This observation fit a pattern. Going forward, the Times would expect citizens to provide hard documentation of voter fraud in order to be taken seriously. Newspapers used to do that job themselves.


    As an aside, Savage told his readers, “Mr. Holder has been a popular target for Republicans, most recently because of a disputed gun-trafficking investigation called Fast and Furious.”20 Nearly a year after this “controversy” flared to the surface—no scandal here—Savage still felt the need to remind his readers what “Fast and Furious” meant. He knew their limitations well.


    In February 2012, the IRS put Engelbrecht and True the Vote through the ringer for a third time. Its agents demanded to see all her tweets and Facebook posts. As Engelbrecht testified before the House Oversight and Government Reform Subcommittee in February 2014, the IRS also wanted to know “the names of groups that I had spoken with, the content of what I had said and every word I intended to speak in the coming year.”21 The IRS started hounding the King Street Patriots as well.


    The feds were just warming up. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) suddenly took an interest in the Engelbrechts under the pretext that their business had a permit to manufacture gun components. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) took the next swat at the Engelbrecht piñata, and the agency walked away with $17,500 in prize money disguised as fines. If the feds weren’t problem enough, Texas’s environmental agency came knocking based on a lead from an unnamed source.


    Elected Democrats upped the pressure on Engelbrecht. In September 2012, Democratic California Senator Barbara Boxer wrote to Assistant Attorney General Tom Perez, “As you know, an organization called ‘True the Vote,’ which is an offshoot of the Tea Party, is leading a voter suppression campaign in many states.” Boxer added glibly, “I don’t believe this is ‘True the Vote.’ I believe it’s ‘Stop the Vote.’” In October 2012, with the election looming, Democrat Representative Elijah Cummings played the race card for the nth time in his dubious career, questioning whether True the Vote was part of a “criminal conspiracy to deny legitimate voters their constitutional rights.” Not easily intimidated, Engelbrecht filed an ethics complaint against Cummings.


    In September 2012, the Times took renewed interest in Engelbrecht, not to report her ordeal at the hands of the government, but to ridicule her drive to “true” the vote. In a maddeningly dismissive article, Stephanie Saul’s lede set the tone, “It might as well be Harry Potter’s invisible Knight Bus, because no one can prove it exists.” Saul was referring here to a bus alleged to be moving Democratic voters to a designated voting site. Rather than prove or disprove the bus’s existence, Saul mocked Engelbrecht a priori, an admittedly more cost-efficient style of journalism than digging up facts. “There have been few cases of widespread fraud,”22 she insisted. To prove cases of fraud, of course, someone has to look. The major media had not done so in a serious way since Chicago Tribune reporters went undercover in 1972 to shoot fishes in the hometown fraud barrel.23


    At the outset, Engelbrecht had been told it would take four or five months for her organizations to be approved for 501(c)(3) status. Two years later, with approval still pending, two years during which she had endured twenty-three distinct audits or inquiries, Engelbrecht said, “Enough is enough. Let’s take it to them.” She sued the IRS. “I had no real expectation or preparation for the blood sport that American politics is,” Engelbrecht would tell a congressional committee in 2014. “It’s all been a through-the-looking-glass experience.”24


    Although the harassment of Engelbrecht was extreme, the targeting was not exceptional. The IRS stalled or rejected the applicants of hundreds, if not thousands, of comparable groups. In concluding her testimony, Engelbrecht asked Congress “to end this ugly chapter of political intimidation. There was a time when people of good will were encouraged to participate in the processes of government, not targeted because of it.”


    Finally, in June 2019, after six years of IRS stalling, U.S. District Court Judge Reggie Walton ruled emphatically in Engelbrecht’s favor. “To have the court come out now and say, not only did True the Vote win, but the IRS has to pay a premium because of the way that they handled this whole process, is just incredibly vindicating,” Engelbrecht told Virginia Allen of the Daily Signal, an online conservative publication.25


    Engelbrecht would have been happy to tell her story to the major media if reporters had shown even a spark of interest, but they never did. Having collectively chanced upon the phrase “dog whistle,” journalists found the one metaphor they needed to defame people like Engelbrecht. Indeed, she is featured prominently in Dog Whistle Politics: How Coded Racial Appeals Have Reinvented Racism and Wrecked the Middle Class. The author of this book-length slander, no surprise, is a distinguished Berkeley law professor and occasional Times contributor by the name of Ian Haney López. (No innocent at the race game, López uses the maiden name of his El Salvadoran mother as his last name.) Writes López, “Despite intensive, highly motivated efforts to find voter fraud, the data suggests that voter impersonation happens with roughly the same frequency that persons are struck and killed by lightening.”26 Having had a catbird seat on one mayoral election in my hometown of Newark, New Jersey, I can assure López his comments are dangerously naive. Forget about lightning strikes. Hurricane Sandy did not wreak as much havoc in New Jersey as has voter fraud.


    Without major media support, the Republicans in Congress could get no real traction in bringing the IRS malefactors to justice.


    The public face of the scandal, political appointee Lois Lerner, eventually apologized to the Tea Parties, testified before a House committee, pled the Fifth Amendment lest she incriminate herself, and was declared in contempt of Congress. When the House subpoenaed Lerner’s emails, the IRS told House members the hard drive had crashed, and the emails were irretrievable. Unable to access the emails, a Department of Justice investigation came to naught. It probably would have in any case given the way Obama “wingman” Eric Holder dispensed justice. Wrote Assistant Attorney General Peter Kadzik in summary, “Not a single IRS employee reported any allegation, concern or suspicion that the handling of tax-exempt applications—or any other IRS function—was motivated by political bias, discriminatory intent, or corruption.” A credulous media took him at his word.


    They shouldn’t have. Kadzik first made the national news as the attorney who prodded the Clinton White House to pardon fugitive financier Marc Rich. Eighteen years later, Kadzik made the news again. This time, the Inspector General scolded him for not recusing himself in the investigation into Hillary Clinton’s emails. His close ties to campaign chair John Podesta and his attempts to get a job for his son with the Hillary campaign made a joke of Kadzik’s claims to objectivity.27 In between those two sterling moments of public service, he helped cover up the IRS scandal. If there were a deep state all-star team, he’d be on it.


    In retrospect, the failure of the major media to press the White House on such blatant harassment shocks even a cynic. It would have taken no great effort. All the information was within walking distance of the Washington Post offices and the Washington bureau of the Times. In May 2013, the now disgraced Times reporter Jonathan Weisman (“racist” tweets) wrote an article headlined, “I.R.S. Apologizes to Tea Party Groups Over Audits of Applications for Tax Exemption,” but the headline promised more than the article delivered. Weisman accepted Lerner’s “bureaucratic mix-up” excuse at face value.28


    Collectively, conservative journalists, salaried or citizen, online or on air, did not have resources enough to track the IRS scandal to its source. Insulated by layers of faithful sycophants and protected by a complicit media, “no drama” Obama never needed to break a sweat. His secrets were safe. As I have learned firsthand over the years, there is almost nothing a conservative journalist can offer a witness to any deep state mischief to compensate for ruining his or her career. Whistleblowing has no currency with a Democrat in the White House. As a consequence, phone calls go unanswered, leads peter out, and miscreants walk away unscathed. If proof of the latter be needed, best estimates place Lois Lerner’s federal pension at about $102,000 a year.29


    In the case of Obamacare and the IRS Tea Party shakedown, the responsible right and the samizdat worked toward the same goal. Together, they were able to make at least half of America aware that the “scandal free” Obama mantra was less a reality than the punch line to a bad joke. Without the support of the responsible right, however, potential scandals can die aborning.


    As an illustration, let me cite the work of Susan Daniels, a licensed private investigator from Ohio. Although now in her seventies, Daniels remains sufficiently lively and attractive to get hit on in airport bars. She is no one’s fool and never has been. A movie could be made of her earlier life. In fact, one already has, but that’s a story for another day.


    In 2009, Daniels was asked to run a background check on Barack Obama. Working with her law firm clients, Daniels had run checks on thousands of individuals without anxiety or incident. This was different. In June 2009, Barack Obama had been president for six months. The House and Senate were both in Democratic hands, and the permanent bureaucracy skewed heavily left. What Daniels planned to do was perfectly legal. That said, she had a generalized fear of retaliation from somewhere within the federal government. Had Daniels been younger, had any of her seven children still depended on her, she probably would have punted. But with her sixty-seventh birthday looming, she figured, if not now, when?


    Daniels had access to proprietary databases denied to ordinary citizens.30 She entered “Barack Obama” and “Chicago” into one database without result. She tried with another and again came up empty. The third entry paid off. Up popped Obama’s name, his date of birth, an address in Chicago, and his Social Security number (SSN). The SSN immediately struck her as fishy. She knew the prefix “042” had to have an East Coast provenance. Inquiring further, she traced its issuance to Connecticut somewhere in the years between 1977 and 1979. Up until June 2011, and that date has meaning, Social Security numbers were distributed geographically. In 1977, as Daniels easily discovered, “042” SSNs were assigned only to individuals who applied from the state of Connecticut.


    Intrigued, she entered Obama’s SSN into another database and came up with a list of his past addresses in Illinois, Massachusetts, and the District of Columbia. Daniels learned that Obama was twenty-six years old when he first used this SSN. At that time, he was living in Chicago. She found the same Connecticut-based SSN for Obama with the Massachusetts driver’s license bureau in 1989 when he was at Harvard and on a 2009 tax return that a staffer carelessly posted online.


    The mystery deepened with Daniels’s discovery that the SSN was first assigned in March 1977 to a person born in 1890. As she knew, the Social Security Administration never reissues a used number. The fact that a number had been assigned to an eighty-seven-year-old did not strike Daniels as extraordinary. She had handled cases in which widows of that generation applied for Social Security in their own names only after their husbands had died. In March 1977, however, Obama was a fifteen-year-old living in Hawaii. Obama’s half-sister, Maya Soetoro, was about that age when she received her SSN in 1985 or 1986 with a standard Hawaiian prefix of “576.”


    To firm up her case, Daniels traced the ten SSNs preceding Obama’s and the ten following. All of them were issued in March 1977 in Connecticut. In fact, she was able to pinpoint Monday, March 28, 1977, as the day Obama’s SSN was authorized. There was no getting around the obvious: President Barack Obama had been using an anomalous and possibly fraudulent SSN for more than twenty years. Daniels would have loved to get her hands on the original application for that number, but her efforts in that regard fell short. Insiders know better than to leak information damaging to a Democrat.


    Alarmed by what she had found, Daniels contacted her local congressman, a Republican, since deceased, but he ignored her entreaties. She wrote to any number of other members of Congress with comparable results. She looked to see if there was a lawsuit in process challenging Obama’s identity, but the lawyer to whom she volunteered her information did not strike Daniels as reliable.


    “Reliable” will be a key word throughout this book. There are independent investigators who are every bit as reliable as the best professional journalists. Daniels is one of them. She has little use for reporters or producers who finesse facts to fit a narrative, even if they are political allies, especially if they are political allies.


    At the samizdat online publication WorldNetDaily (WND), Jerry Corsi began writing about Daniels’s findings. In June 2010, WND reporter Les Kinsolving managed to raise the question of Obama’s SSN at a White House press briefing.31 “Investigators Susan Daniels and John Sampson are asking why the president is using a Social Security number reserved for Connecticut applicants,” Kinsolving said to then press secretary Robert Gibbs. Gibbs tried to laugh off the statement, but Kinsolving persisted, “Do you know of any record that the president ever had a mailing address in Connecticut?” Gibbs mockingly linked the question to the birth certificate issue. When Kinsolving tried to refocus the discussion on the SSN, Gibbs abruptly ended the briefing. This was as close as the story ever came to surfacing in the major media.


    On the right, one less-than-reliable researcher concluded that the SSN Obama was using belonged to a French immigrant named Jean Paul Ludwig, who was born in 1890 and reportedly died in Hawaii in 1981. Daniels promptly and publicly challenged this story, but the researcher had given the firemen in the fact-checking industry the cover they needed to trash the larger story of Obama’s problematic SSN.


    Perhaps the best known of the fact checkers is Snopes. In Daniels’s experience, and my own as well, Snopes seemed to have no greater purpose during Obama’s presidency than to kill stories potentially harmful to the president. The Obama SSN story proved to be a classic Snopes bait-and-switch. Written by Snopes founder David Mikkelson and filed tellingly under the rubric “Birther,” the piece baited the audience with a legitimate question, “Did Barack Obama Steal His Social Security Number?”32 In the subhead, however, Mikkelson asked a red herring of a question and served up an appropriately misleading answer, “Barack Obama did not appropriate the Social Security number of a dead man born in 1890 and use it as his own.” Mikkelson then planted a big red X symbol and the word “False” in bold underneath the headline. Readers who preferred to remain ignorant of Obama’s foibles, journalists most notably, would have felt no need to go beyond the headline.


    The disinformation continued. In the first sentence of the body copy, Mikkelson assured the curious that the Jean Paul Ludwig tale was “fantastical” and “easily debunked.” The tale was not exactly “fantastical,” but it was inaccurate. Daniels herself had debunked it. What Mikkelson could not debunk—he conceded as much—was the Connecticut source of the SSN.


    In a different era, the grudging admission that follows would have sent serious reporters scurrying to their local Social Security office. Wrote Mikkelson in seeming wonder, “Why Barack Obama’s Social Security card application might have included a Connecticut mailing address is something of a curiosity as he had no known connection to that state at the time.”


    Mikkelson posted this article on June 13, 2011. Two weeks later, the Social Security Administration (SSA) introduced a process called “randomization.” This process eliminated “the geographical significance of the first three digits of the SSN.”33 The geographical indicator had been in place since 1935. Although likely a coincidence, this move by the SSA should have drawn attention to Obama’s dubious SSN. It did not.


    Unlike Obama’s birth certificate, whose legitimacy may never be certified, Obama has inarguably been using an SSN that originated in Connecticut. This SSN is at least a “curiosity” and quite possibly a fraud. Reporters should have been all over this scandal in the making. They were not. Daniels surfaced the story in 2009 and was prominently attached to it in the alternative media, as well as at a White House press conference. Yet she never received a call from anyone beyond the samizdat.


    Doing the White House’s cleanup work, Mikkelson acknowledged a “discrepancy” but dismissed it as “a simple clerical or typographical error.” He attributed the discrepancy to the fact that Obama’s ZIP code in Hawaii was 96814 while the ZIP code for Danbury, Connecticut, was 06814.”34 He then speculated that an accidental switch in initial digits led to an errant SSN for Obama. To Mikkelson’s humble credit, this was the best of the arguments circulating around the left side of the blogosphere. One popular trope, unfortunately echoed by Bill O’Reilly on Fox News, was that the young Obama enrolled in Social Security because his father “lived in Connecticut for several years.”35 In some versions, the young Obama visited his father in Connecticut. In O’Reilly’s version, “Babies sometimes get numbers based on addresses provided by their parents.” Either version would have gotten more traction if Obama Sr. had ever lived in Connecticut or if young Obama had visited him there, but Obama Sr. never lived in the Nutmeg State, and the young Obama never saw him in any state but Hawaii, if there.


    The Obama faithful did not worry themselves with details, but Susan Daniels did. In researching the rogue ZIP code theory, she discovered that none of the three Hawaii ZIP codes in which Obama once lived had a viable counterpart in Connecticut. Two did not exist, and the third was reserved for the exclusive use of Union Carbide. No one in either the mainstream media or on the responsible right followed up on Daniels’s research. Despite all the questions about Obama’s origins, journalists had less than zero interest in exposing what could have been a career-killing scandal.


    Ignored by the media, Daniels filed suit in Geauga County (Ohio) Common Pleas Court in July 2012. She demanded that Jon Husted, Ohio Secretary of State, remove Obama’s name from the ballot until he could prove the legitimacy of his SSN. Not surprisingly, Husted blew her off. Neither Husted nor anyone from his office showed up for the September 2012 court date. Their absence did not much matter. After a cursory hearing, Republican Judge David Fuhry promptly dismissed the case. End of story.


    As Daniels could see up close, Barack Obama enjoyed a near immunity from press curiosity. Equally incurious were those responsible Republicans whose fear of being thought racist kept them from challenging Obama on any issue relating to his origins or identity. They had reason to be concerned.


    On the JournoList site, Spencer Ackerman of the Washington Independent shared a strategy for keeping Republicans quiet. Instead of defending Obama on racially sensitive issues, Ackerman urged his fellow journalists to take the offensive. He recommended they target a prominent Republican—“Fred Barnes, Karl Rove, who cares”—call him a racist, and badger him about his “deep-seated problem” with a black president. This accusation would cause the Republican to “sputter with rage, which in turn leads to overreaction and self-destruction.”36 Ackerman’s colleagues did not need his sly advice. They had been branding Republicans as racists since white southerners stopped voting Democrat a half-century ago.


    In the years since Daniels went public, three Pulitzer Prize winners have written Obama biographies. None of the three, all named “David”—Remnick, Maraniss, Garrow—so much as mentioned the Connecticut SSN “curiosity,” not even to dismiss it. Neither did the fourth David, David Mendell, who wrote his biography before Obama became president. For all his sleight-of-hand, the fifth David, David Mikkelson, at least raised the issue.


    Daniels’s experience serves as something of a template. The reader does well to bear it in mind. Journalists who shied from learning the truth about Obama’s Social Security number were not about to ask him where he was on the night the Benghazi consulate was attacked, what he knew about the IRS war on the Tea Party, or how he came to authorize “Fast and Furious,” let alone what role he played in protecting Hillary Clinton from prosecution or in spying on Donald Trump’s campaign.


    Even more problematic for history’s sake, journalists refused to understand Obama’s role in the progressive revolution that redefined their party of choice. More than fifteen years after Obama first took center stage at the Democratic National Convention in Boston, the media know little more about Obama than they did back then. And that, we know, is just the way they prefer it.

  


  
    The Home Front



    Of the many fronts in the campaign for the American soul that Barack Obama championed—black, brown, green, and so on—none was as critical as what we might call the “home front.” To become president, Obama had first to define his personal history and then defend it.


    The defining part, Obama pulled off in spectacular fashion at the Democratic National Convention in Boston in July 2004.1 Immediately after thanking those gathered for the opportunity to speak, Obama laid out his multicultural credentials. He introduced his father who grew up “herding goats” in Kenya. His mother he traced to Kansas as he always did, not to Seattle where she spent her formative years. His maternal grandfather enlisted the day after Pearl Harbor and “joined Patton’s Army.” His paternal grandfather was “a domestic servant to the British.” Having no easily identified political value, his grandmothers, white and black, went unmentioned.


    To this point, Obama was on reasonably safe ground. Then he began to stray. “My parents shared not only an improbable love,” he insisted, “they shared an abiding faith in the possibilities of this nation.” For the next twelve years and counting, Obama would recite variations on this story whenever the opportunity allowed and sometimes even when it didn’t. Remnick called this pitch Obama’s “signature appeal: the use of the details of his own life as a reflection of a kind of multicultural ideal.”2 This positioning strategy, although powerful, had its vulnerabilities. Samizdat journalists would exploit them. MSM journalists and their firemen allies would punish those who did.


    In that same convention speech, Obama introduced the Democratic nominee, Sen. John Kerry. The first of Kerry’s qualifications that Obama cited was his “heroic service” in Vietnam. To reinforce his position as war hero, Kerry boated across Boston Harbor to the Fleet Center as if he were Gen. MacArthur returning to the Philippines. Said the nominee upon mounting the arena’s stage, “I’m John Kerry, and I’m reporting for duty.”3


    It is no coincidence that military men and politicians both use the word “campaign” to describe their presumed paths to victory. For all his military bluster, however, Kerry seemed to have no idea that his positioning strategy left him even more vulnerable than Obama’s left Obama. During his time as a swift boat officer in Vietnam, John Kerry had managed to alienate a clear majority of his fellow officers. For several months prior to the convention, attorney and swift boat veteran John O’Neill—“the most public face of an effort by angry fellow veterans to discredit Mr. Kerry,” per the New York Times4—had been gathering testimony from his fellow officers. O’Neill had also fact-checked Kerry’s claimed heroics. Many of those tales of derring-do, perhaps most, did not hold up.
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