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It wasn’t supposed to be like this.





INTRODUCTION

THIS IS THE STORY OF MICHIGAN DURING MY YEARS AS GOVERNOR. It’s the story of one of the largest, most economically significant states in the Union as we hit rock bottom—then slowly, painfully, began to climb back toward recovery, resuming growth and, in my last year in office, enjoyed the most improved job creation rate of any state. There are clear reasons for the shocking decline of Michigan, its eventual rebirth, and the hopeful signs of growth the state is now experiencing. In these pages we’ve sought to explain those reasons and show why they matter deeply to everyone in America.

For Michigan is no aberration. Rather, it is a harbinger of what can happen and indeed is happening across this country. America is struggling to rise beyond what many call a “jobless recovery” while also being plagued with other economic woes—a chronic energy shortfall, crumbling infrastructure, inadequate systems of health care and education, and unrelenting fiscal deficits. Michigan has been ground zero for all these problems.

Cities, states, and the entire nation are grappling with unprecedented budget shortfalls, but before them, Michigan tackled eight straight years of gigantic budget deficits, cut a greater percentage from its budget than any state in the country, and balanced the budget every year.

Governments at every level are struggling to define fair new labor practices that respect the dignity of workers while recognizing new economic realities, but in Michigan we found ways to work with unions both private and public to define tough yet reasonable concessions that have made economic progress possible again.

Businesses around the country are striving to rebound from the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, but Michigan’s most important employers have already lived through the largest bankruptcies in American history and emerged with new life and hope for a better future.

For a decade, Michigan has been America’s main laboratory for experimenting with adaptations to the new economic realities. In the process, we have learned a lot. We tested solutions that some governors are now proposing, sometimes discovering that they didn’t work because they were built on assumptions that were once largely true but are now dangerously wrong. Chastened by the experience, we shifted to different solutions that are now bearing fruit. In the chapters that follow, we’ll recount our eye-opening experiences for the benefit of citizens, policy experts, business leaders, and elected officials everywhere.

If there’s a central message we hope readers will take away from this book, it is that today we face an extraordinary battle for America’s future, especially the future of the middle and working classes. It’s a battle that demands a greater level of fresh, creative thinking than any crisis we’ve faced in decades.

Had I magically been able to read this book eight years ago, I would have been stunned to discover some of the things I was forced to do by the dilemmas I faced as governor. I made cuts in long-cherished social programs that some loyal Democrats considered unconscionable. I disappointed many of our party’s traditional allies, from public employee unions to educators to arts organizations, with tough demands for belt-tightening, flexibility, and increased self-reliance. And if I had it to do over again, I  would make many of the same choices—except that I would make them sooner. I made plenty of mistakes, too, and we learned from them. And the overarching lesson was that many of our old views of the world simply don’t match reality anymore.

In Michigan, we’ve had to change. And the nation has to change, too.

The most important mind-set shift we now require is a break with the conventional wisdom about economic growth. After three decades of conservative ascendancy, global competition is confronting us with the hard fact that pure laissez-faire, free-market theory no longer works. Recent experience shows that tax cuts, deregulation, and a hands-off approach to government don’t amount to a magical formula for jobs, profits, and prosperity.

The evidence is plentiful, but one data point stands out above the rest: 42,000 manufacturing plants throughout the United States closed in the last decade, many of them in Michigan. This massive disappearance of manufacturing jobs has taken place despite a steady decrease in business taxes and regulation.

Why? There are many reasons—but chief among them is the fact that countries like China, India, and Brazil are offering cheap labor, government loans and subsidies, and many other inducements to American companies eager to cut costs and boost their profits by offshoring their production facilities. And manufacturing is only one industry that can and will move. If corporations can essentially ship massive factories on boats to China, creating enormous capital investments there, what makes us think they can’t and won’t move software development teams, call centers, design studios, research units, legal staffs, printing companies, and many other operations?

Of course they can. Of course they are.

In a world where governments on every continent are quite consciously and publicly fighting to attract capital and jobs, only  the U.S. government has been forced by ideological restrictions to compete for those jobs with its hands tied behind its back.

And because, in the real world, the laissez-faire dogma that politicians feel forced to defend is so clearly unworkable, they compound the problem with hypocrisy. Both Republican and Democratic governors commit the supposedly unpardonable sin of “intervening in the market” every single day. They structure tax incentives, breaks, credits, and regulatory waivers to lure businesses to their states’ borders. The result is state-versus-state competition rather than a national effort to win the race against global competition. Michigan may be able to beat Indiana, North Carolina, and Texas in head-to-head battles over auto supply factories or solar research facilities, but individual states are not equipped to outcompete Mexico, China, and Korea when the governments of those nations enter the fray.

It’s time to inject a major dose of realism into our national economic debate. That’s why the last chapter of this book focuses on the policy initiatives we need to see from Washington—the kinds of programs that will defend our national interests, create and retain jobs, support essential industries, and encourage the technological innovation that will drive economic growth in the twenty-first century. We need a uniquely American, globally competitive approach to economic growth.

Abandoning rigid right-wing economic thinking doesn’t mean returning to old-fashioned liberal approaches. Again, Michigan offers a test case. The new Michigan now emerging has been through a profound identity crisis and is adapting to the new global realities. Scores of thousands of Michigan’s workers, having been buffeted by harsh economic storms, are retooling themselves for new careers and developing the high-tech skills the knowledge economy demands. Our auto industry, rapidly adapting to the clean energy demands of a changing planet, is now posting profits and expanding its workforce for the first time since 2000. With the United  Auto Workers leading the way, organized labor is pioneering new cooperative approaches that make work more creative and companies more flexible and competitive, while protecting the rights and dignity of workers. Clean tech companies by the hundreds are setting up shop in Michigan, where they will lead the way to an America that is energy self-sufficient and less reliant on environmentally destructive fossil fuels.

None of these people and organizations is looking backward or trying to re-create “the good old days” of Michigan’s storied past. They’re advancing boldly into a new, uncharted future—and doing so with confidence, imagination, and determination.

There’s much more work to be done. Michigan’s economic battles are far from over. But we’ve found a path to progress that is starting to work—and it’s a path that can enable America to prevail in the coming decades as well. That’s the larger significance of our story—and the real reason that we hope people everywhere will read and heed the lessons of Michigan.

America can prevail in the decades ahead. This book is our prayer that it will.
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A WORD ABOUT THE STYLE AND FORMAT OF THIS BOOK. IT’S NOT a conventional autobiography but rather, as the title makes plain, a governor’s story—a chapter in the history of Michigan, its challenges during difficult times, and one leader’s efforts to surmount those challenges, along with the larger lessons we take from these experiences.

Dan and I wrote this book together because we lived through the story together. We are best friends, with deeply shared values, equally combative minds, and a mutual devotion to our family, state, and country. We brought very different perspectives to our journey together, and we hope they enrich this account. Dan  insisted that the book be written in Jennifer’s voice, and she insisted that he be listed as coauthor. Like all the other important projects we’ve undertaken in our lives together, this book has been a true partnership, which has enriched the process enormously for each of us.

Finally, please note that many of the accounts in these pages include conversations among the key participants. These dialogues are re-created from our best recollections. They are not verbatim records of the language, but they are accurate in substance and spirit.

 




Jennifer Granholm and Dan Mulhern May 2011






chapter 1

THE BOUNCE

ELECTION NIGHT, TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 5, 2002. DAN’S WHOOPING drew me into the bedroom of our Marriott Hotel suite, where he was trampolining on the bed, reaching for the high ceiling with each bounce. He’d been adrenaline pumped and sleep deprived for days, but our nonstop, twenty-four-hour, pre-election Time-for-a-Change bus tour across Michigan had obviously pushed him over the edge.

“Oh yeah! We did it!” he yelled as he bounded high in the air, arms flapping. “You won! We won! You won!”

“You’re crazy,” I said.

“You won, Babe!” Bounce. “All that killer work!” Bounce. “You did it!” Bounce. “Can you believe it?”

“No,” I said. My eyes moved to my papers on the desk. “But I suspect I’m going to need that victory spee . . .”

“Suspect?” he yelled.

“Yes, and I’d love for you to look it over when you’re done jumping for joy, you nut.”

“Who’s the nut?” Bounce. “You need to savor this moment!” At the apogee of his next jump, he swept his arms toward the floor-to-ceiling windows. Seventy floors below, the lights of Detroit and, on the horizon, Windsor, Ontario, spread out in a glittering panorama. “It ’s”—bounce—“a-may-zing!”

I flipped through the pages of my speech for a final time. I was numb. Yes, it was really happening. Within the hour I’d travel to the ballroom downstairs, step to the podium in front of supporters and the TV cameras, and accept what I knew would be the biggest job I would ever hold: governor of Michigan—the eighth largest state in the country, an economy bigger than that of Saudi Arabia or Greece, an opportunity for me to serve in a way that I had never imagined.

I finished tweaking my acceptance speech and joined family and friends in the adjacent suite, where they were huddled around TV screens at opposite ends of the big room. Election results from around the state were rapidly piling up. One network had already called the race. As more friends and family members arrived, the volume of noise in the hotel room kept rising. Finished with bouncing but still hypercharged with excitement, Dan came in and began circling the room, swapping hugs and victory shouts with one person after another.

The chief members of my political team, Dave Katz, Jill Alper, and Rick Wiener, pulled me aside. “Jennifer,” Rick said, “you’ve got this won. It’s ten forty-seven. The eleven o’clock news is about to start. It’s time to go downstairs and declare victory.”

I shook my head. “Not until I hear from him.”

“He’ll call,” said Dan. “If Dick Posthumus is anything, he’s a gentleman.”

As if on cue, the phone rang. “Shh! Quiet down, everybody!” someone hissed. Our five-year-old son, Jack, was the closest. He picked up the phone.

“Hello?” he said. He listened for a moment, his eyes growing wide, then held out the receiver. “It’s Dick!” he yelled, provoking badly muffled laughter from the giddy crowd.

Pressing my finger to my lips to hush the group, I took the phone and turned toward the sparkling Detroit skyline. Behind me, the room turned stone quiet, TVs muted, as everyone listened.

“Congratulations, Jennifer,” the lieutenant governor said. “I’ll be giving my concession speech in a few minutes. You ran a great race.”

“Thank you,” I said. “You ran a good race, too. You’re a class act. I really appreciate the call, and I wish you only the best.” I slowly put down the phone.

“That’s it,” I said, turning to everyone. “Dick Posthumus just conceded. So thanks to you all—”

Hoots and hollers drowned me out. Young staffers in white Granholm-for-Governor T-shirts, bleary-eyed from months of work on four hours of sleep a night, exchanged hugs and high fives with gray-haired politicos whose last winning gubernatorial race had been when Dan and I were still in law school. Dan’s swarm of siblings, nieces, cousins, and friends clinked longneck bottles and wine glasses.

I pulled away from the throng and moved back into the bedroom, quickly changed into a blue suit, grabbed my speech, and followed the crowd out of the suite to the elevators. Leading the way was the confident and brassy Colleen Pobur, her head adorned with walkie-talkie headphones. Colleen and I were friends from our days working in Wayne County government. I love her gusto for life—the way she swears, smokes cigars, and calls football plays better than any man I know. We always joke that we’re bossy broads, and tonight Col was in her bossiest glory. Behind her I herded Kate and Cece, our daughters, aged thirteen and eleven, looking wide-eyed, thrilled, and bewildered. Colleen, eyes dancing, gave them high fives. “We got some party for you, girls!” she crowed.

We emerged on the ballroom level, passed swiftly through a series of unmarked doors, and snaked our way through a huge industrial kitchen where I exchanged quick hugs with grinning waiters and waitresses in their tuxedo uniforms. “You did it, Ms. Granholm!” one shouted as they waved and hooted. Narrow service corridors led us to a dark backstage space just behind a heavy curtain that stretched across the ballroom stage. The air trembled with the muffled din of celebratory music and excited voices.

Nervously, I peeked through the slit in the curtain at the pandemonium on the other side: balloons, bunting, deep blue Granholm and Cherry signs, TV cameras crowded together on a platform in the middle of the room, and hundreds of people—schoolteachers in ball caps, firefighters in yellow T-shirts, store clerks, factory workers, social workers, senior citizens, pastors, and moms with their daughters holding handmade signs with messages like “You go, GRRRL!” They’d worked to elect a governor who promised to invest in education and health care, a woman they believed would heal an aching state by stopping Michigan’s economic slide.

I sold that vision, and I bought into it, too. I was determined to fix the problems of the state that had put its faith in me.

I glanced at Kate, peeking out through the curtain with me and grinning in her braces. I flashed back to the time when First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton had come to Detroit to speak to a women’s rally at Cobo Center, just two blocks from where we were now. Five-year-old Kate and I were lucky enough to have front-row seats that night. I was a federal prosecutor and a working mom who wanted her daughter to see an inspiring role model. As the curtain parted, I lifted Kate up for a better look. Just at the moment Hillary emerged, Kate rose above the crowd, and hearing the thunderous applause, she stared at me, eyes wide, and asked, “Mom, are they clapping for me?”

Tonight, they would be clapping for Kate, and for all of us. She would go from the front row to the stage, a part of history in the making.

Colleen signaled the moment. From behind the curtain, Larry Tokarski, affectionately nicknamed “Cecil B. Tokarski” for his showman’s flair in planning events, introduced me, using his best booming “voice of God” delivery: “Ladies and gentleman, Michigan’s forty-seventh governor!” and we pushed through the curtains as the funky “Celebrate good times, come on!” blared over the sound system. A sea of exuberant people surged against the stage.

Arms up, I tried to quiet the hollering, but the happy crowd ignored me. It was their victory, too. Little Jack was waving. Kate and Cece were laughing and grinning. Dan’s brothers and sisters and their kids were jammed in behind us on the small stage. Dan began shaking the hands of friends in the crowd just inches away. My running mate, Lieutenant Governor–elect John Cherry, and I raised our hands into a V for victory, and the people in the crowd went wild, applauding, bouncing, waving signs, and chanting. I managed to get through the victory speech only by shouting over them.

The excitement was understandable. Most of my supporters knew it was a fluke that I’d been elected governor at all. I wasn’t even from Michigan. I’d been born in Canada and raised since the age of four in California’s San Francisco Bay area, far from the factories and farms of the Midwest. My dad, Victor Ivar Granholm, is a gentleman and a Republican, a stoic Swede who never raises his voice. I have never once heard him utter a swear word, falsehood, or complaint. My mom, Shirley Dowden Granholm, is a pragmatic, earthy Newfoundlander whose mildly scatological humor causes my dad to laugh out loud daily. When I was little, my mom encouraged me, “Spread your wings and fly!” But she also gave me three specific pieces of advice: “Don’t talk about yourself—nobody wants to hear it—don’t ask strangers for money, and don’t wear  your dress-up clothes every day.” With that guidance, I have no idea how I ended up running for office.

As a child, I was a gifted student, but by my teen years I was unfocused and restless in class. Eventually, that restless side took charge. At nineteen, I took off from our family home in San Carlos and drove eight hours south to Los Angeles in a yellow Ford Courier pickup truck to try my hand at acting. One of the thousands of young blonde wannabes in Hollywood, I took classes at the famous American Academy of Dramatic Arts and dreamed of becoming the female Lawrence Olivier. But those were the days of Three’s Company and Charlie’s Angels, and the cattle-call auditions for pretty girls willing to show off their assets and the vapid encounters with seedy agents and producers left me disgusted and angry.

Meanwhile, I was supporting myself as a lowly clerk in the customer service department at the Los Angeles Times and as a tour guide on the back lots at Universal Studios. Increasingly disillusioned with acting, I spent the summer of 1980 on the patio behind the office at Universal Studios, cherishing the moments between tours when I could read political philosophy and civil rights history, marinating in me a growing desire to change the world. I canvassed door-to-door for independent presidential candidate John B. Anderson. I became a naturalized U.S. citizen. But with no college degree and no credentials, I knew I could be nothing more than a two-bit player in life or politics. I fled Los Angeles, determined to make up for lost time. I was twenty-one, in focus, and on a mission to become educated.

I was admitted to the University of California at Berkeley and dove right in, reborn as an avid student with a voracious appetite for knowledge. I had part-time jobs but was obsessed with politics and civil rights, and I was hell-bent on getting straight As. (Dan still teases me about my irritation with the professor at the University of Bordeaux, France, who, during my junior year abroad, marred my transcript with an A-minus.) I emerged in 1984 with  dual degrees in political science and French, the first person in my family to graduate from college.

As an educational late-bloomer, I felt my future explode wide open when I was accepted to Harvard Law School. I remember pulling the large envelope with the Harvard return address out of my mailbox, hands shaking so hard I had trouble tearing the envelope open. I dumped the contents onto a nearby desk and felt my heart racing as I read and reread the acceptance letter through moist eyes, not quite believing it was true.

My life’s direction changed forever at Harvard, where I met Dan. He had been a religious studies major at Yale and had considered becoming a priest before deciding to attend Harvard Law. I was one of a band of idealistic students protesting Harvard’s investments in companies doing business in apartheid South Africa. Dan courted me during an overnight sit-in outside the Harvard president’s office, in between chants of “Derek Bok! Get the word! This is not Johannesburg!” Later I was among the students disciplined by Harvard for protesting the presence of a South African diplomat on campus. (“Don’t get kicked out of Harvard, for Pete’s sake,” my mom warned, “after all the work you did to get in!”) In my third year, I was elected editor in chief of the Harvard Civil Rights–Civil Liberties Law Review. None of this deterred Dan.

He’d been born and raised in a large Irish-Italian Catholic family in the working-class town of Inkster, Michigan, and three months after we met, we were engaged. But not before I thoroughly cross-examined him. I told him honestly that I could never emulate Mary Mulhern, his wonderful, self-sacrificing mom, who had given her life to raising seven children. With me, family life would have to be fifty-fifty: I’d cut the lawn, he’d cook, I’d do the dishes, and raising kids would be a joint project. He passed the grilling.

What drew me to Dan were his gentleness, his heart, and his passion for the poor. I loved that after Yale he’d taught theology  and then spent a couple years running an inner-city youth center in New Orleans. I loved that he didn’t care about making money but wanted to serve people instead. I loved that he would leave fresh lilacs or wax-paper-pressed fiery New England leaves and lyrical notes in my law school mailbox. And I loved that he was a music-loving jock who cooked a mean pot of jambalaya.

Dan intended to make a difference. He had plans to enter politics, with a dream of one day becoming governor of Michigan. I planned to be a civil rights lawyer, maybe one day a professor or judge. I thought we’d make a great team.

While preparing us for marriage, Father John MacInnes, a thirty-five-year-old assistant chaplain at St. Paul’s Catholic Church in Cambridge, helped us think about the future of our relationship. In our last meeting, he asked Dan, “What if, eight or ten years from now, the Democratic Party comes to Jennifer and says, ‘We want you to run for an open Senate seat. You’re smart, electable, and this is a great time for a woman candidate.’ How would you feel about that, Dan?”

I laughed out loud at the thought, but Dan considered the question seriously. “I think I’d probably feel jealous,” he said at last. “I’d have some adjusting to do. But if Jennifer felt like she was being called to run, I’d support her a hundred and ten percent.” Although the idea seemed ridiculous to me at the time, the answer typified the noble and soulful Irishman I’d come to love.

In spite of our many similarities and deep connections, Dan and I are behavioral opposites. I love in him the things I lack in myself. He stops to smells the roses (and to jump on the bed); ever future-focused, I can’t stop pressing forward. We noticed those differences as early as our honeymoon in Ireland. My plan was to see every inch of Ireland (and we got pretty close), but Dan got me to slow down and savor the experience. He’d coax me to park our rented car just to climb a beckoning hill or to linger at a pub just to see if some local musicians would show up and  jam. Between the two of us, we created the perfect honeymoon—and experienced Ireland in ways we’d never have done without each other.

Over the years, our understanding of our differences has deepened. I’ve come to see that by nature I’m just not introspective. I am someone who does, not someone who ponders. I’ve always believed that through diligent effort I could battle my way through anything. I gain a sense of accomplishment through activity—making lists, checking things off, getting things done. I’ve never seen a personal counselor, never been in therapy, and for the most part this life strategy has worked for me.

Early in our marriage, it frustrated Dan that I wasn’t more self-reflective. It took years of honest tussle for him to see I’d never become like him: introspective, intuitive, and eager to find the deeper emotional and spiritual truths in life’s challenges. Those weren’t my strengths or my way.

Eventually, we learned to accept and appreciate our divergent natural tendencies, deep personal imprints that are largely immutable. I came to understand and feel enriched by Dan’s reflectiveness, and he’s come to accept and appreciate my need to continually get things done.

In 1986, our postwedding plans puzzled people: “He’s from Detroit, you’re from San Francisco, and you’re moving to—Detroit? Are you crazy?” But when I married Dan, I married Michigan, with its sky-blue waters; its green, cathedral-like forests; and its generous, resilient, down-to-earth people. Dan and I both felt deeply that if we wanted to make a difference, to have an impact, to raise a family, and to be connected to a real community, Michigan was the place for us to be.

Young idealists as we were, we quickly immersed ourselves in a series of worthy causes, from homelessness to school reform. Armed with his law degree, Dan went to work in downtown Detroit for Wayne County and was soon named director of youth  services. His interest in politics led him to manage the election campaign of Congressman Sander Levin and then run Levin’s local office. Later, Dan spent six years as vice president for advancement at his alma mater, University of Detroit Jesuit High School, giving something back to the historic institution where Dan’s own values had originally been inculcated.

I worked as a successful federal prosecutor and then, beginning in 1994, as Wayne County corporation counsel, where I led the law department of Michigan’s largest county. I was thoroughly happy, immersed in a challenging mix of policy, practice, and management, with a personal reputation that extended only as far as our small circle of activists, and with three spunky young kids who kept me hopping outside the office. But in 1998, when Frank Kelley, Michigan Attorney General, shocked political followers by announcing his retirement after thirty-seven years on the job, our young political buddies—David Katz and Mike Duggan; our wonderful boss, Ed McNamara; and the politically savvy Tom Lewand Sr., a former Democratic Party chair—began prodding me to “go for it.”

Once again I laughed at the idea. “Are you crazy?” I asked. Attorney general (AG) wasn’t a country commission or a State Senate seat. It was a statewide office, the slot on the ballot under the gubernatorial line, and I’d never run for office at any level. I took a lot of convincing. Dan was the natural candidate—state oratory champion, president of the Yale Debate Association, and a gifted writer, teacher, and thinker. I didn’t care to speak in public unless I was arguing before a jury. Suddenly we faced the challenge Father MacInnes had proposed hypothetically years before. What should we do?

Dan and I debated the question at length. He urged me to think about this opportunity as the big chance for public service with a potential impact on millions of people that we’d both been dreaming about. He assured me that he’d take care of our kids, then  eight, seven, and one. Finally, during a five-hour drive to a reunion with our law school friends in Chicago, he offered the clinching argument: “Politics is about timing. A chance like this may never come your way again.” Given that the campaign would last only four months, he argued, it was an ideal opportunity—one I didn’t dare pass up.

So I leaped. Seven other candidates, all men, and none with my prosecutorial and civil law experience, vied for the spot. I built my campaign around a promise to fight for everyday people. “I’ll take your case!” I told ripped-off consumers. “I’ll take your case!” I told environmentalists eager to protect the waters of the Great Lakes. “I’ll take your case!” I told parents who wanted to guard their children against online predators, and seniors who needed protection from financial con artists. I won the Democratic nomination and subsequently became Michigan’s attorney general.

In my new job, I happily wielded the hammer that flattened culprits who preyed on the innocent. I prosecuted child pornographers, privacy and identity pirates, gas gougers, and those who’d fleeced seniors and vulnerable people through scams and rip-offs. I was young, idealistic, fiercely earnest, and I had a ball.

Dan, innately entrepreneurial, had by then started his own successful business—Mulhern Hastings Group—doing leadership training and consulting. He was in demand and thriving, making good money and feeling that his gifts were being fully used.

Then, seemingly overnight, new and old friends began urging me to run for governor.

“C’mon,” I protested, “it’s ridiculous. I just got here,” meaning the Attorney General’s Office. Our three kids were still young—Jack was not even in kindergarten—and there was much more for me to do as the state’s top advocate. Dan’s business had taken off, and our lives were full. Yet term limits meant that Governor John Engler would be leaving in 2002. The door was open. Michigan’s economy was crumbling, people were hurting, and our  schools were still failing. With the flight of manufacturing jobs to other regions and countries, Detroit and smaller cities across the state were rotting at their economic core. I strongly felt we needed leaders who would fight for education, economic revival, and the needs of everyday citizens.

Because I had real doubts about running for governor, Dan and I invited our close friend Dave Katz to our house to weigh the pros and cons.

The minuses: I was young, had served just a single term as AG, and would be running against much more experienced politicians. I would also be a “first,” which had both positive and negative sides. “I put the vast experience of your opponents in the plus column for you, Jennifer,” Dave said. “You’ll get an LG [lieutenant governor] like John Cherry who knows the legislature. But you’re new. Your ideas are new. You’ve shown that as AG. You fought cybercrime when most people probably couldn’t even find the on switch to a computer. It’s old versus new, yesterday versus now. And being a female? A mom? Are you kidding? Who are they going to relate to?”

I shared another minus that had worried me: Our baby, Jack, was just shy of four years old. Should a mom be “abandoning” her children to run for office?

“You’ve got Dan on your side,” Dave pointed out. “He’s said he’ll be the primary parent. If people raise it as an issue, we’ll remind them that Engler has triplets who’ve spent their entire eight years in the governor’s mansion. What kind of double standard would that be? He can have triplets, but a woman can’t serve? I know you wouldn’t put up with that!” The argument fired me up. Women voters would love that fight, and so would I.

As for the issue of experience, I had some achievements we could talk about. I’d had a 98 percent conviction rate as a prosecutor, had served as head of the state’s largest civil law firm as corporation counsel for Wayne County, and had reduced budgets and state payouts for lawsuits by over 75 percent.

Dave added, “And you got 2,000 people to volunteer to become mentors to kids. And prosecuted bad nursing homes.”

Dan was ready to close down the debate. “Jen, I don’t think you like it, but nobody’s going to care a whole lot that you’re a better manager and executive than your opponents. They’re going to care that you’re a real person, like them. You can relate to them. You’ll fight for them and their families. That’s a winning story.”

With that conversation, I was in.

The primary race was top-caliber tough. Former Governor Jim Blanchard pounded me from the middle. Former Congressman David Bonior hit from the left. I was the progressive pole in between. They had the backing of traditional Democratic forces, including the mighty United Auto Workers (UAW), which backed the staunchly liberal Bonior. My advantage was that I was different: younger, female, with a fresh voice. Voters sensed that Michigan was facing new challenges in a global world and needed innovative thinking about how to respond, and it was time for a woman. Implausibly, I won an upset victory over the two political veterans and emerged the Democratic nominee. I felt as if I’d gone fifteen rounds with Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier.

Time was bringing big changes to Michigan, and Democrats were ready for change.

The general election offered a classic contrast. My opponent, sitting Lieutenant Governor Dick Posthumus, promised a return to good times. His boss, Governor Engler, had entered office twelve years earlier promising to execute a classic Republican agenda. He privatized many state functions, fought the teachers unions, and cut taxes. Many on the left saw Engler as a mean-spirited bully, but he basked in the glow of a national economic boom during the Clinton years. Sky-high sales of American sport utility vehicles, not yet challenged by foreign brands, drove the auto industry, and with it the Michigan economy, toward full employment; at one point in the late 1990s, a mere 3.2 percent were jobless in our state.

But by Engler’s eleventh and twelfth years, unemployment and voter uneasiness were rising. Owing to globalization, improved productivity, and technological change, factories were cutting jobs or moving them to low-wage countries. The unemployment rate in Michigan climbed to 6 percent, and with the economy faltering and tax receipts diving, the state budget was badly out of balance. Posthumus promised that the Engler formula of tax cuts would soon take hold again, but those promises were looking threadbare.

I ramped up my campaign of hope and change, promising higher levels of citizen engagement, a deep commitment to urban revitalization, and the creation of a more diverse knowledge economy. I never talked about the fact that I was the first female attorney general and would be Michigan’s first female governor. I ran as a no-nonsense prosecutor who would be a tough governor fighting to improve the lives of Michigan families.

Above all, I promised to focus on creating an educational system that offered excellence to all children. My education priorities would have a familiar ring even today: First fix Michigan’s looming budget problems; then invest in early childhood education; shrink class sizes; reform urban schools to meet new, higher standards; elevate the profession of teaching; give every child access to a college prep curriculum; hold college tuition down; and provide scholarships for all achieving children. Educational improvement was critical to holding and attracting good-paying jobs and restarting growth in our state.

Posthumus emphasized his conservative credentials and his Michigan roots, which he claimed would enable him to serve our state better than a relative newcomer with past connections to “Berkeley, Hollywood, and Harvard.” And worse yet, born in Canada! The whisper campaign suggested, She’s not one of us. But my campaign attracted widespread support from college graduates and laborers, small business owners and entrepreneurs,  independents and moderate Republicans. Voters who hadn’t pulled the Democratic lever in years signed on.

I won with 52 percent of the vote. But in other Michigan races, my fellow Democrats didn’t fare so well.

A few minutes after my victory speech in the hotel ballroom, Genna Gent, our efficient, whip-smart communications director, pulled me into a small side room to brief me on the rest of the night’s results. With her short blonde hair and her sassy glasses, Genna is a combination of stately beauty and nonstop brains, with depth rare for her age and a Gen-X edginess that occasionally jolted the rest of us. “The good news,” she said, “is that you won. The bad news is that nobody else did.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“You’ll be the lone Democrat in a sea of Republicans. It looks like the Michigan House and Senate will stay Republican. Every statewide office, every branch of government will be Republican. Except you.”

“What about Butch?” My good friend Butch Hollowell was the Democrat running for secretary of state.

“Lost,” she said.

“And Gary, too?” Gary Peters was the Democrat running to replace me as attorney general.

“Lost,” she said. “Same with the Supreme Court. I’m guessing that we’re gonna have some battles on our hands, especially with a billion-dollar budget gap to fix.”

“Wow, that’s really unfortunate. Really, really unfortunate.” We stared at each other in silence for a moment, each imagining the battles ahead. In the ballroom next door, we heard the band start up again. I straightened up and said, “Well, it is what it is. Maybe it won’t be so bad. Now that the election’s over, maybe people will be pragmatic and find ways to work together.”

Colleen, with her walkie-talkied ears, poked her head through the door. “What in blazes are you two gabbing about with those  sour mugs at a time like this? We got a party out here!” She pulled me back into the noisy ballroom, and we were swallowed up by a swarm of happy celebrants.

Next morning, I opened the hotel room door and saw the Detroit Free Press on the floor. There was my picture, holding my hands aloft in victory. The four-inch headline didn’t need an exclamation point: “SHE’S THE BOSS.”

I was thrilled, of course—but more importantly, I was ready to get to work. There was plenty to do, and the widespread ticket-splitting by voters meant that none of it would be easy.

I hit the phones, assembling the team. Dan went to see Rick Wiener, whom I had asked to be my chief of staff. Dan wanted Rick’s opinion on whether he should drop any of his consulting clients. Rick went over those that were clearly off-limits: the state, of course; city governments and agencies; probably schools (a disappointment for Dan, who had a successful “leaders of learning” program for school principals that he loved); regulated companies like utilities and probably hospitals; and heavily grant-funded nonprofits.

After fifteen minutes, Dan threw up his hands. “Rick,” he declared, “there isn’t a Michigan client who is not touched by the governor’s office.” Dan decided then and there that the cleanest and most ethical path would be to shutter his business while I served as governor. With a mixture of wistfulness and excitement, he went from successful business owner to an entirely new role: Michigan’s first First Gentleman.
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AS IF TO CRUELLY TEST THE METTLE OF A NEW GOVERNOR, Michigan holds its inauguration ceremony on January 1 on the open steps of the Capitol. In 2003, it was a bone-snapping zero degrees when I raised my hand to take the constitutional oath. I’d asked Damon Keith, a civil rights icon and federal judge, to swear  me in. I had clerked for “The Judge” out of law school, and we’d grown so close that he customarily introduced me to people as his “fourth daughter.” I put a hand on our family Bible, and The Judge led me through the oath, clause by clause, in what became a call-and-response duet, his voice growing in enthusiasm and climbing an octave as he reached the final clause, “So help me God.” As I repeated the words, our frozen breaths braided together, rising aloft, the crowd erupted, a nineteen-gun salute cracked the icy air, and people shuffled toward shelter as fast as their deep-chilled bodies would allow.

My folks had flown in from California. Dad, ever the taciturn Swede, insisted he was fine in his beige trench coat and his fishing hat, in spite of what Mom repeatedly called “this ridiculous weather.” Dan, the kids, and I hunched our shoulders to our ears and quick-stepped the hundred yards from the Capitol to a black Mustang convertible—how my heart sank when I saw that open car—for the quarter-mile ride to the convention center for indoor songs and speeches, including a rousing “Star-Spangled Banner” from Michigan’s own Queen of Soul, Aretha Franklin.

We wanted an inauguration that would reflect the inclusive administration we planned, and so we turned it into an extended series of people’s events at museums and gathering places all over Michigan. Thousands stood in line to get their children’s pictures taken with the new governor. I instructed kids in Grand Rapids or in Marquette way up in the Upper Peninsula not to “give me a dead fish” but to look me in the eye and offer a strong handshake. “We have high expectations of kids in Michigan,” I always added.

After one of those receptions, Dan told me, “You know, some of those little girls look at you in a special way. It’s like they’re looking into a mirror of possibility. They don’t see you. They see themselves thirty years down the road.” But the most humbling and inspiring moments at these inaugural events would come when a woman in her eighties or nineties would advance to the front of  the line, take both my hands in hers or touch my cheeks, and say, “I never thought I would live to see this day.”
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At the same time, the receptions were haunted by the ghosts of Michigan past and the reality of Michigan present. Especially in Southfield, Flint, and Detroit, the receiving lines included folks who’d recently moved from assembly lines to unemployment lines. A Detroit man spoke for thousands: “We’re counting on you to bring the jobs back,” he said, his voice shaking, his hands draped like wings about his son and daughter.

“I won’t let you down,” I assured them with a confident voice, determined. “We’ll get those jobs back.” Each time I spoke those words, the weight of responsibility on my shoulders grew—as did my impatience to tackle the job I faced.

Back in the state capital, Lansing, I adorned my new office with books and images of my heroes: a photo of Mother Teresa, another of Judge Keith, a sculpture with faces of Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther King, Profiles in Courage by John F. Kennedy, Benjamin Thomas’s Abe Lincoln: A Biography, Hillary Clinton’s It Takes a Village.

I also framed and hung on the wall a wrinkled bit of paper I’d found in the bushes in front of our house the summer before, in the midst of the gubernatorial campaign. My schedulers had mercifully given me two whole hours to tend to my beloved but bedraggled garden. While weeding, I grabbed a green and white scrap of paper that had blown beneath a shrub—a Chemlawn receipt for fertilizer treatment. I was about to ball it up and toss it in a refuse bag when I spotted scribbled writing on it. My name jumped off the page. It said: “Ms. Granholm, don’t forget the little people.”

I’d saved that anonymous note as a reminder of what elections are all about: the problems of those who don’t have a voice. It was time, finally, to go to work for them.

WITHIN DAYS, KEY STAFF AND I MET FOR OUR FIRST OFFICIAL full-blown discussion of the state budget. I was eager to tackle my first crucial challenge as governor and confident that cutting the deficit was manageable so long as we applied enough ingenuity, intelligence, and determination to the problem. It wouldn’t be easy, but, in the words I’d quote in my first State of the State speech three weeks later, “Only challenge produces the opportunity for greatness.”

As I walked into the meeting room, Mary Lannoye greeted me. “You might want to get some coffee, Governor—black.”

“I’d suggest something stronger,” Jay Rising said with a sardonic chuckle.

Mary Lannoye had agreed to stay on as my budget director. A serious Michigan State University fan, tall, athletic, with her graybrown hair always pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, Lannoye had been budget director for two counties before serving as state budget director for Governor Engler. She knew everyone in Lansing and could track every penny in the $42 billion, 55,000-person enterprise that was the state of Michigan. Her deputy, Nancy Duncan, had knowledge equally broad and deep. Both were steely-eyed professionals. They had prepared stacks of revenue and expenditure spreadsheets, with recommendations for cuts.

I’d appointed Jay Rising state treasurer. A lawyer and former deputy treasurer under James Blanchard, the last Democratic governor, Rising was a whiz kid. Now in his late forties, he looked twenty years younger. He was well known for his financial acumen and his ability to devise innovative solutions to intractable problems. Jay, we joked, could explain any solution to a group of legislators and leave them so awed and confused they felt compelled to vote yes.

The budget mess we faced was no surprise. In the last two years of Governor Engler’s administration, the state economy had begun one of its dreaded cyclical turns. For one hundred years,  Michigan had been driven by the auto industry. When the country flourished, more people bought cars and spurred our automakers to full capacity. Parts suppliers charged great premiums, workers took home checks fattened with overtime pay, and stockholding employees and families watched their nest eggs grow. The rest of the economy benefited. People renovated their homes, took vacations, spruced up their wardrobes, and went out to dinner. Thousands were able to rent or purchase cottages and maybe even a boat “up north” on Lake Superior, Huron, Erie, Michigan, or our 11,000 inland lakes.

Then the inevitable downturn would come. When the national economy slowed, demand for cars slackened, especially for the big, costly vehicles that produced most of Detroit’s profits, such as Continentals, Cadillacs, and Challengers. Autoworkers were laid off, and the ripple effects were felt all over the state. In the past, of course, we’d always bounced back eventually. The boom-or-bust cycles were exasperating, but Michigan was unfailingly resilient, and the good times had been good enough to enable millions of working people to enjoy a comfortable middle-class life, even without a college degree. The bounty included a healthy state government that provided essential services for Michiganders at every income level—education, health care, infrastructure, parks, the arts, and much more.

The latest economic downturn had a new twist. “Here’s the deal,” Jay said as he showed graphs to the team. “People aren’t buying cars, we’re in a national recession, so tax revenues are down. That’s no surprise. But on top of that, the Republicans who controlled things around here for a decade effectively built a new state tax structure—and built it when economic conditions were at their peak and with economic assumptions that were unimaginably rosy.”

“Let’s get specific,” I said. “The basic budget assumes a 3.5 percent unemployment rate and income tax revenues that correspond to that number, but we’re already at, what, 6.3 percent?”

“That was December, Governor,” Jay said. “I just heard that the preliminary estimates for January are 6.5, and it looks like 7 percent is possible before summer.”

“And the national unemployment rate?” I asked.

“Comes out tomorrow and will probably stay around 6 percent.”

“Wonderful,” said Kelly Keenan, my legal counsel and seasoned political veteran. “Engler took credit for tax cuts that made everyone happy, and we’re left holding the bag. Now we’ve got to fix everything they broke . . . and to do it with no money. These guys got out of town just in the nick of time.”

“You’re not kidding,” Jay said. “On top of the rosy assumptions, they also adopted more tax cuts that will roll in automatically over the next few years, with no offsetting revenue increases to pay for them. The business tax rate is scheduled to drop each year until business taxes go away altogether. We have a massive structural deficit projected to worsen for all of this year and into the next.” He reviewed the numbers: a midyear deficit of $285 million for the current fiscal year and a projected deficit for the next fiscal year that had almost tripled in the past two months and was now around $1.7 billion.

“A parting gift that keeps on giving,” Kelly said.

This was the problem we had to get under control in the budget we were scheduled to present in just a month. Its sheer scope was staggering. Nancy and Mary together had forty years of budgeting experience; neither had ever seen anything this bad.

I thought back to the promises I’d made. “Okay, we’ll make cuts. But what about early childhood education?” I asked. “I made it a huge priority in my campaign. Those programs can make a lifelong difference for kids. Surely we can figure out a way to fund them.”

Mary shook her head. “Maybe next year,” she said glumly. “Take a look at these spreadsheets.”

A pall crept slowly over the room. State sales taxes fund our schools, and when they shrink, the law requires us to make immediate, midyear cuts to return to balance. The school aid fund was deep in the red. Cuts in the middle of the school year would mean schools couldn’t spread the reductions over the entire year but would have to cut twice as deep. And the longer we waited, the worse it would get. A knot was forming in my stomach.

“Welcome to office, Governor,” said Jay. “As the first official act of this new Democratic administration, we have to slash public education.”

Lieutenant Governor John Cherry, a savvy veteran of twenty years in the state legislature, spoke up. “Maybe it’s not a complete disaster,” he offered. “It provides you an opportunity to demonstrate you’re a tough, no-nonsense leader who’ll do what has to be done. Besides, the economists are all predicting this recession will be over later this year. We’ll be on the rebound, and you’ll be able to restore the cuts in your next budget. Right?” He glanced over at Jay.

Jay nodded cautiously, reading the charts prepared by Treasury Department experts. “The economists are predicting a rebound after this quarter. We should see steady growth after that into next year, tens of thousands of jobs filled. Even David Littmann, Comerica Bank’s chief economist, who’s normally a pessimist, is saying, ‘The economic fundamentals have never been stronger.’”

“We’ll do what we have to do. Maybe it’s a good time to come into office,” I suggested hopefully. “Start the year slow, ramp up, and finish strong.” The team murmured its agreement.

Reassured by the prospect of a rebound in the third quarter, I swallowed my first dose of bitter medicine. On January 15, 2003, after championing education as my top priority, my first official act was to inform every Michigan school district that the School Aid Fund was almost $200 million in the red. Already six months into their fiscal year, schools would have to cut millions out of their spending.

My Scandinavian stock means I expect stormy weather as a natural part of life. My parents wonderfully taught me never to brood or feel self-pity in times of trouble but to move on and do what I could to make things better. Dan and I shared a mantra picked up from his friend Joe Caruso: Accept, adjust, advance.


But starting my term this way was troubling. I later shared a little of my disappointment with Dave Katz, who had been through the grinder with me and run my gubernatorial campaign and whose unfailing optimism always lifted my spirits.

“I’m inheriting a mess, Dave. We don’t have money to do anything we talked about. Can you believe this?”

“Governor, don’t worry,” Dave said. “Manage well, start to diversify, and as things bounce back later this year, you’ll reap the credit for the turnaround.”

I deeply wanted to believe him—that we would ride the wave of an economic rebound and ultimately be able to keep our promises to the voters. But I needed to hear him say it again. “You really think so?”

His blue eyes were unwavering. “I guarantee it,” he said confidently.







chapter 2

PLAYING DEFENSE

THE REALITY WOULD PROVE TO HAVE LITTLE RESEMBLANCE TO the neat, uplifting scenario Dave Katz and I had sketched. Life in the governor’s chair quickly turned out to be less about enacting my agenda and more about managing a cascading series of crises.

Early in the year, I became embroiled in tense budget negotiations with the Republican legislature. The previous administration had bequeathed to us a series of unwanted gifts, some of which we were still discovering as we studied the state’s ledgers in greater detail and as the recession deepened. Governor Engler and his team had burned through the state’s $2 billion “rainy day fund” in an effort to get out of town without making major cuts. At the same time, they made tax cuts that were scheduled to take effect year after year during my term.

Conservative dogma, increasingly dominant since the 1980s, asserted that tax cuts would automatically rejuvenate a flagging  economy by freeing up capital for private companies to invest in growth. But with the contracting economy layered on top of reduced tax rates, state government revenue was nose-diving. We had to find a way to pull out of a $1.7 billion hole, representing nearly 20 percent of a general fund budget of approximately $9 billion.

As we worked to wrangle this problem in an uneasy partnership with Republican leaders in the state legislature, the ticking of a new time bomb suddenly became much louder.

On April 8, I was stuck in traffic on my way to Bosch, an auto supplier in Farmington Hills, where I was scheduled to meet with its CEO, Kurt Liedke, about the possibility of expanding the company’s headquarters in Michigan. I referred to these economic development meetings as “playing offense”—I figured Michigan needed to play two parts offense to every one part defense, and I asked the scheduling division to allot my time accordingly. Today I was cursing the traffic jam under my breath when my Blackberry began buzzing with a call from Treasurer Jay Rising.
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