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AUTHORS’ NOTE


This book is not the January 6th committee report. While I played a part in the investigation, I was not aware of every aspect of the committee’s work. I do not mean to present this book as a complete account of that day. Instead, I hope to build on the public’s knowledge of what happened when the Capitol was attacked. I also hope to add to the conversation about January 6th. It’s something we can’t look away from.


While this is just one man’s story, I do believe my time advising the committee and my own life experience, including decades of military intelligence work and two years spent as a Republican member of Congress, give me a unique vantage point and insight into how our country went down this dark road—and how we might prevent something like January 6th from happening ever again.


I had to pick and choose how to explain complex topics in a way that’s understandable to anyone reading this book. It was impossible to include every person and contingency. I also left out sensitive data that could affect the January 6th committee. I ask all open-source intelligence researchers and others who are studying January 6th extensively to please forgive me for excluding certain individuals and events.


This book makes a simple case. There is a growing militant, farright, Christian nationalist movement that is being fueled by online disinformation. That movement now constitutes an extremist wing of the Republican Party—the party that I once belonged to—and it poses a serious danger to our democracy. Fringe movements of any political stripe can turn violent. The Left is not immune and certainly not blameless. However, at the moment, the Far Right is more organized and more militant. My story lays out the concrete proof and data showing the scope of this threat and what I hope is the beginning of a blueprint for how we can confront it.


Memory is only human. I described the events and recounted the conversations in this book to the best of my abilities. Whenever possible, I augmented my own recollections with original records, video footage, news coverage, and official reports. This book includes many text messages. No alterations were made to their content apart from some capitalization at the beginning of quotes, inserting bracketed ellipses to indicate where they have been shortened for readability, and adding some periods at their ends.


The text messages from former White House chief of staff Mark Meadows’s phones that are included in this book weren’t given to us with the names of the people who sent and received them attached. As I’ll explain in more detail in the chapters to come, part of the work I oversaw on the committee was the painstaking process of matching phone numbers to names, utilizing powerful law enforcement databases and other clues as we could find them. While my team maintained rigorous standards and made attributions only where there was a very high degree of certainty—and while I have the highest confidence in our work—we can’t entirely exclude the possibility that this identification process could have introduced unintended errors because of an undiscovered flaw in our source data or our methods. Moreover, we also can’t rule out the fairly rare circumstance when a message is sent by a person from a phone number they don’t ordinarily use—such as when the phone is shared or borrowed—and we don’t detect it. Although this was a possibility, all these texts were sent to the phone number of the White House chief of staff, all of the texts in this book were part of the evidence considered by the Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol, and many of them were introduced in the committee’s public hearings.


I am an intelligence officer by training. There is nothing more valuable than raw data. I tried my best to get out of its way. I am not asking you to like me or even to trust me. I want to let the data do the talking. Through countless ones and zeroes, it paints a clear and disturbing picture.














CHAPTER	1


THE DARK TIME


As the United States Capitol was attacked on January 6, 2021, the White House went dark for seven hours and thirty-seven minutes. It was my job to turn the lights on.


One year after the siege, the National Archives turned over more than seven hundred pages of White House records requested by the investigators of the US House of Representatives Select Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol. I was one of those investigators. And embedded in those pages were the call diaries for the former president Donald J. Trump.


Here’s what the call logs showed: According to those records, on January 6, 2021, there were no phone calls in or out of the White House from 11:17 a.m. through 6:54 p.m.


I’m a former air force intelligence officer and National Security Agency consultant. I have extensive training in analyzing military operations, counterterrorism tactics, cyber warfare, and generally finding secrets my enemies don’t want found. But it didn’t take an intelligence genius to look at that call diary and know something was off. The Oval Office never goes quiet that long. That void also happened to overlap with the hours when Trump supporters brawled with police, smashed windows, and rampaged through Congress as Trump’s election loss to Joe Biden was being certified. This was a hell of a coincidence.


The White House is technically required to keep track of the commander in chief’s calls, thanks to the Presidential Records Act, which was enacted in the wake of Watergate. But like so many of our campaign finance and ethics regulations, the PRA is essentially toothless. The regulations require the West Wing to preserve records, but it leaves it up to the president and their staff to determine what exactly that means—and how to do it. This leaves a lot of room for negligence, carelessness, and, sometimes, deliberate misconduct.


I didn’t know why the White House went dark and I didn’t really care. As an intelligence officer, you learn not to make assumptions. It might have been an innocent mistake; it could have been a cover-up. What mattered to me—as the senior technical advisor to the committee and as an American—was why they stopped tracking the calls, and what happened next.


I had signed on to the select committee six months earlier, and had put together a top-notch team of telecommunications analysts and intelligence researchers, some of whom had worked on counterterrorism with the NSA and a whole host of secretive three-letter agencies. Our mission was simple: get the data.


The stakes were clear. Anyone with a screen could see our democracy was in peril. And the rift between Trump’s wing of the Republican Party and objective reality didn’t begin with the election. There had been an explosion of far-right conspiracy theories during the Trump years: QAnon, Pizzagate, and anti-vaccine pandemic paranoia. They spread like wildfire as social media algorithms ensured that susceptible audiences received a steady dose of them. This digital outrage cycle also presented an opportunity for all kinds of hustlers, who fueled the fire while generating cash through clicks and selling all manner of merchandise from T-shirts to questionable vitamin supplements.


The January 6th attack made clear that online lies could fuel directed political violence against targets the American public believes are sacrosanct. The moment the barricades of the Capitol came down, we all went into the breach. And the information my team would find in our analysis of the dark time in Trump’s call diary would make clear just how far we’d fallen.


* * *


I am intimately familiar with the inflammatory climate on the Far Right. I joined the January 6th committee just a few months after leaving Washington, where I spent two years as a card-carrying Republican member of Congress in the conservative House Freedom Caucus. I was also one of the earliest and loudest critics of QAnon dogma and other increasingly violent and, frankly, unhinged far-right rhetoric. I became convinced this apocalyptic ideology was akin to a cult, that social media was spreading it like a digital virus, and that it posed an existential threat to our republic.


“It takes leadership from the top to stand up against extreme ideas like QAnon,” I declared from the House floor. “We should not be playing with fire. I’ve been in the intelligence business. I know the power of information operations and false information.”


You can’t say I managed to rally the troops. I fought a lonely fight, one which led to vile insults, threats, and even a terrifying incident where someone sabotaged my truck. My term in Congress up, I left DC three days before the breach, disappointed and disturbed by the direction of our country.


January 6th brought me back.


I thought the attack could be a wake-up call—it needed to be. Our fellow Americans were being radicalized to believe in twisted fantasies and conspiracies. We had to make the rest of the country understand we were now engaged in a new war, whether the battles were immediately visible or not. Welcome to our new forever war: the Information War.


Data and algorithms got us into this mess—but they also might hold the key to bringing us back out. I knew how the committee could obtain intelligence on the individuals involved in the events of January 6th. This would help paint a clear picture of what happened that day. With data analysis we would be able to draw lines between people, called logical links, and trace how memes and conspiracies evolved into an organized, militarized assault. In a link analysis chart, people are called “nodes.” Logical links between groups and individuals identify connections that can indicate coordination between those nodes. I was damn sure those networks spread far and wide.


This committee was the best—and maybe the last—chance to make the public fully aware of the growing threat of extremist thinking. And to truly take it on, we would have to go all the way to the top. It was already apparent that Trump and his inner circle led the push to subvert the results of the election. With the former president and his media machine vehemently denying he did anything wrong, we had to show the world exactly what they did and how they did it. We needed to see into the dark.


* * *


My committee office space was in the O’Neill House Office Building, named after late former Speaker of the House Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill. It is one of those massive, marbled buildings, and my office was down in the basement. It looked like a converted equipment closet, about three hundred square feet of space with no windows and four desks. Private and cramped, even COVID didn’t want to visit down there. That was exactly how I wanted it. This was early 2022, peak paranoia and Omicron season in a sharply divided DC.


Republican members and staffers who worked to challenge the election walked the halls. Eavesdropping was an obvious risk. I also heard rumors from a former colleague that some were planning to storm our offices, as they had during the second impeachment hearings. My files included information on thousands of sensitive texts, language for subpoenas and preservation requests, as well as technical plans and documents related to advanced analysis. They needed to be kept safe.


The committee had other fears too: leaks. We were obsessed with them, and the fear of leaks led the committee to compartmentalize the various teams of investigators. Save for weekly meetings, we were kept in our own siloes, each group handling evidence in secrecy. I wondered sometimes if there was an overabundance of caution—whether in the desire to thwart the press, we deprived the overall investigation of coordinated information. Was that a necessary trade-off?


In any case, although the committee obtained Trump’s call diaries on January 21, 2022, I did not get to see them until Tim Heaphy, the committee’s chief investigator, summoned me out of the basement, up to the fourth floor, on February 9 to take a look.


At a borrowed desk, I pored over Trump’s calls, tapping out notes on my phone. When I finished, I handed my copy of the diary to a staffer for shredding and headed out to brief Heaphy, emailing him my notes as I walked. Heaphy already had vivid experience with the growing dangers of far-right extremism. As a US Attorney, he’d helped draft the report on the 2017 tiki torch white supremacist riot in Charlottesville, Virginia. Charlottesville had been in my district. We both knew the threat too well.


I had a data-driven plan of attack. The backbone of my team’s work consisted of documents called “CDRs”—call detail records. A CDR is the basic record of an individual’s telecommunications transactions as maintained by a service provider. It’s a chronology of your incoming and outgoing calls and messages. Depending on the network or company involved, the CDR can also include geolocation data. While it will show when short message service (SMS)—standard text messages—or multimedia messaging service (MMS)—content like photos—were sent and received, CDRs do not usually include the content of those written messages unless requested within a given period of time. Phone companies do not keep texts for long. Your messages are far harder for law enforcement to get than you might think, unless they act very quickly.


Breaking through the seven-hour blackout was not going to be easy. Searching through hundreds of CDRs while merging data formats and simultaneously narrowing the scope of the search to specific periods—or what us analyst types call “time hacks”—is extremely labor intensive. With a tall order like this, expertise and technical acumen are the only way to cut through the static.


My data analysis team was led by Glenn Bard, a former soldier, state trooper, and amateur kickboxer who ran his own forensics firm. He was a tough nut with almost three decades of experience in computer forensics and telephony analysis. Glenn was so good he impressed spooks at the NSA. That’s how I’d come to hear about him.


Even for someone as experienced as Glenn, we were doing unprecedented work. Our team analyzed phone numbers that belonged to those in the Trump family, rallygoers, rally planners, influencers like Flynn, Stone, and Bannon; and many others. We were dealing with spoofed numbers, difficult registrations, and intense court fights. As seasoned as Glenn was, the surprising connections we found were about to floor him.


The scope of this investigation was beyond anything any of us had experienced before. A homicide case typically has just a few sets of records to analyze. Even foreign adversary networks I had mapped in my past couldn’t match the volume of records we had to ingest and merge. Standard criminal conspiracies also involve a limited universe of suspects. January 6th was different.


According to the George Washington University Program on Extremism, which has been tracking the rioters’ court cases, over eight hundred people have faced federal charges related to the attack on the Capitol. Our work encompassed all of these rioters, far-right activists who planned the protests that drew them to Washington to fight the electoral certification, and the officials who were leading the formal objection to the vote in the halls of Congress.


We had to not only gather but parse a massive amount of data. That meant devising procedures to combine all of the evidence and work with it effectively.


* * *


The first White House phone number was installed almost 150 years ago. Numbered “1,” it reached a line in the telegraph room of the Executive Mansion. It was put in by President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1877. Now, of course, there are ten key digits in every phone number: the area code; the exchange, which is the next three numbers; and the final four, which make up the individual line.


In going through CDRs received via subpoena for DOJ-charged defendants, planners, and senior influencers, we had already spotted several phones that connected with White House phone numbers. This included some numbers known to the public, such as the general White House switchboard line. Others were not readily obtainable. We found those through leveraging sources and our own deep dives into the data.


While we have moved past the era of manual switchboards, when all the numbers in a given organization’s headquarters would be on the same exchange, service providers still tend to grant large entities like the White House blocks of extensions. When my technical team went through phone records, we spotted a few key exchanges that, in combination with the DC area code, were associated with the West Wing. The general number for the executive office of the president, 202-395-0000, came up quite a bit in our analysis, as did the White House switchboard number, 202-456-1414. Others seemed likely to be individual executive branch extensions. White House cell phones typically started with 202–881-XXXX.


As we received phone records, we also did reverse lookups, checking individual numbers against our robust registration database to tie them to their owners. 202–881-XXXX numbers were simply registered to “U.S. government.” No name attached. My team dubbed these area code and exchange combinations that were associated with the White House “root numbers.”


After I got a look at Trump’s logs, we began scanning all our CDRs for these White House landline and cell phone numbers. We kept a particular eye on calls made during the January 6th dark time. It became a part of the workflow. At first, when we looked for White House calls during the blackout, we saw what we expected to see: the president’s attorneys, family members, allies, and top political advisers all calling out to or receiving calls from West Wing root numbers. It was easy to see that, contrary to the call logs, White House lines were active during the attack on the Capitol. Still, there was a lot we didn’t know—including who made or received each call. Communication managers employed by federal, state, or local government organizations, as well as by private companies, can selectively mask sensitive extensions based on a government or company policy. It’s really quite simple. As noted above, White House cell phones, while they use individual numbers, trace back to an opaque US government registration. The team attempted to tie these mobile phones to their individual users, but we didn’t have much success. Why? Requesting root number extensions from the White House proved difficult. I’m not quite sure why the committee could not procure a listing of which White House extension or mobile number belonged to whom. It would seem that a request to the White House Communications Agency (WHCA) should suffice. Never happened as far as I know, although I begged for it.


This seems like a good time to say flat out that there are some things I just don’t know. That said, I had a senior position on the committee and I had the data: I saw plenty. Witness testimony can be fallible or even faked. Digital data doesn’t lie. Our analysis of phone records and text messages allowed us to see the Trump inner circle during the attack through their own eyes. I had unique access and a unique perspective. I was on the inside. And because, just before the attack, I had been on the House floor with the same lawmakers who were now appearing in my evidence files, I knew what they were after and how they operated.


* * *


I was making the three-hour drive from the committee offices in DC to my home in the Virginia woods when my phone rang. It was Glenn Bard.


“I hope you’re sitting down,” he said.


Glenn was not prone to exaggeration, and he’d been knee-deep in the data. I pulled into a gas station on Route 29.


“We got it,” Glenn said.


My team had been running the White House root numbers through every new CDR that came in, including the records for individuals listed as DOJ-charged defendants, some convicted and some still in process. We had a hit.


It was a critical discovery.


Even if part of me expected it, seeing the raw numbers on the page was chilling. At 1634 hours on January 6th, roughly four hours after the first windows were smashed and in the thick of the dark time in the call diary, it seems someone attached to the White House dialed out to one of the rioters through the White House switchboard. Not an incoming call from a charged defendant, mind you, where an argument could be made that a crazy person simply dialed a publicly available number. The call was outgoing to an individual rioter as the violence played out. And the DOJ-charged defendant answered the call.


In CDRs, there is a data line called “seizure time.” Seizure time indicates if a phone call is answered or not, and if answered it even shows how long the phone rang before pickup. We can see the pickup and duration of the call. Connection happened. This isn’t like the television show 24. We can’t “tap in” and listen to conversations. But analysts damn sure can determine who is doing the talking.


Department prosecutors had photos of this person inside the Capitol. They pleaded guilty to a charge related to the riot. I can’t tell you the person’s name because, as of this moment, it hasn’t been made public. Even if I revealed it, it’s unlikely it would ring a bell. But the point is this: during a period when the White House supposedly went dark, someone there connected to a rioter’s personal cell phone.


* * *


There are a few things you should know about me. I am a full-blooded redneck. My father’s side came from a rambling ravine in the mountains of West Virginia. Mom’s people were from Northern Virginia and the Pennsylvania woods. The combo was pure Appalachian—with all the problems that come along with it.


Somehow, those wild-country roots put me on a path to Congress and high-level intelligence work. Through a combination of hardheadedness and sheer dumb luck I ended up with a unique set of skills that are essential for investigating a modern criminal conspiracy. The road I took also gave me a deep understanding of the people who attacked Capitol Hill. I’ve known them all my life. In fact, if it weren’t for a few turns, I might have been one of them.


January 6th was one of the most dangerous days in the modern history of our republic. Nine deaths—including the loss of five police officers—were connected to the demonstrations and unrest at the Capitol, according to a bipartisan senate report and subsequent newspaper reporting. But it could have been so much worse. There were so many lucky bounces. The bombs placed outside the Republican and Democratic National Committees didn’t go off. Capitol police and DC Metro largely held their fire. Contrary to what some of my former colleagues would later claim, some of those in the mob carried concealed weapons. In the desperate hours of hand-to-hand combat on the Capitol steps, even just one more shot could have provoked a deadly firefight or stampede.


As a society, we have to reckon with what took place on January 6th. It was the first time in our history that the peaceful transfer of power, the bedrock of any thriving democracy, failed. A large portion of our fellow countrymen, over one hundred members of Congress, a slew of top officials, and the president were all willing to subvert our core values based on twisted fantasies. If former vice president Mike Pence and a firewall of judges, local officials, and key folks in the West Wing hadn’t stuck to their principles, we could have tumbled over the edge.


My time in the GOP and as a member of the January 6th committee team has left me convinced that the only way we can turn the tide is through an open and honest dialogue. This book is my effort to contribute to that conversation.


Our work on the January 6th committee was done on behalf of the public. I can’t in good conscience hold back the things I have seen. It’s especially important since Trump and his Republican allies have been dedicated to denying the severity of what took place at the Capitol. I won’t let them do it, and I have data to back me up.


I firmly believe the American people need to know as much as I do about what happened that day. Data can confirm so much. Speed is critical in such a short investigative cycle. By the time you read this book, most of the findings about January 6th will have been made public by the committee. Some mysteries will remain, however. How the committee’s analysis happened and what that process looks like is pretty damn cool, and this committee had to create novel ways of investigating a massive data ecosystem. There’s still more to learn. Every person in this country deserves to know the who, how, and why of January 6th immediately. Data and the accompanying analysis are the new superheroes in fighting conspiratorial threats and weaponized disinformation. Ones and zeros are the new polygraph against digital shysters and provocateurs. The committee understands that.


The committee’s work and its hearings have been compelling, expert, and fact-based. I am proud to have played a part. My hope is that I can highlight some key findings and share the story of what it looked like behind the scenes, warts and all. I also feel compelled to alert the public to this new information war, a fight rooted in data, algorithms, and distortions.


We have a new enemy. This is how we combat it head-on.










CHAPTER	2


THE CROWN JEWELS


We never received a CDR for Mark Meadows, Trump’s chief of staff, but the telephone texts he turned over to the committee became the Rosetta Stone for the January 6th investigation. They provided a staggering amount of information.


There were 2,319 of them, incoming and outgoing. Meadows defied many aspects of the committee’s subpoenas by claiming executive privilege. He failed to show up for depositions and battled in court to avoid providing his CDRs or the full contents of his phones. But he must have saved or uploaded his own data to the cloud or another storage device. And then he, and his legal team, willingly turned over this extraordinary number of messages to the committee. And in doing so, Meadows gave us the keys to the kingdom. We called them the “crown jewels.”


What we found in the texts was a road map to an insurrection fueled by apocalyptic propaganda flying over 3G, 4G, and 5G connections and livestreams. It was a toxic stew of old-school zealotry and internet authoritarianism. In my mind, some of the messages also provided irrefutable, time-stamped proof of a comprehensive plot—at all levels of government—to overturn the election.


Everyone texted Meadows: the president’s family, top White House aides, Trump’s cabinet, members of Congress, big donors, political operatives, state officials, the army of lawyers whose election lawsuits were tossed out of courts all over the land. He engaged with activists directly involved in planning the rallies that culminated in the siege. He made plans with advisers who presented militarized plans for troops to seize the voting machines and stop the election.


The tranche of texts was filled with messianic and frequently hysterical conspiracy theories, accompanied by video and links dredged from fringe sites and foreign forums. Incredibly powerful people wrote him, trafficking in bizarre paranoia and violent Christian nationalism. Some were my friends.


Reading through the texts was like staring into the mouth of madness.


For three days straight after the phone team completed the “first edition” of the spreadsheet that broke down Meadows’s texts, I sat in front of my computer going through each message. It was time-consuming work. We had merged the data into an analyzable format. Each line of data—who was on the chat; whether it was incoming or outgoing from Meadows’s phone; the date the messages were exchanged; extracted text; attached link—had to be reviewed to understand how the conversations fit together. It was a contextual puzzle time-stamped in an Excel spreadsheet. As I scanned the rows and columns, I kept shaking my head. This was crazy stuff. Some of the messages were so extreme.


When Wyoming congresswoman Liz Cheney, one of two Republican members of the committee, first read them, she was floored.


“This is an amazing document,” Cheney said.


And it was stunning. Along with the shocking content of the texts, there was the central riddle they presented. Why had Meadows turned them over? What the hell was he thinking? Here, right here, the messages made clear—or appeared to, at least—that there was a grand plan to overturn the 2020 election. The texts suggested intense coordination in executing the Stop the Steal plan through legal, executive, and legislative means. Meadows was smack in the middle of it.


Some of the world’s greatest mysteries are why people do stupid things. Months later, I would still catch myself scratching my head, wondering what had possessed Meadows to deliver incriminating evidence right into the hands of congressional investigators. Did he simply have an awful legal team? Were the texts provided by mistake? Could he have actually wanted to assist our work? Or was Meadows trying to play some kind of chess game with the select committee? Did he figure he could appear to be cooperating or maybe even make some sort of deal while not handing over anything useful?


I tend to think it was the latter. There were multiple indications that—despite how much he turned over to the committee—Meadows was trying to keep information from us.


I can’t confirm that Meadows even delivered all the texts that he didn’t try to argue were privileged. While the text logs were incredibly revealing, they hinted at just how much we still don’t know. If this was what Meadows was willing to turn over, I can’t imagine how bad it got in the messages he didn’t want the committee to read. The sprawling spreadsheet left me with an uneasy feeling that everything the messages were telling us about extremism and authoritarianism in the Trump-era Republican Party was just the tip of the iceberg.


* * *


As I’ve said, Meadows handed over the logs in formats that were frustrating to parse. The texts he provided were initially in an Excel spreadsheet, presumably in chronological order but lacking timestamps. Different lines showed who was in the conversation, whether Meadows sent or received the message, and what it said. Meadows and whatever staff helped him prepare the document didn’t include names anywhere—just numbers. There were hundreds of unidentified phone numbers; we needed to figure out their owners. Meadows’s legal team also separated out the timeline of the messages and sent it along much later, in a different format. I’m not sure if this maneuver was intended to annoy or to buy time.


Regardless, we learned many things from Meadows’s texts. Most essentially, the messages revealed that the Far Right was much more organized and well-connected than we’d ever imagined. They had a robust organizational and messaging plan to create constitutional chaos based on a conspiratorial fantasy.


We homed in on the most extreme texts. Basically, with Meadows’s help, we built an essential tip sheet or, as we military types like to say, a “Prioritized Integrated Target List,” or “PITL.” Many of the key players were there, racked and stacked. By cross-referencing Meadows’s text log with other CDRs, we created a robust map of communications and relationships across the far-right ecosystem, exposing the intent and scope of the events of January 6th—from initial thoughts about and legal strategies for overturning the election, through the recruitment phase for lawyers and influencers, to rally planning and funding, and then through to January 6th itself and the aftermath. QAnon conspiracy theories were littered throughout the conversations.


* * *


Meadows’s messages made clear that, even before the polls closed, efforts to contest the election and declare Trump’s loss fraudulent had begun.


The first text he provided to the committee came from David Bossie, a top Trump adviser who was the former president’s deputy campaign manager in 2016. Bossie messaged Meadows on the morning of November 3, 2020, as voters headed to the ballot box. He was already spoiling for a fight and advised Meadows to prepare for “the potential legal battle we are facing.”


On the evening of the vote, Meadows was also hearing from well-wishers. A Trump supporter who operates an airfield in the southwest sent a message about an election-night party to a group chat that included Meadows and Jim DeMint, the former South Carolina senator and expresident of the Heritage Foundation.




“So a small group of us right wing conspirators have gathered to watch the returns, Nancy fixed the spread, and we’ll enjoy our white privilege . . . Every bit of it hard earned,” they wrote.





Emojis and other images in the messages were not visible in the logs provided to the committee. They showed up as question marks, and some punctuation dropped off. Apart from these issues, I have done all I can to quote these texts as they were written, including spelling and grammatical errors. I believe there is a compelling public interest in sharing these messages because they show, more clearly than anything else I can think of, the full scope of the effort to discredit and overturn the vote that culminated in the attack on the Capitol. Whether we like it or not, this is part of our history.


The first whiff of potential election fraud in the text logs came on election night from a person close to Meadows. That person, without providing any evidence, warned Meadows of problems with the vote in the Atlanta area.




“Hey keep your eye on Fulton county ga for potential interference,” they wrote.


“I will [. . .] Thanks so much,” said Meadows.





About twenty minutes later, they messaged again, this time with a question about Pennsylvania, a key swing state.




“Why has Pennsylvania stopped counting?” they asked.


“Trying to suppress the vote,” Meadows said.





Over the next twenty-four hours, as the vote was still being counted in key states, Meadows received allegations about individual votes being “cancelled.” One woman sent him a frenetic message:




“Mark, THEY ARE CHEATING! I KNOW EXACTLY HOW! DON’T MISS THIS! SO IMPORTANT! [. . .] Voting Equipment is how they are winning these states. [. . .] They have inverted cellular modems in the tabulators!” she wrote. “This is not a singular incident and now with the forensic evidence we know this is happening across the country.”





Her text went on to suggest the issues with voting machines were somehow connected to human trafficking, a central fear for believers in the QAnon conspiracy theory. It was a striking example of how Q was blending with Stop the Steal.




“We could find all of the trafficking rings, we can track all the money in minutes,” the woman continued. “I really wanna be part of this. I am available my kids are all grown I’m ready to put my whole heart and full time exposing this just fraud in Jesus name.”





These were the true believers.


I am not naming the woman because she’s not a public figure. While I think it’s vital the public knows what people in power did in the leadup to January 6th, I’m not in the business of publicly shaming ordinary American citizens. That said, the woman’s text is worth pointing out because it is indicative of the type of alarming content that was pouring into Meadows’s phone. It was deeply troubling to see such crazed rhetoric reaching a man who was, at the time, White House chief of staff. If all the conspiracy allegations had not already seeped into the White House, they were there now.


A former cabinet official was the first one in the text logs to write Meadows about a plan to have Republican state legislatures appoint alternate slates of electors who would declare Trump the winner in the event of a Biden victory. On November 4, while the votes were still being counted, Rick Perry, Trump’s former secretary of energy, wrote Meadows about his “AGRESSIVE STRATEGY.”




“Why can’t the states of GA NC PENN and other R controlled state houses declare this is BS [. . .] and just send their own electors to vote,” Perry mused.





Perry sent the message to a group chat that included Meadows and two people who were still part of Trump’s cabinet at the time: Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Ben Carson and Secretary of Agriculture George Ervin “Sonny” Perdue III.




“Interesting,” Carson wrote.





Alternate electors were a central element of various plots to overturn Trump’s loss that were cooked up by his allies in the weeks after the election. There were basically five states that mattered in the 2020 presidential race: Arizona, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Georgia, and Wisconsin. The rest of the results were predictable. It was all coming down to the margin in those swing states. Of course, presidential elections aren’t technically decided in the states. They are won with votes in the electoral college and, really, when those votes are certified in Congress at a ceremony presided over by the sitting vice president. If any one of the big swing states didn’t go Trump’s way, the proponents of this plot wanted to use Republican officials in those states to appoint alternate electors who were loyal to Trump and would back him regardless of how the state voted. On January 6th, when the vote was set to be certified, they theorized that Vice President Mike Pence could use objections from Republican members of Congress based on fact-free accusations of fraud to reject the results in key states and either count Trump electors, who had not been certified by their states, in the vote instead of the official electors or refer the matter back to the state legislatures. It was all very logically—and legally—dubious.


As the weekend after the election approached, the votes were still being counted and the race still had not been called, but things had begun to turn for Biden. Meadows was also in touch with members of Trump’s family. Ivanka Trump, the former president’s daughter and adviser, sent a message on November 5, two days after the election, to a group chat that included Meadows and several top aides from Trump’s campaign and the West Wing: her husband, Jared Kushner; Trump’s longtime right-hand woman Hope Hicks; the former president’s social media guy Dan Scavino; Bill Stepien, Trump’s campaign manager; and Jason Miller, a senior adviser on the campaign.




“You are all WARRIORS of epic proportions! Keep the faith and the fight!” Ivanka wrote.





Don Jr., Trump’s oldest son, was the first in the text logs to explicitly mention January 6th, which was the day the election was set to be certified by Congress. He framed it as the moment congressional Republicans could deliver victory for Trump.




“This is what we need to do please read it and please get it to everyone that needs to see it because I’m not sure we’re doing it,” he wrote to Meadows, adding, “It’s very simple If through our lawsuits and recounts the Secretary of States on each state cannot certify that states vote the State Assemblies can step in and vote to put forward the electoral slate Republicans control Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Michigan, North Carolina etc [. . .] we get Trump electors There is a Safe Harbor on 8 December if for whatever reason you miss that the Electors then cannot meet in the individual state Capitols on 14 December So we either have a vote WE control and WE win OR it gets kicked to Congress 6 January 2021 the House meets to vote-by state party delegation 1 vote per state California 1; Montana 1 Republicans control 28 states Democrats 22 states Once again Trump wins Senate votes for VP Pence wins [. . .].”





Through his various typos, Don Jr. seemed to be articulating a variation of the alternate electors strategy.


Rules for the electoral college say that electors must meet and vote on the Monday after the second Wednesday in December following a presidential election. US code specifies that all election-related disputes must be resolved six days before that vote, a date referred to as the “safe harbor.”


Don Jr. seemed to be suggesting that, if Biden won a key state where Republicans controlled the legislature, they could deliberately avoid accepting the result by the safe harbor deadline. His logic appeared to be that this would either allow alternate electors to vote on December 14 or that undetermined state results would allow Congress to name a winner when it certified the election on January 6, 2021.


Several aspects of this theory were questionable, at best. With no real evidence of fraud, state legislatures had no basis to overturn their results, and despite some working behind the scenes, none ultimately did so. Exactly 147 Republicans in Congress ended up objecting to the election in some fashion, but even if the entire GOP conference had voted in lockstep, they still wouldn’t have had enough votes to stop the elector certification. The objectors were essentially trying to pressure Pence and offer him political cover to toss out millions of Americans’ votes. Pence had no real power to ignore or reject the results, but if he had tried to, the country would have been plunged into an unprecedented constitutional crisis. The plan might have seemed like a farcical fantasy, but if the vice president had gone along with it, the effects could have been terrifyingly real.


Trump allies had good reason to want the election resolved on Capitol Hill rather than in the swing states where polls showed voters split between him and Biden. The Twelfth Amendment of the US Constitution specifies that, in the event of an electoral college tie or disputed result, the House of Representatives will elect the president. This so-called “contingent election” is voted on by state delegations rather than the individual House members. In 2021, Democrats had a majority of individual House lawmakers, but the GOP controlled twenty-seven state delegations outright, more than enough for a majority of the fifty states. Even if Liz Cheney, Wyoming’s sole House representative, broke ranks, it still would have been a two-vote win. Other scenarios—including counting the electoral votes after the contested votes were disallowed, or coupling delay tactics with instituting martial law and applying the Insurrection Act, as well as combinations thereof—made the rounds with those close to Trump. If Pence was willing to seat enough Trump electors to make it an electoral college tie or electors were jettisoned based on disputes about a “stolen” presidential race, a vote on the House floor could have kept Trump in office.


Don Jr.’s message to Meadows wasn’t exactly coherent, but it indicated he was aware of the GOP’s advantage in a contingent election on the House floor.




“We have multiple paths We control them all We have operational control Total leverage,” Don Jr. said.





Based on the text logs, Meadows did not initially respond to Don Jr. On the morning of November 6, nearly a day after his first messages, Don Jr. wrote again to make sure Meadows had seen his idea.




“You see this and what do you think?” Don Jr. asked.


“Much of this had merit,” Meadows belatedly replied. “Working on this for pa, ga and nc already.”





* * *


The texts showed Meadows eagerly searching for examples of fraud to provide a basis for challenging the result. He didn’t seem to care how questionable the source was or how thin the evidence was. It was all-hands-on-deck and Meadows wanted anything that could be used to question the vote.


On the morning of November 5, two days after the election, he texted Trump’s campaign manager, Bill Stepien, a link to a website that argued the “fix was in” based on reported vote totals in Milwaukee.




“Have someone look at this,” Meadows wrote.





The site Meadows was reading, NOQ Report was filled with pro-Trump propaganda and wild, apocalyptic advertising. Rambling articles alleging the election was hacked appeared alongside advertisements for doomsday food supplies and “Z-DTOX” dietary pills.


As I clicked on the various links Meadows received, I was truly astounded that some of our government officials were getting their information from such far-out sources. Republican Arizona congressman Paul Gosar sent Meadows several texts between November and December 2020 warning about “dead voters” and Dominion, the voting machines destined to become a lightning rod in the months to come. (It was a line of inquiry that even Meadows repeatedly indicated he doubted in emails to other associates.) One of Gosar’s texts included a link to a movie about “cyber warfare” and voting machines from an anti-vaccine conspiracy blog called Some Bitch Told Me. Republicans in Washington mined briefings from very dubious sources.


Along with members of Trump’s family and cabinet, the text logs showed Meadows discussing efforts to challenge the election with multiple members of Congress. In total, the text logs showed Meadows communicated with thirty-nine sitting Republican House members (staffers and former congressional members were also quite active) and five sitting Republican senators in the period from election day until January 20, the day of Biden’s inauguration.


Messages in the days immediately after the election, even before the result was declared, indicated multiple House Republicans were eagerly reaching out to the White House and Trump campaign looking for talking points so they could publicly question the validity of the election.


At about 8 a.m. on November 5, Texas congressman Chip Roy wrote Meadows to ask for guidance on how to challenge the integrity of the vote. He indicated other Republicans were eager to join the fight.




“We have no tools / data / information to go out and fight RE: election / fraud. If you need / want it, we all need to know what’s going on,” Roy wrote.


“Thanks so much. Working on it for surrogates briefing. Congratulations btw,” Meadows replied, hinting at his search for evidence.





An hour later, another Texas congressman, Brian Babin, sent a similar message asking for direction on how to challenge the election.




“Many of us as Republican House members want to help the President in any way we can to prevent the outright theft of this presidential election,” Babin said, adding, “We need some guidance as to what we should be saying and doing. Please let some of us know what you would suggest. In earnest prayer for POTUS and our Republic.”





Strikingly, some of the members reaching out to Meadows were willing to cast doubt on the election before they had any details.




“Any help on message appreciated. We’re all just making generic statements,” Roy said to Meadows on November 5.





That evening, another Texas congressman, Louie Gohmert, wrote in. He offered to start a “fuss” in Pennsylvania and touted his experience as an attorney, asking to join the Trump advisers at the White House.




“I’m in DC. Thinking I’ll head to Philadelphia to fuss. Would love to be there for at WH to be ear for discussions & advice if asked. Handled massive fraud case vs Texas biggest utility,” Gohmert wrote before rattling off highlights from his work as an attorney. “So some legal experience. May I come over?”


Meadows responded, “Most of this is being handled at the campaign. Would love your help and would love you going on TV.”


Babin sent another message that shed light on the reason for his desire to interfere with the election—devotion to Trump above all else: “Mark, When we lose Trump we lose our Republic. Fight like hell and find a way. We’re with you down here in Texas and refuse to live under a corrupt Marxist dictatorship. Liberty!”





Even in those early days, the effort to overturn the election involved officials from all levels of government. Along with congressional Republicans, Meadows received messages from state and local officials who wanted to help Trump stay in office.


Midday on November 5, Tommy Long, the Republican commissioner in Haywood County, North Carolina, texted thoughts on how to challenge the election.




“Yes, the election is being stolen right before our eyes. So, what would I recommend to President Trump I’m no expert but here are some good ideas: (1) challenge the late-night ‘finds’ in the courts; (2) hold rallies in contested states; (3) urge GOP officials in close states to expose shenanigans and, if necessary, to refuse to seat Biden electors in the event of a fake count; (4) mount a campaign to marshal grassroots public opinion in the president’s favor.”





Long’s message contained no proof of his claim the vote was being hijacked. What it did have was clear echoes of the Stop the Steal movement that was growing online as far-right activists whipped up opposition to a potential Biden victory.




“Convince the people that if in fact the election is in the process of being stolen, the president and his allies are going to fight the steal on their behalf,” Long wrote. “If middle America wants to prevent this election from being stolen, it will have to be willing to act now.”





Shortly before midnight on that same day, Ginni Thomas, wife of Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas, made her first appearance in the text logs. It included a link to a seven-minute conspiracy-filled YouTube video and several lines of Ginni Thomas’s barely intelligible paranoid ranting in which she predicted a wave of violence and repression if Biden took office.




“The QFS blockchain watermarked ballots in over 12 states have been part of a huge Trump & military white hat sting operation in 12 key battleground states where 20,000+ natl guard were deployed,” Thomas wrote. “Biden crime family & ballot fraud co-conspirators (elected officials, bureaucrats, social media censorship mongers, fake stream media reporters, etc) are being arrested & detained for ballot fraud right now & over coming days, & will be living in barges off GITMO to face military tribunals for sedition.”





The wife of the senior justice on the Supreme Court envisioned the Democratic candidate for president being charged with sedition and thrown into the brig, with his family, off Guantanamo Bay.


I didn’t know if I was dazed or horrified. More like validated and yet still horrified. I knew QAnon had infiltrated every level of the GOP by this time . . . but damn!


This was a lot to absorb. I felt fear—anger too. I couldn’t believe this was happening in my country. The chief of staff was being counseled by people who believed babies were being harvested for adrenochrome; and people like the wife of a Supreme Court justice seemed on board with this insanity.


The vote was still being counted four days later. It was clear that it was close and would come down to a handful of crucial swing states. Then, on Saturday, November 7, 2020, at 11:24 a.m., CNN took the lead and announced that Biden was projected to win Pennsylvania’s electoral vote, thereby winning the election. Within seconds, NBC, CBS, MSNBC, and ABC followed suit. The Associated Press weighed in at 11:26. And at 11:40, Fox News projected Biden’s win. The election was over. In theory.


Meadows’s messages took a dark turn.


Less than an hour later, Rick Perry sent a text to the group chat that included Meadows, Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Ben Carson, and Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue. Perry wanted Trump to dispute the call based on unspecified “data.”




“POTUS Line should be: Biden says hes president. America will see what big data says,” Perry wrote. “This sets the stage for what we’re about to prove.”





Carson took a more cautious line.




“We will see what the evidence shows,” he countered.





Based on the words of his text, Perdue was far less concerned about seeing proof.




“No quit!” he wrote.





Members of Trump’s cabinet were detaching from the reality of election results and spoiling for a fight. In the hours after Pennsylvania was called, Republican House members began streaming into Meadows’s phone. Paul Gosar reached out with another one of his strategies to run the clock and call the vote into question: hand recounts of the ballots.




“Could you or the VP call me,” he texted Meadows. “It is about a possible full hand audit in AZ and the obstacles we need to clear. There’s one I need some immediate help with.”





He followed that with a link that he said summarized the “risk” posed by Dominion, the voting machine company that would both feature prominently in election conspiracy theories and file several subsequent defamation suits.


Based on the log, Meadows didn’t reply to Gosar.


To be sure, there are things we couldn’t see in Meadows’s texts. Without Meadows’s CDRs, there’s no way to tell who he spoke with on the phone. We only had the text messages his legal team released to the committee. Maybe someone texted him and he replied with a call? Or with an encrypted app? There was no way for us to know. We could see that, over time, Meadows and his correspondents came to prefer moving their communications to more secure channels. On four separate occasions, Pennsylvania congressman Scott Perry, who texted Meadows fifty-seven times in the logs, asked that they switch to Signal, an encrypted messaging app that Meadows and other Trump administration officials regularly used.


The text logs still offered a startling look at a Republican Party willing to defy the will of the people to keep their man in the Oval Office.


Three hours after the election was called, South Carolina congressman Ralph Norman reached out to Meadows.




“What our delegation is doing in SC is gathering on the statehouse steps on Tuesday to advocate for standing with our president and other arguments/options that are at our disposal,” Norman wrote. “I will go anywhere anytime to help our cause. Bottom line, it’s time we FIGHT FOR THE ONE PERSON WHO HAS CHANGED THIS COUNTRY!! WAY TOO SOON TO GIVE IN NOW!!”





Through the texts, one could watch the Stop the Steal movement growing. And one could track the efforts by several Republican members to embrace it and enforce it.


In the months after my team decoded the texts, messages were selectively read to the public or leaked to the press. Several of those leaks enraged me. Here’s why: In snippets, it was easy to misread the intention of the texts. Wrongdoers could come off as downright, well, if not saintly, decent. Utah senator Mike Lee and Texas congressman Chip Roy were quoted as souring on their colleagues’ efforts to keep Trump in power. They received kudos in the press for their apparent reasonableness during unreasonable times. Meanwhile, these were guys who had actively worked to undermine the will of the people.


What other texts revealed was that on November 7, 2020, when the election was called for Biden, Mike Lee wrote Meadows asking that attorney Sidney Powell be brought into the White House. Powell had a difficult-to-define role in the postelection period. She dubbed the evidence of election fraud that she said she’d gathered, and eventually herself, as “the Kraken,” a reference to a legendary Scandinavian sea monster—a colossal octopus—that is released from captivity to fight for the gods in the movie Clash of the Titans. For a time, she was a member of the Trump campaign’s legal team and one of Trump’s personal lawyers, and she appeared in those roles at a notorious press conference alongside Rudy Giuliani. A few days later, she was publicly booted from them both, which Meadows’s texts suggest happened in part due to her inability to make her #StopTheSteal Kraken hum with any kind of momentum or facts-based proof. After her ouster, Powell kept going on her own. She filed lawsuits in four states questioning their election results based on dubious evidence and crackpot theories. She lost those cases and was formally sanctioned by a federal court in Michigan. By mid-December, she was back in the Oval Office with Lt. Gen. Mike Flynn at her side for a dramatic showdown with the White House counsel in front of Trump, but it ultimately didn’t go her way. Powell is currently fighting disbarment in her home state of Texas, where the state bar insists that she broke ethics rules by filing frivolous claims.


Even Trump’s own staff tried to keep Powell at arm’s length, but she had a friend in Lee and, according to him, Trump.




“Sydney Powell is saying that she needs to get in to see the president, but she’s being kept away from him. Apparently she has a strategy to keep things alive and put several states back in play. Can you help her get in?” Lee asked Meadows, adding, “It was at the president’s request that Sydney has been working on a strategy and has been trying to get in to see him. But she’s being kept out.”





Lee followed up with Powell’s contact information about fifteen minutes later.


There was no response from Meadows in the log, but in mid-November 2020, he sent a message to a White House number that said:




“Let me review anything coming from sydnee for potus. Apparently there is some crazy things being passed around. I will take the heat.”





Distancing himself—and the president—from Powell is one moment in the text logs where it seemed like Meadows might have been a moderating influence. It didn’t stop Powell from introducing plans to overturn the election late into December 2020. There were also plenty of exchanges where Meadows almost drowned in the Kool-Aid. One November 24 conversation between Meadows and Ginni Thomas seemed to show he was a true believer in the Great Trump Tribulation.




“The fracturing now. The stabbing in the back of anyone daring to still say there seemed to be fraud. All the Rs congratulating Biden,” said Thomas. “Your/his loyalists can’t take this. It is so evil. Thank you for being in my choir then too!!”


“This is a fight of good verses evil. Evil always looks like the victor until the King of Kings triumphs,” Meadows replied. “Do not grow weary in well doing. The fight continues. I have staked my career on it. Well at least my time in DC on it.”





As November rolled on, the efforts to overturn the election became more organized—in Congress and on the streets. And those efforts all seemed to revolve around Meadows.


* * *


On the evening of November 9, Mike Lee sent Meadows a text saying he and other “Republican senators” had held a meeting with Powell at the Conservative Partnership Institute.




“We had steering executive meeting at CPI tonight, with Sidney Powell as our guest speaker,” wrote Lee. “You have in us a group of ready and loyal advocates who will go to bat for him, but I fear this could prove short-lived unless you hire the right legal team and set them loose immediately.”
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