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ONE



Triumph


No candidate for president of the United States has run the personal and political gauntlet that President Donald J. Trump endured from 2015 to his reelection on November 5, 2024.


Andrew Jackson was an aggressive change-oriented crusader who felt he had the presidency stolen from him in 1824. Jackson campaigned for four solid years to defeat incumbent president John Quincy Adams. Even Jackson never faced the scale and intensity of institutional opposition that has assailed President Trump every step of the way.


This victory over all opposition made the 2024 election a moment of triumph for President Trump and all his supporters. The consequences of his success are huge.


Just imagine how different things would be if Vice President Kamala Harris had won and the decay of the previous four years had been validated. Or imagine if a conventional, pre-Trump, establishment Republican had been nominated by the GOP. In either case, we would have had a president committed to working within the framework of the left-wing bureaucratic system. This system has been growing since President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s election in 1932. It then accelerated dramatically under President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society from 1964 to 1968 and again under President Barack Obama from 2009 to 2017.


President Trump rejected this system from the start, even as a candidate in 2015. Early on he decisively sided with the legacies of Barry Goldwater, Ronald Reagan, and, frankly, myself. We were for fundamental change within the GOP and had taken on the Gerald Ford–Bush family–Mitt Romney accommodationist wing of the Republican Party. President Trump’s willingness to reject the old order led to the rise of the Never Trumpers and the bitter anti-Trump wing of the GOP and Washington establishment—many of whom are no longer in office.


After President Trump’s first term, the GOP’s old order and the establishment Democrats understood that a second Trump administration would mean the end of their world. They were fighting for their ideological and political lives. This is why it made perfect sense for Liz Cheney, the heiress of the GOP establishment, to campaign enthusiastically with Harris in the closing days of the 2024 campaign. They were on the same side, representing the same interests. And they opposed President Trump with the same fervor and intensity.


So, in many ways, President Trump’s reelection saved America from a future of government domination, economic decay, aberrant social policies, and other domestic and foreign threats that could eliminate our freedom.


President Trump’s reelection was the triumph of a man and a movement. Each needed the other if America was to be saved. Without President Trump, no movement would have been possible. Without millions of Americans wearing Make America Great Again hats, attending rallies, donating to the campaign, putting up yard signs, and standing by their movement champion, President Trump could not have won.


For nine years—starting when then-businessman Trump and his wife, Melania, came down the long escalator at Trump Tower—the establishment did everything it could to destroy him. He was the first real threat to its political dominance in modern times. This victory felt like a triumph far greater than the popular vote margin or the electoral college. It was the scale of the effort to destroy President Trump that made his resilience and ultimate victory so amazing.


Consider the scale and endless effort of the federal government and its establishment allies to destroy the president chosen by the American people. First, there was the FBI intelligence community–enabled Russia hoax of 2016 (initially funded by the Hillary Clinton campaign). Then came the lurid, dishonest rumors about Russian recordings of the new president’s personal behavior by then–FBI director James Comey.1 Then came the jailing of Trump’s first national security adviser on totally phony charges. Recall the Robert Mueller investigation, which produced nothing but empty headlines after two years of investigations. We saw two impeachments in the Democrat-controlled House, which were rejected by the Senate. Move on to the massive outpouring of money and information games in the 2020 election. We then saw the kangaroo court January 6 Committee led by Cheney.


Throughout all this, countless lawsuits were designed to drain President Trump’s money, absorb his time, discredit him with the American people, and potentially put him in jail. Finally, there were two assassination attempts—one of which President Trump survived only through providential intervention. The establishment and its followers used every deceitful and disgusting tool available to crush and drive him out of public life. They feared him as a mortal threat to their careers and self-identities.


Consider the extraordinary and unprecedented lengths the Washington political machine went in its desperate effort to block a Trump victory. After the presidential debate on June 27, 2024, it became clear President Joe Biden could not be propped up enough to win the election. The political bosses of the Democratic Party, namely former Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Obama, moved to dump Biden from the ticket. This action was stunningly unprecedented. The final blow apparently was a July 10, 2024, letter from actor and Democratic Party activist George Clooney. Clooney had hosted the largest Democratic fundraiser in history just a month earlier for President Biden. He argued that President Biden’s performance against President Trump in the debate was so bad Biden could not possibly win the general election. He argued time was undermining his good friend President Biden as he grew more fragile and more prone to being inarticulate and cognitively challenged.


The Clooney letter may have been the final straw. Ten days later, on July 21, 2024, President Biden announced he was withdrawing from the race. However, President Biden went a stage beyond stepping down. He also guaranteed Harris would be his replacement as the Democratic nominee. Toward the end of his withdrawal statement, he said:




My very first decision as the party nominee in 2020 was to pick Kamala Harris as my vice president. And it’s been the best decision I’ve made. Today I want to offer my full support and endorsement for Kamala to be the nominee of our party this year. Democrats—it’s time to come together and beat Trump.





This additional step was remarkable because it completely overrode the closing sentiments of Clooney’s letter. He wrote:




We Democrats have a very exciting bench. We don’t anoint leaders or fall sway to a cult of personality; we vote for a president. We can easily foresee a group of several strong Democrats stepping forward to stand and tell us why they’re best qualified to lead this country and take on some of the deeply concerning trends we’re seeing from the revenge tour that Donald Trump calls a presidential campaign.





President Biden essentially nullified the fantasy of a mini-primary and mini-nomination process. With his endorsement coming straight out of his withdrawal statement, he had virtually guaranteed that Vice President Harris would become the Democratic nominee. The combined shock of the president’s withdrawal and the vice president’s effective coronation meant that within a few days she would have enough delegates to become the nominee. None of the governors or senators who might have challenged her had a chance to get in the race once President Biden anointed her as his successor.


This sudden shift from Biden to Harris had two consequences that were not obvious that day. First, the vice president would have no genuine legitimacy. President Biden acquired 3,905 delegates in 56 contests (all others got 44 delegates). He received 14,465,529 votes in the primary.


For a Democratic Party that had been lecturing Americans for three years on the importance of democracy, President Biden’s legitimacy should have been beyond question.


By contrast, Vice President Harris participated in no contests, won no votes, and persuaded no delegates to her side. When you look back at her 2019 presidential primary campaign, she withdrew before voters in any states cast a single ballot. In short, she was remarkably unsuited to be the Democratic nominee.


However, the second challenge for Vice President Harris may have been even more harmful to her candidacy. She had no opportunity to practice as a candidate. She had not developed an effective set of answers to inevitable questions about the changes in her positions—or the extremism of her views during her 2019 campaign. She simply had no in-depth experience of interacting with the news media and answering random questions.


During the campaign, it was clear candidate Harris could not cope with complicated questions on nearly any topic. She had not thought through how to explain herself or minimize the damage caused by some of her policy positions on energy production, the Southern border, gender politics, and other divisive issues.


However, Harris’s weaknesses only became obvious as the election neared. In late July 2024, Democrats and their propaganda media allies had propped up Vice President Harris enough to achieve the largest flood of donations in American history. More than $1 billion poured into her campaign. The media wanted us to believe she was unstoppable.


This sudden cycle of events was totally jarring and confusing to President Trump and his campaign. It was like riding a roller coaster blindfolded.


I had warned for months that if the Democrats’ lawfare strategy to stop Trump by jailing him failed, the next threat would be physical. Someone would try to kill him. I first warned Sean Hannity about this in mid-summer. It seemed inevitable to me that the left’s desperate mania would push someone into the kind of rationale that led John Wilkes Booth to assassinate President Abraham Lincoln. Allen Guelzo, one of the greatest living Lincoln scholars, had told me that the anti-Lincoln media among the slave states and the modern anti-Trump rhetoric were eerily similar. Both represented oligarchies in danger of losing their power—and with it their identities. Both saw themselves threatened with extinction if their opponents prevailed. I was following the historic parallel of a movement leader who was a mortal threat to an entrenched system.


All this came terrifyingly close to reality on July 13, 2024, just three days after Clooney’s letter calling on President Biden to step aside.


At a campaign rally in Butler, Pennsylvania, President Trump was saved from death by a providential intervention. I said so that evening, and I truly believe it. There is no other practical explanation to my mind. President Trump turned to look at a chart about illegal immigration on a giant screen and turned back at the exact moment the bullet passed. His chance movement turned what would have been a fatal head wound into a bloodied ear.


Americans watched on live television as President Trump fell to the ground and insisted on standing back up. He walked off the platform with blood streaming down his face and his fist in the air. All the while, he chanted, “Fight, fight, fight.” It was one of the most iconic moments in American presidential campaign history.


I was already in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, for the Republican National Convention. Two days later, the convention began. President Trump announced Senator J. D. Vance as his vice presidential nominee. Vance’s book Hillbilly Elegy was a bestseller and Callista and I had seen the film adaptation. He married a classmate at Yale Law School, Usha Chilukuri, in a joint Christian and Hindu wedding. They have three children. His nomination was generally well received.


When President Trump walked into the convention center, it was an electrifying moment. He had a bandage over his ear. Everyone in the building was desperately concerned that he survive, continue to lead the Make America Great Again movement, and ultimately fix the country.


Callista and I were there for all four nights—including the President’s acceptance speech Thursday night. It had been preceded by Hulk Hogan in a tribute to the sporting component of the Trump coalition.


We went back to Virginia after the convention, and everything seemed to be working. The President and his team had done a remarkable job winning the Republican nomination and unifying the Republican Party across the country. The convention had worked, and Republicans were cheerfully marching to victory.


Then came Biden’s July 21, 2024, announcement. I will never forget it. I was sitting down to watch TV and Callista said to me, “By the way, Biden just dropped out.” I was stunned. I found it almost impossible to believe. A few minutes later, we learned that he had announced his support for Harris.


It was a stunning turnaround of events. President Trump and his team knew how to beat President Biden. They were confident they could execute the campaign and achieve a comfortable victory in November. They were relaxing after surviving an assassination attempt and managing a successful convention.


Suddenly, every assumption about the fall campaign was out the window. They had to think through a new strategy and re-examine all their planning.


It was immediately clear that the American people would be more open to a Harris candidacy than they had been to a Biden reelection effort. Democrats who had been anxiety-ridden about President Biden’s inability to do the job suddenly had new hope.


The propaganda media reinforced the confusion. Reporters, anchors, and pundits emphasized the wave of support for Harris’s candidacy and the number of groups she would be able to reach that had lost faith in President Biden.


For several weeks, the Trump team grappled with how to operate in this new environment—and cope with a massive onslaught of opposition money.


Most of us were convinced that Trump would eventually beat Harris. We thought the country was truly tired of the economic disaster the Biden-Harris team had created. From polling, we knew Americans rejected the radical social values for which the Democrats stood and worried about the administration’s incompetence on the world stage in an increasingly dangerous planet.


However, we also knew we had to endure a temporary surge of all-out propaganda. The media built her up with softball interviews and photo ops. The so-called experts and pollsters showed how much stronger she was than President Biden.


These early post-Biden weeks were probably the most disorienting weeks of the entire campaign for the Trump team—and for the candidate himself. He had to develop a new analysis and a new language to take on a younger female candidate. Ironically, she was trying to be the candidate of change while having served four years as vice president.


I was confident President Trump would eventually figure out exactly how to describe and define Harris—just as he had 15 Republican candidates in 2016, Hillary Clinton, and ultimately President Biden.


Ultimately, with the Biden-Harris shell game, Trump became the only presidential candidate to face two major opponents in one election cycle.


Thus, the sprint to the election began.
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TWO



Kamala’s Collapse


The campaign between President Donald J. Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris was surprisingly short and amazingly expensive.


The opening phase was a relatively unfocused Trump campaign effort to find the right language and examples to define Harris. Meanwhile, she was running around the country repeating simple mantras and attracting supporters who were energized by her replacement of President Joe Biden as the Democratic standard bearer.


A major feature of Vice President Harris’s early campaign was the emergence of her appeal to the so-called Divine 9, a nationwide organization of nine Black sororities and fraternities. One example of their involvement was a July 25 Zoom fundraiser that brought together 4,000 sorority and fraternity members from around the country and raised an initial $151,000.1 Ironically, the Democrats’ problems with young Black males may have been exacerbated by the emphasis on Harris’s sorority background. Black males who did not go to college or belong to fraternities were alienated from the Democratic Party—and hurt by its economic failures. The more Harris campaigned among the college elite, the more she convinced working class Blacks that they should show their independence and vote for President Trump.


The vice president’s opening weeks of campaigning were positive and given unbelievably positive coverage. The propaganda media did everything it could to humanize her. Throughout the campaign, it was relentlessly driven home that Harris was raised in a middle-class neighborhood and brought up by a single mom.


Then she confronted her first big decision: whom to pick as her vice presidential running mate. From a general election perspective, there was an obvious choice in Pennsylvania governor Josh Shapiro. After years as the state’s attorney general, Shapiro won a big victory for governor against a flawed Republican candidate (who believed in no exceptions for abortion and was seen as an extremist by most Pennsylvanians).


The Keystone State was also going to be the most important swing state. It was hard to see how Harris could win the electoral college if she failed to carry Pennsylvania. This challenge was made more difficult by her 2020 campaign pledge to ban all fracking. Western Pennsylvania has two of the four largest natural gas fields in the entire world. They are worth billions of dollars and thousands of jobs in the state. Her original anti-fracking position made Harris a hard sell in the Pittsburgh area. Shapiro would have helped alleviate that challenge.


In the end, she could not pick Shapiro for two powerful reasons.


First, he is Jewish and vocal elements of the Democratic Party are increasingly pro-Palestinian and anti-Semitic. The rabid mobs of pro-Palestine activists on university campuses (and the faculty who support them) are virtually all Democrats. Furthermore, Muslim communities in Michigan and Minnesota have been increasingly supportive of the Democratic Party and opposed to pro-Israel positions.


About two-thirds of American Jews historically aligned with the Democratic Party. From Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s liberalism to President Harry S. Truman’s recognition of the State of Israel, there are deep historic bonds between American Jews and the Democratic Party.


However, the current anti-Israel and anti-Semitic sentiments are strong. It is possible a Shapiro nomination for vice president might have been booed on the floor of the Democratic National Convention. It might even have led to a protest candidate being nominated against him.


The second problem with a Shapiro vice presidential candidacy was he wanted real power and a clear grant of authority. It would have taken far too long to outline a power sharing arrangement between Harris and Shapiro. This was reportedly a nonstarter. With Shapiro unacceptable, Harris turned to Minnesota governor Tim Walz. He fit her ideology and personality.


From the standpoint of the Trump team, the selection of Walz was a great help. As governor, Walz presided over a large part of Minneapolis being burned by looters and rioters in 2020. He had a discriminatory and anti-religious COVID-19 lockdown policy. Bars were granted higher occupancies than churches. The Mall of America was granted a partial exemption from lockdown for so-called retail therapy while places of worship were closed.


Walz also had extreme positions on abortion and transgender rights. His policy of putting tampons in middle school boys bathrooms got him the nickname “Tampon Tim.”2


As governor, Walz supported the largest tax increases in Minnesota history. For the first time, Minnesota’s per capita income fell below the national average. Walz had grown increasingly unpopular everywhere in rural and small-town Minnesota. He survived because of huge majorities from the increasingly liberal and radical voters in the Twin Cities.


In addition to his policy extremism, Governor Walz had a habit of exaggerating his own record. Casual hyperbole—and even outright lying—seemed to be a consistent part of his political personality. Phony stories, which had been accepted as fact for years, fell apart under the kind of scrutiny a presidential campaign attracts.3, 4, 5


After getting through a relatively successful, celebrity- and music-infused Democratic National Convention, the first major news media outing of the new Harris-Walz ticket did not help the cause.


Harris and Walz joined CNN for an exclusive interview. Even when CNN’s Dana Bash asked sympathetic questions, Harris offered deer in the headlights responses. Also, no one on the Harris campaign team had enough television experience to realize Walz was seated in the foreground of the shot. He looked much more important than Harris. Her constant refrain of “I grew up in a middle-class household” soon became a joke and was mocked by her opponents.


Harris’s household mantra was soon matched by Walz, who in the vice presidential debate with Senator Vance admitted, “I’m a knucklehead at times.” While admitting your faults at times has a certain charm, it is hardly a good advertisement for becoming second in line to the presidency and a potential commander in chief.


Vice President Harris had two huge problems in trying to campaign outside carefully controlled and scripted settings. She could not believably provide a coherent set of explanations. It eventually got to the point that even her supporters in the media were demanding that she cut out the fluff and answer questions.


The second problem plaguing Vice President Harris was that she simply could not cope with free flowing interviews. It put her in constant danger of making fatal mistakes. This came crashing down when she went on The View in early October. Harris had spent a month trying to convince voters she was the candidate of change and that she would fix everything on day one. Of course, people knew that Harris’s day one had been January 20, 2021, when she started her work with the Biden administration.


When Sunny Hostin asked Harris if she would have done anything differently than President Biden during the previous four years, Harris responded, “There is not a thing that comes to mind.”6


The clip of Harris confessing that she would have done everything President Biden had done was gold for President Trump and the Republican campaign. It became the centerpiece of an endless number of TV ads.


It’s unclear if Harris didn’t want to publicly speak against President Biden or if she simply didn’t have any answers.


Harris’s one shining moment on TV was her only debate with President Trump on September 10, 2024. She did better than people expected. She did not decisively do better than Trump, but her ability to be coherent was a surprise victory that energized Democrats. Harris seemed to have studied, and she had some pretty good lines to use against Trump. She never seemed to carry this preparation into future events, but for one night she seemed to be on her game.


With the two ABC moderators totally on her side, the debate was really three-on-one. David Muir and Linsey Davis were blatantly pro-Harris and anti-Trump—and Americans noticed. This helped her performance during the debate, but for millions of voters it was further proof of media bias. In many ways, this strengthened Trump.


Many of Trump’s advisers (including me) urged him to be more passive, patient, and calm. We feared that a full-blown Trump debate approach would overwhelm Harris. She would become the sympathetic figure, and he would seem like a bully. With the singular exception of Vice President Harris baiting President Trump about the size of his crowds, Trump did an admirable job of staying on message.


It is important to understand that the two candidates were playing different games. You had to measure their success against their goals. Vice President Harris wanted to win a personality contest in which she was more acceptable than Trump. President Trump was focused on winning an argument about policy and performance.


As happened in many Trump debate media post mortems, the initial analysis by so-called experts assumed he underperformed. However, within a week it was clear his authenticity and focus on Biden and Harris’s failures meant more to voters than Harris’s clever but ephemeral verbal gymnastics. The same pattern showed up in the vice presidential debate. Senator Vance was precise and focused on drawing the contrast of performance and policy between the first Trump administration and the Biden-Harris administration. The bias from the CBS moderators was even more egregious than in the ABC debate. Margaret Brennan and Norah O’Donnell seemed to work overtime to represent the worst versions of one-sided liberalism and media arrogance.


The biggest surprise of the vice presidential debate was the degree to which Vance and Walz agreed with different policy statements—and expressed comity and empathy for their lives and achievements. For Trump, this was a net plus. It moved Vance toward the middle and made him more likable. For Harris, it was a loss. Her campaign strategy required making the Trump ticket look totally unacceptable. Yet, Walz cheerfully chatted with Senator Vance and couldn’t bring himself to be negative about his new friend.


With the debates behind them, the campaigns began moving into the closing five-week grind. The Harris team apparently concluded it could not win the policy and performance argument about the economy or about transgenderism. The campaign decided its only hope was to define Trump as an extremist who could not be trusted to govern without trying to create a dictatorship.


This was not a new theme. It was a reversion to President Biden’s failed campaign strategy, which he elaborately expressed in a foreboding speech from the National Constitution Center in Philadelphia on September 1, 2022. It was also a parallel to the Democrats’ lawfare project, which guided the January 6 Committee and the raid of Mar-a-Lago, and coordinated indictments and lawsuits in Washington, New York, and Atlanta. This included the series of criminal charges by the U.S. Department of Justice launched by Jack Smith, a lawyer who had once been unanimously rebuked by the U.S. Supreme Court for perverting the law to destroy Republican governor Robert McDonnell.


To the shock of the Democrats and their propaganda media allies, the stream of indictments did not hurt President Trump. In fact, the left’s persecution of President Trump guaranteed his nomination, made it virtually unthinkable among most Republicans to oppose him, and increased his stature.


On August 24, 2023, the Fulton County Sheriff’s Office brought President Trump in for a mug shot. Everyone on the left was excited and confident that this was the beginning of the end. Instead, the mug shot was immediately iconic. Almost immediately, it was reprinted by his supporters as a symbol of toughness and defiance to the government establishment. Trump began to appeal to communities of Americans who felt they, too, were persecuted by law enforcement and crooked attorneys. Trump’s supporters became further enraged and even more deeply convinced that the entire lawfare strategy was a profoundly unfair violation of the Constitution.


In fact, virtually every time President Trump stepped into a courtroom, he grew in stature and his left-wing lawfare opponents shrank. Given this history, it is hard to figure out why Harris and her consultants thought doubling down on calling Trump a fascist and a dictator, and comparing him to Hitler would work. His supporters came to believe that he was being persecuted because he stood between them and a truly frightening vindictive system that was destroying the rule of law in favor of the rule of power.


So, while Vice President Harris’s closing arguments were in a political language that only made sense to the hard left, the Trump team developed a totally different approach. President Trump and Senator Vance focused on the performance difference between the Trump years and the Biden-Harris years. They talked about the economy (especially inflation), energy, the border, and keeping the world stable and peaceful. The Democrats were involved in an abstract argument about Trump threatening democracy and the Constitution (which most normal Americans did not believe). The Republican team focused on issues that impacted Americans directly.


In the end, it was clear the Trump team had the better strategy and the dramatically better candidate. There were days when Vice President Harris did only one campaign event, while President Trump routinely went out for three, four, or more events. Harris was afraid she would make major mistakes if she participated in long interviews. She wouldn’t go on Joe Rogan’s podcast (with the biggest audience in the podcast world) because she knew he would ask her questions about flip-flops on policy and other embarrassing things. She simply would not be able to handle them. Harris also knew that she did not have the mental stamina to do a three-hour podcast. She offered to do it for an hour and was turned down by Rogan, who said three hours or nothing. After she turned it down, Senator Vance was happy to take the freed-up interview time.


By contrast, President Trump was totally comfortable with long-form interviews. He had been practicing with hour-long sessions with Sean Hannity since 2015. Rogan’s interview of Trump attracted an estimated 33 million listeners in the first few days. When you consider that MSNBC’s nightly audience at that time was about 700,000, it’s clear how much President Trump was helped by his ability to make the legacy and alternative media rounds. The president’s son Barron also helped by suggesting podcasts that were listened to by younger voters. While Vice President Harris’s ability to communicate with the American people was drastically limited by her weaknesses as a communicator, President Trump’s remarkable command of issues, and his joy as an entertainer-educator, gave him a huge advantage. In fact, Trump’s ability to get many hours of earned media was key to overcoming Harris’s four-to-one fundraising advantage.


As the final weeks began to build, the difference between the Trump and Harris efforts became more obvious. President Trump was simply a better candidate. He could campaign longer, draw bigger crowds, and had a better grasp of the issues. The Trump team was clearly a better team. The Harris campaign was limited by the tension between the original Biden reelection team, the Harris team, and the Obama alumni who came to help. The Trump team, with Susie Wiles’s leadership and Chris LaCivita’s relentless implementation, was faster and more aggressive than its competition.


The Trump team, starting with President Trump, also had an aggressive and comprehensive sense of what would work. Trump had nine years of campaigning compared to her two months. It was simply an experience gap she could not bridge. One of the first examples of this difference between the two teams came on September 21, 2024, when Harris skipped the Alfred E. Smith Memorial Foundation Dinner. The Al Smith Dinner is the biggest Catholic charitable event in New York. In 2024, it raised more than $10 million for Catholic charities. Ever since John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon spoke together at the 1960 dinner, it has been a tradition for the parties’ nominees to attend and speak. They are supposed to be polite—but also make fun of their opponents and themselves in humorous ways. President Trump outshined Hillary Clinton in the 2016 dinner.


Vice President Harris had a clear reason to attend the Al Smith Dinner. Catholics are a quarter or more of the vote in every one of the swing states. The Al Smith Dinner would be nationally televised and would especially resonate in Catholic communities. Furthermore, there was a growing sense that the Democratic Party was a secular party and was anti-Catholic. My wife, Callista, as former U.S. ambassador to the Holy See, reinforced this view in a series of direct columns.


Despite this clear political calculus, Harris announced she would skip the dinner. Cardinal Timothy Dolan, the archbishop of the Archdiocese of New York and host of the dinner, was surprised. He said, “We’re not used to this. We don’t know how to handle it. This hasn’t happened in 40 years, since Walter Mondale turned down the invitation. And remember, he lost 49 out of 50 states. I don’t want to say there’s a direct connection there.”


As the campaign progressed for the next three weeks, Harris’s issue with faithful voters grew. Then, she sent a disastrously offensive video to the dinner. It was a sign of the left’s isolation that no one in Harris’s inner circle realized that a video based on an old Saturday Night Live skit making fun of Catholic school girls would be offensive to the audience at the Al Smith Dinner. When Callista and I saw it, we couldn’t believe it.


Six days later, Harris guaranteed her failure with most Catholics, and indeed from most people of faith in general, when she announced that she opposed any conscience exception from government mandated medical procedures. As one Catholic bishop said to me after the election, Harris’s victory would have killed all Catholic health care. Roughly 1,100 Catholic hospitals simply would not be able to operate in accordance with Catholic doctrine. Harris was clearly seen as a mortal threat to religious Americans’ way of life. This almost certainly helped President Trump carry the seven swing states and improved his support among Latino Americans.


The next big break for President Trump was classic. It was yet another reminder that money doesn’t beat a system-wide press of earned media. In October, Trump worked the drive-through window at a Pennsylvania McDonald’s. He learned how to make french fries (all captured on camera, of course) and then worked the window handing out food to astonished customers.


Since 87 percent of Americans visit a McDonald’s at least once a year—and some 40 million Americans have worked at a McDonald’s (including Jeff Bezos)—the symbolism of the everyday down-home candidate was overwhelming. The entire event was fun, and people everywhere got a kick out of watching Trump work the drive-through. It was also clear he was having fun. This was something you couldn’t quite imagine Harris doing. The original idea had been to highlight that Vice President Harris had been unable to prove that she had ever worked at McDonald’s, as she claimed. But the event took on a life of its own and dominated weekend campaign coverage.


Callista and I attended the next great Trump event—the rally at Madison Square Garden. As a native New Yorker, Trump had long wanted to do an event at the iconic arena. He had already held more campaign events in New York than any Republican presidential candidate in modern times. The Garden was filled with at least 20,000 people, and tens of thousands more outside. The event was also a remarkable introduction to the new Trump Coalition, which is potentially going to replace the Roosevelt Coalition after its 90-year run. My favorite moment was when Hulk Hogan was followed by Dr Phil. I couldn’t imagine a bigger jump in style and appearance than those two.


Listening to Robert F. Kennedy Jr. rip apart the modern Democratic Party as alien to the party to which his father and uncle had belonged in the 1960s was also an amazing moment. Kennedy was followed by Tulsi Gabbard, who had been a Democrat. As a military veteran, she made the case against endless wars and the Biden administration’s tragic mishandling of the withdrawal from Afghanistan. I felt like I was watching history as Liz Cheney campaigned with Vice President Harris and Gabbard campaigned with President Trump. First Lady Melania Trump was gorgeous as usual and gave a fine talk and introduced her husband. Then, President Trump gave a solid and rousing summary of what the campaign was all about.


Callista and I left feeling buoyant. We then learned that the propaganda media had ignored all the historic aspects of this emerging coalition and was appalled by one clumsy comedian’s stupid joke about Puerto Rico. During the media uproar, The Daily Show host Jon Stewart hit back at critics of the comedic performance saying, “There’s something wrong with me. I find that guy very funny. I’m sorry, I don’t know what to tell you.”7 Of course, the country, and most Puerto Rican Americans, ignored the desperate effort by the media to create conflict where none existed. As a result, it had no impact on the campaign except to further divert the Harris campaign and the Democrats from the cost of living issues that really mattered.


The lack of common sense and concern for people’s feelings really hurt the Harris campaign when they held a rally in the Ellipse in front of the White House two days after the Madison Square Garden event. They attracted an estimated 75,000 supporters, which made sense since the rally was in the heart of their support. Washington bureaucrats, lobbyists, and left-wing think tank workers all came rushing to the Harris rally. However, in what would turn into a huge strategic mistake, the Harris campaign either forgot about—or were intentionally ignoring—the couple in the White House directly behind the rally. President Biden and Jill Biden did not get over being bullied out of the race, despite having won the primaries and the delegates. They were further alienated by the Harris campaign decision to run as a change candidate and indirectly repudiate her four years as his vice president.


In fact, President Biden had indicated his unhappiness on October 4, 2024, when for the first time in his presidency he showed up in the press room and made clear that it had been a Biden-Harris administration—and that she bore shared responsibility for everything that had happened. As President Biden said, “I’m in constant contact with her. She’s aware we all, we’re singing from the same song sheet.” That appearance directly undercut the Harris campaign’s major change-agent, fresh ideas theme. I am convinced at some point, the Bidens decided it would be a pretty good legacy to be the only person to beat Donald Trump. Now that his vice president was humiliating him by having 75,000 people in front of his home—and not inviting him to be on stage—President Biden found a new way to undercut her campaign.


During a Voto Latino get-out-the-vote call, he said that he thought Trump’s supporters were “garbage.” At that point, the political press shifted to covering Biden’s comment, which was interpreted as an attack on all Trump supporters parallel to Hillary Clinton’s “basket of deplorables” comment in 2016. Virtually nothing of Harris’s closing message got covered as the media shifted to Biden, then to Biden’s effort to reinterpret it, then to various Democrats’ reactions (Governor Shapiro was clear that he would never use that language for fellow Americans).


This was the moment that President Trump and his team showed just how good they really are. The next day on the way to a rally in Green Bay, Wisconsin, someone on the plane suggested that Trump ride in a garbage truck to bring more attention to Biden’s nasty comment. They were able to find a new, clean garbage truck and put Trump signs on it before the plane landed. Ever the showman, President Trump promptly put on a reflective vest. Then, with the national press corps watching, he climbed into the truck and got a campaign full of pictures.


The real Trump instinct for dominating the news and having fun then kicked in, and he walked into the rally wearing the garbage collector vest. He told the crowd that someone had said the vest made him look thinner, and he was considering wearing it for the rest of the campaign.


Finally, having dominated the last three weeks of the campaign, President Trump finished out the ninth year of campaigning. On the Monday before the election, he had rallies in Raleigh, North Carolina, and Reading and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and ended with a rally in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Tired but satisfied, he headed home.


It was time for the American people to speak.


Callista and I were in West Palm Beach at the campaign rally on election night. We were chatting with then-senator Marco Rubio near the stage when President Trump and his team came out to speak.


The moment it was announced that President Donald Trump had defeated Vice President Kamala Harris, the room erupted with excitement. It was an exhilarating moment of vindication for nine hard years of work—and innumerable false, vicious attacks.


This had been a near decade-long fight to take on the left-wing establishment and insist on profound changes in Washington. We endured the Russia hoax and the Mueller investigation. We survived the public health establishment lying to and misinforming the American people about the disastrous COVID-19 pandemic. We watched two impeachment attempts, and a deeply disputed, rigged 2020 election.


Then we joined President Trump’s effort to gain decisive control of the Republican Party and arouse a new working-class GOP. It attracted new voters to the GOP in unexpectedly large numbers. After the election, there was a sigh of relief that all his hard work and courage had paid off with victory. It was the satisfying culmination to a nine-year campaign. Against all the odds—and the full weight of the left-wing establishment—our team won.


And yet there was something deeper and more profound about the way people were reacting to the defeat of Harris. At first, I attributed this sense of catharsis to normal political feelings about defeating Harris’s atrocious four years of bad government.


However, in a long dinner conversation in Rome, Italy, with Liz Lev, one of the brightest historians I know, my views were changed. I gained a much deeper and more profound cultural sense of what was at stake in the 2024 election.


Lev is a history professor who also serves as a tour guide to Rome for people who want a sophisticated introduction to the Eternal City. Her voluminous knowledge ranges from the founding of the Roman Republic up through the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. She thinks as deeply about the tides of history as anyone I know. Her personal relief at the defeat of Harris forced me to think about the cultural nature of what we are living through. Lev said a Harris victory would have shattered the country at a deep cultural level. It would have meant Americans’ core beliefs about work and effort were no longer relevant.


She noted that President Trump worked tirelessly hard. Despite every obstacle and attack, he kept going. Trump had earned the presidency the old-fashioned way—he had worked for it. In the meantime, Harris violated every rule of merit and earning your way. Everything was handed to her. Lev said Harris’s nomination was the very essence of privilege.


It was clear that Harris did not know much, did not study, and was just plain lazy. It was also clear that she had risen in California, and then nationally, through a series of political connections. This started with former San Francisco mayor Willie Brown and was reinforced by Barack Obama supporting Harris in California.


Then, Harris somehow magically set aside the incumbent president and became the Democratic nominee without winning a single vote—or proving in any way that she was the right candidate.


Finally, she ran a campaign that reflected her laziness, ignorance, and incompetence. The Democratic Party bosses who destroyed Biden could have put anyone on the ticket, and we would have been told to vote for them.


Lev’s sense was that the 2024 election was the ultimate test of whether the alliance between left-wing ideologues and taxpayer-funded machines could dominate the whole country as it dominates Chicago, Baltimore, San Francisco, and other great cities.


If Harris won, it would have meant the American people had given up on hard work and merit. It would have meant Americans were willing to accept whatever candidate the machine selected—no matter how incompetent, incapable, or undeserving.


Lev’s insight that this was a cultural more than a political decision was exactly right. People who were afraid, indeed in many cases terrified, by the prospect of a Harris victory were being motivated by more than ideology or partisanship. Harris personified Democratic machine politics. Her only claim to be president was that it was her turn.


It is easy to forget how bad her campaign was. She could not name a single decision in four years in which she disagreed with President Biden, yet she wanted to be the candidate of change. She could not do freewheeling press conferences or long podcast interviews because she could not operate coherently without a script.


It is a frightening tribute to the establishment media’s power. The media successfully protected President Biden from scrutiny over his cognitive problems for more than half his term. Then it was able to invent a supposedly competent, popular candidate Harris.


In the shortest presidential campaign in modern times (107 days), Harris managed to raise $1.5 billion. This is about $100 million a week for 15 weeks. Remarkably, the campaign spent slightly more than that. Harris’s team spent twice as much as President Trump’s in the closing days of the campaign. It also had the enormous benefit of continuously biased media coverage.


Despite all the advantages of the establishment news media, the huge money pouring in, and the still significant labor union and special interest group machines, Harris lost. She may have been the worst candidate in modern times.


The idea that someone who was ideologically out of step with most Americans—and utterly incompetent—could win against someone who took endless questions, openly campaigned, and earned the support of millions of Americans created a real sense of anxiety.


Millions of Americans understood that a Harris victory would mean the end of the American system of hard work and merit. It would re-establish a party-run, oligarchical system. Boss-picked mediocrities could overrule popular candidates.


The entire country was in danger of becoming a place like Chicago. President Trump and his supporters pulled us back from that abyss—for now.
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