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Author’s Note


In the years since Barack Obama was first elected president, dozens of books have looked back on his time in office—some that go behind the scenes of Obama’s White House, some that dissect the inner workings of his administration, some that analyze the broader Obama era. There is even a best-selling Obama-Biden detective novel series.


This is something different. In this oral history, you’ll find well-known names from the Obama for America leadership. But you’ll also hear from former field organizers and volunteers as they share what it was like to work deep inside the organization—the moments of joy and terror, inspiration and anxiety, loneliness and fellowship that remain seared into memory more than a decade later. Their voices are only a narrow slice of the six thousand staff, tens of thousands of neighborhood leaders, and millions of volunteers who, not so long ago, in the shadow of an unpopular president, banded together to move the country in a new direction. It would be impossible to include them all, but my hope is that this book offers a portrait of this grassroots movement, one forged when few expected Obama to prevail.


A few standard disclaimers: Because roles evolved as the campaign progressed, the title listed next to each speaker corresponds to the months covered in that chapter. The quotes here are drawn from more than two hundred interviews recorded between September 2013 and June 2015 as well as follow-up sessions in 2019. I’ve removed verbal placeholders (“you know,” “like,” “just,” etc.), condensed quotes, and arranged stories chronologically so the narrative is as clear as possible.


My own voice appears in italics, a reflection of the fact that on this subject, I cannot be neutral. Many of the people included here were strangers when I began this project. Some were former coworkers, roommates, and close friends. One even officiated my wedding. The common thread was having devoted themselves to the election of America’s most unlikely president when the outcome was far from certain.


I chose to present their stories this way in the hope that a constellation of voices might best reflect what so many stressed to me about Obama for America: on every level, the whole was greater than the sum of the parts.










Introduction


January 2014


“So, Chris, I want to hear more about this project,” Barack Obama said as Marine One lifted off the runway.


Staring back at the forty-fourth president of the United States, seated in his helicopter, I felt a familiar anxiety set in. When I first started organizing for Obama in 2007, the campaign leadership drilled into everyone that our most precious resource was the candidate’s time—every minute he attended to staff could mean one less minute persuading an undecided voter or inspiring a potential volunteer. If you wanted to contribute to the organization’s success, you should never divert focus from those two goals. This lesson had been so deeply ingrained in me that even after nearly seven years of working for Barack Obama, I never felt at ease interacting with him.


So I always tried to keep my interactions as brief as possible. My job at the White House was to handle “the Book”—a black leather binder embossed with a gold presidential seal that functioned as the president’s nightly homework assignment. The Book contained all the memos, national security directives, draft remarks, schedules, constituent letters, and other documents deemed worthy of the president’s attention. Upon delivery, President Obama would confirm receipt with a nod, thanks, or sometimes—referencing the intense expression I wore nearly every time I entered his personal space, my attempt at professionalism—“you’re still looking really serious, man.”


I had never expected to have a front row seat to the Obama presidency. When I signed up to volunteer for him in my hometown, Iowa City, on the day then-Senator Obama announced his campaign, I assumed he would lose. Nearly two years later, I joined hundreds of other former organizers in following the new president to Washington, looking to be a part of the administration we had played a small, collective role in bringing about.


Through a mix of timing, luck, and privilege, I had landed this West Wing position, where I saw up close how the government documents a president’s time in office. Every staffer’s email is public record, every photo is archived, and every piece of paper is preserved under the Presidential Records Act. These materials are eventually administered by the National Archives and Records Administration and become primary sources for future generations. Sometimes I would imagine historians reading the Book decades later, trying to reconstruct Obama’s eight years.


But as he entered his second term, it occurred to me that comparatively little had been done to document the campaign that put Obama in the White House. Aside from memoirs by the campaign leadership, few had recorded what it felt like to live through the experience in their own words. The reflections of organizers and volunteers—the majority of the people who made up the effort to elect America’s first Black president—would likely be lost to history.


Only five years after his inauguration, the victory that had seemed so improbable at the outset was becoming more inevitable in the retelling. The outcome of the 2012 campaign had already reshaped the meaning of 2008, a trend likely to accelerate with each passing election cycle. Friends’ oft-told campaign stories began to strain credulity, omitting moments of hardship or doubt. It was easy to see how decades of nostalgia might erode the details and reduce their recollection of the experience to “2008? It was great . . . we changed the world.”


That’s why this was my final trip as a White House staffer. With no other appointments demanding the president’s attention, I’d been given a chance to tell him about the project that compelled me to leave three years before the end of his term.


“Well, sir, it’s an oral history project to document your 2008 campaign,” I said. “I’m leaving to collect interviews with alumni, starting in Iowa.”


* * *


In the early days, presidential campaigns attract dreamers.


Every four years, ordinary Americans invest their hopes for the future in a new candidate for president. Despite the stereotype that politics is a cynical quest for power, for thousands of volunteers and activists, campaign fieldwork is an earnest act of blind faith—the belief that your labor might alter the trajectory of the most powerful country on earth.


Nowhere is that sense of possibility greater than in Iowa. The Iowa caucus is an election process different from other states. The caucuses reward grassroots activism, local organization, and community deliberation while offering everyday people the chance to rigorously vet each candidate. Although its predominantly white, older, and rural population doesn’t much reflect the diversity of the national electorate, as host of the first primary contest, Iowa is where presidential dreams take root or die.


It was in Iowa, during his first trip as a presidential candidate, that Obama referred to himself as “an imperfect vessel for your hopes and dreams.” That was especially true for a group Obama called “the kids”—the young volunteers and staff who joined his campaign from far-flung parts of the country in 2007 when he was still an underdog down twenty points in the national polls.


I was one of them. Over the course of eleven months, more than two hundred of us embedded across ninety-nine Iowa counties to build an organization of local volunteers. Our mission was to finish first in Iowa in hopes of proving that Obama could remake the electorate by attracting new voters and that an overwhelmingly white state would support a Black candidate for president.


On January 3, 2008, Obama’s victory in Iowa shocked the country, validating a risky campaign strategy and providing momentum for the remaining primary contests. But to Obama, the experience was more than just another campaign win. It was a test of his most fundamental belief about democracy: that in the face of long odds, ordinary people can bring about change.


Primaries are often covered as national competitions, but they are also sequential, and each one counts in its own way. When the Iowa caucuses ended, Obama’s organizers took what we had learned and went national. Most of us joined up with counterparts in other early states—New Hampshire, Nevada, and South Carolina—hopscotching across the country every few weeks through a new primary.


That summer, transitioning to the general election, volunteers and staff set up shop in areas uncontested by national Democrats for decades—longtime conservative strongholds like Indiana, Virginia, and North Carolina—to register new voters and build neighborhood volunteer teams. By the end, six thousand organizers were managing tens of thousands of trained volunteer leaders. And on November 4, 2008, that work culminated in Barack Hussein Obama—a Black man campaigning to lead a nation founded, in part, on the principles of white supremacy—earning more votes for president than any candidate in American history.


When President Obama is asked about his 2008 campaign, this is who he talks about: his volunteers and his organizers. Many of the people I met over those twenty-one months were natural organizers. I was not. I would equate long hours with productivity, skipping meals only to binge on cinnamon rolls and cake when my blood sugar dropped. The basic duties of a campaign organizer—cold-calling strangers and showing up at their door—made me deeply uncomfortable.


But the cause was all-consuming. Raw enthusiasm eventually infused me with a self-confidence I’d never had before, and it proved contagious around volunteers. “We’re making history,” Iowa state director Paul Tewes, a veteran campaigner, kept telling us. I believed him. Later, when I was working in North Carolina during the general election, I would tell volunteers that knocking on twenty doors could be one of the most important achievements of their life. Every action carried outsize weight. Nothing seemed small.


In the years that followed, I met hundreds of staff and volunteers whose path to joining up had required more sacrifice than mine. It had been easy for me to sign on because it started in my backyard, but I wanted to understand what inspired so many other people to uproot their lives on behalf of an unlikely cause. To know what lessons their experience could offer future generations and how these bit players formed the foundation of the most successful grassroots campaign in modern American history.


So I set out to track down the alumni—the staff and the volunteers, the young people and the young at heart, those who toiled in the campaign’s Chicago headquarters and its local field offices. I wanted to document how they went from wanting something to be different to pulling it off. To capture their spirit and their effort as proof that what happened once could happen again.


* * *


As Marine One touched down on the White House lawn, President Obama turned to me and said, “Well, if you want, when you’re ready, let me know and I’ll do an interview with you.”


More than a year later—after nearly two hundred interviews—I took him up on that offer. In the Oval Office, he described what kept him going during the early months of the campaign, when he was widely expected to lose:


It was really the team on the ground—and I would include the volunteers with that—those staff and volunteers that carried us in those early months at a time when we were still honing our message and I was still finding my way as a candidate.


When I was their age, I had become a community organizer, not even really knowing exactly what that meant and not necessarily being as good at it as any of them were. But it was based on a premise that drew from my reading of the civil rights movement and my reading about the union movement and the women’s suffrage movement. This vision of a politics from the bottom up. And so often electoral politics was something completely removed from that. It’s money, and it’s TV ads, and it’s positioning, and it’s talking points. And somehow the process of people becoming involved and determining their own destiny—that got lost.


And what I saw with both the staff and the volunteers was this almost organic process of people organizing themselves. And I was the front man, but they were the band . . . when you saw folks like this work, you just didn’t want to screw up. You wanted to make sure that you were worthy of these efforts. And I really wanted to win, for the staff and volunteers, as badly as I wanted to win for myself.


This is the story of his team on the ground—from Iowa to the inauguration—as told by those who lived it.
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Swept Up


Fall 2004–Spring 2007


In my sophomore year of college, my roommate Sean ordered us matching dark-blue “Barack Obama for Senate” T-shirts. Sean and I were students at the University of Iowa, and because Iowa was a swing state with presidential candidates visiting all the time, it felt like we were at the center of the political world. It was fall 2004, eighteen months after George W. Bush invaded Iraq, and the stakes of that year’s presidential campaign felt life-and-death.


President Bush launching a “preemptive” war in Iraq when I was seventeen is what made me care about politics. As I realized that President Bush’s election had led to people my age being sent to war, I started to follow campaigns in the same obsessive way I tracked baseball box scores as a kid. This was before Twitter, so Sean and I would spend hours refreshing realclearpolitics.com, trying to dissect the latest polls—most of which we did not understand—and speculating about what soon-to-be president John Kerry’s Democratic Senate majority could accomplish.


Even though we watched dozens of races across the country that fall, I didn’t care for most politicians. Obama, who was running for the US Senate in Illinois, was the only one we deemed T-shirt worthy. Everything about him felt different. His Democratic National Convention speech included aspirational language that sounded revolutionary compared to his peers. Obama had spent his twenties as a community organizer, written a memoir that examined his biracial identity and detailed youthful drug use, and been elected the first African American president of the Harvard Law Review. He was young, he was smart, he seemed honest, and unlike nearly every other prominent Democrat, he had been right about the most important policy question in my lifetime: he had opposed the Iraq War before it began. He was also on the verge of becoming only the third Black person elected to the US Senate since Reconstruction.


On election night 2004, Obama’s win was the only bright spot. President Bush won reelection and carried with him into office half a dozen new Republican senators. Even Tom Daschle, the Democratic Senate leader, went down. Against that backdrop, Obama arrived in Washington, where he was greeted as a rising star in a political party desperate for new heroes.


While I was excited about Obama’s ascent, Bush’s reelection left me despondent. I could not understand how a majority of voters thought a man who had entered the White House after losing the popular vote and had started a war based on false pretenses deserved a second term. Further, I couldn’t understand how nearly every Democrat in Congress with presidential ambitions had voted for a congressional war resolution prior to the invasion.


Not knowing where to turn, desperate to do . . . something . . . in the aftermath of Kerry’s loss, I dove deeper into political blogs and read every book I could find on presidential elections. Looking at the history of past campaigns, I realized I was in a perfect position to get involved in the next one. I had grown up and gone to college in Iowa City, the most liberal town in Iowa’s most liberal county. Potential 2008 candidates started to visit the home of the first-in-the-nation Iowa caucuses as early as March 2005, quietly exploring presidential runs.


By fall of 2006, my senior year of college, I was attending lots of small local political events, hoping to be inspired. At a Saturday-morning Hawkeye football tailgate, I watched John Kerry politely decline a beer bong (“It was her 21st birthday,” the New York Times reported under the headline “Bong Girl”). At a backyard fundraiser in Waterloo, Joe Biden pulled me close to share a story about working out with Strom Thurmond in the Senate gym. Mark Warner, former governor of Virginia, spent an afternoon shooting hoops with me and a dozen other Iowa college students.


None of them excited me.


The politician I most liked, Obama, was the one who never visited. And so, I assumed, he wouldn’t run for president. At least not in 2008.


Pete Rouse, Obama Senate Chief of Staff: We had a strategic plan for getting established in the Senate. None of it had anything to do with running for president.


By 2004, I’d been Senator Tom Daschle’s chief of staff for nineteen years, ten of those spent with him as Senate Democratic leader. Tom lost his reelection race the same year Obama was elected to the Senate. After the election, Senator Obama asked me to be his chief of staff.


He told me, “I can give a good speech. I know retail politics. I am also aware that I’m coming to the Senate with some notoriety—the only African American, the Boston convention speech. I know that some of my colleagues, including Democrats, are going to be wary of me and concerned about whether I’m going to be a serious senator or a headline grabber. I want to move forward in the Senate, but I want to follow a strategic approach so I can be an effective senator as quickly as possible without ruffling feathers unnecessarily.”


That wasn’t enough for me, though. I had been in the Senate a long time. I was in my midfifties, and I was thinking about moving on to a new phase of my career. So I said, “That’s great. I’m happy to give you advice, but I’m not available to do this.”


Senator-elect Obama countered as follows: “One other thing. You may have heard that I’m thinking about running for president in 2008. That is categorically untrue. Maybe at some point I would consider this down the road—2012, 2016, later if I ever have an opportunity. But now my daughters are too young. My wife would never allow me to do it in 2008. I’m focused on getting established in the Senate.”


So I thought, “Here’s a very smart guy, a very decent guy. He is extraordinarily talented and very important to the future of the Democratic Party. If he’s just looking for somebody to help him get established in the Senate, how hard could this be? I’ll do it for a year and a half, get him going, and then find somebody else to take it from there.”


Nine years later, I left the White House. You just get swept up in it.


Lauren Kidwell, Staff Assistant, US Senate: He was not your typical freshman senator. When I was still a staff assistant working the phones, you would see people come by just to take pictures of the nameplate outside his door.


That first year he turned down a lot of national invitations. Scheduling requests came from people who were not from Illinois. I remember picking up the phone one day, and the woman on the other end said, “Can I talk to the scheduler? I want to invite the senator to something.”


So I went into our normal spiel about how to send the request in writing and cautioned that we don’t accept a lot of invitations.


She was like, “Uh-huh. This is Ethel Kennedy. I’d like to talk to your scheduler please.”


So I put her right through.


I was very junior, so I certainly wasn’t in any inner circle conversations, but from day one, I was opening letters from people around the country saying, “You need to run for president.”


Stephanie Speirs, Senior, Yale University: I wrote a letter to Obama’s senate office when I was in college. Like a lot of people, I first heard of Barack Obama in 2004, from the DNC speech that he gave. I was so struck by the way he talked about government as a force for good and a unifying force, because that wasn’t the era that we were living in under George W. Bush. He talked about how there was more that was common between us than divided us.


In the letter, I talked about how I was really struck by that vision. I was also struck by the fact that he was raised by a single mom who struggled to make ends meet. My own single mom raised three kids on a salary below the poverty line. I, too, was born and raised in Hawaii, where I felt like my story was improbable in any other country than America. Being the child of immigrants, I had a very particular definition of the American dream from my parents—one that Obama also articulated. So for all those reasons, I thought, “One day I want to work for this person in some capacity.”


Alyssa Mastromonaco, Director of Scheduling, US Senate: There was an accessibility to him in the Senate. It was a much more formal place than it is now, and he was someone that everybody felt like they could talk to. Everything you could ever want to do, he got invited to do, so we had to be calculating. He got invited to a bunch of Ivy League and private schools for commencement season, but the big one we did was UMass Boston. UMass Boston had one of the highest percentages of first-time nontraditional students of any school on the East Coast.


Carrianna Suiter, UMass Boston Commencement Audience Member: Senator Obama was my brother’s commencement speaker at UMass Boston. It was such a diverse audience. You had kids who were the first in their families to go to college. You had grandparents and mothers from working families who were graduating. The commencement was outside, in the middle of a storm. Despite the weather, everyone paid attention, everyone listened. Looking around and seeing how enamored of this man people were was incredible. Like he understood what people were striving for.


Jon Favreau, Speechwriter, US Senate: When Hurricane Katrina happened in August of 2005 and Obama started going around the country speaking about it—not just as a failure of ideology but a failure of government standing up for people in the most basic way possible—that cut across party lines. That’s when he started to feel that maybe it was his time to be on the national stage.


All through ’05 and ’06, as he campaigned for other people and at state party conventions around the country, we were crafting a stump speech. It set him up to be seen as a different kind of Democrat—not ideologically but in that he felt that people needed to get involved in politics again. We needed to be honest again. We needed something different. Something outside of Washington. That became his message.


Tommy Vietor, Press Secretary, US Senate: He wrote The Audacity of Hope and did this long book tour. In the ’06 midterms, along with all the travel he was doing, I think he saw the reaction he was getting from other politicians, from candidates and activists. He could tell he was reaching people.


The first sign Obama might be changing his mind about running for president was the announcement that he would travel to Iowa for the Harkin Steak Fry, an annual fundraiser hosted by Iowa Democratic senator Tom Harkin in September 2006.


Alyssa Mastromonaco: Tom Harkin approached Obama on the Senate floor and said, “Every year I host the Harkin Steak Fry. It would really mean a lot to me and the Iowa Democratic Party would raise so much money if you would be our keynote speaker.”


Pete Rouse: Senator Harkin didn’t want to have to choose among his colleagues who were running: Joe Biden, Chris Dodd, John Edwards, Hillary Clinton. Obama was invited as headliner for the Steak Fry because he was the one option who wasn’t a candidate for president in 2008. He initially declined Harkin’s invitation—he didn’t want to generate speculation that he was thinking about running, because at that point he wasn’t. But Senator Harkin continued to argue that he ought to reconsider the invitation, saying, “You’re not running; you’d be perfect.”


Steve Hildebrand, Political Consultant: Pete Rouse called me and said, “Senator Harkin has invited Obama to come to Iowa. Barack’s going to do the steak fry, and we want you to staff him.”


Pete Rouse: Steve Hildebrand was known as the “Iowa guy” from the Gore days. Steve knows all the political people in Iowa.


Steve Hildebrand: I’d been in politics at that point for a good twenty years. I was getting tired of politicians and decided that if I could get inspired by one of the presidential candidates, I would do one more presidential campaign and then look for a way out.


So I went. I met up with Senator Harkin and his wife, and we went to the airport to pick up Barack. It was such a different time. He got off the airplane by himself, carrying his own bags.


My friend Sean and I had driven two hours to see Obama at the steak fry. We wore our “Obama for Senate 2004” T-shirts, the political equivalent of merch from your favorite band’s first headliner tour. In the parking lot, there were guys circulating petitions calling for Obama to run for president. They claimed to have shown up on their own, unaffiliated with any group.


Sean and I entered the Warren County Fairgrounds to scope out the scene. There was a stage covered in hay bales and framed by a barn-sized American flag. At the podium, a half dozen local Democratic politicians wearing blue button-up shirts took turns slamming Iowa Republican Jim Nussle, who was running for governor, each using the same bad pun (“Watch out for the Nussle Hustle!”).


The display was everything I hated about politics. Empty rhetoric, agrarian props, and partisan grandstanding, all accompanied by a John Mellencamp soundtrack. But what made this different from every other political event I’d gone to was the audience. Three thousand people had turned out for an annual fundraiser that usually attracted fewer than one thousand. There were high school and college-aged kids mixed in among the older people who came every year. This seemed new.


Lindsay Ayling, Grinnell College Freshman: I went to see Senator Obama at the 2006 Harkin Steak Fry. I was really excited because I had loved his 2004 DNC speech so much. I liked the way that he talked about America. He talked about the ability of government to make a positive impact in people’s lives. He made the arguments that a lot of Democrats weren’t willing to make because they were afraid of being labeled as “too liberal.” I wanted him to run for president. I wasn’t sure whether he would, but the fact that he came to Iowa was a good sign.


Steve Hildebrand: Lots of things shocked me that day. First and foremost was how anxious that crowd was to touch him. It was unbelievable. Everyone had to shake his hand. Everyone. And to his credit, he shook every hand. He was mobbed the minute he got there, and he was never really able to catch his breath. I saw that this guy knew how to do it, and do it well. He connected with people. He shook hands for—I don’t know—an hour after his speech. He was very willing to be there and be a part of that moment.


Dean Fluker, University of Iowa Senior: I had never felt this way before about politics. Here was somebody I had no problem getting behind—his values were already generally in line with mine. I could really identify with him because he’s biracial like I am. And not only did I believe in this guy, I thought he was electable, mostly because he didn’t have all of the baggage of other politicians. I’ll never forget saying to him, “If you ever run for president, I would put my life on hold and dedicate it to helping you.”


Steve Hildebrand: I drove home that night the four hours from Des Moines to South Dakota. I usually like quiet time or listening to the radio loud, but I spent that entire drive on the phone calling everybody I could think of to say, “This is the real deal.”


Alyssa Mastromonaco: He was really a natural. And in a place like Iowa—a place that’s really white—it was interesting to see. His appeal wasn’t just on the coasts or among young people.


Tommy Vietor: On paper, people might think for a senator from the South Side of Chicago, an African American, something like the Iowa steak fry is not in his wheelhouse. But once you get an hour south of Chicago, it’s completely rural. Obama was in farm communities all the time and understood the issues they were talking about. He understood the people. He knew how to reach them.


I don’t know whether that was the moment he decided to run, but I think it was certainly a moment where everyone realized that he had the potential to do really well in Iowa.


I don’t remember much of Obama’s speech from the steak fry. Like Hildebrand, what struck me most was the crowd. Camera operators, journalists, and Iowans surrounded Obama as he walked from the food tent to the stage; students thrust books in his face for an autograph; seasoned activists jostled for photos; stoic midwestern farmers strained to reach through the scrum and touch him. As Obama shook hands along a rope line after his speech, every few yards someone would bring up 2008—“I hope you run,” “You’re bringing us hope,” “I hope we see you next year.”


I had watched so many politicians pitch Iowans on the idea of them running for president. This seemed like the opposite—Iowans trying to sell him on taking the plunge. This was the thing I’d been hoping to find. I wasn’t sure exactly what campaign workers did. I didn’t know how they were hired or, at that point, if Obama would even run. But I decided that if he did, I would find some way to be a part of it.


As it turned out, I didn’t have to wait long.


Barack Obama, US Senator: I’d gone to the steak fry in 2006. I think at that point, I was still skeptical of the prospect of running for president so soon after I’d been elected to the Senate. The response, frankly, was really positive among the crowd, and along with some encouragement around the country, I started looking at it fairly seriously. Part of the reason I did was because, given how well I had done in downstate Illinois, my Midwest background, my familiarity with agricultural issues, my familiarity with small towns in the region, I thought it was possible that might allow me to compete and build a strong network in Iowa.


Lauren Kidwell: I left the Senate office in June of 2006 to go work in Minnesota on Amy Klobuchar’s Senate race, in part because I knew that if Obama ran for president, I wanted to have more experience to position myself for a better role on his campaign.


In December 2006 I was back in DC and dropped by the office to say hi. Senator Obama asked me what I wanted to do next. And I said something along the lines of, “Well, if there’s a presidential campaign, I’d love to work on it. But I’m exploring all my options.”


He responded with something like, “Why don’t you keep your powder dry for a little while.”


By January 2007, Obama had announced an exploratory committee to run for president and hired a national campaign staff, joining a field that would include eight other candidates for the Democratic nomination:


Hillary Clinton, two-term senator from New York and former first lady of the United States, consistently voted “most likely to win” in every poll of national political insiders


John Edwards, former senator from North Carolina and John Kerry’s running mate in 2004, the economic populist whose 2005 apology for supporting the Iraq War Resolution sometimes was enough to make up for that vote with antiwar activists


Bill Richardson, governor of New Mexico, former ambassador to the United Nations, who would later run ads suggesting he was “too qualified” to be president


Joe Biden, a senator from Delaware since 1973 so confident that he once spent half an hour trying to convince five Obama interns from my office they should join his campaign and make Obama their second choice (they did not)


Chris Dodd, longtime senator from Connecticut who would move his entire family to West Des Moines and enroll his daughter in kindergarten two months before caucus night (“This shows his commitment to the state and the people and the caucus process,” a spokesman said.)


Dennis Kucinich, a congressman from Ohio, whose then-far-left platform received even less attention than when he first ran for president in 2004


Mike Gravel, who had been a senator from Alaska in the 1970s and was allowed into most debates despite being widely dismissed by the media


Tom Vilsack, the former governor of Iowa, who dropped out of the race three months after his announcement


Their path to the White House began in my home state.


David Plouffe, Obama for America Campaign Manager: From the very moment Barack Obama started talking about running for president to the moment he announced, what crystalized was a belief that we needed to win Iowa. That was really our only chance.


Very early, David Axelrod and I laid out the blueprint—our theory of the case—and it all flowed through Iowa. Obama didn’t know Iowa. He had been there for the steak fry, but he hadn’t spent a lot of time there. Think about that. Most of the people who run for president have spent a lot of time in these states. He didn’t know New Hampshire, and he didn’t know South Carolina. He started that campaign with zippo. Nothing.


Steve Hildebrand, Obama for America Deputy Campaign Manager: I remember a late-night phone call very early on, where Obama said, “I don’t know how to win Iowa. I hope you do.”


David Plouffe: He had to understand what a caucus was. How do the rules work and what’s our view of the state of play? How do we put this together? And how do we compete against the establishment? Were all those questions answered satisfactorily? No. A lot of it was just guesswork.


Valerie Jarrett, Senior Advisor: The thought was if we could convince the people in Iowa to support him, then that would pave the way, because at that point Hillary Clinton was the clear front-runner. People in Iowa are very discerning, and they spend a lot of time getting to know the candidates, so there’s a level of credibility that you gain if you win the Iowa caucuses.


Dan Pfeiffer, Obama for America Traveling Press Secretary: Our strategy was win Iowa, win New Hampshire off of Iowa, survive Nevada, win South Carolina, jump into Super Tuesday. After step one those things could rearrange themselves, but if we didn’t win Iowa, we couldn’t win anything else.


Barack Obama: When I got into the race, I knew that Iowa was going to be important. That as somebody who was a clear underdog, the only way to win the nomination generally would be to win Iowa. And we knew that that was going to be a heavy investment and I was going to have to spend a lot of time there.


Dan Pfeiffer: To Plouffe’s eternal credit, every decision was about, “How does this help us win Iowa?” If the answer was that it didn’t, then we didn’t do it.


David Plouffe: Where did I put the odds of us winning Iowa at that point? Twenty to twenty-five percent. Where did I put the odds of us winning the whole thing? Probably under 10 percent. You know, we were running against the Clintons. That’s like taking on an undefeated heavyweight champion.


None of us signed up thinking that this was going to be even a two-year project necessarily, much less a ten-year project. I remember talking to my wife and it was like, “OK, we’ll move to Chicago for basically a year and we’ll see.” In a way, that was healthy. Nobody that came to that campaign was trying to measure the drapes of their office in the White House—everyone was there because they believed in him. Some wanted the experience of a presidential campaign. For some, this was the next step on the career ladder. But I think the common element was people were excited by him.


David Axelrod, Chief Strategist: I almost quit politics in the early 2000s because I felt it had become such a cynical game. I got into it because I believed that through this process, you can steer the course of history in some small way and make a real difference. And it was really my partnership with Barack Obama that kept me in. He was a third-tier prospective candidate when he started running for the Senate. But that Senate campaign in Illinois was so inspiring. The Obama 2008 campaign was really an extension of that.


Dan Pfeiffer: You’ve got a guy whose name is Barack Hussein Obama. It rhymes with Osama bin Laden; he’s got Saddam Hussein’s name in the middle. He’s got a bizarre background, but people are attracted to it.


It is weird in hindsight, because I’m probably a pretty jaded, cynical, political operative type—I think I may have fashioned that identity for myself—who looks at numbers and sees what the percentages are. And as I was considering joining the Obama campaign, that kind of calculus didn’t even occur to me. I had the chance to get on the ground floor of something that could be incredibly special. I had the sense either that it was going to be amazing or that it would be over in six weeks. But either way, it was worth the risk.


While Obama’s national headquarters was based in Chicago, campaign manager David Plouffe and deputy campaign manager Steve Hildebrand quickly built out an Iowa leadership team, starting with Paul Tewes.


David Plouffe: I tasked Steve Hildebrand, who ended up being our deputy manager and was part of these discussions in the fall of ’06 about whether to run, with finding leaders for these first four states: Iowa, New Hampshire, Nevada, and South Carolina. And he recommended Paul.


Paul Tewes, Iowa State Director: I told Steve, “The only job I want is to go run Iowa.” I liked Obama. I didn’t know a difference between him and Hillary in the policy sense, but there was an idealism about him. What appealed to me was that he had something that struck the imagination, and you can do interesting things with that.


Iowa intrigued me. I knew how important it was going to be. And I knew that when you coupled an organizing retail state with a candidate that struck people’s imagination, the upside of what you could do as an organizer was a dream. Anything you’d ever thought of before but couldn’t pull off because you didn’t have the candidate or the message to do it, you could try with him. It was a laboratory, because of who he was and what he represented and what he invoked in people. And because it was Iowa. I wanted to do that.


In January I had a meeting with David, and we talked for hours.


David Plouffe: That was an important discussion, not just about Paul’s qualifications but what kind of campaign we were going to put together. It wouldn’t be a traditional campaign. We both couldn’t run a traditional campaign and Obama didn’t want to. We had to build it all from scratch.


Paul Tewes: David said, “Send me a little plan, a timeline, and a budget of the first month or two.” So I did that, and I sent him some names: I wanted Marygrace, because I’d known her for years. And I wanted Mitch Stewart. And I wanted Emily Parcell, because she knew Iowa well. Those were the first three people that I talked to.


Tewes’s first three hires, Marygrace Galston, Mitch Stewart, and Emily Parcell, came into the job as veterans of the Iowa caucus process. All were in their late twenties or early thirties and had spent the 2004 election working on Iowa campaigns. These four staffers would form the nucleus of Obama’s Iowa leadership team as it expanded over the next year.


Mitch Stewart, Iowa Caucus Director: I met then-Senator Obama in Minnesota. I was a coordinator campaign director in 2006, and we had a Humphrey Day dinner. He came in and spoke, and I got to staff him. Hildebrand called me before the fundraiser and asked me to gauge the crowd’s interest in Obama.


We were at the Hyatt in Minneapolis. He gave his speech to three thousand people, a room that was probably 95 percent white. It was overwhelming. The audience was so moved—I saw people crying.


He’d had a very long day and was very tired. He looked at me, and he asked, “Do I have to go through three thousand people to get out of here?” All he wanted to do was go home. I didn’t have another way for him to get out. A security guard came up from the hotel, an African immigrant, and said, “Senator, I can get you out through the kitchen.”


He looked at me, and I shrugged. Then he looked at the three thousand people waiting for him to sign everything and said, “Yep, let’s go.” So we went through the bowels of this very nice hotel in Minneapolis. And as we left, the people who prepared the food, the people who washed the dishes, the people that served the food, the custodial staff, they lined up in the hallway of this huge hotel and clapped for him as he walked out.


I thought, “I can’t imagine any other person right now who could have the type of impact he had with these affluent white political activists and then get a similar response from folks that for the most part had been ignored by American society.” And I thought, “If this guy wants to run for president, I am there.”


Paul Tewes: Mitch had a great reputation—he was a natural choice. I wanted Emily, because she had done caucuses before in Iowa and just come off working for the state senate. She knew the state, she knew the people, and she knew the process.


Emily Parcell, Iowa Political Director: Even a year in advance of the caucus, it felt like the stakes were much higher than in 2003–2004, because John Kerry had won the Iowa caucus in 2004 and became the nominee. So every campaign was like, “The guy who won last time got the nomination, so we have to go in to Iowa.” It was the first time in a while that there was really a true open seat for the presidency—everybody was trying to get in on the ground floor and outdo each other, even in 2006.


Here’s the big thing for me: Democrats are better than Republicans. The Obama decision wasn’t based on emotion. During the course of the campaign, seeing him and spending time with him on the road, I became a true believer. But I wasn’t there when I took the job. I just wanted who I thought could win. I didn’t know that he would; I thought he could. So I went back to Tewes and committed to working on the campaign.


Paul Tewes: Marygrace had done Iowa for Kerry, but I also knew her going back to 2002, and I wanted someone that I could trust implicitly. There are also things I’m not good at that she was very good at.


Marygrace Galston, Obama Iowa Deputy State Director: The second Paul was talking to me about it on the phone I knew I was going to go. I never thought Obama was going to win. But it wasn’t about his ability to win so much as his ability to excite people and run a hopeful campaign. I thought that’d be different and something that Iowa had not really had before.


I thought this could be an amazing experience and I owed it to myself to go do it. I told all my friends in Seattle, “I’m doing one year, and then I’m coming back.”


I flew to Iowa. Paul picked me up at the airport. We lived in the Embassy Suites for a couple of weeks before Paul, Mitch, and I rented apartments in the same building.


Paul Tewes: It was January 23 when I got there. The four of us got together and developed the plan for what we wanted to do over the course of the next year. I’ll never forget that meeting. I look back and everything we talked about doing, we did.


This may sound trite, but it was just a couple of core ideas. One was that proximity matters. We wanted to be everywhere, and we wanted to be there longer. Like, I’d rather hire 80 people for two hundred days than 150 people for thirty days, because it’s all about building relationships. We talked a lot about how to build relationships.


Marygrace Galston: We had to give Iowans multiple points of entry to this campaign. Whether they were hearing about us from kids’ teammates, soccer moms, through church, at school, or their book club.


Paul Tewes: We wanted to just spend time listening and getting to know people as opposed to engage in a robotic exercise of asking, “Who do you support?”


We wanted offices everywhere, we wanted organizers on the ground earlier, we wanted to embed them in the community, and we wanted to give them time to go do things other than just organizing.


When you produce a plan that way, it’s really hard, because it takes intuition, and most campaign plans are very numbers driven. But we discussed getting people on the ground early, leasing lots of real estate so you don’t have to drive two hours to find us, and we needed to show up in the community and plant the flag—that says something. That’s a sign of respect.


We had a map up on the wall and had a little highlighter. Emily would read off a town, and we’d say, “OK, put an office there.”


Emily Parcell: Tewes would’ve had an office in every town in Iowa if he could have. I can hear him saying it now: “If you put up brick and mortar, they will come.”


Marygrace Galston: Paul said, “We have to go out to these communities and just be there—give people an opportunity to join us.”


Emily Parcell: This came from the top down. Plouffe was the one saying, “This is going to be a block-by-block campaign.” From the first day I started, that’s all I heard. The other thing I heard was, “We’re not doing politics as usual.” Which, when you’re the political director, is not what you want to hear.


The intent was there at the beginning: “We’re not going to stroke anybody’s egos; this is going to be a grassroots campaign, and we’re doing this different.” And they stuck to that spirit. I had to change my perception of who a valuable endorser was. I had learned to run a caucus campaign in a specific way, focused on a narrow list with a handful of people who seemed “important.” Obama’s campaign used a completely different model than I’d used before.
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