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This book is dedicated to the people of South Dakota. And not just the ones who voted for me—to all of them. We are a proud people who live off the land and have firm beliefs about right and wrong. Excuses are not accepted here, and a person’s handshake and word still mean something. I am a product of this environment. You have helped raise me, taught me, inspired me—and you have given me every opportunity to succeed or fail, based on how hard I worked and my attitude.


I believe every challenge and every success formed who I am today. I am not perfect, but strive to be. I’m complicated, yet look for simple solutions based on common sense. And I am grateful. I am South Dakota, and I love you all. You are great Americans.
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HELP IS NOT ON THE WAY


I did not leave with optimism, I left with the cold reality that help is not on the way in the immediate future.


—NYC MAYOR ERIC ADAMS, DECEMBER 2023, AFTER REQUESTING HELP FROM WASHINGTON, DC, ON THE MIGRANT CRISIS1


This is up to us. Nobody’s coming here for us. […] If we don’t get up and fight for our city, nobody’s coming for us.


—ANGRY NYC RESIDENT, SEPTEMBER 2023, INTERVIEWED ABOUT THE MIGRANT CRISIS2


I looked at my team and saw fear in their eyes. We could hear explosions and screams in the distance. On the other side of the fence, sounds of shouting and chaos. I smelled what we guessed was tear gas.


We were trapped.


I was responsible for these individuals—my staff and detail team—and we’d never been in this situation before.


Should we stay put or try to make an escape? What vehicle could we use—and does it have lights, sirens, and ammunition? Which route could we take?


This wasn’t a trip to some war-torn country. We were standing on the South Lawn of the White House in early August 2020, along with more than a thousand other guests there to hear President Trump’s acceptance speech after winning the Republican nomination.


A massive and, at times, violent protest erupted just outside the White House grounds and extended to the National Mall, with chants of “Black Lives Matter!” and “No justice, no peace!”


As the shouting grew louder and other attendees at the president’s speech made their way to the exits with the assistance of Secret Service and military officers, my team decided to hold steady. We waited until most of the guests were escorted outside the grounds, then selected an underutilized gate to leave and took the longer way out.


The moment we left the White House grounds we were on our own. If our vehicle was stopped for any reason, we’d be trapped. The streets were filled with rioters, agitators, and those hell-bent on destroying America.3


Our vehicle was vulnerable, with no emergency lights or sirens. We drove down several streets only to find them blocked by mobs wielding weapons. Protesters pounded on our vehicle and shouted threats while we passed. My security detail knew to keep going at all costs, even driving on the sidewalk when necessary. Stopping meant danger, and no one would be able to help us.


This can’t be real. This can’t be America.


After finally reaching safety via underground access to our hotel, with assistance from private security guards, I went to my hotel room, sat down on the bed, and dropped my head into my hands. I was trembling—not from fear but from anger.


I stood up and walked to the hotel window to observe the chaotic streets. This Bible verse from the book of Daniel came to mind: “Praise be to the name of God for ever and ever; wisdom and power are his. He changes times and seasons; he deposes kings and raises up others. He gives wisdom to the wise and knowledge to the discerning. He reveals deep and hidden things; he knows what lies in darkness, and light dwells with him” (Daniel 2: 20–22 NIV).


We were in a dark time in our nation, but I found reassurance in those words. I decided that night to live a life of significance—no matter where that commitment took me—because I believe America is better than the story that night told.


There was no turning back.


Going back means more political deception, division, and dysfunction—where insiders benefit and we lose our voice, our freedoms, our way of life, and our future.


To really unite and move forward, we need truth from our leaders. In these pages I’ll share everything I know about making positive change. We have a historic opportunity, and the stakes couldn’t be higher.


Even though I’ve served in Washington, DC, for eight years and know what a swamp smells like, I am hopeful. I’ve seen what is possible when we stand together.


We also must face the cold reality that help is not on the way from big government and the establishment. But you already knew that, didn’t you? What our country looks like in the next year, and the next decade, is up to us. If we don’t step up and fight for our community, for our states, and for our nation, we’ll keep sliding backward.


And the entire world will follow our lead, in whichever direction we go.


Trust me, it’s not too late, and your voice matters. In my heart I still believe that help is on the way, but not from where most people look.
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WHO’S IN CONTROL?


When you see those messages, remember that unless you hear it from us, it is not the truth.


—NEW ZEALAND PRIME MINISTER JACINDA ARDERN, MARCH 20201


Under God the people rule.


—OFFICIAL STATE MOTTO OF SOUTH DAKOTA


Just in case anyone’s still feeling nostalgic about the good old days of “bipartisan cooperation” and normalcy in Washington, DC—let me offer this gentle encouragement: Get over it.


It’s true, we don’t know if we’ll have the same Speaker of the House in a few months or a few years. I’m okay with that. Yes, the Republican Party is in disarray. Great! Do you really think party leaders did a good job when everything was “normal”?


The mask has been lifted on dysfunction, corruption, and lies. The propaganda of some members of the media is on full display. We have new paradigms about what’s possible when it comes to positive change. A multibillionaire business leader, who never held elected office, became president of the United States and fought for the little guy. A reluctant rancher became a member of Congress, and then a governor. Most important, concerned moms and dads are speaking up at school board meetings and town halls—and seeing results.


Donald Trump and a handful of brave folks broke politics. But what do we do now? Instead of “fixing” politics by going back to the “good old days,” let’s step into the chaos and move the nation forward. Our best days truly are ahead.


During my time as governor, our team created a leadership development program for state employees, in partnership with a local university, because we want wise leadership at every level of our government. In one of the first classes, I had the honor of answering this question.


“How do you make the really tough decisions?”


Most of the people in the room, and online, were probably five or six layers of bureaucracy away from me. I imagined them on a normal day, in their office, on the other side of the state, wondering, Why the heck did she do that? And I knew my fellow South Dakotans sometimes had the same questions about what went into my decisions.


The hard decisions are really not that hard. Here’s what I told the class.


A FOUNDATION TO BUILD ON


I was raised in a ranching family, and there was never a difference between girls’ chores and boys’ chores. Everybody had to work hard, and we were never treated differently. We were a team. While serving in the state legislature and elected to a leadership position, I never thought anything about being a woman in these roles because of the way I had grown up—driving trucks to the grain elevator, chasing cows, or buying and selling livestock and equipment.


But when I ran for governor, a strange thing happened. The fact that I was female suddenly became a big deal to people. Some major Republican donors and a lot of older men told me I didn’t have the right anatomy to be governor: It’s a man’s job. They were okay sending a woman to Congress to vote on bills, but to be the CEO of the state was a different matter.


Winning that race for governor was historically significant, and soon I was reminded that the swearing-in ceremony would celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of women obtaining the right to vote in South Dakota, along with the election of the first woman governor of the state. At the event, looking around the rotunda of the crowded capitol building, I noticed so many young girls cheering the moment. They were excited to see someone who looked like them doing something they had never witnessed before in their home state. A woman could be governor!


And then it hit me…


Whoa. I better not screw this up. I can’t let these girls down. I physically felt a heavy weight hit me as I realized the history we were making. And for the first time I questioned if I was prepared.


As part of the ceremony, there came a time where I had to step forward and take two oaths: to uphold the Constitution of the state of South Dakota, and to uphold the Constitution of the United States. As I laid my hand on my dad’s Bible and recited those oaths, literal promises to the people of South Dakota, the role of governor became reassuringly clear.


Two oaths. Well, that’s pretty simple, actually. I can do that.


As I lifted my hand from the Bible, the way forward made sense. Early on, I met with our attorneys and asked them to prioritize our state and federal Constitutions, helping us apply them to every decision. First and foremost, I was governor—but what did the Constitution say I should be doing—and not doing?


We apply this same thinking today when it comes to legislation, and the first question is always, is this bill constitutional? Then we ask, what are the long-term impacts of this bill if it is signed into law? What happens if it isn’t signed into law? How might this law affect the next generation? (If I sign a bill, we don’t only look at immediate implications; we do our best to look at the potential consequences in ten or twenty years.)


Our entire staff goes through a detailed analysis like this for every single bill that’s proposed. In effect, we let our Constitution answer the big questions, and then apply my values and what I’ve promised the people of South Dakota.


Tough decisions and unexpected challenges become easier when we look at them from a solid foundation.


LAND DOESN’T LIE


In 2013, when I was a member of Congress, a huge storm hit western South Dakota that killed tens of thousands of cattle and devastated roads, infrastructure, businesses, and people’s homes. Traveling around the state, I sat in kitchens with ranchers in their seventies and eighties who were sobbing because they’d lost their entire cattle herd—which meant they not only lost that year’s calf crop, but they also lost the “manufacturing plant”—the mother cows. They felt like personal failures because they were proud of how they cared for their livestock and were good stewards of these animals that depended on them. Their ability to pay their bills and make land payments was gone overnight. They saw little hope of passing their way of life on to their children and grandchildren.


All a farmer or rancher has to give to their children is the land. They don’t have a pension fund or a retirement account, but they are stewards of one of the most precious natural resources. The land cannot lie. It reflects the care that’s put into it. Stewardship choices might not become apparent for five or ten years. For my husband, Bryon, and me, the ranch will tell our story to our kids, grandkids, great-grandkids, and beyond.


While our families have farmed and ranched in South Dakota for generations, the ranch we live on was purchased by my dad when I was a young girl. When he first showed it to me I was struck by how different it was from the farm we lived on. It was rugged land—unbroken but full of potential. I told him I wanted to live there someday, and he replied, “Someday you can buy it from me.” No free lunch in my dad’s world.


You can’t be a farmer or rancher and not be a long-term thinker. And I happen to believe elected officials should always make decisions with future generations in mind. It’s the same way you and I must take care of our land, these United States of America.


My dad died unexpectedly in an accident on our farm when I was twenty-two years old, married, and pregnant with our first child. The loss was devastating. He was our rock. The fact that we ran a family business together didn’t make it any easier to look forward. Quite the opposite. The crops and the animals still needed the same care as they did the day before, and everywhere we looked there were reminders of him. But we couldn’t just stop or even take time to grieve. It was a hard season for all of us.


As the months passed, I assumed the responsibility of being general manager of the ranch. I had learned over the years about how government policies impacted our livelihood, but overseeing all the operations was eye-opening. The government had its hand in everything we did.


I never imagined a life in politics and never dreamed about having a career in Washington. My role models were not Nancy Pelosi or Paul Ryan. I was blessed with better examples—my parents, my siblings, and my neighbors. Truth be told, I had a fondness for John Wayne too. Even though I didn’t want to be involved in politics, politics kept getting involved with our business. Very involved.


In fact, the very survival of the ranch was threatened by the “death tax,” which was a provision in the federal tax code that creates double taxation—when earned and upon death. It’s the most unfair and destructive tax in America.


Additionally, important agriculture policy decisions at the state and federal level were seemingly made with no input from us and our peers. I started attending local meetings to understand what was happening and why. It wasn’t for political reasons; our family was never really partisan. In fact, as a result of speaking up and asking questions at those gatherings, former US senator Tom Daschle encouraged me to run for public office—as a Democrat!


I took half his advice, ran for a state legislative seat as a Republican, and won.


During my four years in that role, I was often asked to consider running for Congress. I got really good at saying no thanks. But in 2010, something changed in me, and the requests to run for Congress started to come from across the nation, which I detail in my first book. My decision—and transition—was profound and painful for my whole family. Even though it was never my life’s goal to serve in Washington, after much consideration and many family discussions, we made the decision to take on an incumbent Democrat member of Congress for South Dakota’s lone seat in the US House of Representatives.


The race was one of the most closely watched campaigns in the country, and part of a national wave in opposition to President Obama’s and Nancy Pelosi’s leadership. As a result of enormous amounts of hard work with our team, we won. That’s when things really started to get interesting. It was the end of 2010, but the beginning of an adventure we never imagined.


As I have done with everything in my life, being a wife, mom, businesswoman, rancher, and public office holder, I was determined to give this new role everything I had.


INTO THE FRAY


The word “compliant” has never been used to describe my personality, and I’ll admit the leap to Washington, DC, was daunting. I was hungry for wisdom and raised to believe we can learn something valuable from every person we meet. That approach was immediately tested in Congress, and I concluded that sometimes we learn from others is what not to do.


I expected to be working with normal Americans—but so many of the people I met had no idea what normal America was like. The place was broken, but the culture was well established.


When I first ran for Congress, I hired the consultants recommended by our senior US senator, John Thune. And I listened to them. The experts told me to cut my hair. No more big earrings. Definitely no cowgirl boots at certain functions. They recommended basic training on how to walk properly in high heels. (Yes, really.) Before one event, one of the senator’s biggest supporters quietly handed me a bottle of fingernail polish remover and told me to never wear that color again—only natural was acceptable.


They’re the experts, I guess, and they know how to get things done here. So, I started dressing like a ninety-year-old woman with shortish hair and boring nails—not that there’s anything wrong with that, but it wasn’t authentic for me.


Does all this sound a bit weird and shallow? Are you surprised that the first order of business from political experts was focused on hair, makeup, and wardrobe? Just wait… there’s more.


Somehow, I managed to run a business and win a seat in the state legislature by being myself and speaking my mind. But when I ran for Congress, all of a sudden I was thrown into an alternate universe where conformity was valued over results. This is how things are done if you want to work in Washington.


As a newly elected representative with a young family, I was eager for guidance about navigating all the decisions, committees, and schedules. Senator Thune was very helpful in many areas, but he also suggested I consider not seeking an appointment on the House Committee on Agriculture. He went on to explain that it was quite likely that no farm bill would pass that year, and it could be political baggage to serve on the committee that didn’t do the hard work to get this important policy for South Dakota across the finish line. The rationale was that it would be smarter to stay off the committee and not take ownership of the delay of the bill. I was surprised but took his advice, requested other committee assignments, and sought a spot on the leadership team advising the Speaker of the House on national conservative policy.


My whole life until that point focused on agriculture; I knew it inside and out. Looking back, I remember being a bit embarrassed at how quickly I lost my footing in the new environment and relied on advice more than my own instincts and experience.


I was elected by my colleagues as co-president of the freshman class, which gave me a seat at the leadership table. I joined the Education and Workforce, Armed Services, and Natural Resources committees—and South Dakota’s collective heads exploded. It was the first time in history that their representative wasn’t on the Agriculture Committee, and everyone wondered why. Loudly.


Prior to Congress, I served for years on the committee that oversaw all the farm programs in the state of South Dakota, and now I’d chosen to not be on the committee that impacted our number one industry and ensured conservation programs were in place to preserve our land. Every weekend when I went home to have meetings and talk with people, instead of reporting on all the good work that was happening, I answered endless questions about why I didn’t care about agriculture.


Within weeks, I asked the Speaker of the House, John Boehner, to put me on the Agriculture Committee, in addition to my other committees and nine subcommittees. It was a heavy workload and more of a time commitment than most members of Congress had at the time.


Members of the old guard, who want to hold on to their power for as long as possible, go out of their way to convince newly elected representatives that they can’t possibly navigate government without their guidance. This is the very same lie they tell the American people: “You don’t know how complicated Washington is. Just vote for us, and we’ll handle it.” In its purest form, that’s what a constitutional republic is. But the reality has become corrupted almost beyond recognition.


It doesn’t hurt to take advice and ask questions, but in the end a leader must follow their instincts and do what’s right for those they serve.


CONTROLLING THE NARRATIVE


One glaring example of what’s wrong with politics was my first committee hearing in DC. I was a little nervous but very prepared with questions for the invited witnesses. As I entered the meeting, one of the chairman’s staff members handed me a list and said, “Here are the questions you’re going to ask.”


“Oh, thanks. But I have my own questions ready,” I answered as I waved away their paper.


“No, you don’t understand,” they responded with that same fake grin I’d been seeing around town. “You will ask the chairman’s questions.” And they shoved the paper back in front of my face.


“No, I will not. I’ve studied the issues. I have good questions, and I want to ask them.”


The smile vanished. “Listen, this is how it’s done, Congresswoman Noem. The chairman wants a certain narrative to come out of this committee, and this list of questions are part of it.”


I took the sheet of paper from his hands and said thank you. And when it became my turn to ask questions, I used my own. No one was going to tell me how to spend my time. And, in my humble opinion, my questions and comments were better than their script.


I never imagined members of Congress showing up in committees without doing their own homework and without bringing up perspectives that mattered to their constituents. Most were just playing their part in the theater. Sometimes their office staff worked with the committee staff to add a local reference, but it always fit the agenda the chairman wanted to pursue. That’s not how we worked in the state legislature in South Dakota, and it wasn’t going to work for me.


There’s a particular definition of anger that resonates with me. Anger comes from a recognition that something is wrong, and it needs to be made right, and for me it turned into determined resolve to fight for the people of my state. From that day in committee forward, this helped me be effective. It does no good to get angry on behalf of myself. But when you channel that anger and determination on behalf of others, you can outthink the bastards. Outsmart them. Be better and do better.


The haters, in both parties, were watching, and waiting for the “farm girl” to be a dummy. Sure, I made mistakes, and I still do, but I was not about to abandon my values and what I knew to be true. And this resolve would be tested, again and again.


Those haters are still there. But they no longer think I’m a dummy. Now they are scared because they know I’m a fighter, I’m smart, and I’m usually right because I do my own homework.


CONGRESSIONAL VOTER FRAUD


Here’s another interesting tidbit about life in DC. Members of Congress often vote two or three times a day, on multiple bills and resolutions. When most members walk out of their office on the way to the House floor to cast their votes, they are handed cards from their staff.


Vote #1: No.


Vote #2: Yes.


Vote #3: Motion to recommit. No.


You get the idea. I received these helpful notes as well. There’s no problem with simple reminders to avoid confusion, but there’s a big problem when members of Congress skip the research and simply take orders from their party’s leaders or staffers. And this happens on both sides of the aisle. I wish I had a nickel for every time I heard a member of Congress say on the House floor, “Hey is this vote eight or nine? Because my staff says I should be a yes on eight but a no on nine. Which is it?”


Here’s my assessment after eight years working on Capitol Hill: the majority of my peers often had no idea what they were voting on or what was in the bill’s text. Does that surprise you? Disgust you? It sure did me. I’m sorry to say, that’s how things have been done for a long time. It’s a backward way to run the country.


COMMAND AND CONTROL AND COVID


In 2020, dysfunction mutated into dictatorship. The COVID-19 pandemic changed our country and changed me. It almost killed us, and I’m not talking about a virus. Most of the American population was at high risk for being controlled. Tens of millions were infected. Folks in Washington, DC, and state capitals were the super-spreaders.


“Listen to us. We’re the experts. Follow our science. Do not do your own research, and by no means draw your own conclusions.”


When the virus started to spread across the world, the public health experts told me our state would have ten thousand South Dakota residents in the hospital on a single day. (The most we ever had was six hundred, by the way.) Hospitals would be overwhelmed, and massive triage centers needed to be constructed in just a few weeks. A prognosis like that will test your convictions and scare the hell out of you.


My staff and I watched the news as, one by one, states announced unthinkable lockdowns with unimaginable fear-mongering and threats. Spoiler alert, in case you missed it: South Dakota was the only state that stayed open. More on this topic later, because these same scenarios will undoubtedly play out again in the future, and we need to be prepared.


Whether it’s a virus, threats of terrorism, or economic upheaval, the response of the establishment is always the same: Make more rules. Consolidate power in Washington. It’s about control. And that’s what so many Democrats—and Republicans—cling to. You know what they say: “Never let a crisis go to waste.”


WHO’S REALLY IN CONTROL?


Any elected official can talk about how broken our government is, but their proposed solutions always seem to involve more money, new programs—and (shocker!) reelection to another term.


I still don’t want to be in politics. Politics actually sucks. Seriously, the mob does not care who they destroy to get the power they want. But serving is energizing and rewarding. I share this to encourage you, because you don’t have to want to be in politics to be a part of the future—and move your community, state, and country forward.


It’s possible to follow your interests and live a life of significance, knowing that what you are doing every day is helping people and protecting freedom. We need people who are willing to stop being selfish by only thinking of their own comfort and find reward in sacrificing to save the greatest experiment in human history, the United States of America.


In South Dakota our motto is “Under God the people rule.” Every day we’re doing our best to make this a reality. We know what backward looks like—look at California or New York. And we know what forward looks like, because we’ve seen progress in South Dakota and other conservative-led states.


Right now, to a large extent, the establishment—elected and unelected bureaucrats—are in control. Their hold is starting to slip, but the establishment will only lose control when people like you decide to take control. It’s a decision that requires action, though. And I’m going to give you a blueprint.


In these pages I’m honored to share my mistakes, our successes, the truth about how things are, and how we can move America forward. Once you’ve seen what’s possible, there’s no going back. And why would you want to? Our best days are ahead.





STEP FORWARD


No matter how savvy you are, it’s so easy to get swept into the “that’s just how it’s done here” mentality when you enter a new arena. Dysfunctional, self-serving political culture is like a rushing river. As you step in, be ready for how powerful the current is.


We’ve all seen newly elected officials—ones we believed would fight for our interests—swept downstream into the swamp.


Don’t be deceived by the myth that the experts know best about how to get things done. Look around and ask yourself if anything is actually moving forward in the right direction.


Don’t believe the lie that government is complex. Honestly, doing the right thing isn’t easy, but it is straightforward. Hold tight to your values, base your foundation on the Constitution, and let’s step forward.
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CONGRESS, CAMPAIGNS, AND CASH


What happened to you, Dillon? You used to be someone I could trust.


—DUTCH (ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER) IN PREDATOR1


Well, I can always go back to farming, and that sounds pretty good.


—KRISTI NOEM, DURING EVERY CONGRESSIONAL REELECTION CAMPAIGN


I never understood how someone elected to Congress could develop a case of “constituent amnesia” until I spent a few months in Congress. I met members of Congress who stopped going home, stopped living like normal people—doing their own grocery shopping, driving themselves places, going to ball games, or pumping their own gas. It seemed that once these folks got elected, they started thinking they were really big deals. Their priorities changed because how they spent their time changed and who they talked to changed.


They developed amnesia, almost like they forgot where they came from. I worked hard not to fall into that trap, but honestly it wasn’t that hard when I was still a mom to young kids, a wife to a husband who ran a small business, the children’s pastor at our church, and a volunteer 4-H leader. I tried to keep my life as normal as possible to keep stability for my family, but it also helped me do my job better—with a clearer perspective.


In 2012, the people who put me in office—and those who voted not to—were getting upset about the lack of progress on the farm bill. The farm bill had always been a bipartisan piece of legislation that Republicans and Democrats supported, recognizing the need for food security in our country.


The farm bill is a piece of legislation that has all federal policies for risk management programs for farmers, including crop insurance, disaster relief programs, the nutrition title (aka food stamps), forestry conservation programs, and programs for low-income women, infants, and children.


These policies were always combined because the farm bill is our food policy. America decided years ago that it was in our best interest to have a safe and affordable food supply that we grow ourselves. That is what the farm bill was meant to ensure for all people, and it has always been bipartisan. But we have seen the legislation become more politicized as food stamps became abused—and as politicians subsidized certain commodities for certain areas of the country to benefit whichever representative had the power to write the bill.


The consequences of politicizing agriculture have allowed foreign countries to buy sections of our food supply chain and larger farms to swallow up smaller ones. It’s in our best interest to have many small farmers rather than a handful of huge corporations.


Everyone eats, and everyone needs a farm bill to ensure they can put food on the table. In 2013 the bill went to a vote—and failed. Needlessly. And definitely for political reasons.


A Republican representative had added an amendment to the bill that proposed work requirements for SNAP, or food stamp, recipients. I support more accountability for welfare or assistance programs, but the added baggage caused many of my colleagues on the Democrat side of the aisle to vote against it. And Republicans knew that would happen. They didn’t care. Congress was playing partisan games, while farmers waited for a safety net while they grew the world’s food supply. Remember the risks farmers take. They are the biggest gamblers I know. They literally go to the bank, borrow millions of dollars, and bury it in the dirt. Then they hope it rains, hope the crops produce, and hope for a good harvest, so they can pay their bills. This is an oversimplification, of course, but it is reality. Farmers need a safety net, and Americans need farmers.


Republican Eric Cantor was House majority leader and a fan of the “poison pill” food stamp work requirement, and I was pissed. He not only supported the amendment to add the policy; he actually went to the House floor and spoke on behalf of the amendment, which is very rare for someone in leadership to do. Cantor seemed to be willing to cause the entire bill to fail in order to get this change in statute. An important piece of legislation died and nobody seemed to care. Days later, at the next GOP conference meeting, Cantor presented the floor agenda, but there was no mention of the farm bill.


When it came time for an open floor discussion, I walked forward to one of the conference microphones and asked firmly, “Mr. Leader, could you please return to the podium, and could you please tell me the plan for passing the farm bill?”


He slowly rose from his seat, returned to the podium at the front of the room, and summarized what happened. He left out the fact that an amendment he supported was the cause of the bill’s failure. Too bad, so sad, we’ll give it a try next year, was my interpretation.


“Leader Cantor, this is unacceptable for you not to have a plan for action on the bill,” I said. I then explained how important this bill was for every single member in the room who had constituents who needed to eat. Did I just say that out loud? Yep. This bill was our food policy for the nation. I questioned his leadership abilities and told him I expected a plan. I even told him and others in the room that I questioned their concern for our constituents—and unless this was rectified, they shouldn’t expect my support for their upcoming bills. I returned to my seat and the meeting was quickly adjourned.


I walked back to my office, opened the door to hurry into a meeting I was late for, and was surprised to see my chief of staff standing there, arms crossed, waiting for me.


“What did you do?” he asked.


He informed me that I just received an “invitation” to Cantor’s office. I filled my chief of staff in on the situation on our walk back to the leader’s office. When we arrived, we were informed this would be a “members only” meeting. I was ushered into Cantor’s private office, and his staffer scurried out the door quickly. Cantor was pacing the floor, and I could tell he wasn’t happy. Once the door was closed he started in. “You do not do that to me! You don’t talk to me like that in front of the whole conference!”


As he went on, I stood my ground. “It’s past time for the farm bill to get done,” I answered. “I have no intention of letting you or anyone else in Republican leadership off the hook. This needs to be a priority. I’m not going to wait anymore.” Long story short, with the help of my colleagues, including Cantor, the bill was signed into law.


It is possible to get things done in Washington, but it takes guts and what some may call stubbornness. And sometimes it takes money.


MONEY


Let’s go there. No matter how talented or successful you might be, and it doesn’t matter if you’re the best politician, public speaker, or smartest policy person in the world—our system requires money. Some say money is the lifeblood of politics. I disagree, but it does have a role in the drama. Without finances, effective communication with the public is almost impossible, and we need all the tools necessary to push back on fake news. You can’t win without financial support. Believe me.


In high school I did well in sports, received excellent grades, and won some awards. I earned money for what I needed. Any success I experienced was simply the result of putting in the work and bringing my best. My biggest challenge in running for office was the fact that I couldn’t be successful without other people’s help. In hindsight, that realization was a good thing.


My fundraising speeches were, and still are, pretty unusual, and go something like this: “This is the worst part of the job—asking for your money and your time. I hate it. But I also know that I cannot win unless you help me. So I will promise you this: I promise that I’ll be a good investment. I promise to work hard every day and be exactly who you know me to be. I’ll always be accountable and tell you why I voted the way I did.”


This seems to resonate with folks, and I’m glad, because it’s the absolute truth. Most people assume politicians love raising money. Not me; I’m an introvert. Even today as governor, I raise money, do a lot of interviews, and spend a lot of time posting to social media about what’s happening in our state. I don’t sit in front of the camera because it feeds my ego. It’s misery most of the time, and it still makes me nervous. The same goes for speeches. I’d much rather sit on a stage and answer people’s questions rather than stand at a podium and lecture. That’s just how I roll.


“IT’S JUST SOUTH DAKOTA”


The first year and a half in Congress, I didn’t have a vehicle in Washington, and most of my staff were young or too broke to have one either. We didn’t have much money, but we did own a 2001 Buick LeSabre that had belonged to Bryon’s grandpa. It was our family car for a while, and then our daughter drove it for a while—demolition derby style. That poor car had smashed fenders and a crushed roof from a rollover accident on an icy winter day, but it ran pretty well and was paid for.


Getting around Washington is not easy. So one day I said to Bryon, “Why don’t you take a road trip with one of your buddies and bring me the Buick to drive around DC?”


He agreed, and a few weeks later he arrived in our congressional chariot. Other than the fact that it didn’t have air-conditioning (we fixed that later), my staff and I kind of enjoyed driving that old Buick around. It was quite the contrast to all the blacked-out Suburbans zooming through DC. After President Trump was elected, it was still our official limo. When I was invited to meetings at the White House, the Secret Service took notice.


For the first couple visits, as our sketchy-looking, dented car approached the gates, security jumped into high alert to intercept us. No doubt they thought we were people who didn’t belong at the White House, and I can’t blame them. But after a few visits, they began to recognize us. “It’s okay!” they’d shout to each other. “It’s just South Dakota!” as they waved us through the gates.


We made our mark at those White House meetings—literally. That old Buick had a bad oil leak, and I’d smile every time we spotted our favorite parking space. I’m sure it’s still there.


As out of place as our ride was in DC, that’s how I felt about the norms of campaigns and the money that fueled them. You need resources, but those resources should be used to do your job representing your people—not living the high life. Because most Americans don’t know where or how campaign money is spent—and most politicians aren’t very transparent about it—I hope what I share will help. You deserve to know.


WHERE DOES THE MONEY GO?


Most Americans would guess much of the money goes toward TV ads, and they’re right, although those ads also run on a growing number of online and broadcast platforms today. Elections are an industry, employing consultants for every kind of media—all interconnected and in many cases scratching each other’s backs. (Candidates come and go, but consultants “rove” around for decades. It’s one of the few professions where there seem to be no consequences for losing.)


As with everything related to the political arena, a megadose of skepticism is key. With every campaign I asked more and more questions, because accountability seemed like a rare commodity.


It is possible to work hard to win elections and not lose your soul, and my most recent reelection campaign for governor was by far the most fun. Why? Because our efficiency was the best ever. I personally reviewed every proposal, invoice, and mileage report, and I knew where every dollar went. Instead of approving vague proposals for ad buys, I required specific details. Invoices had to show exactly what was delivered. And we won by a bigger margin than ever before. Having this level of transparency and accountability brings confidence and takes a lot of the yuck out of campaigning.


Most candidates just don’t know they can ask those kinds of questions, and many consultants aren’t used to being asked. Again, there was a learning curve for me and my team, but my experience managing several businesses definitely helped. There’s no reason a campaign can’t run like a business—with accountability to its board of directors and investors.


THE GREEN WAVE


Speaking of green, can we talk about 2022 and the “Red Wave” that never made a splash?


Yes, the strength of individual candidates matters. But the fact that our party did not achieve a majority in the US Senate was a failure by the Republican National Committee (RNC). Ronna McDaniel’s leadership was in the spotlight during the 2023 presidential debates and, I must say, rightfully so. Ronna is a friend, and I respect her, but no business executive gets to produce poor results and still keep the top job—unless you work for Disney. When President Trump lost in 2020, the RNC assured us they already had a legal team ready to look into every question of fishy voting. Weeks passed. Months passed. Nothing.


I’ve spoken with Ronna many times in the past several years and would never write anything here that I haven’t said to her directly. In my experience, the RNC doesn’t help with messaging, the polling isn’t shared with candidates, funds are often directed in mysterious ways, and tangible results are often hard to find.


The pundits were quick to blame former president Trump for the failures of the 2022 election cycle. But we failed again in 2022 because we didn’t reach the hearts and minds of the American people. Instead of leading them with a vision to move forward, we followed. We got lazy, and no one was held accountable. (I have similar sentiments about the National Republican Congressional Committee, but I am hopeful about 2024 and willing to help.)


Many Republicans thought that since the Biden administration was such a train wreck, we could just talk a big game and coast into victory. Let’s learn this lesson for 2024 and beyond: it doesn’t matter how bad the other team is; we have to do the work to prove our team is better. And we need to inspire with a hopeful vision. We have to tell people what we are for. Just being against something or someone isn’t enough.


As much as I detest the campaign game, it’s the only game in town. And Republicans need to wise up about how some big Democrat fish (cough… Mark Zuckerberg) mess with elections. South Dakota is a relatively small state by population. It’s much too easy for an outside group to create a huge impact here, as opposed to in the bigger media markets like Florida or Texas. A few million spent in Florida or Texas is a drop in the bucket, but that same amount of money in a “small” state can really move the numbers.


Every state, big and small, sends the same number of senators to Washington. South Dakota and other states like ours are more important than people might think. And trust me, Democrats try to sway elections in our state every chance they get.


WHAT TO DO?


When it comes to supporting candidates for office, there are lots of ways to join in. Your time, your money, your voice, your prayers—a million different things you can do. Consider this when you receive a piece of mail or see an ad from your favorite candidate. If you can, send a donation, however small it may be. Yeah, really. This support actually helps.


Then brace yourself, because you’ll receive more mail, emails, and maybe even texts. Last election year my mom called me with a question. (Sorry, Mom. I gotta tell this story.)


She said, “Kristi, I’m getting so many text messages from Kevin McCarthy. How is he? Sounds like he needs my help! I donated twenty dollars yesterday, should I send him another twenty today?”


“That’s sweet, Mom. But Kevin McCarthy does not need your money. He does a good job raising dollars from all the rich guys. You keep your money.” Then I asked her to dig deep and write the biggest possible donation to my campaign. Okay, I’m kidding about that last part.
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