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Nothing will stop us.… They can try and try and try but the storm is here and it is descending upon DC in less than 24 hours… dark to light!


—January 5, 2021, Twitter post on the account of Ashli Babbitt, a California pool company owner and QAnon follower headed to Washington to protest President Donald Trump’s election loss
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TIMELINE


JANUARY 6, 2021


8:17 a.m.


On Twitter, President Donald Trump urges Vice President Mike Pence to try to overturn his presidential defeat when he presides over the congressional session to count electoral votes later that day: “Do it Mike, this is a time for extreme courage!”


11:57 a.m.


Trump begins his speech to thousands of assembled supporters on the Ellipse in front of the White House. He encourages the crowd to walk to the Capitol and says he will go with them.


12:30 p.m.


As Trump is still speaking, US Capitol Police track a “very large group” headed down Pennsylvania Avenue, seven blocks from the Capitol.


12:36 p.m.


Vice President Mike Pence arrives at the Capitol to preside over the joint session of Congress.


12:45 p.m.


A Metropolitan Police Department camera captures a “wall of people” one block from the Capitol.


12:45 p.m.


Pence releases a statement making clear that he will not follow Trump’s wishes and challenge the electoral count.


12:53 p.m.


Protesters arrive at the Capitol and quickly breach weak police barricades at the West Front.


12:56 p.m.


US Senate, including Pence, begins to walk across the Capitol for the 1 p.m. joint session to count electoral votes and certify Democrat Joe Biden’s presidency. 


12:58 p.m.


Capitol Police Chief Steven Sund requests assistance from the Metropolitan Police Department as protesters overwhelm Capitol Police and quickly advance toward the building.


12:59 p.m.


Senators reach the doors of the House and enter the joint session. 


1:00 p.m.


Pence gavels in the joint session.


1:06 p.m.


Capitol Police Civil Disturbance Unit is directed to deploy chemical munitions against protesters.


1:10 p.m.


Trump finishes his speech, and a new wave of protesters heads toward the Capitol.


1:10 p.m.


Metropolitan Police Department officers arrive at the West Front of the Capitol.


1:12 p.m.


Rep. Paul Gosar, R-AZ, and Sen. Ted Cruz, R-TX, object to Arizona’s electoral votes, triggering votes in both chambers. Senators walk back across the Capitol for up to two hours of debate.


1:45 p.m.


Protesters breach barricades on the plaza of the East Front of the Capitol.


1:48 p.m.


Protesters breach the upper terrace on the West Front immediately adjacent to the Capitol building.


1:49 p.m.


The Metropolitan Police Department declares a riot at the US Capitol.


2:00 p.m.


Assistant Capitol Police Chief Yogananda Pittman orders a lockdown of the Capitol building.


2:11 p.m.


US Secret Service removes Vice President Mike Pence from the Senate floor.


2:13 p.m.


The Capitol building is breached when rioters break in on the first floor of the Senate.


2:13 p.m.


Senate President Pro Tempore Chuck Grassley, R-IA, recesses the Senate. Grassley, third in line to the presidency, is evacuated.


2:15 p.m.


House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, second in line to the presidency, is pulled off the House rostrum and evacuated.


2:15 p.m.


Rioters reach the second floor of the Senate side of the Capitol, immediately outside the chamber. Senators are still inside.


2:18 p.m.


The House pauses debate on Arizona’s electoral votes.


2:24 p.m.


Rioters break through the Columbus doorway on the east side of the Capitol.


2:24 p.m.


Trump tweets that Mike Pence did not have the “courage” to try to send electoral votes back to the states.


2:26 p.m.


US Secret Service evacuates Pence from a room off the Senate chamber to a secure location.


2:26 p.m.


Capitol Police Chief Steven Sund, Metropolitan Police Chief Robert Contee, and others plead for National Guard support in a conference call with the Pentagon. Pentagon officials do not immediately agree to send help.


2:26 p.m.


The House gavels back into session and restarts debate over Arizona’s electoral votes.


2:28 p.m.


Rioters break through another line of Capitol Police and Metropolitan Police Department officers on the West Front, allowing them to take over the inauguration stage.


2:28 p.m.


The Senate chamber is evacuated. Senators are led to a secure location within the Capitol complex.


2:29 p.m.


A live pool camera shows people streaming through Statuary Hall and heading toward the House chamber. Rioters begin to gather outside the main House doorway and push past a small line of police trying to protect the members inside.


2:29 p.m.


The House recesses again.


2:31 p.m.


District of Columbia Mayor Muriel Bowser issues a citywide curfew for 6 p.m.


2:37 p.m.


Rioters surround the House chamber in multiple hallways and are now beating on the main doors. Lawmakers and police use furniture to barricade the door from the inside.


2:38 p.m.


Trump tweets, “Please support our Capitol Police and Law Enforcement. They are truly on the side of our Country. Stay peaceful!” He does not ask the rioters to leave.


2:39 p.m.


The House floor is evacuated, and a majority of members are led to a secure location. Several dozen members, staff, and reporters are still trapped in the third-floor gallery.


2:41 p.m.


Outside on the West Plaza, rioters surge toward the inaugural tunnel on the Lower West Terrace after police officers retreat inside.


2:44 p.m.


Ashli Babbitt, a pool company owner from California, is fatally shot by a Capitol Police lieutenant as she tries to enter an area immediately outside the House chamber.


2:48 p.m.


Members, staff, and reporters remain trapped in the upper gallery as rioters have breached the third-floor hallway just outside the locked doors.


2:50 p.m.


Rioters breach the empty Senate chamber.


2:51 p.m.


Rioters jammed in the Lower West Terrace Tunnel engage in a brutal fight with the police officers guarding the door. The brawl will last for more than two hours.


2:57 p.m.


The House upper gallery is fully evacuated after police detain rioters and hold them down at gunpoint in the hallway just outside.


3:13 p.m.


Trump tweets, “I am asking for everyone at the U.S. Capitol to remain peaceful. No violence! Remember, WE are the Party of Law & Order—respect the Law and our great men and women in Blue. Thank you!” He does not ask the rioters to leave.


3:32 p.m.


Police clear rioters from the Senate floor, Rotunda, and most of the House side of the Capitol.


3:44 p.m.


Congressional leaders in a secure location hold a call with the Secretary of the Army, again pleading for National Guard support.


4:08 p.m.


Vice President Pence calls the Pentagon and orders military officials to “Clear the Capitol!”


4:17 p.m.


Trump posts a video asking his supporters to leave the Capitol for the first time.


4:52 p.m.


Acting Defense Secretary Christopher Miller issues a statement that the National Guard is “fully activated” to assist at the Capitol.


4:59 p.m.


Police sweep rioters off the East Front stairway and away from the building.


5:04 p.m.


Police deploy smoke bombs and rioters begin to retreat from the Lower West Terrace Tunnel.


5:20 p.m.


The National Guard arrives to assist with clearing the Capitol complex.


6:01 p.m.


Trump tweets that “these are the things and events that happen” when an election “is so unceremoniously & viciously stripped away from great patriots who have been badly & unfairly treated for so long.” He tells the rioters to go home and “remember this day forever.”


6:28 p.m.


House Speaker Nancy Pelosi announces that the joint session will resume.


8:06 p.m.


The Senate returns to session.


8:31 p.m.


After having swept the entire West Front, the Capitol Police declare it clear.


9:02 p.m.


The House returns to session.


10:12 p.m.


The Senate rejects the objection to Arizona’s electoral ballots, 93–6.


11:08 p.m.


The House rejects the objection to Arizona’s electoral votes, 303–121.


11:35 p.m.


The Senate returns to the House to resume the joint session. The counting of electoral votes continues.


JANUARY 7, 2021


12:14 a.m.


Sen. Josh Hawley, R-MO, joins House members in objecting to Pennsylvania’s electoral votes, triggering debate and votes in each chamber for a second time. Senators agree to skip debate and immediately vote. House Republicans insist on holding debate.


12:44 a.m.


The Senate rejects the objection to Pennsylvania’s electoral votes, 92–7. 


3:11 a.m.


The House rejects the Pennsylvania objection, 282–138.


3:48 a.m.


The joint session adjourns after Pence announces that they have counted the electoral votes and Democrats Joe Biden and Kamala Harris have won the election.















AUTHOR’S NOTE


I began reporting this oral history in the moments just after the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol began. I conducted my first interviews while I was evacuating from the gallery of the House after crouching on the floor for safety, with rioters just outside the doors. “We’ve known for four years that our democracy was in peril, and this is hopefully the worst and final moment of it,” Connecticut Rep. Jim Himes, a Democrat, told me as we rushed through a basement hallway to a secure location.


In the years since, as a congressional reporter for The Associated Press, I have collected stories from lawmakers, police, reporters, and staff. When I am interviewing someone in the Capitol, no matter the topic, I often ask about their January 6th experience. Many lawmakers, especially Republicans who have backed President Donald Trump, will not go on the record, though some have. But they all have a story, and once they start talking, it is often hard for them to stop. It was a traumatic event for everyone involved, whether they acknowledge it publicly or not.


Of course, January 6th was especially traumatic for the hundreds of officers who defended the building and narrowly held off a much worse outcome. Around 140 were injured, but as one officer noted in an interview, the real number of injuries was likely much higher than that, and many of them simply returned to work without complaint. Others were so seriously injured that they never returned to work at all.


I have collected the stories of some of the rioters as well, from court transcripts, FBI interviews that have been made public, official testimony, and personal interviews. Their stories sometimes defy stereotypes, and several of them have discussed falling down the social media rabbit hole of lies about a stolen election. Others have argued, in court and elsewhere, that the violence against law enforcement was justified or portrayed themselves as the victims of police brutality. Some regret their actions and some do not. Some walked into the building and left, while others destroyed property and beat police officers with American flags. Almost all of them were pardoned by Trump when he returned to office on January 20, 2025.


Quotes in the book have been edited and condensed for clarity, and the titles used for the speakers are as they were on January 6, 2021—Nancy Pelosi is identified as the House speaker, for example, even though she left that job in 2023.


Some of the protesters and rioters have voiced falsehoods regarding the 2020 election, and their perspective at the time is an important part of understanding what happened that day. I am letting their comments stand as part of the narrative. But throughout the book, I present the facts. And to be very clear, the facts are these: The election was not stolen. It was certified by election officials from both parties in all fifty states. Courts ruled against Trump or dismissed dozens of lawsuits brought by his campaign challenging the results. Trump’s own attorney general, William Barr, said there was no evidence of widespread voter fraud that could have altered the results in the states that Biden narrowly won, or in any state. Joe Biden won the 2020 election, just as Trump won in 2016 and 2024.


As with any oral history, the recollections in this book are personal memories, which can occasionally be imprecise. With this story in particular, perspectives may have shifted—some of the rioters have altered their stories over time, either expressing insincere regret in court or eventually realizing that what they did was wrong. Others may have been emboldened by their pardons.


In many cases, multiple people will describe the same situation differently—one rioter describes “picnics” outside the Capitol that afternoon, for example, while others describe a violent scene. Those discrepancies illustrate the ways in which the recollections of the attack have been warped and whitewashed over time.


And while almost every lawmaker condemned the violence and shared their experiences immediately after the attack, a number of those same people are now downplaying it or falsely portraying it as peaceful. For full transparency, I have included the dates of the interviews and testimony in the endnotes.


Some stories are missing from these pages. Many first responders have been reluctant to speak out about their January 6th experiences, partly because of the many threats directed toward those who have. Workers and police officers who are still employed in the Capitol are discouraged, and in most cases prevented, from speaking publicly about that day by their supervisors, who have to answer to Republican leaders loyal to Donald Trump. Luckily, many Capitol Police officers have testified in court or shared their stories after leaving the department.


In the last five years, the significance of January 6th has been fiercely debated, but that does not change the facts of what happened or the real experiences of people who were there. The aim of putting these voices down on paper is to tell the story in the words of the people who lived it. The accounts here are slices of the day that, taken together, capture a dark moment in American history.
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My own personal story on January 6th is not extraordinary compared to the stories of the first responders who risked their lives to defend the building, the lawmakers who were determined to return to the Capitol to certify the vote, or even the rioters whose lives were upended by their decisions to join the mob. But it has stuck with me nonetheless and become a major part of my work life as I have covered the aftermath for the last five years. There isn’t a day that goes by in the Capitol that I don’t look around and remember some detail.


My first indication that January 6, 2021, would not be a normal day was on my commute to work, driving down Independence Avenue along the National Mall. The streets had been empty for months because of the pandemic, but on this gray winter morning they were packed with Trump supporters headed toward the Ellipse, a park in front of the White House where the president would later be speaking. I was taken aback by how many people there were—some who appeared to be normal protesters, others wearing fatigues, many with signs—and I snapped photos of them out my car window. It was peaceful, but the massive crowds were the first sign that I had not fully grasped what this day might have in store.


We had heard about the possibility of violence, and a House aide had forwarded me a warning from security officials to take precautions. But protests, threats, and warnings are routine on Capitol Hill, and we were used to ignoring them because they rarely came to fruition. The Capitol Police had always kept us safe.


Plus, I wanted to be at the joint session. I had covered it in previous years, but we all knew this one would be different. However the drama played out, it would be historic. In an effort to overturn his defeat, Trump had been publicly urging Vice President Mike Pence to somehow object to or delay the congressional certification of Joe Biden’s victory—even though Pence had only a ceremonial role and no legal pathway to do so. No one knew what Pence would decide, and all of Washington was on edge.


I realize now that I’d had a false sense of security for years. In the summer of 2004, just three years after 9/11, I was a young reporter working in a Senate press gallery when alarms started to blare. I marveled at how quickly the Capitol Police emptied the building, yelling at us to take off our shoes and run. “There is a plane headed for the Capitol! You have two minutes!” they yelled as we rushed out the doors. As I ran down the east steps of the Senate, I was shoved aside by security officials hauling then–Majority Leader Bill Frist out of the building. It was, of course, a false alarm, triggered by a plane that had accidentally traveled out of its airspace. Since then, though, I’d had faith that similar security procedures would always be in place.


On January 6, 2021, I parked in my regular spot outside the Capitol and met my husband, George, who was at the time a congressional reporter for E&E News, an environmental news service owned by Politico. He was also covering the joint session, and we were both planning to be in the House press gallery that day. He had driven separately, but we walked into the building together, passing hundreds more protesters who were already there, hours ahead of the 1 p.m. joint session. They held signs that said, “Stop the Steal” and “Make the Bastards Pay.” A flag read, “Fuck Joe Biden.” I took more photos, typed up a quick news feed to send to my colleagues about the scene outside, and walked into the building.


Hours later, just before the insurgents started to make enough noise that we could hear them through the thick Capitol walls, my mother would send me a text: “Stay safe.” I would text her back that I was inside the House chamber. “Probably the safest place in Washington right now,” I wrote. 















PROLOGUE



“Congress Itself Is the Target”


At 7:37 p.m. on January 5, 2021, the day before Congress was to convene a joint session to certify Joe Biden’s presidency, an intelligence analyst with the FBI’s Washington field office sent an email to law enforcement partners in the area, including the Capitol Police, Metropolitan Police Department, and US Park Police. The innocuity of the message belied the explosive content of the attachment, reading only “Please see the attached SIR released this evening by Norfolk for awareness.”1


If any of the intended recipients had read the so-called situational information report (SIR) for the joint session of Congress the next day—and many of them had not—they would have seen an ominous excerpt from an unidentified online discussion that the Norfolk, Virginia, field office had considered of great enough concern to escalate:


Be ready to fight. Congress needs to hear glass breaking, doors being kicked in, and blood from their [Black Lives Matter] and Pantifa slave soldiers being spilled. Get violent. Stop calling this a march, or rally, or a protest. Go there ready for war. We get our President or we die. NOTHING else will achieve this goal.2 


A Capitol Police analyst who opened the email forwarded it to his supervisor, or maybe to the force’s Intelligence Operations Section—accounts afterward differed. But one thing was certain: It never reached Capitol Police Chief Steven Sund.3


The warning of “war” from supporters of President Donald Trump was far from the only indication of possible violence surrounding the January 6th certification. Trump had been signaling throughout 2020 that he wouldn’t accept the election results if he were defeated. “The only way they’re going to win is by a rigged election,” he said of Democrats at a rally in August. He made similar remarks many more times leading up to November and then predictably challenged the results when he lost.4


On December 14, the day of the Electoral College vote, Oath Keepers founder Stewart Rhodes published an open letter to Trump on the organization’s website, encouraging him to invoke the Insurrection Act and call up the military to block Biden’s presidency. “If you fail to act while you are still in office, we, the people, will have to fight a bloody Civil War and revolution against these two illegitimate communist China puppets and their illegitimate regime,” Rhodes wrote of Biden and Vice President–elect Kamala Harris.5


Five days later, in a December 19 tweet, Trump predicted that the day of the certification “will be wild!” and called on his supporters to attend a rally in front of the White House on the 6th.6 Many of Trump’s backers, including some in far-right extremist groups, saw the tweet as a call to action. Online forums of devotees to Trump were overflowing with plans to travel to the nation’s capital at the behest of the president, full of bombastic language and threats against lawmakers. A week before January 6th, the Capitol Police received an email pointing to “countless tweets from Trump supporters saying they will be armed on January 6th” and “tweets from people organizing to ‘storm the Capitol.’”7


By calling his supporters to Washington, Trump and his allies were making one final attempt in a stunning monthslong effort to overturn his November defeat. Courts had rejected dozens of his lawsuits, Republican state legislatures had declined to invalidate results despite pressure, and top Department of Justice officials, including Attorney General William Barr, had pushed back against Trump’s demands for intervention.8 Bipartisan election officials in all fifty states had approved their state results, and the Electoral College had officially confirmed Biden the winner on December 14.9 Republicans in Congress had talked vaguely of “concerns” and “questions” about the vote, but none had contested their own election on the same ballots.


In the final push, Trump’s aides and lawyers were now strategizing with a small group of House Republicans on how they might use congressional procedure to try to thwart Biden’s victory on the House floor during the January 6th certification, the final election ritual of the season when Congress rubber-stamps the November election results.10


The certification of the presidential election is a routine and often celebratory affair. Under federal law, Congress meets in a joint session and opens sealed certificates containing the electoral votes from each state on the sixth day of January after a presidential election. The sitting vice president presides, and a bipartisan group of four lawmakers—“tellers”—announces each state’s votes. Members of Congress have an opportunity to object, and a signed objection to a state’s results from one House member and one senator triggers up to two hours of debate and a vote in each chamber. (Congress has since changed the law, and one-fifth of each chamber must now object to prompt votes.) If a majority of the House and a majority of the Senate each votes to support the objection, then the votes from that state are not counted. No objection to a state’s electors has been sustained by both chambers since the Electoral Count Act was enacted in 1887.11


House Republicans loyal to Trump had already promised to formally object to the results in several swing states where Biden had narrowly won, including Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. Democrats had made similar objections after the 200412 and 201613 elections, but this was a much more coordinated effort, and if House Republicans were able to find a senator to join them for each of the six states, then the process could take days to complete. Still, it would be only symbolic, as Republicans wouldn’t have enough votes to sustain any of the objections. The House had a Democratic majority, and only a handful of Republican senators had shown any willingness to support Trump’s extraordinary campaign to stay in office.14


With few options left, Trump and his allies had been lobbying Vice President Mike Pence to make an unprecedented move—to somehow reject or delay the electoral count for certain states, even though the vice president’s role is only ceremonial.15 As part of the plot, Trump’s allies had recruited slates of fake electors in battleground states to sign alternative certificates that could be presented by Trump allies during the certification and used as justification for Pence to delay the proceedings.16


Privately, Pence and his advisers had decided there was no legal standing or precedent for such a move, and Pence had communicated as much to an increasingly frustrated Trump.17 But Pence had not commented publicly, and Trump’s supporters held out hope that he would somehow block the count.


As Trump and his allies convinced themselves of the potential success of this last-ditch plan, the Capitol Police’s intelligence had indicated the potential for unrest. But their “Special Event Assessments,” which were widely disseminated security updates for Capitol Police staff and law enforcement partners, did not reflect that intelligence. The first of those threat assessments, issued December 16, said violence could not be ruled out but that there were “NO social media indications for specific threats or concerning comments directed at the Joint Session of Congress.”18


By December 21, though, the Capitol Police’s intelligence division had issued a separate report to a small group of the department’s leadership describing concerning posts on a blog called thedonald.win. Those posts referenced the Capitol’s underground tunnel system and included a map. Comments on the posts discussed whether people should infiltrate the tunnels on January 6th or stand outside the Capitol building and try to get in. “Forget the tunnels. Get into Capitol Building, stand outside congress. Be in the room next to them. They wont have time [to] run if they play dumb,” read one. 


Another called for people to surround every building in the complex: “They better dig a tunnel all the way to China if they want to escape.”19


Other comments urged taking up arms:


If a million patriots [show] up bristling with AR’s, just how brave do you think they’ll be when it comes to enforcing their unconstitutional laws? Don’t cuck out. This is do or die. Bring your guns.20


Despite that intelligence, the Capitol Police’s December 23 and December 30 threat assessments for wider audiences echoed the earlier analysis—“no information regarding specific disruptions or acts of civil disobedience targeting this function.”21


A January 3 threat assessment contained a new, starker warning buried in the middle of the document:


Due to the tense political environment following the 2020 election, the threat of disruptive actions or violence cannot be ruled out. Supporters of the current president see January 6, 2021, as the last opportunity to overturn the results of the presidential election. This sense of desperation and disappointment may lead to more of an incentive to become violent. Unlike previous post-election protests, the targets of the pro-Trump supporters are not necessarily the counter-protesters as they were previously, but rather Congress itself is the target on the 6th. As outlined above, there has been a worrisome call for protesters to come to these events armed and there is the possibility that protesters may be inclined to become violent.


The warning concluded by noting that the protests could attract “white supremacists, militia members, and others who actively promote violence” and could lead to a “significantly dangerous situation for law enforcement and the general public alike.”22


The report’s summary, however, repeated language similar to that used in the previous assessments, directly contradicting the blunt warning contained within the document’s pages. The events of January 6th were expected to be similar to two previous Trump protests that had occurred in the District of Columbia in November and December, it said, and protesters were expected to remain in their designated areas.23


After the January 3 assessment, the Capitol Police put out daily assessments on January 4, 5, and 6. None contained the dire warnings found in the January 3 document. In fact, each predicted that civil disobedience was “remote” to “improbable.”24


Still, Chief Sund decided to ask for National Guard support in the days before January 6th. Instead of submitting a formal request, he discussed the matter informally with two of the three members of the Capitol Police Board, an arcane panel in charge of Capitol complex security. Neither of the security officials he talked to—House Sergeant at Arms Paul Irving and Senate Sergeant at Arms Michael Stenger—thought there was an urgent need for the National Guard, based on the intelligence reports they had seen. Accounts of those conversations differ, but guard support was not officially approved.25


At the same time, Irving sent out an email security alert to “all members of Congress and staff” on Monday, January 4, that said they should “expect demonstration activity” at the Capitol for the joint session that Wednesday. The missive said that members and staff were “strongly encouraged to arrive as early as possible on January 6” and suggested that they use underground access from garages instead of walking outdoors.26


On the evening of January 5, as thousands of his supporters headed to Washington, Trump praised them and egged them on. “Washington is being inundated with people who don’t want to see an election victory stolen by emboldened Radical Left Democrats,” he tweeted. “Our Country has had enough, they won’t take it anymore! We hear you (and love you) from the Oval Office. MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN!”27


At the same time, police officers across the city readied for what many figured could be a long, potentially disruptive day. One of them was Capitol Police Officer Brian Sicknick, who texted his brother Ken at 6 p.m. that there were a lot of Trump flags out on the streets, and he expected more the next day.28


Three hours later, Sicknick sent his older brother a second, more ominous text: “I think hell may break loose tomorrow,” he wrote.




















January 6, 2021


Early Morning


Barry Black, Chaplain of the US Senate: I’d had some foreboding about the potential for the cataclysmic on January 6. I had been awakened in the middle of the night, and I had a sense that this was probably going to be a day like no other day we had ever experienced.


Sen. Mike Rounds, R-SD: I had been approached by a couple of our constituents who I knew who said they were coming to DC for the big rally. And I told them, “Look, I assume it’s going to be crowded. If you’re coming in, be prepared to get your food someplace else. And don’t stay downtown. Get outside of the area.” If you’re going to come in to the rally, great. But I’m hoping that’s all it is.


Rep. Ronny Jackson, R-TX: There was this big rally downtown; the president was going to speak. I’m from a pretty pro-Trump district, the Thirteenth Congressional District—lots and lots of support for President Trump and for the Make America Great Again agenda. So I had people reaching out to me from Wichita Falls and Amarillo and places in my district saying, “Hey, we’re going to be in DC for the rally, are you going to be down there?”


House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, D-CA: Security had told us there were going to be crowds. We’re used to the First Amendment being honored with people speaking out, and that’s nothing we disrespect. But that doesn’t mean a violent protest. So when we saw people coming to the Capitol, it was, well—that’s what they do. They come to the Capitol. We didn’t anticipate it was going to be with weapons.


Rep. Rodney Davis, R-IL, the top Republican on the House Administration Committee, which oversees Capitol Police: On January 5, I had security briefings from the Capitol Police. Those briefings didn’t give me any indication of what the Capitol would see and what the nation would see the next day.


John Bresnahan, congressional reporter and cofounder, Punchbowl News: On January 5, there was a rally on the east side of the Capitol, so I went outside. They weren’t talking about raiding the Capitol, but they were talking about civil war, and they were talking about violence. I was stunned just to listen to it. It was right out there in the open. I’ve been coming to the Capitol since 1992, a long time, and I had never heard anything like that.


Sen. Mark Warner, D-VA, the top Democrat on the Senate Intelligence Committee: We’d been following press, law enforcement, and other reports about what was going to happen. We all knew there was going to be something on January 6. I’m not sure any of us really knew exactly what it would be, how many people were going to show up. I had called the FBI director, and then one of the deputy directors got back to me Tuesday evening. And he said, “I think we’re okay.” I kept saying, “Are you sure?”


Sen. Roy Blunt, R-MO, chairman of the Senate Rules Committee, which oversees Capitol Police: I had checked a couple of times the previous week with the chief of the Capitol Police. His view was that they were in good shape. I think what they were anticipating—there had been two previous times since the election when there were Trump supporters in Washington, and in both of those cases, it turned out to be more about managing the confrontation between them and the counterprotesters who were there.


Igor Bobic, senior politics reporter, HuffPost: We all have this—at least had—a sense that the Capitol is super-secure, and that Capitol Police are there every day making sure everything’s fine. It always felt like the safest place you could be.
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Senate Democratic Leader Chuck Schumer, D-NY: At 4 a.m. in the morning, I learned that our two Democratic senators had won in the Georgia runoff and we would gain the majority. At 4 a.m., it became clear. I tried to get some sleep, but I couldn’t. I got in my car and drove to Washington.


Sen. Chris Murphy, D-CT: I drove in by myself that day. And I remember there being a really eerie feeling in the Capitol that morning. I remember watching people walking through the city on their way to the protests. And the city was kind of empty. And there’s just a real sort of weird, dangerous vibe to the city that morning as I was coming in. So I remember feeling pretty unsettled early on.


Rep. Colin Allred, D-TX: I remember that morning speaking to my wife before I left. She was at home with our not-yet-two-year-old, and she was, I think, eight months pregnant. And saying goodbye to her and knowing that it was going to be a long day—because at that point, we expected maybe six states to be challenged with two hours of debate for each state. And knowing that I probably would not be home for a long time. So we just had kind of an extra goodbye, also expecting that there might be some difficulty that day. Obviously not anticipating anything like what happened.


Manu Raju, anchor and chief congressional correspondent, CNN: I remember my wife telling me, “Be careful going into the Capitol.” And I was like, this is just any day for me. So I was not even slightly concerned about our safety or about what could happen next.


Rep. Rodney Davis, R-IL: I woke up and came to the Capitol, and you could just see—it just was an eerie day. I was not looking forward to it because I knew that it was going to be a long day. There were going to be objections, we’re going to have to debate those objections. And I thought it was absurd that we would have to do that. But give everybody their voice—come in, take a vote, and then certify the election. It was as simple as that.


Sen. Richard Burr, R-NC: I think it was a typical day where you’re going to spend hours on the Senate floor that you dreaded. I mean, it’s almost like impeachment. You’re going to be sitting there and you’re going to go through this laborious process and it’s going to take a long time. So I’m not sure that there was anybody that was excited about doing it. There was a great sense of let’s get it over with.


Rep. Brian Fitzpatrick, R-PA: Not many people were in the chamber that day in 2017 for the electoral count, because it was pretty much procedural. But there was a lot of focus on it this year. So I wanted to be there.


Rep. Pramila Jayapal, D-WA: I did know that it was a contentious day, and I just assumed that we were going to have plenty of security and that the safest place to be would be in the Capitol. And so I wanted to be there because I felt like this was one of the most important duties that we had, to certify the election.


Emily Cochrane, congressional reporter, The New York Times: I lived on Capitol Hill, so I had my routine. I would mobile-order at my Starbucks on Pennsylvania Avenue and pick up my coffee and my little sausage-egg-and-cheese sandwich. And I remember, as I picked it up that morning, thinking, wow, there’s a lot of people. And it was a lot of people in red hats and patriotic attire. You knew why they were there. And I remember just kind of quietly navigating around them to get into the building and thinking, okay, yes, it’s going to take me a while to leave tonight and walk home.


Rep. Lisa Blunt Rochester, D-DE: That morning, coming towards the Capitol, I felt something different. There was a truck in front of me, and someone had taken their fingers or some instrument to write in the dust on the back of the truck, “Stop the steal.”


Sen. Bob Casey, D-PA: I didn’t think about it too much until after I left my apartment that morning. We’d all heard and read that there was going to be some kind of demonstration. I remember getting into my car and thinking, what if something happens today where there are people on the streets? And will it be confrontational? But never if I had imagined the worst possible scenario could I have come up with what happened on that day. But it’s strange, because in the morning, I had just a feeling that something could happen. And how would we handle that?


Joe Novotny, US House reading clerk: I live in the neighborhood, and so typically I would either Metro or walk. And they told us, don’t go up to the Capitol, come in through one of the House office buildings and then go through the tunnels. So that’s what I did. And what I found very odd was how little [police] presence there was.


Rep. Stephanie Murphy, D-FL: I knew it could be a tough day. I had my staff drop a “go bag” in my office that had two changes of clothes and a blanket in case I was sleeping in my office overnight. I had planned my entry that morning through the garages, because they are a few blocks off. I didn’t want anybody here, so I was by myself.


Jen Daulby, Republican staff director, House Administration Committee: My worst-case scenario was that we were going to be stuck in the building—that there were going to be so many people, and it was going to get out of control, and that they weren’t going to be able to get us out and we were going to be surrounded. I brought a change of clothes. I brought a pillow and a blanket. And I’m a Midwesterner, and I had tons of food and snacks, and I literally had a spread for everyone.


Chad Pergram, senior congressional correspondent, Fox News: I had brought hoards of food because I thought we might be there for like thirty hours or more.


Sen. Mike Rounds, R-SD: When I came in that morning, I did not see anything that was unusual. But I remember getting a call from my chief [in South Dakota] saying, “Is everything okay there?” And he said that the word out there was that something bad is going to happen.


Sen. Patty Murray, D-WA: I texted my family and said, “I’m on my way. I will let you know when I get safely to the Capitol.” And I did. I texted them. And I said, “I’m in my office. I’m safe.”
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Jason Dolan, former marine, Oath Keepers, Florida: It didn’t seem possible that he was going to lose.


Annie Howell, Pennsylvania: Even before we had the final results, I believed that the election was going to be stolen.


Robert Schornack, business development manager, Michigan: The night of the election, it seemed like Trump had won and that, you know, that was it. And then we wake up in the morning to find out that they’re still counting, you know, all these ballots, and all these ballots are still coming in, and that is not how elections normally go. So it was—it wasn’t that hard to believe that the election was stolen because of all these different individual instances where people could point to and say, “Well, look at this and look at that,” you know. Maybe Trump’s right.


Doug Jensen, construction worker, Des Moines, Iowa: I voted both terms for Obama, and during the presidency, I thought he was a great president. The health thing. The health thing didn’t benefit me and my family because I had union health insurance. So I got no benefits from it, but I was happy that all those people got insurance, you know? And so I was happy with him. And then I was going to vote for Hillary because I’ve been a Democrat my whole life.


Lewis “Easton” Cantwell, North Carolina: I’m pretty much independent. I lean more conservative, but I have a ton of different values that I share on all sides of the political scheme, so I’m not really biased. Like, I voted for Obama.


Doug Jensen, construction worker, Des Moines, Iowa: It all started with all the crap I found out about Hillary Clinton, John Podesta, you know, all of that stuff, and then so right before I was going to vote for Hillary, I was like, whoa, we’ve got to vote Trump in because we can’t have Hillary.


Dustin Thompson, former exterminator, Columbus, Ohio: It was hard at first, like, I mean, I’ve always had a job. And then with like the pandemic and everything, it just—I couldn’t go anywhere, couldn’t do anything, no one was hiring, so just kind of stuck at home. And I kind of got involved in conspiracy theories and going down the rabbit hole on the Internet.


Doug Jensen, construction worker, Des Moines, Iowa: And it all started from that WikiLeaks drop, you know, four years ago. And then Q came along. And there was things that happened in the beginning that Q said that came true. And everything he always said happened real shortly after, like certain things.


Dustin Thompson, former exterminator, Columbus, Ohio: It just seemed like everyone was against [Trump] and that he needed someone to stand up for him.


Doug Jensen, construction worker, Des Moines, Iowa: Q always told us that when [Trump] says “My fellow Americans, the storm is here,” that’s when we’re supposed to go. That’s when we’re supposed to do anything. Well, [Trump] started off that speech a couple weeks ago with “my fellow Americans.” That’s all he had to do.


Stephen Ayres, cabinet company employee, Ohio: I was pretty hardcore into the social media, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram. I followed President Trump on all the websites. He basically put out, come to the Stop the Steal rally. And I felt like I needed to be down [there].


Alondra Propes, former parole and probation officer, Oath Keepers, Florida: I wanted to go to the largest Trump rally ever.


Christopher Grider, winery owner, Texas: It is kind of akin to having your favorite band on the final concert tour.


Pamela Hemphill, retired drug and alcohol counselor, Idaho: We might be screaming and holding signs, but you go there just thinking it’s going to be a protest, no big deal. 


Jason Riddle, former correctional officer and mail carrier, New Hampshire: I didn’t believe in the lie. I more or less felt like I was going to see Trump one last time as president.


Annie Howell, Pennsylvania: There was still, like, maybe a 10 percent part of me that believed something could happen, you know, in terms of overturning the results.


Shawna Martin, missionary, Arizona: I have church at my house, and I know it was brought up there. I said, if God would have me go, I would go. And God opened the doors and off I went in support.


Doug Jensen, construction worker, Des Moines, Iowa: I worked that whole day [before] until 4 p.m., rushed home, took a shower and got my Q stuff on, and hopped in my car, and I went.


Jason Riddle, former correctional officer and mail carrier, New Hampshire: It was more or less kind of a routine at that point. I was just driving around to Trump rallies all the time, and we considered it a rally we were going to. We stayed outside of DC in a hotel the night before, and we took a train to DC, and then we Ubered.


Annie Howell, Pennsylvania: We all woke up super-early and got in line. So I want to say, we woke up at like 3:30, 4:00 in the morning.


Jessica Watkins, US Army veteran and bar owner, Oath Keepers, Ohio: I woke up at like, 4:30 in the morning. We wanted to get to the Ellipse super-early before there was a line and before it’s going to be a problem.


Jason Riddle, former correctional officer and mail carrier, New Hampshire: As we were passing the Washington Monument, the Uber driver said, “I think you guys want to get out here.”


Jason Dolan, former marine, Oath Keepers, Florida: I was asked to bring my firearms up there. They were going to be used, if we had to use them, for several different reasons. There was a lot of discussion initially about antifa. So there was a fear of some type of attack by antifa or other—other groups that were like them against us.


Doug Jensen, construction worker, Des Moines, Iowa: I took a backpack with food and water, you know, in case chaos broke out, I needed food and water. You know? So I had my wife pack my bag with water and a couple cans of pop, some ramen noodles, some pears, you know, just canned good stuff.


Daniel Rodriguez, California: I don’t fly because I have issues with flying. But there was an idea that if anybody needed to take anything, like, weed maybe, knife, pepper spray, that stuff’s not going to be able to get on the plane.


Shawna Martin, missionary, Arizona: I had heard that antifa would be showing up dressed as patriots and might cause some issues. I came as a medic. I had canteens, a medipack, and a gas mask in case antifa showed up.


Matthew Greene, former US Army National Guard, Proud Boys, New York: We, as the Proud Boys, viewed ourselves almost as the foot soldiers of the right where antifa was the foot soldiers of the left.


Annie Howell, Pennsylvania: [Trump social media director Dan] Scavino was going on social media daily saying, “Wait for the storm, the storm is coming,” and kind of, like, preluding to something big that was going to happen, making us all believe that something was going to happen or something big was going to develop or, you know, somebody was going to prove something.


Alondra Propes, former parole and probation officer, Oath Keepers, Florida: I believe that there are a group of people whose hate for Donald Trump is much greater than their love for this country and that they would do anything it took at all costs to make sure that he did not win the election, specifically, people on the left that were against Donald Trump.


Janet Buhler, music teacher and college fashion instructor, Utah: I wanted Congress to understand how many people were there that were concerned about the election. I just wanted to be part of that, like, visibility of how many people.


Robert Schornack, business development manager, Michigan: One of my buddies, or family friend, he said something I’ll never forget. He said, “Trump has only asked me for two things: He asked me for my vote and he asked me to come on January 6th.” So I wanted to be there to support him, as well as defend other people because we had heard that antifa or other counter protesters were going to be there to try and attack Trump supporters.


Annie Howell, Pennsylvania: I thought that a presence or a large presence of people would influence a decision or the outcome of that day.


Robert Schornack, business development manager, Michigan: And then with all the things that they kept saying were going to be exposed and were going to come out in court and elsewhere, you know, and we wanted to believe it.


Matthew Greene, former US Army National Guard, Proud Boys, New York: We were openly expecting a civil war at that point.


Lewis “Easton” Cantwell, North Carolina: All I heard was it was supposed to be, like, a million-person rally.


Daniel Rodriguez, California: Trump called us. Trump called us to DC.


Matthew Greene, former US Army National Guard, Proud Boys, New York: The one that really stood out was, be there, “be wild.”


Annie Howell, Pennsylvania: The only violence that we expected was from like a clashing group, like antifa, or possibly BLM.


Jason Dolan, former marine, Oath Keepers, Florida: A lot of us were prepared—I was prepared to stop the certification process one way or the other.
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Officer Adam Eveland, Metropolitan Police Department, Civil Disturbance Unit: We had heard that there would probably be a march towards the Capitol that day and that it was going to be a very big protest. And when you have a very large protest, you never really know how it’s going to go.


Officer Jesse Leasure, Metropolitan Police Department, Civil Disturbance Unit: In the weeks beforehand, I was not on full duty status because I had injured my wrist. A couple days before, I was recertified to go back into full duty. I was texting with my mother, and she was asking if I was cleared for work, and I said, “Back tomorrow.” It was January 5th. And my mom was just telling me, basically, to do what I needed to do to be careful. She said she believed most people tomorrow are going to be in favor of the cops.


Officer Adam Eveland, Metropolitan Police Department, Civil Disturbance Unit: Right-wing protesters operate a little differently than left-wing protesters do. That’s not to say that both can’t get violent. They just get violent in different ways.


Officer Jesse Leasure, Metropolitan Police Department, Civil Disturbance Unit: I tell people all the time that when I deal with the MAGA people being far, far right is that when they fight you, they will fight you face-to-face. And if you spray them with pepper spray, they’ll spit it right back at you.


Officer Adam Eveland, Metropolitan Police Department: Most right-wing protesters are very friendly to law enforcement, to your face, and they only get upset when you have to intervene, because, quote, you’re supposed to be on their side. But we’re not on anybody’s side. We’re supposed to be neutral.


Officer Jesse Leasure, Metropolitan Police Department: The average antifa rioter is wearing all black. And whenever they fight you, they only will do like, hit-and-run tactics.


Officer Adam Eveland, Metropolitan Police Department: [Antifa rioters] would throw bricks at you, throw bottles of urine at you or something like that. And then they would want to capture the police response to that so that they could publish it and put it on social media and say, “Look how brutal the police are.” But the right-wing people—these are people who will fight you.


Captain Carneysha C. Mendoza, field force commander of the Civil Disturbance Unit, US Capitol Police: In my career, I have been activated to work demonstrations with various controversial groups. I’ve been called some of the worst names so many times that I’m pretty numb to it now. As an agency, we have trained for and handled numerous demonstrations. It’s something we do on a regular basis, and it’s something I have always felt we’ve excelled at.


Officer Adam Eveland, Metropolitan Police Department: Previously, when we had dealt with the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers and all those right-wing groups, you had to be very careful, because a lot of these people were militarily trained, ex–police officers, current police officers, current military, combat experience, firemen. So they operated differently. Basically, the vast majority of them would do their march, while fractions of them would splinter off, find people that they identified as BLM or left wing, and beat them up.


Officer Caroline Edwards, US Capitol Police, First Responder Unit: Usually, 99.9 percent of the time, we’re just using verbal judo to calm people down, deescalate, move people along, making sure that nothing happens.


Officer Adam Eveland, Metropolitan Police Department: The majority of the protests you work are mostly peaceful. There’s always some bad actors or whatever. But the thing about a protest that’s large, that’s dangerous, is that if you have bad actors in a large protest, mob mentality can take over, and it doesn’t matter if they’re left or right wing. So that’s the danger in it. It’s a hive-mind kind of mentality.


Officer Winston Pingeon, US Capitol Police, Civil Disturbance Unit: I had worked the protests that happened the weekend after the election in November and then a month later, both of which had felt a little bit like a powder keg, in the sense that there was something else coming.


Captain Carneysha C. Mendoza, US Capitol Police: During the Million MAGA March, multiple white-supremacist groups, to include the Proud Boys and others, converged at the Supreme Court along with counter groups. The Civil Disturbance Unit fought hard that day, physically breaking up fights and separating the various groups. I literally woke up the next day unable to move without being in pain. On January 6th, we anticipated an event similar to the Million MAGA March on November 14th.


Officer Caroline Edwards, US Capitol Police, First Responder Unit: The briefings were mostly that this was going to be a peaceful march. They weren’t expecting too much disturbance, except for the possibility that there might be scuffles between protesters and counterprotesters, which was what we were supposed to look out for—was potentially, you know, antifa or anyone like that, who would be stirring up dissent among the protesters.


Lieutenant Tia Summers, US Capitol Police, shift commander, Communications Section: This is not the first time I’ve worked on a day when we had to certify electoral votes. I came to work thinking I was going to come in, it was going to go on. Once the event was over, I would go home. That would be it.


Officer Harry Dunn, US Capitol Police: I reported for duty at the Capitol, as usual, early on the morning of January 6. We understood that the vote to certify President Biden’s election would be taking place that day and that protests might occur outside the Capitol, but we expected any demonstrations to be peaceful expressions of First Amendment freedoms, just like the scores of demonstrations we had observed for many years.


Officer Eugene Goodman, US Capitol Police: I think start time that day was maybe 6 a.m. It was really, really early. I got there an hour early. When I first parked, I set my clock because I had plenty of time before I was to go in the building. There were individuals who I presumed were coming from Union Station, and they were walking down the mall. And some were even at that point yelling things. And they had Trump paraphernalia, hats, flags.


Officer Daniel Hodges, Metropolitan Police Department: We started that day at 7:30 a.m., and our assignment was to maintain high visibility along Constitution Avenue, namely, the blocks leading up to President’s Park, where Trump was holding his gathering. My particular station was in front of 1111 Constitution Avenue, where I stood on foot as the crowd poured down the street and into the park.


Chief Robert Contee, Metropolitan Police Department: We started seeing, you know, thousands of people—I mean, they were gathering very, very, very early in the morning.


Chief Steven Sund, US Capitol Police: At approximately 7:15 a.m., as I was driving in to work, I called [Metropolitan Police Department] Inspector Robert Glover to inquire about the crowds he was seeing for the event, which was beginning at the Ellipse. Inspector Glover stated that there were already lines to get into the event, but that the crowd was compliant and he did not observe any concerning issues.


Inspector Robert Glover, Metropolitan Police Department: The crowd just kept getting bigger and bigger and bigger and bigger through the morning.


Officer Winston Pingeon, US Capitol Police: At our roll call that morning, my lieutenant basically said we think there’s a group probably coming to the Capitol today, and so have your riot gear on standby.


Officer Harry Dunn, US Capitol Police: After roll call, I took my overwatch post on the East Front of the Capitol, standing on the steps that lead to the Senate chamber. As the morning progressed, I did not see or hear anything that gave me cause for alarm.


Chief Steven Sund, US Capitol Police: I arrived at the Command Center, where I remained to monitor the activity on the National Mall and the Ellipse. I sat at the center console with Assistant Chiefs Pittman and Thomas nearby.


Yogananda Pittman, assistant chief, US Capitol Police, Protective and Intelligence Operations: As we are taking in information, we’re pushing out that information to our officers. I had countersurveillance teams out and deployed.


Officer Daniel Hodges, Metropolitan Police Department: There were a significant number of men dressed in tactical gear attending the [rally]. Wearing ballistic vests, helmets, goggles, military face masks, backpacks, and without identifiable, visible law enforcement or military patches, they appeared to be prepared for much more than listening to politicians speak in a park.


Inspector Robert Glover, Metropolitan Police Department: We were prepared to do crowd separation if we had to. But we did not see any antifa in that crowd. This was all pro-Trump, Make America Great Again, Oath Keepers, Proud Boys.


Officer Daniel Hodges, Metropolitan Police Department: One of [the protesters] asked my colleagues something to the effect of “Is this all the manpower you have? Do you really think you’re going to be able to stop all these people?” Dumbfounded, my colleagues simply expressed that they didn’t understand what the speaker meant, and the group continued on.


Captain Carneysha C. Mendoza, US Capitol Police: I’ve received various awards from the army and the Capitol Police, including an award for recovery efforts during the Pentagon attack. Unfortunately, I didn’t save any lives or anything, but there are certain lessons that always stuck with me after 9/11. One of those lessons is knowing the unthinkable is always possible. So be ready. 
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