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FROM SWING STATE TO “FREE STATE”


FLORIDA FLORIDA FLORIDA.


Tim Russert held up the whiteboard with an impish smile, tapping it for effect. It was past three in the morning on November 8, 2000, and the host of Meet the Press had run out of words—save for these three.


Earlier that night, election night—a long-awaited face-off between the Democratic presidential candidate, Al Gore, and his Republican opponent, George W. Bush—it had seemed clear that Gore was going to be the next president of the United States. The 2000 election cycle had been a bruising one; everyone expected it to be one of the closest presidential races in the nation’s history. But Russert’s cohost for the NBC News election coverage that evening, the legendary anchor Tom Brokaw, had announced that Gore had won Florida’s twenty-five electoral votes and in the process likely given himself the inside track to beat Bush, whose brother was, coincidentally, the state’s governor.


“Turns out that Governor Jeb Bush was not his brother’s keeper,” Brokaw intoned in his trademark deadpan style.


But the Gore presidency did not last long.


In a moment that would go down as a black eye for political media and a turning point in world affairs, a short time later, NBC, like other national news outlets, had to announce it had spoken too soon. With egg smeared all over their faces, networks and wire services admitted they had called Florida prematurely.


“The networks giveth; the networks taketh away,” Brokaw said. “NBC News is now taking Florida out of Vice President Gore’s column and putting [it] back in the too-close-to-call column.”


The madness of the moment, as the White House hung in the balance, gave way to one of the most iconic moments of broadcast-era election coverage. As lawsuits were being filed and recounts openly being discussed, a likely sleep-deprived Russert did just one thing when asked how it all might come to an end.


On live television, with much of the nation watching, he reached for a whiteboard that had three words scribbled on it: the name of the Sunshine State written three times for emphasis.


The message was clear: the country’s future would come down to Florida and Florida alone.


Ultimately, Russert was right. Bush would go on to win the state by a 537-vote margin—the very margin that would be cited in a legal battle that went all the way to the Supreme Court and, ultimately, won him the nation. But the implications went beyond one hotly contested election: the event also ushered in an era of politics in which razor-thin margins are the norm rather than the attention-grabbing exception.


“Back in the day, there weren’t a lot of close elections,” John Lapinski, the director of elections at NBC News, told the Today Show in 2020, recalling an election night two decades earlier. “[The year] 2000 started a new trend where we’ve seen tons of almost-tied elections. People weren’t prepared for what would happen if it was a tie, and I don’t think people expected that in 2000.”


The impact of the 2000 recount was undeniable—think about the more than two decades spent in Iraq and Afghanistan, the effects of No Child Left Behind, and the sweeping $1.3 trillion tax cut. But policy aside, it also marked the start of a new role for Florida, one at the forefront of American politics. Though the constant spotlight of 2000 eventually faded, every four years since then, the lights and cameras have returned as the nation watches to see which candidate will clinch the state—and perhaps the country. Indeed, the infamous, chaos-filled recount has come to define Florida, whose elections have developed their own sort of mythology—one of overlong polling lines, voting irregularities, and other shenanigans, real and imagined. Inevitably, some politico, somewhere, will shrug and say the three words that capture the eye-rolling nature of the whole affair: “Florida gonna Florida.”


This reputation, though at times exaggerated, was not completely undeserved at first. For years, Florida was not only the nation’s largest swing state—the biggest, most politically important state that could be won by either party—but also its most mercurial one, prone to swinging right or left based on the slimmest of margins. The five presidential elections after 2000 were collectively settled by 1.1 million votes out of nearly forty-five million cast. The average margin of victory for the successful candidate was 2.6 percent—an already low number that drops to two percentage points if you remove George W. Bush’s comparatively massive five-point win over John Kerry in 2004. The state’s volatile political destiny, seemingly, had long been written.


Then came Donald Trump.


Of all the surprises that occurred in November of 2016, Trump’s three-point-plus margin in Florida was particularly eye-popping, not least because Hillary Clinton had a much larger, better financed operation in the state. But the outcome of their epic contest in Florida, as shocking as it was, was a mere prelude for everything else to come. For unbeknownst to anyone at the time, Trump’s performance that November night would mark the start of a new Florida, one destined to be the cultural nerve center of the new Republican Party. It would make the state a battleground for a new sort of political showdown: one between two presidential aspirants from the same side of the aisle.


It would set the stage for the rise of a then political unknown: a congressman by the name of Ronald DeSantis.


For months, Hillary Clinton had a sense of inevitable victory.


This was a conviction shared by the nation’s top political prognosticators and pundits—the conviction that surely voters would view Donald Trump’s bid for the presidency with the same disdain the Democratic Party did; the conviction that they knew American politics, that they knew the American people. Ultimately, of course, that perspective, through the all-knowing lens of hindsight, left many with the realization that they didn’t know nearly as much as they thought they did.


On election night that year, I was in Palm Beach Gardens attending the watch party for Patrick Murphy, the Florida Democratic Senate candidate who was widely expected to (and did) lose to Senator Marco Rubio. While there was a clear understanding in the room regarding Murphy’s fate, the mood was buoyed by the fact that Clinton was going to defeat Trump—or so everyone thought. That race was the main focus of those milling around the ballroom, slurping up every politico’s favorite beverage: free election night booze.


The room was generally upbeat throughout the evening, and Murphy’s concession, at 8:45 p.m., did little to dampen the mood. The crowd’s focus was on bigger things. I joined the throng as it transitioned to the hotel bar, sitting by myself and sipping a Miller Lite, watching returns roll in as I polished my final story of the night.


Then Ohio was publicly called for Trump.


Then North Carolina, another key swing state, was going in Trump’s column.


What had been nervous laughter over the clinking of drinks and the background sounds of MSNBC transformed into something darker as, for the first time, the possibility of a Trump presidency began to sink in for a room of hard-core Democrats in one of the Sunshine State’s bluest counties.


Then it was announced. Trump had won Florida.


The room fell apart.


There were no physical altercations, but the alcohol-fueled crowd suddenly looked less like a group of well-dressed operatives out of a James Bond movie and more like an the motley crew of bounty hunters and misfits who filled the Mos Eisley Cantina in Star Wars.


That particular evening, I was covering election night as POLITICO Florida’s bureau chief, a job that had brought me to my fair share of watch parties. And under normal circumstances, I considered this a perk: the buzz and energy at these events are enough to give any political junkie a high. But as the mood quickly soured, it became clear that it would be best if I finished the night in my hotel room.


“The fucking media and their obsession with [Clinton’s] emails,” screamed one supporter from a high-top table.


This was a common theme in the wreckage that was now the Palm Beach Gardens Marriott. Democrats were upset at one another for not doing enough to dim the Trump campaign’s spotlight on Clinton’s infamous use of a private email server during her time as secretary of state. Even more than that, they were furious at the media for repeatedly covering the issue. “What about her emails?” later became the sarcastic battle cry of wounded Democrats who continue to blame the press for a Trump administration that was more extreme than many of them could have imagined. The irony occurred to me as I surveyed the increasing chaos: the Democratic watch party had developed the same antimedia vibe as a Trump rally. My election-night buzz fading, I returned to my room to try to make sense of the evening’s events.


Florida had long been known as the nation’s largest swing state. But in the years following that fateful November night, that political identity has been upended and a new, perhaps more consequential identity has replaced it—that of a haven for one-party rule. This transformation sets up a perplexing dynamic: Florida’s reputation as an unpredictable, must-win state in national elections is slipping, but its status as the nation’s new Republican headquarters has ensured that its overall influence remains. This designation means it’s not just the best representation of the new world order of American politics; it also predicts where the country will go next.


All the while, the Republican Party’s mascot has of course remained the elephant, but the new party could just as easily be represented by a shirtless man from Florida wearing Mickey Mouse ears while riding an alligator through the Everglades, a Pub Sub in one hand, a cafecito in the other, and a half-smoked cigar clenched between his teeth.


It is now the party of Florida Man.


If Trump’s three-point win in 2016 laid the foundation for the New Florida, another set of election results cemented it.


In the fall of 2022, Ron DeSantis clinched the state’s gubernatorial election for a second time, beating Democrat Charlie Crist, a political chameleon and Florida’s former Republican governor, by nearly twenty percentage points. It is a staggering margin whose importance is hard to overstate. At that point, decades of Republican control had made even casual national-level observers see Florida as slowly moving out of the swing-state column. The 2022 midterms, and DeSantis’s subsequent rise, however, cast the state in a totally different light. Across the nation, President Joe Biden’s approval ratings were slipping, bolstering the battle-tested idea that the party that controls the White House is fated for a bad midterm election cycle. Memorably, that idea was proved wrong in most corners of the country, as Democrats held the Senate and lost the House by a much slimmer margin than anticipated. The predicted red wave had largely fizzled—that is, everywhere but in Florida.


In the Sunshine State, DeSantis and his fellow Republicans wiped out Democrats up and down the ballot. The midterms gave the governor supermajorities in the state legislature as he headed into his second term, during which he was widely expected to announce his 2024 bid for the presidency. Bolstering his chances was his famously hands-off approach to the COVID-19 pandemic, which transformed him into the national conservatives’ new gubernatorial ideal. By the time he’d declared victory in the 2022 midterms, he was a household political name with generally high approval ratings and more money in the bank than any governor in American history.


As DeSantis’s status as a mythical figure in the new conservative movement has become impossible to ignore, Florida’s influence, too, has drastically increased. The state has become ground zero for a new Republican Party that was remade by Trump and that has been carried forward by DeSantis. The governor has used his massive platform within the party to usher in right-wing populist reforms that have breathed life into once-fringe extremist views. He has strengthened and defined a political movement forged by Trump, and he’s achieved this by—among other things—banning discussion of gender identity in his state’s classrooms, criminalizing medical care for trans minors, giving a conservative overhaul to the state’s education system, making immigration a top-tier issue in a state hundreds of miles from the Mexican border, labeling corporations as “woke” and “evil” rather than political allies who fund Republican politics, and, above all, making the art of “owning the libs” and the manufacturing of mass outrage the point of politics rather than its occasional by-product.


It’s a strategy that his supporters have embraced.


“Ever since Jeb [Bush], for me, Florida has long been a place for Republican conservatives to look toward as the ideal state,” said Alex Stroman, the former executive director of the South Carolina Republican Party. “It has been a Disney World for Republicans. Things are run well there, and you have good leaders. Then COVID came, and all that was amplified. It was a continuation of good leadership in the state of Florida that we all saw from the outside looking in.”


This is not something that people elsewhere in the country are merely talking about: Americans have been moving to the state in droves since the pandemic subsided. In 2022, 318,855 people moved to Florida from other states, more people than moved to any other state during the same period—a statistic DeSantis regularly touts when framing Florida as ahead of the curve on important policy fights.


“By keeping Florida free and open, we have created a positive economic environment and invested in our state’s workforce and communities,” DeSantis said in November of 2022. “As a result, Florida is leading the nation in net migration and talent attraction. As other states continue to struggle at the hands of poor leadership, people and businesses are flocking to Florida.”


DeSantis drawing conservatives to Florida is tied to the message that his policies represent a push toward freedom. On paper, it’s an objective philosophy that benefits all, but in practice it is anything but: DeSantis’s political foes point to the fact that the newfound freedom often only goes one way as the governor champions policies strongly opposed by many racial and ethnic minorities, trans residents, and other marginalized communities. But on the conservative side of the political spectrum, the script has been written. Florida is no longer just a state: it is the Free State of Florida, or so the DeSantis campaign swag says.


“Florida is now the new pinnacle for freedom. The pinnacle of the Republican movement. No state is more important in post-MAGA Republican politics,” said Nick Iarossi, a prominent Florida lobbyist and one of the few in the state’s GOP establishment who backed DeSantis in the 2018 primary. “It is the epicenter because of what Governor DeSantis has done. Conservatives across the country say, ‘I wish he was my governor.’ There is no better example than the huge number of people coming here from Democratic-led states. People are leaving all these blue states to move to Florida. It’s a huge wave.”


During a lunch at the La Gorce Country Club, in Miami Beach, early in his first term, DeSantis, in a display of political prescience, echoed this sentiment, telling longtime lobbyist and ally Slater Bayliss that he thought conservatives from across the country would start moving to Florida in response to policies instituted in Democratic states. Bayliss told him that he agreed with “conventional wisdom” that people move to the Sunshine State because of warm weather and low taxes—and the fact that there’s no personal income tax—but that for the most part they come from the Northeast and do not vote Republican. DeSantis was insistent that this was changing and that people now see “Florida as a beacon of freedom.”


“I am not sure I bought it or thought it was true at the time,” Bayliss joked later. “But he has made it that way, and post-COVID, there is no question Florida is a conservative destination.”


Indeed, in 2021 alone, Florida hosted several major national conservative conferences, including those held by the Conservative Political Action Coalition, which has been hollowed out and remade as a pro-Trump political organ; Turning Point USA, the conservative education reform group led by Charlie Kirk, who in 2018 was dubbed “Trump’s man on campus” by POLITICO; the Faith and Freedom Coalition, a group formed by Ralph Reed, the former George W. Bush adviser who underwent a makeover in order to remain relevant to the remade Republican Party; and smaller events such as the Million Maskless March, which was organized by antimaskers and amplified by Trump-world creatures such as Roger Stone, a Nixon-era trickster now best known for serving as Trump’s political ride or die.


“We kind of started looking at states that were open. We looked at Georgia, Florida, Texas, [and] South Dakota, and Florida by far made the most sense,” said Reed of his decision to bring the thousands of conservative activists that make up his membership to the state. Further, he added, because conservative Florida mainstays Rubio and DeSantis were both on the 2022 ballot, the choice “was just natural for us.”


As Florida became the host for conservative megaconferences while the rest of the nation grappled with pandemic-driven shutdowns, DeSantis was the star, billed as the keynote speaker at most events, even as other top-tier national Republicans tried to carve out their own niches within Trump’s political base. DeSantis dominated a Trumpless straw poll taken at CPAC’s Orlando event in 2022, racking up 61 percent support, a figure no one else came close to. Senator Rick Scott, who during the 2022 election cycle led Senate Republican campaigns, and Senator Marco Rubio, who was trounced by Trump in Florida during his failed presidential run in 2016, received less than 1 percent of the vote at the same event. The results further instilled the sense that DeSantis had become the dominant force not only in Florida politics but also within his party nationally.


Conversely, over the same period, Democrats in Florida have been in free fall. The national party apparatus has started to abandon a state it no longer needs to win the White House in favor of other, more feasible battlegrounds, and the state-level Democratic infrastructure is in shambles, leaving the future of the party bleak and raising inevitable questions about whether Florida can ever return to its former role as a swing state or if that long-standing political designation has been replaced with a sign at the Florida-Georgia border that reads: WELCOME TO FLORIDA, HOME OF THE NEW REPUBLICAN PARTY.


The 2022 midterms, of course, hugely amplified the state’s already noticeable shift to the right. For the second election cycle in a row, Democrats were successful nationally but bludgeoned in Florida, a feat punctuated by the GOP’s takeover of the Democrats’ long-held voter registration advantage. This effectively washed away any swing-state residue left behind from past political eras, signaling to Democratic organizations that their money would be better spent in states such as Arizona, Georgia, and North Carolina, where they might have a fighting chance.


For Democrats, then, Florida’s role can be compared to the once ubiquitous pandemic-era Peloton purchase: at one point, it may have seemed like a good investment; now, it looks like nothing more than an expensive mistake one should ignore.


The complete collapse of a political party in a state where it once had a strong foothold is a self-perpetuating phenomenon. As national money dried up, transactional donors—who will give to whoever is in control as a means to remain close to political power—no longer had any reason to fund Democrats. And when those checks stopped, it became harder for Florida’s Democrats to combat DeSantis’s rise, even with basic initiatives such as nonstop voter registration drives and other types of so-called permanent infrastructure. These initiatives are the political equivalent of eating your vegetables—the basic building blocks of political campaigns. But in recent years, Democrats have been unable to afford them.


“One of the by-products of Republicans being in charge for twenty-five years and our being in a desert for so long is that we have much fewer resources,” said Sean Shaw, a former Democratic state representative and the party’s nominee for state attorney general in 2018. “Registration costs money. Building infrastructure costs money.”


The GOP takeover of the state has been facilitated by the rise of DeSantis as a national conservative powerhouse. Democrats in Florida have been unable to slow his political ascent in any meaningful way. This is the equivalent of being Mike Tyson’s sparring partner: you’re destined to emerge from each fight bloodied and bruised rather than victorious. Florida Democrats now serve as the punching bag for the likes of DeSantis, Scott, and Rubio as those ambitious politicians build their reputations as nationally significant Republicans who at this point have spent years planning for a 2024 bid for the White House.


It’s against this backdrop that a new, clearly increasingly far-right environment has emerged. In very Floridian fashion, however, its defining feature remains chaos and the power of influence. And at its heart is the feud between DeSantis and Trump.


The relationship started out as one of political mentor and mentee after Trump’s endorsement fueled DeSantis’s 2018 upset win in the Florida Republican gubernatorial primary, in which he defeated an opponent who had the firm support of the state’s entire Republican establishment. But this alliance quickly and publicly unraveled as it became clear that DeSantis was developing into a threat to Trump—most crucially, to his ambition to return to the White House in 2024.


As the 2022 midterms progressed, a wave of media attention, on top of the organic rivalry that was growing behind the scenes, fueled the sense that there had been a clash, and perhaps an inevitable one, between two politicians whose former bromance helped them become the biggest figures in Republican politics. Trump started taking overt potshots at DeSantis, workshopping nicknames such as Meatball Ron and Ron DeSanctimonious and putting almost all his focus on trashing his former mentee, whom he has all but acknowledged is his chief 2024 rival.


It was at that same time, during the 2022 midterms, that Trump once again began holding rallies, amping up a political machine that would take aim at the ten Republican incumbents who voted to impeach him—none of whom, notably, are from his adopted home state of Florida. DeSantis, meanwhile, spent months brushing off questions about 2024, even as he openly orchestrated a run, scoffing in his typical arrogant style at reporters who had long been told behind the scenes by the governor’s allies that he was eyeing a White House bid. The comments, of course, came as DeSantis routinely fled to fundraisers and keynote events that just happened to be situated in early general election states.


During a meeting in 2020 on the balcony of Mar-a-Lago, the now infamous Palm Beach County resort and Trump’s permanent residence, Trump made his distrust of DeSantis clear to a close circle of advisers. He touted all he had done for DeSantis as president and bemoaned the meager return on his investment. This is one of Trump’s consistent gripes with DeSantis: a nagging sense that although Trump had been essential to making DeSantis a national political figure, the governor had done nothing to help his magnanimous benefactor in return.


And so, with his signature offhand enmity, Trump aimed his political cannon at the man he had once called an ally.


“He is a good governor and a tough cookie,” Trump told his advisers. “But some people are just not that grateful.”













PART I









[image: image]











THE CREATURE FROM THE BLACK LAGOON
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THE WILDERNESS


Ron DeSantis was not in total political purgatory, but he could have been excused for thinking he was.


It was the fall of 2016, and the three-term Florida congressman was fresh off a miserable failed bid for a seat in the US Senate. DeSantis, like other Republicans vying for the spot, had dropped out of the race when Marco Rubio returned, tail between his legs, to run for reelection after Donald Trump turned Rubio’s bid for the White House into nothing more than a punch line about presidential hand size—or something like that. Still, even before Rubio returned to Florida, DeSantis was not breaking through. His campaign had struggled to hit the 5 percent mark, even in what most acknowledged was a lackluster GOP primary field.


According to people who know him best, when DeSantis looked in the mirror, he saw a president looking back. Now, however, he was merely a politician without a campaign. In just a few short years, he would inject right-wing orthodoxy into all Florida’s major institutions. He would be branded America’s Governor by conservatives across the country and try to wrest from Donald Trump a Republican Party that the former president had remade in his own image. But in 2016, all that was but a blip on the horizon.


For now, DeSantis was out in the wilderness.


DeSantis and a small group of advisers, including Nick Iarossi, Scott Ross, and Brad Herold, were essentially wandering around Tallahassee like the city’s last door-to-door encyclopedia salesmen trying to sell DeSantis’s political viability. But the moment was not totally void of direction, even if outward appearances implied otherwise.


DeSantis was not yet a real political player, but even from an early age he held political ambitions. After growing up in the working-class suburb of Dunedin, near Tampa, he graduated from Yale, where he was famously the captain of the school’s baseball team. He then went on to Harvard Law before being assigned to the navy’s JAG Corps, with stints at Guantánamo Bay and in Iraq, as a legal adviser.


In 2016, still smarting from his unceremonious exit from the Senate race, and with his legal background in hand, DeSantis calculated that running for state attorney general in the 2018 midterms would be a good way to chart a path out of political exile. And indeed, there are few nonfederal posts better suited to building a reputation beyond Florida’s 1,350 miles of pristine coastline than top attorney in a hugely important swing state, where you could fire off lawsuit after lawsuit.


After the state senate president, Joe Negron, also an attorney, assured him that he was not pursuing his own bid, DeSantis’s path seemed much clearer. He and his team had a lunch at the Edison, an old Tallahassee electric plant turned restaurant in the shadow of Florida’s state capitol. There they etched out a plan to meet with the Tallahassee-based lobbyists whose offices lined Adams Street and who comprised the core of the Florida Republican Party. These lobbyists are key to fueling costly statewide races and have long influenced which candidates are able to run a viable campaign and which are not. DeSantis was then hard at work trying to earn the support of transactional lobbyists, who care less about policies than access—the same lobbyists whom, in a few short years, he would publicly deride as slimy swamp creatures when padding his populist bona fides.


But while he and his team were in agreement about the importance of transactional lobbyists, DeSantis was distracted by an idea that everyone around him brushed off as a delusion of grandeur: he was certain that he could get the endorsement of President Donald Trump.


The New York billionaire had just ascended to the White House, a process that saw him steamroll over a sixteen-person GOP primary field chock-full of career politicians and notch a victory over Hillary Clinton—a victory that included, of course, a shocking win in Florida, where the Democrat had been the heavy favorite. Trump emerged from the fight with a cultlike following every bit as loyal to his nascent Make America Great Again movement—no matter what it stood for—as it had been to any political ideology espoused by the Grand Old Party. At that point, Trump had fully hijacked a huge swath of the Republican base, in the process disempowering mainstays such as Jeb Bush and Marco Rubio, having convinced many former supporters that “those old-school Republicans” were more worthy of their scorn than their votes.


As DeSantis was quietly feeling out support to make a run for Florida attorney general, he was also a regular presence on Fox News. He ably used his perch on the House Foreign Affairs Committee to become the cable-news defender of Trump, fending off allegations that his election had been the result of Russian meddling.


“I think the media is definitely trying to sow doubts about Donald Trump’s legitimacy. I don’t think there’s any question about that. I’m not sure that that’s necessarily going to have legs,” DeSantis told Fox News’s Neil Cavuto in December of 2016. “I mean, he is going to take the oath of office on January twentieth. And he is going to pursue policies.”


At that point, DeSantis was a three-term congressman but a relative unknown outside the Fox News bubble. However, his attack-dog style had indeed caught Trump’s attention—and appreciation. As DeSantis’s reputation grew, in moments of particular intensity, the White House would even reach out to Fox News to make sure DeSantis was booked, especially as the Russia investigations drew an increasing amount of scrutiny. DeSantis expertly played to Trump’s vanity and, one conservative news hit at a time, slowly carved out a permanent place on the president’s radar.


DeSantis rightly understood that the number one consideration Trump used when picking allies was whether they said nice things about him. And DeSantis said a lot of nice things about Trump.


As DeSantis’s campaign began to pick up momentum, he hired his own TV booker and started speaking on Fox News more frequently. As a creation of the Tea Party movement in the mid-2000s, he spoke the language of the conservative base, and with these appearances, his aptitude for communicating with Trump’s core supporters was on full display.


DeSantis had been honing these skills for a while, and not always in the most obvious ways. Before law school, before his time in the navy, he had briefly gone into teaching: from 2001 to 2002, he taught history and government at the Darlington School, an elite private school outside Atlanta. He made an impression on students both for his attempts to ingratiate himself with them—he attended parties at which high school seniors were present and once even challenged a student to a milk-drinking contest—and for his questionable ideas about American history and politics, especially the hot-button topics of abortion and the Civil War, which he allegedly claimed was “not about slavery!” The echoes of the early days of DeSantis’s philosophical and political development, including those specific to slavery, are evident in the policies he would put forward two decades later, when he was at the helm of Florida. The journey he took from the rural Georgia boarding school to the governor’s mansion, however, was paved with experiences that would only harden his far-right worldview. But it wasn’t until he left the navy, in 2010—two years before his first election to the US Congress—that his star really began to rise.


DeSantis’s first major moment in the political spotlight came in 2011 while he was hitting the Tea Party circuit hard, hawking copies of his self-published book, Dreams from Our Founding Fathers, a title born out of a desire to troll Barack Obama’s Dreams from My Father. The Tea Party—a movement led by a growing legion of self-proclaimed disaffected conservatives trying to reshape the Republican Party—laid the foundation for the sort of populist politics Trump would later bring roaring to life and DeSantis would use to build his brand. The movement aimed to buck traditional political institutions by pushing Republican leadership further to the right and injecting libertarian ideals into the conservative moment.


As DeSantis described it, his book was a critique of modern Democratic politics centered on the teaching and writing of the nation’s founding fathers. It was a hit with conservative groups and Tea Party organizations, springing DeSantis from the relative obscurity of the political rubber-chicken dinner circuit, the only space in conservative Florida politics where he was well known at the time.


DeSantis had been plucked from obscurity during a speaking engagement to hype his book at a meeting of the West Orange County Tea Party, a since disbanded Orlando-area group. And it was here that his political career got its true start; he emerged having resolved to run for Congress.


“I met Ron at a Tea Party meeting,” said a GOP consultant who played a role in persuading him to run for office. “I had folks suggest to me that we might be similar in characteristics, which, as I look back on who he’s become, makes me feel like an asshole.”


After filing to run for Congress, DeSantis won a six-person GOP primary, after which he easily won the general election race for a conservative-leaning seat just south of Jacksonville. One term quickly turned into three, and during his tenure, he built a résumé impressive for any politician trying to find a home on the GOP’s right flank. He cofounded the überconservative Freedom Caucus, a collection of lawmakers who often quarreled with their party’s own leadership. He was openly and staunchly pro-Israel, a stance that caught the early attention of the late Sheldon Adelson, a Las Vegas casino magnate and major longtime donor to the Republican Party. DeSantis also supported efforts to repeal the Affordable Care Act—commonly referred to as Obamacare—and voted for a symbolic budget resolution that would raise the age for Medicare and Social Security to seventy. (That vote would later become the subject of a TV ad Trump ran against DeSantis implying that he wanted to water down popular long-standing programs. These attacks came as DeSantis was preparing his run for president, a time he used to walk back his previous votes on the issue: in 2023, DeSantis said he was “not going to mess with” entitlement programs.)


DeSantis had taken a circuitous path, and while it had brought him far, he still hadn’t achieved anything close to the success he felt he deserved. But the Fox News appearances, his biggest platform up to that point—essentially, auditions for a place on the new MAGA stage Trump had built—remained promising. And DeSantis was nailing them.


As his presence grew in the Trump orbit, DeSantis found himself in the Washington offices of the business intelligence company Morning Consult the day of Trump’s inauguration, in late January of 2017. It was the location of a celebration hosted by the 45Committee, a dark-money group that spent $20 million in support of Trump late in the 2016 election cycle. The effort helped one of its funders, Joe Ricketts—whose family owns the Chicago Cubs—return to Trump’s good graces after being one of the early leaders of the Never Trump movement. The event put DeSantis in the same room with some of the Republican Party’s biggest movers and shakers at a time when Trump’s brand of populism was becoming the party’s main ethos. Crucially, the group included Sheldon Adelson, the major GOP rainmaker. In just a few years, Adelson would prove to be a big factor in DeSantis’s rise and even chair his splashy 2018 finance committee.


“He got to shake the hand of the big guy—Sheldon,” recalled a Republican consultant who had been in attendance. “As I look back on what DeSantis has become today, the moment seems even bigger.”


It was moments like this that had DeSantis’s ad hoc group of advisers wonder, as one told me, whether he was “running for the wrong office.”


For it was becoming increasingly apparent that DeSantis was a political unicorn. He had the ability to tap into national Republican donor money, funds that were out of reach for any other state-level candidate. He had near unfettered access to the Fox News airwaves, infamous for converting backbench congressmen into national stars. And, most crucially, he had the approval of Donald Trump.


DeSantis, his advisers thought, could easily assume the conservative role in the Florida GOP primary that had been long filled by Richard Corcoran, the Republican Speaker of the Florida House of Representatives, who had served as Rubio’s chief of staff when he was Speaker of the Florida House, from 2006 to 2008. Corcoran was seen as a pugilistic, rock-ribbed conservative and longtime Tallahassee insider, albeit one who could never achieve the national political capital that DeSantis had already secured. The largest obstacle in his way, then, was the agriculture commissioner, Adam Putnam, the baby-faced scion of Florida political and citrus royalty. Putnam had been elected to the Florida House in 1996, at the time the youngest member ever, then served a decade in Congress, a tenure that included two years as chair of the House Republican Conference. He had returned to Florida in 2009 to run for agriculture commissioner, but most observers believed that his ultimate destiny lay in one place: the governor’s mansion. Putnam was well known and well liked among the state’s Republican establishment, which was preparing to fully fund his 2018 gubernatorial campaign.


As he headed into 2017, with his eye on the governor’s seat, DeSantis was increasingly insistent that he could convert his reputation as one of Trump’s staunchest defenders into an endorsement from the man himself. However, despite his team’s growing understanding of DeSantis’s political dexterity, the suggestion still fell on incredulous ears. A sitting president with an incredibly intense national following was not going to endorse a relatively little-known congressman, much less one who was not supported by most of the power brokers in his own state. But flashing his brand of unshakable self-assurance, DeSantis brushed off his advisers’ concerns, doubling down on his insistence that he had Trump’s ear. If he did, he knew, it would unleash a tidal wave of momentum that could swamp even Putnam and his well-heeled donors.


“That’s exactly the conversation we [were] having,” one DeSantis adviser recalled when I brought up the stakes that had been at hand. “Adam Putnam would have had to have five thousand barbecues to match the sort of attention and free media you get on Fox News.”


Meanwhile, the hope that the DeSantis team would have access to money that other Florida Republicans did not had indeed become reality: DeSantis turned out to be a billionaire whisperer.


That dynamic was on full display in October of 2017, when DeSantis and his still small group of advisers walked into the Venetian, a Las Vegas hotel and mainstay that, at the time, was owned by Adelson. Ever since their fateful handshake the morning of Trump’s inauguration, DeSantis had forged strong ties with the billionaire, strategically growing his reputation as one of the staunchest pro-Israel members in Congress. Of all the causes Adelson championed during his life, this was the one he was most passionate about—one that, every four years, prompted Republican presidential hopefuls to align themselves with the casino magnate and his mighty checkbook, which had a reputation for floating Republican presidential campaigns. This process was so well known that the primary had been dubbed the “Sheldon Adelson primary.” While Adelson’s backing was generally reserved for presidential runs, DeSantis knew he would need the billionaire’s support to win the governorship; presidential candidate he was not, but he was trying to build a fundraising base largely from scratch.


“They were talking… like… Bedouin tribes of Israel [in the] pre-biblical era,” an aide said in early 2020. “I’m not even sure I’m saying it right—it was just so esoteric. Sheldon knew exactly what [DeSantis] was saying, but everyone else in the room was lost.”


Adelson eventually agreed to lead DeSantis’s finance team, a largely ceremonial role that did not require him to work on the campaign but only lend his name to it as a clear sign of legitimacy. However, that arrangement reeled in other big-fish GOP donors such as David Bossie and Rebekah Mercer, both of whom were close Trump allies. This was an impressive coalition, not simply for its ties to Trump but also for what it signaled: a group of people who did not normally play in nonfederal elections would show up in a big way for this gubernatorial hopeful.


The Adelson meeting made things feel very real for DeSantis, who would soon secure a victory that made even the mighty billionaire’s backing pale in comparison.


On December 22, 2017, Donald Trump sat on Air Force One preparing to light Florida politics—and, unbeknownst to him, his own political future—on fire. The forty-fifth president was set to use his hugely influential Twitter account to play kingmaker in Florida’s GOP gubernatorial primary.


As Air Force One approached Palm Beach International Airport, Trump tweeted, “Congressman Ron DeSantis is a brilliant young leader, Yale and then Harvard Law, who would make a Great Governor of Florida. He loves our Country and is a true FIGHTER!”


I just so happened to be in my sweatpants nursing a whiskey and Coke while wrapping Christmas presents in my hometown of Denmark, Wisconsin, a farming town of roughly two thousand people just outside of Green Bay. I was visiting from Florida, where I’d lived since 2008, covering the state’s influential and cutthroat politics. The years that passed had given me a front-row seat to DeSantis’s rise from a self-published Tea Party author to US congressman. But even my years as a close witness could not prepare me for DeSantis’s next stop.


The swampy peninsula known as Florida has long served as a refuge for other states’ drifters and outcasts, many of whom proudly wear the badge of Florida Man or Florida Woman. The state’s political status could, perhaps, be best compared to that of wealthy eccentric family members: throughout the year, they serve as punching bags for their scoffing proper relatives, but come Christmas, those same scoffers will be lining up for what they know will be the best gifts under the tree.


Florida’s gift, for those lucky enough to receive it, is twenty-nine electoral votes—often the difference maker between four years in the political wilderness and four years in the White House. Although the state’s comic Florida Man image is irresistible for national headline writers, it masks a serious political ecosystem: Florida is home to more than sixty billionaires who fund candidates and organizations across the country. It is home to key voting demographics—most notably, the nation’s largest bloc of Hispanics and a huge collection of senior-citizen voters—that campaigns target in presidential races and that politicians otherwise message-test year-round. And, of course, Florida has long been held up as the nation’s largest swing state.


This last moniker in particular is precisely what drew Trump to focus on its political landscape and to make a man he had little personal relationship with its governor.


The fight for Trump’s endorsement was fierce. There were warring camps, conflicting arguments, and heavy lobbying appeals to anyone with the slightest influence.


The Washington-based brain trust that hashed out whom Trump should endorse in the Florida gubernatorial election included Marc Short, chief of staff to Vice President Mike Pence; Marty Obst, one of Pence’s top political advisers; Brad Parscale, who served as Trump’s 2016 digital director and 2020 campaign manager and who was also a Pence adviser; Justin Clark, an attorney who served in the Trump administration and led the legal effort to try to overturn the 2020 election; David Bossie, who served as deputy campaign manager in 2016 and has since remained in Trump’s orbit; Bill Stepien, who served as White House political director and replaced Parscale as Trump campaign manager in July of 2020; Corey Lewandowski, the 2016 campaign manager and longtime Trump orbit creature; and Brian Jack, who also had a stint as White House political director.


The process started with most of the group set on backing Putnam—or at least staying out of the fight. Slowly, however, the pro-DeSantis camp, led by Bossie and Representative Matt Gaetz, who thought Putnam was a “goober” and who functionally ran DeSantis’s campaign, especially in the early stages, started to make progress.


“That was mostly Bossie and DeSantis,” said a DeSantis political adviser familiar with the inroads the gubernatorial candidate was making within Trump’s camp. “I can’t really think of anyone else who had significant play in that. Nobody was playing at that level with Trump to have gotten something like that done. That was mostly brute force from DeSantis with an assist from Bossie.”


Bossie appealed to what the two men saw as Trump’s “instincts,” framing Putnam as a pre-Trump establishment Republican who would never truly fit the Make America Great Again mold. DeSantis, they argued, was much better attuned to Trump, and there were scads of Fox News video clips to help make their point: for weeks, DeSantis had praised Trump and trashed special counsel Robert Mueller, who had been tasked with investigating alleged Russian election meddling and who was the focus of Trump’s considerable scorn.


“I knew inherently and personally that Ron DeSantis was more in sync with the president’s agenda than what I considered the establishment candidate, Adam Putnam,” said a Trump aide involved in the Putnam-DeSantis debate.


Fox News’s role in the process cannot be overstated. The network not only gave DeSantis nearly unfettered access to its airwaves, it also largely blocked Putnam from making substantial appearances, even though Putnam’s campaign spent hundreds of thousands of dollars to run ads on Fox. And in August of 2018, when Putnam was granted a rare appearance on the network, his slot came in the early morning hours, considered the cable news desert. The first question he was asked was about a Trump rally held in Tampa the previous night, where the president had brought DeSantis onstage and called him a “brilliant cookie.”


Putnam responded to the loaded question by talking about his campaign’s focus on vocational education, a dry response that crystallized how foreign his brand of establishment politics was to the MAGAverse, which required its people to be able to throw punches at a moment’s notice and focus on the “red meat” politics of the moment rather than the dry minutiae of policymaking.


All the while, it was becoming ever clearer that the path to winning Trump’s endorsement was not for the faint of heart. As one adviser wryly put it, “There were different tones for different times.” During one meeting at the Pennsylvania Avenue office that was home to many pro-Trump super PACs, things grew testy. Bossie exploded, yelling at the conference room, “We are wasting everyone’s time. The president is going to be with Ron DeSantis. What are we doing here?” It was not a reference to the meeting Bossie was in but rather to the contention that Trump was set to put his political brand behind DeSantis’s candidacy.


The crescendo came as Putnam was in the ear of Pence, who in turn was lobbying Trump to refrain from endorsing anyone altogether. Pence and Putnam had served in Congress together and were friends. At the same time, Putnam advisers were in the ears of Short and Obst—the two Pence aides—hoping that, if Trump had to endorse a candidate, it wouldn’t be DeSantis.


“We were talking directly with Marc Short,” said a former Putnam adviser. “Both Marc and Vice President Pence were trying really hard to keep Trump out of it. I don’t think they were fans of DeSantis, and they knew how big Trump’s endorsement would be.”


They were joined in their effort to block Trump’s interest in DeSantis by then Florida governor Rick Scott, who has since become the state’s junior senator. Scott made his abrupt emergence onto Florida’s political scene by dropping more than $70 million of his own money to unexpectedly win the 2010 gubernatorial race. Scott’s takeover of Florida politics was arguably another catalyst for Florida’s lurch to the right.


Since 2010, Scott has spent $100 million of his personal wealth to go 3–0 in Florida statewide races and was one of the first establishment-type Republicans to back Trump, penning a USA Today op-ed in January of 2016 saying that Trump had “America’s pulse.” During the 2016 election cycle, he ran a pro-Trump super PAC that raised $20 million. Despite the fact that Scott’s disciplined, robotic speaking cadence could not be further from the president’s brawling demeanor, he’d thrown in his lot with Trump. He had some sway in the Trump universe, including working closely with him during the 2022 midterms while running the National Republican Senatorial Committee—which, under his watch, lost virtually all its top races in humiliating fashion. Mostly, though, Scott was a ruthless politician in his own right, someone who had long dreamed of being in the White House one day. And he realized early on that Ron DeSantis’s ascent could pose a threat to what he hoped would be a national political career—a complication that did not come with Putnam, who, everyone knew, had a state-level ceiling.


“It had nothing to do with Putnam; Rick Scott just wanted to be the belle of the ball,” said a former DeSantis aide. “He knew full well that Adam Putnam was never going to be competitive with him on the national stage. He was smart enough to know Ron DeSantis could.”


But even Scott did not prove to be enough of a Trump whisperer to persuade him to steer clear of DeSantis. Trump knew when he sent the tweet praising DeSantis that he had run afoul of Scott’s wishes; he just didn’t care.


“When Trump called DeSantis to talk after the tweet, he basically said, ‘Well, did you like my tweet?’” said a former DeSantis aide. “He told him, ‘Rick Scott is going to be pissed at me for doing it, but I don’t care. You’re my guy.’”


The first tweet was not a direct endorsement, but it was as close to a promise of one as DeSantis could get: Trump was clearly signaling to the political world where his preferences lay. Trump’s official endorsement, also via Twitter, did not come until July of 2018. And in true Floridian fashion, it came after a dramatic showdown: an even more covert lobbying war that pitted the biggest names in the state’s politics against one another.


In May of 2018, Matt Gaetz, who had established a national reputation as one of Trump’s biggest supporters, snagged an Oval Office meeting with the president and his daughter-in-law Lara to talk about rescue dogs, an issue that was near and dear to Gaetz’s heart. However, in the opinion of those aware of the meeting, this topic was a mere cover: it was widely believed by both camps to be a chance for Gaetz to lobby Trump to officially endorse DeSantis. Upon getting word of the meeting, Brian Ballard, one of Florida’s most influential lobbyists and a Trump ally, and former Florida attorney general Pam Bondi, another longtime Trump ally and soon-to-be leader of a pro-Trump super PAC, made a direct request to White House officials: block the Gaetz meeting.


Gaetz was waiting in the Roosevelt Room for the start of his 6:00 p.m. meeting with the president, an appointment he really did think would be about rescue dogs. Despite the suspicion swirling around his White House visit, Gaetz had no ulterior motives. But as time wore on, he began to wonder if there was a problem. Eventually a junior White House staffer arrived and told Gaetz the president could not see him that night. A confused Gaetz was escorted out of the White House and later that night received a call from an equally confused Lara Trump.


“Where were you?” she asked Gaetz.


“A staffer told me I had to leave,” Gaetz said.


“Well, we did not get to talk about rescue dogs,” Lara Trump said of her unexpected later meeting with Ballard and Bondi. “All they wanted to do is show… why [the president] should not come to Florida and why he backed the wrong guy and could still back off.”


Once Gaetz realized he had been played by Bondi and Ballard, he calmed down. “Game respects game” was his general demeanor as he regrouped with DeSantis’s inner circle to plot his next move. The opportunity presented itself when then New York Times reporter Jonathan Martin reached out to Todd Harris, a veteran Republican consultant working with DeSantis’s campaign. Martin wanted to see if DeSantis’s camp had a comment about Pence working behind the scenes to persuade Trump to stay out of the race. Ironically, this was set to read like a victory lap for Putnam’s team, who’d worked to get the story placed; but when Harris informed the campaign that the story was coming, the DeSantis team resolved to upend the Putnam narrative.


“We determined the best move was to show [the New York Times] all the evidence in the world to change the narrative [and say] that Trump is being managed by Pence. Trump hates being managed,” said a former staffer who was involved in this slice of political espionage. “That was the strategy, and it worked. When it came out, Trump was furious.”


The hope was to play on Trump’s notorious stubbornness. If he got it into his head that people thought he was someone’s puppet, especially a puppet of his vice president, it would steer him in the direction of endorsing DeSantis. Trump can be driven by a “no one tells me what to do” mentality, and in this case if he thought Pence was trying to “manage” him, that would work in DeSantis’s favor.


That was followed up days later by a Gaetz-authored op-ed on the Breitbart website laying out the instances in which Putnam had said negative things about Trump and underscoring the idea that the president should instead trust DeSantis.


“Adam Putnam’s ‘Never Trump’ attitude has been overtaken only by his ambition to be governor. After Trump secured the nomination, Putnam was asked if he would endorse Trump,” Gaetz wrote. “His snarky reply: ‘I don’t envision a scenario where I would endorse Trump prior to the convention, and we’ll see what the convention yields.’”


The op-ed was the final salvo. It landed during what had been a lengthy and brutal lobbying fight waged on several fronts, from private DC conference rooms to the front page of the New York Times.


Trump had heard enough.


“Congressman Ron DeSantis, a top student at Yale and Harvard Law School, is running for Governor of the Great State of Florida,” Trump tweeted on June 22, 2018. “Ron is strong on Borders, tough on Crime & big on Cutting Taxes—Loves our Military & our Vets. He will be a Great Governor & has my full Endorsement!”


A memorable example of Trump’s takeover of Florida, and its implications for DeSantis, occurred late in the 2018 GOP primary during a campaign bus stop in the Villages.


A sprawling retirement community just north of Orlando, the Villages is home to a huge collection of die-hard Republican voters. It’s also one of the fastest-growing regions in the country, drawing an endless supply of Republican voters from working-class communities in the Midwest and Northeast. Built into a massive community and political player by GOP megadonor Gary Morse, who was a so-called Bush Ranger (meaning that he raised more than $200,000 during George W. Bush’s reelection campaign), it often attracts national political attention: in 2008, it was the first rally spot for John McCain’s newly picked running mate, Sarah Palin, and even drew stops from Trump in both 2019 and 2020. More modestly, though, the Villages also happens to be where I got my start in journalism.


My introduction to Florida came when I was a brand-new college graduate moving from the bar-lined streets of downtown Milwaukee, where I attended Marquette University, to the golf cart–lined streets of the Villages. Being a twenty-two-year-old living and working in a retirement community assured me of two things: there was always a rousing game of shuffleboard to be had and there was always a grandmother eager to introduce me to her visiting granddaughter.


When I graduated from college, I was ready to join a bustling newsroom, breaking big stories and holding politicians accountable. Instead, I ended up at the Villages Daily Sun. It is a publication owned by the developer of the community, a situation that came with certain editorial hurdles: as the saying goes, “No bad news happens in Florida’s friendliest hometown.”


And so it was that I found myself in the Villages on the morning of Palin’s visit—September 22, 2008. To this day, the Palin rally might be the biggest one I’ve ever attended. Nearly fifteen thousand people were packed onto Lake Sumter Landing, the Villages’ answer to a town square. It was a shoulder-to-shoulder crowd as far as the eye could see. The newspaper, eager to make the Palin rollout in its backyard seem bigger than it actually was, reported the crowd at sixty thousand, a number it had plucked from thin air. (As the paper’s “political reporter,” I was present when the publisher, Phil Markward, and the executive editor, Larry Croom, stared out the window of the second-story newsroom and discussed how big a crowd the newspaper should report the next day. They landed on sixty thousand, and into the story it went.)


“A day after Sarah Palin visited The Villages, the community was still basking in the national spotlight of a GOP rally that drew 60,000 supporters to Lake Sumter Landing Market Square,” read the beginning of my day-after dispatch.


The rest of the article was written in the PR style you would expect of a newspaper merely trying to play the part. The Villages Daily Sun, after all, is akin to the alien trying to blend in as a human in the movie Men in Black. To covertly meld into society, the alien covered itself in a disguise that made it look humanoid, but only in the most generous of assessments. That is the Villages Daily Sun: a marketing rag masquerading as a big-time newspaper, desperately trying to convince you of its respectability.


A decade and several presidents later, Adam Putnam’s campaign bus rolled through the Villages. It was 2018, and he and his team were visiting the retirement community of more than one hundred thousand people—easy pickings for the folksy redhead from nearby Polk County during most periods of Florida political history. But as Putnam talked to people in a farmer’s market, he began to run across die-hard Trump supporters who had clearly gotten the signal from Trump’s December 2017 tweet: DeSantis good; Putnam bad.


“We were walking through one of the Villages squares. You know, shaking hands and kissing babies. That sort of thing,” said one former Putnam adviser. “A woman came up to us and said, ‘I really like you a lot,’ but when Adam asked, ‘Do I have your vote?’ her answer was no.”


Putnam was surprised. The woman knew who he was; she was clearly a supporter, and it turned out that before moving to Florida’s friendliest hometown, she’d even lived in Putnam’s congressional district.


“She told him, ‘I’ve voted for you in the past but just can’t now,’” the aide recalled. “She said she was just such a Donald Trump supporter, and that he was the best thing that happened to the country, so if he said she had to vote for DeSantis, that’s who she was voting for.


“It was one of the weirdest conversations I’ve ever had,” the Putnam aide added. “[I] kind of knew at that point—it was just different.”


The “it” in this case was what had been seen as the modern Republican Party in Florida, an overwhelmingly powerful organization that turned Florida into a national political behemoth and effectively built a machine that allowed for decades-long one-party rule in the nation’s largest swing state. Florida had long been purple in national races but red at the state level.


Trump World would never love Putnam, but his campaign still raised $40 million in donor money trying to engineer a round peg into a square hole. Putnam met with the best consultants and advisers that the state and national Republicans had to offer in his attempts to erase the daunting shadow Trump cast on the race, but it was all for naught.


“He was asking me a lot of questions and if I was interested in working for him. The first question, and the one that kept coming up in various ways, was, ‘All right, how do I beat a guy that is running as Donald Trump when people don’t see me as aligning with Donald Trump?’” said a longtime Florida GOP consultant who met with Putnam in the Tallahassee offices of Meredith O’Rourke, one of Florida’s most prominent GOP fundraisers and a longtime ally of both Putnam and Trump.


“I looked at Adam Putnam across the table,” the adviser recalls, “and I told him, ‘You probably don’t.’”


DeSantis went on to trounce Putnam by nearly 20 percentage points, ensuring in the process that both he and Trump would be on the general election ballot.


DeSantis was one of the highest-profile Trump-backed politicians in a state the president would need to win to secure reelection just two years later. It was an implied part of the deal that, functionally, it was a DeSantis-Trump ticket, something Democrats tried to use to their advantage. They tried to put DeSantis’s association with Trump front and center, framing DeSantis as “too extreme” for the nation’s largest swing state.


“The Ron DeSantis endorsement has the genetic code of Trump politics, of Trumpism. It’s going to be the most clear-cut revelation of the value of the president’s support and standing in the state,” Michael Caputo, a Trump adviser on the 2016 campaign, told POLITICO at the time. “Everything that’s measurable in a national race is measurable in Florida. You want to know about the deplorables? Northwest Florida, baby. How does Trump play with Puerto Ricans? Look at the I-4 corridor. How does he play with upper-class Jewish intellectuals? Look at Palm Beach. White suburban retirees? Look at the Villages.”


Ron DeSantis and Donald Trump were, for the moment, great political allies. The two were even developing a friendship that, impressively, seemed to transcend the campaign trail. What was on the horizon, though, was not so idyllic.


Much of that, at least early on, was driven by DeSantis’s wife.


Casey DeSantis was born in Ohio in 1980 and met her future husband on a driving range at the University of North Florida. The two were married in 2009, less than three years before DeSantis’s congressional run. Hindsight, and anyone with even a cursory understanding of modern Florida politics, will tell you that this fact provides a snapshot of the politically ambitious mindset of the couple. And anyone who understands DeSantis’s thought processes will divulge that Casey—a former Jacksonville television personality—is the most influential adviser and powerful force in DeSantis’s universe. This force was put on display during the general gubernatorial election as DeSantis’s campaign prepared the now infamous “Build the Wall” ad.


Few things during DeSantis’s 2018 campaign got more attention—and triggered more outrage among libs, another desired outcome—than the Trump-worshipping TV spot that featured Ron and Casey’s daughter Madison paying tribute to Trump’s southern border wall. The ad shows DeSantis using gleeful baby talk, encouraging Madison to “build the wall” as she plays with building blocks. In the same ad, he reads to his then infant son, Mason, from a book meant to evoke Trump’s former reality show, The Apprentice. “You’re fired!” DeSantis reads before noting to Mason, “That’s my favorite part.” The ad concludes with DeSantis using a Make America Great Again campaign sign to teach Madison to read.


The ad was narrated by Casey DeSantis, who played the main role in the ad but who was anything but supportive behind the scenes. Though she was a lifelong conservative and DeSantis’s most trusted adviser by a long shot, she had never been a natural Trump supporter. She thought the TV ad was at best silly and at worst humiliating and was completely opposed to running it. And Ron DeSantis would not green-light the spot without her approval.


“Casey was apprehensive about the wall commercial,” said a former DeSantis campaign staffer. “She did not have a great deal of comfort in [Ron’s] marrying himself to Trump. But the ad was not going to run without her approval, and they had to convince her to agree. There were direct conversations on this.”


Despite her initial protests, Casey finally relented. She understood that Trump’s power with the Republican base was at its peak. He could make political fortunes and end them, all in a single tweet. If Ron DeSantis was to continue on the promising political trajectory he and Casey had laid out, she knew she had to swallow her pride and play the part.


“She values winning and destiny way more than love, or hate, or however you want to say it,” the former campaign staffer said. “It was part of a winning strategy. [DeSantis] needed Trump in many ways, and Trumpism was winning Republican primaries at that point. Just look at how Adam Putnam begged to be accepted into Trump’s world even after Trump endorsed DeSantis.”


In an interview conducted shortly after the ad started airing, Casey DeSantis said it was designed to push back on an onslaught of negative ads targeting their campaign, most of which came from Putnam-backing Republican establishment types.


“There was seventeen—I think it was $17 million in attack ads up against Ron. Special interest, and so that is kind of where we were,” she told Jacksonville TV station First Coast News in 2018. “And we said, ‘Well, how do we respond?’ We responded with humor, and we had fun. I think a lot of people liked it, and they got the joke.”


Eventually, word started getting back to Trump that Casey and, by extension, Ron were less than enthusiastic about the ad and had even mocked the idea in the middle of the shoot.


The idea that the DeSantis duo was smirking at Trump’s immigration masterpiece—the border wall—was, to Trump, an early example of DeSantis’s lack of gratitude. Fanning the flames was persistent chatter that the production company behind the shoot had an outtakes reel that showed video of Casey and Ron speaking about the spot in disparaging terms.


“It somehow got back to Trump, and he apparently said, ‘Get me the fucking tape,’” said Rick Wilson, who was a veteran Republican ad maker before cofounding the anti-Trump group the Lincoln Project. “I doubt he or his team ever actually saw a tape, but apparently it showed the two laughing about the idea for the ad, and even hearing about that did not sit well with Trump.”


A Trump campaign aide acknowledged they were aware of the outtakes and said of Trump himself, “I know he knew.”


It was 2017, and storms were beginning to brew.


On September 20, Hurricane Maria made landfall in Puerto Rico, devastating the community and many of its surrounding islands. The storm reached category 5 status, sustaining winds of 157 miles per hour and higher—the most extreme classification meteorologists have to offer.


A year later, Trump erupted into a rage.


At the time of the storm, Puerto Rico’s infrastructure was so crippled that accurate death tolls could not be determined. A study conducted the following year put the number at nearly three thousand. Trump tweeted his disagreement with the figure, writing “3,000 people did not die” and erroneously blaming Democrats for the release of the study.


Trump’s assertion, without evidence, that death tolls were inflated sent shock waves through Florida’s Republican ecosystem. It was in the middle of the 2018 midterms, and the GOP was in the process of wooing Florida’s significant pool of Puerto Rican voters, a group made larger by the many Puerto Ricans who’d moved to the state following the devastation of Hurricane Maria. Then governor Rick Scott, who may have won his US Senate recount that year because of a Puerto Rican base, joined several high-profile Florida Republicans in taking the rare step of disagreeing with Trump. The president, however, directed most of his ire in that moment at DeSantis, who had won the GOP primary just months earlier, largely thanks to Trump’s support—and who had just released a statement that Trump was not happy with.


While DeSantis’s public statement did not denounce his benefactor’s claims directly, it made clear that he did not think fuzzy math was involved: “Ron DeSantis is committed to standing with the Puerto Rican community, especially after such a tragic loss of life,” a DeSantis campaign spokesman said. “He doesn’t believe any loss of life has been inflated.”


That was enough for Trump to paint DeSantis as disloyal. As one Trump adviser at the time told my POLITICO colleagues Alex Isenstadt and Marc Caputo, the comment represented a “divorce.”


Some Trump advisers, even years later, saw DeSantis as disloyal simply for siding with a scientific study rather than Trump’s factless assertions. Brad Parscale, the longtime Trump supporter who was preparing to serve as his 2020 campaign manager, relayed to the DeSantis team that Trump was furious that the governor hadn’t backed his unfounded claims.


“It was told to us by Brad that Trump was ticked because he did not respond well to the Hurricane Maria stuff,” said a former DeSantis campaign adviser. “That was a pretty tangible example of the petty early disdain DeSantis had for [Trump].”


The Trump-DeSantis relationship is defined by that sort of duality. For years, the two were seen as close allies and, to some degree, friends, but in reality, there has never been total ease in the relationship. Far from idyllic even at its best, their friendship ultimately came down to political expediency. This is emblematic of how both men operate: Trump has long been seen as a real estate mogul with limited loyalty, known well outside of politics for a reality show centered on the idea of firing the powerless and for showing no ability to connect with people who cannot do anything for him in return. DeSantis, for his part, has many of those same traits. In a 2022 interview conducted outside DeSantis’s boyhood home in Dunedin, Florida, his father, also named Ron, told New Yorker writer Dexter Filkins that even as a kid, his son had a well-established reputation for being “stubborn.” DeSantis, he said, was smart and focused, particularly on baseball; his team had even gone to the Little League World Series in 1991, a by-product of years of intense practice his dad said happened on the street in front of their home.


DeSantis would go on to Yale, where he earned straight As and was captain of the baseball team. But his reputation for being ornery and self-righteous only grew.


“Ron is the most selfish person I have ever interacted with,” a former Yale baseball teammate told The New Yorker in June of 2022. “He has always loved embarrassing and humiliating people. I’m speaking for others—he was the biggest dick we knew.”


Meanwhile, John Stuper, his baseball manager at Yale, told POLITICO for a 2020 magazine profile that after D, as he called DeSantis, was about to get his first college hit, he instructed him to execute a hit-and-run. That meant that if DeSantis got on first base, which he did, he was to start running for second base as soon as the next batter made contact with the ball.


In a display of neglect, DeSantis would instead be picked off at first base, an unfortunate outcome that, under normal circumstances, would serve only as a bad memory, one that would fade away with time. But sitting in his office, talking to a handful of POLITICO reporters more than two decades later, DeSantis blamed the umpires.


“I was like, ‘Coach, he balked,’” DeSantis recalled.


This statement, made without a hint of self-awareness, was emblematic of DeSantis as a child, as a baseball player, and as a politician: never apologize and never take the blame. These personality traits would one day come to define his political persona.
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