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TO MY BROTHER JOHN AND IN MEMORY OF OUR BROTHER ELI
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PROLOGUE



Evening, January 20, 2009


You could fit the number of Republicans who were out on the town the night of Barack Obama’s inauguration around a single dining room table.


There were about fifteen of them, all white males, plus a few spouses. The venue was the Caucus Room, an expense-account steakhouse halfway between the White House and the Capitol. A seething winter chill was the least of their discomforts that evening. Nearly a half-million people had begun to congregate on the National Mall on Sunday, January 18, 2009—two days before the inauguration. By the time Obama was sworn in on Tuesday, the number had reached 1.8 million. The nation’s capital had never hosted a crowd that large, not for any reason. Definitely not for the previous president, George W. Bush, who had been jeered that afternoon as a helicopter whisked him off to Texas. Now the occupant of the White House was a Democrat. The House and Senate were controlled by Democrats. Barricades still lined the streets outside, as if at any moment the ruling party might engulf the Caucus Room and finish off what was left of the Republicans.


On such a night, it was a comfort to suffer among friends. Most of them—Eric Cantor, Kevin McCarthy, Paul Ryan, Pete Sessions, Jeb Hensarling, Pete Hoekstra, and Dan Lungren—were members of the U.S. House of Representatives. Five served in the Senate: Jim DeMint, Jon Kyl, Tom Coburn, John Ensign, and Bob Corker. The other three invitees were conservative journalist Fred Barnes of the Weekly Standard, former House Speaker (and future presidential candidate) Newt Gingrich, and communications specialist Frank Luntz. Most of them had attended the inauguration. That astounding vista of humanity on the Mall would haunt them more than last November’s electoral margins. McCarthy, a California congressman who had thus far served only a single term in the House, had made a game effort of viewing the event for the historic moment it was. He’d procured Obama’s autograph and even that of Obama’s sister. As the unworldly progeny of the Bakersfield working class, Kevin McCarthy had been dazzled to be included in such a tableau. As a Republican, he and the others in the room were devastated.


Luntz had organized the dinner—telling the invitees, “You’ll have nothing to do that night, and right now we don’t matter anyway, so let’s all be irrelevant together.” He had selected these men because they were among the Republican Party’s most energetic thinkers—and because they all got along with Luntz, who could be difficult. Three times during the 2008 election cycle, Sean Hannity had thrown him off the set at Fox Studios. The top Republican in the House, Minority Leader John Boehner, had nurtured a dislike of Luntz for more than a decade. No one had to ask why Boehner wasn’t at the Caucus Room that evening.


The dinner tables were set up in a square, at Luntz’s request, so that everyone could see each other and talk freely. He asked that Gingrich speak first. It was Newt, after all, who had pulled the Republicans out of a far deeper hole fourteen years ago, leading the GOP to a takeover of the House for the first time since 1955.


Gingrich was happy to oblige. Obama’s inaugural speech was impressive, the former Speaker said. The evocations of constitutional principles, pragmatism, and risk-taking—“those could have been our words.” Someone ought to laminate Obama’s speech and disseminate it, the better to hold the president accountable to his pledges.


Being competitors, however, they did not dwell on Obama’s seeming invincibility. They’d been thrashed, it was roundly agreed, because they had it coming. They ended up chucking their own principles and standing for nothing. They’d spent the last eight years defending policies they never should have signed on to in the first place. They’d lost their way.


“We got obsessed with governing,” Ensign said—adding with distaste, “making sure the trains run on time. Well, what if the train is heading towards the cliff?”


They picked at their salads and drank their wine and tried not to think about the thousands now dancing at the ten inaugural balls that the new president and his wife would be attending before the night was through.


Luntz was secretly overjoyed. When had Republicans in a group setting ever acknowledged how badly they had blown it? When had they ever recognized that they had become part of the problem rather than the solution? Maybe they don’t see how big this is, he thought.


“So we’re in the depths,” said Pete Hoekstra, who as a freshman in January 1993 had attended Bill Clinton’s swearing-in and had seen the GOP survive that particular downer. “The discussion we’re having tonight about President Obama, and where our party is, is no different than the discussion I came into as a freshman—except that it was even worse.”


Laughing, Hoekstra reminded them, “We’d been a minority party for forty years! And two short years later”—Hoekstra gestured to Gingrich, the field general of the 1994 revolution—“it’s a whole new world.”


How to regain that whole new world—that was now the question.


The men in the room were, behaviorally speaking, Washingtonians. Unlike ordinary Americans, they lived by a biennial calendar, the rhythms of their lives propelled by the electoral cycle as insistently as the migratory and mating habits of winged creatures. What their party had done from 1994 to 2000, and what the Democrats had then done from 2006 to 2008, the Republicans would once again do. They would take back the House in November 2010. They would use the House as the Republicans’ spear point to mortally wound President Obama in 2011. Then they would retake the White House and the Senate in 2012.


They would do all this, but only if the American voter blessed them to do so.


It made no sense, they all agreed, to attack Obama personally. The man was too popular.


“It’s got to be about ideas,” said Eric Cantor, the House minority whip, in his honeyed Virginia drawl. The Democrats now controlled everything and were already, with a monstrously priced economic stimulus package, showing their true colors. Give them time—they would screw things up, just as the GOP had.


“But everyone’s got to stick together,” said Paul Ryan, a thirty-eight-year-old Wisconsin congressman and numbers fetishist whose shiny earnestness recalled an Ozzie and Harriet America. Ryan hated squabbling amongst conservatives—the paleos versus the neos, the socials against the moderates, on and on for as long as he’d been on the Hill, which was all of his adult life. Ryan had long sought to be the GOP’s glue, pleading for adherence to the principles and the data. At times he looked like the underfed, hollow-eyed child of alcoholic parents.


“The only way we’ll succeed is if we’re united,” Ryan told the others. “If we tear ourselves apart, we’re finished.” But, he added, he liked what he was hearing now. Everyone at the table sounded like a genuine conservative. It was a place to start.


“If you act like you’re the minority, you’re going to stay in the minority,” said Kevin McCarthy. “We’ve gotta challenge them on every single bill and challenge them on every single campaign.”


Luntz viewed McCarthy as one of the Republican Party’s emerging stars: an easygoing, unthreatening guy who understood that language and appearance mattered at least as much as substance. Nonetheless, the pollster and media guru interjected a cautionary note. “One of the worst political performances I’ve ever seen,” he said, “was when the Democrats took over the House in 2007 and Nancy Pelosi shut out the Republicans. And everybody whined about it. If any of you behave that way, I’ll go on TV and hold you accountable! If you’re whiners, you’re losers!”


Luntz tended to get carried away, but everyone knew he had a point.


Senator Jon Kyl began to focus on immediate tactics. He pointed out that Tim Geithner, Obama’s nominee to be secretary of the Treasury, had failed to pay his Social Security and Medicare taxes during his three-year employment at the International Monetary Fund. Kyl sat on the Senate Finance Committee, which would be conducting Geithner’s confirmation hearings the next morning. The Arizona senator intended to go after the nominee. “I’d like to hear your thoughts on the approach I should take,” he said to the others.


There was a pattern here, Gingrich pointed out. Charlie Rangel, the new House Ways and Means chairman, hadn’t paid taxes on his rental property income in more than two decades. Rangel and Geithner would be wielding more power over how taxpayer dollars would be spent than anyone else in America—and yet these guys couldn’t even be trusted to pay their own taxes?


“And there’s a web,” chimed in McCarthy. “There are freshmen who accepted campaign money from Rangel. They’re caught in the web.” McCarthy suggested that they waste no time smacking the new Democrats with attack ads.


The dinner lasted nearly four hours. They parted company almost giddily. The Republicans had agreed on a way forward:


Go after Geithner. (And indeed Kyl did, the next day: “Would you answer my question rather than dancing around it—please?”)


Show united and unyielding opposition to the president’s economic policies. (Eight days later, Minority Whip Cantor would hold the House Republicans to a unanimous No against Obama’s economic stimulus plan.)


Begin attacking vulnerable Democrats on the airwaves. (The first National Republican Congressional Committee attack ads would run in less than two months.)


Win the spear point of the House in 2010. Jab Obama relentlessly in 2011. Win the White House and the Senate in 2012.


“You will remember this day,” Newt Gingrich proclaimed to the others as they said goodbye. “You’ll remember this as the day the seeds of 2012 were sown.”
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Forgotten, or at least not discussed that night in the Caucus Room, was what had been sown in America by January 20, 2009.


On that evening, while the ruling party celebrated in tuxedos and the minority party retrenched over steaks and red wine, the U.S. unemployment rate climbed to 7.6 percent, the highest such indicator of national misery in eighteen years. Things would get much worse. Joblessness in America would exceed 8 percent the following month. By May 2009, the number would climb to 9.4 percent, and by October to 10.2 percent. The avalanche of the financial markets during the summer of 2008, and the global recession it triggered, had dealt America a battering that the Bureau of Labor Statistics would be at pains to capture in its bloodless data. Coming seven years after the existential blow of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the American condition of 2009 could not be adequately characterized as “the worst recession since the Great Depression.” In a much deeper, more encompassing sense, the country was at a loss.


America had been at a loss 220 years before, in the spring of 1789, when sixty-five men arrived by ship and stagecoach to the reeking, war-ravaged streets of New York City to convene the First Federal Congress. Taking up business on the lower floor of Federal Hall, the House of Representatives threw open its doors to the public on April 9 (unlike the Senate upstairs, which tended to its affairs privately for another six years), thereupon securing its reputation as the People’s Institution.


The commoners and journalists packing the public gallery of Federal Hall noisily munched on peanuts while bearing witness to America’s unsteady embrace of republican democracy. Among the House’s stars in 1789 were James Madison of Virginia, the primary author of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights; and, somewhat less famously, thirty-year-old Fisher Ames of Massachusetts, the House’s first great orator, who crafted the final language of the First Amendment. But, as Ames wrote of his colleagues in 1789, “There are few shining geniuses.” It was instead, Ames noted, a body of “sober, solid, old-charter folks”—parochial, at times shortsighted and short-tempered, prone to grandstanding and with one eye cocked to the next election. Ames would himself later confess to becoming “crazed with the chase” of political adrenaline, but he was not the only ambitious soul among the class of 1789: nine of the first congressmen would later ascend to the Senate, while Madison would serve as the nation’s fourth president and Elbridge Gerry as his vice president.


And yet, with ample reason to put their own interests before those of a nation in its infancy, the sixty-five men of the First Federal Congress—northerners and southerners, Federalists and Anti-Federalists—found it within themselves to cohere as a body of statesmen and thereby give America its structural and social coherency. During the spring and summer of 1789, the House of Representatives would lay the foundations for a federal government. After first standing up an executive branch and inaugurating George Washington as America’s first president, they established a Treasury Department and a federal bank. They tended to the nation’s war debt by levying taxes. They instituted a federal judiciary. They accepted Vermont and Kentucky into the union. And, to round off the House of Representatives’ maiden legislative session, they passed the Bill of Rights.


This was the story of the House, back in the day when elected leaders elected to lead.


Two hundred and twenty-two years later, a very different kind of story of the People’s Institution would unfold from the deliberations of the men gathered that evening in the Caucus Room. The story of this House, the 112th Congress, the People’s Institution in its super-evolved state, may be seen as a parable of how democracy works in a nation beset by postmodern paradoxes—at times purposeful, at other times as boisterously inconsequential as an episode of Seinfeld, and at nearly all times infuriating even to its members . . . a tale of many things, but not necessarily one of statesmanship.


The protagonists of this story are a few of the 435 American men and women on both sides of the aisle who love their country and who showed up to the Capitol with every intention of leading, or at least serving, the people who voted them into office. What in fact transpired was an outcome the men in the Caucus Room—also patriots, many of them widely admired public servants—only partly anticipated. Their schemings helped to produce a House that appeared to spring directly from the impulses of an outraged public; a House of passionately iconoclastic newcomers, some of them proudly oblivious to political fallout and others so hyperreactive to their constituents that they followed their Twitter feeds on their iPads while sitting in the House chamber during votes; a House that made an elaborate show of openness and of speedily fulfilling its campaign pledges; a House that, for the first time ever, scheduled half of its workdays away from insular Washington, so that its members would be maximally hot-wired to feedback from the home folks; a House unabashedly grasping for the throwback luster of James Madison and Fisher Ames, to the point of spending much of its first full day reciting aloud the entire U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights on the House floor. This was a House of clearly spelled out principles, and of considerable clout. Fulfilling the wildest hopes of the men in the Caucus Room, the Republican-controlled House passed hundreds of bills, threw the Obama White House squarely on the ropes, and dominated a jillion news cycles. In Beltway parlance, the House controlled the narrative.






But who controlled the House? Not its traditional leader, the Speaker. Rather, it was the Tea Party—a movement to some, a moment to (wishful-thinking) others, leaderless and ill-defined and continually under-estimated—that called the shots for the 112th Congress’s Republican majority by demanding that it never compromise on conservative principles. Predictably, establishment Washingtonians didn’t think much of the Tea Party. They viewed it as an electoral spasm, a passing political fad, and as evidence they noted that only a small fraction of 2010’s  eighty-seven “Tea Party freshmen” had subsequently joined the Tea Party Caucus founded by proto–tea partier Congresswoman Michele Bachmann. This was missing the point: the House Republicans, and not just the freshmen, knew all too well who had voted them into power and who could just as readily vote them out. This knowledge was reflected in their rhetoric, in their legislation, in their votes, and in their aggressive disrespect toward the president. In every way that mattered, the 112th would go down in history as the Tea Party Congress.


Not by coincidence, the 112th would also prove historic by its approval rating of 9 percent, a depth of loathing for that institution never before seen in the history of public opinion polling—a contempt eclipsing that for car salesmen, revenue collectors, the news media, and the president. This public disgust, principally aimed at the majority party but in no way acquitting the Democrats (especially the Democratic-controlled Senate), plainly bespoke a yearning for the lost art of governance. It was as if Americans, having long forgotten what political leadership looks like, saw in today’s House of Representatives an unambiguous portrait of what leadership precisely is not.






Yet something deeper is being expressed when a democracy reserves its greatest hostility toward the elected representatives who most acutely reflect the public mood. Perhaps Americans can no longer decide what it is that they want. Or perhaps—after being bombarded by the Internet, agitated by cable news and talk radio, bifurcated by redistricting maps, and dispirited by homegrown preoccupations—the outcry is in fact simple and plaintive: a plea for one America again.
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Instead: You will remember this day. You’ll remember this as the day the seeds of 2012 were sown.


When Newt Gingrich spoke those departing words at the Caucus Room, the others traded looks of doubt. On January 20, 2009, hope was in the air, but the fifteen Republicans were not yet feeling it. They stepped out into the cold. It was nearly midnight, and the other side was still out dancing.


They needed reinforcements.





PART ONE
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REINFORCEMENTS





CHAPTER ONE



Tea Party Freshman


“Mr. Duncan from South Carolina . . .”


A few of his new buddies in the Republican conference of the U.S. House of Representatives hollered out “Yeah!” at the sound of his name. Duncan stood up. He was forty-four, big-shouldered with thinning hair, and his round face radiated a kind of pastoral bashfulness. With the rolling gait of an ex-football player, he walked down the aisle toward the lottery box. One hand was behind his back, fingers crossed. With the other hand he pointed ceiling-ward, lifting his gaze as well so as to petition the Good Lord who had brought him this far. Directly in front of him, engraved on the wall of the House Administration Committee room in the Rayburn House Office Building, was a scripture from Proverbs: Where there is no vision, the people perish. His meaty hand dove into the box. He retrieved a slip of paper and handed it over to committee chairman Dan Lungren.


“Mr. Duncan drew . . . number twenty-one.”


He lifted his arms in triumph and his jowls reddened as his freshman pals cheered. The twenty-first pick among eighty-seven freshmen! Guaranteed one of the better soon-to-be-vacated House offices! Already Duncan was breaking out of the pack.


Two days earlier, on November 17, 2010, Congressman-elect Jeff Duncan sat in the Capitol with the entire House Republican conference for the first time. Before the election fifteen days prior, there had been 198 of them. Now there were—or would be, after all the recounts were completed—242. They were the majority. They were the one sector of the federal government that the Republicans controlled outright, making the House their spear point against the Obama White House. That day Duncan and his new colleagues voted to select John Boehner as the new Speaker-designate. All those in favor say . . . AYE! Duncan had nearly fallen out of his chair. In the South Carolina state legislature, where he had previously served, there were seventy-four in the GOP caucus. Reacting to that sonic boom of affirmation, which of course included his own voice, Duncan thought: What a true majority we have.


He did not yet think: How the hell will my voice ever be heard?


Boehner had hosted a dinner for the freshmen in the National Statuary Hall of the Capitol. The members of the Republican leadership were profuse in their gratitude that the freshmen had restored the GOP to the majority. “We’ve been holding down the fort, like the guys in Saving Private Ryan,” one of the leaders declared. “We’ve been the guys shooting at the tank—and now all of a sudden, the plane comes flying in. We’ve finally got help.”


Duncan had arrived at Statuary Hall early. It was a Sunday evening; a ghostly quiet enveloped the marble corridor. Walking by the statues of his fellow South Carolinians John Calhoun and Wade Hampton—both of them nineteenth-century statesmen and slaveholders—he paused instead to study the newest figure in the Rotunda: the bronze, five-hundred-pound likeness of his hero, Ronald Reagan. Then he stopped. Two other freshmen were with Duncan. They all stared up at the dome together. No one said a word. Duncan could feel his knees go weak. He was part of all this now. This was his pantheon.


Not knowing what else to do, he pulled a camera out of his pocket and took a picture that would never come out and would never be of interest to anyone—just the heavenly roof of democracy hovering 180 feet above Jeffrey David Duncan.


Along the campaign trail, Duncan the candidate had always carried a copy of the U.S. Constitution in his pocket. I believe in the Constitution, his campaign website declared—adding for clarity’s sake, I believe in the Second Amendment. I believe in States Rights. And then a twenty-first-century conservative’s elucidation: I believe illegal immigration is a national security problem . . . I believe we should reject amnesty . . . I believe in limited government . . . I believe that the economy prospers when we lower tax rates. I believe in a Balanced Budget Amendment to the Constitution. And I believe in term limits for all politicians.


But at the very top of his “I Believe” list, the candidate had stated unambiguously: I believe in God. Our nation was founded on Christian values and principles. I believe that life begins at conception. I believe traditional marriage is the foundation for society. And I believe that Washington will never be the solution to man’s problems, therefore we must reject the political correctness that has driven God from the public square.


Jeff Duncan was a Tea Party freshman. That’s what he called himself. The origins of the “TEA” (Taxed Enough Already) party movement were revenue-centric, but before long the rallying cries ranged from a deep distrust of the sitting president to a (seemingly corresponding) outrage over the federal government’s spending habits and overall godlessness—the latter two of which were Jeff Duncan’s animating principles. There were eighty-seven freshmen in all, and some had benefited from the Tea Party wave, while others had won in spite of it, and others still had embraced the movement but would be edging away from it as soon as no one was looking. Not Duncan. As a Christian, Husband, Father and Small Business Owner, I know what I believe in.


He’d spent the previous day, November 18, roaming the halls of the three House office buildings, each named after former Speakers: Rayburn, the newest and closest to the Capitol across the street, with the most spacious offices and the House gymnasium in the basement; Longworth, a neoclassical building and thus more stylish than Rayburn, with the biggest cafeteria; and Cannon, the oldest and smallest of the three, a Beaux-Arts creation completed in 1908, and which had the added benefit of being a few feet from both a Metro subway station and the Republican Party’s national headquarters. Each building contained from 85 to 251 offices, many quite different in size, shape, and view. As in the corporate world, office space on Capitol Hill conveyed its occupant’s station in the political food chain. Representatives with the greatest seniority clung tenaciously to their sprawling real estate. Those of middling tenure traded up whenever one of the old warhorses departed by retirement, defeat, or death. The offices abandoned by them, and by the recently defeated, constituted the pool from which Duncan and the other incoming freshmen chose their new habitats.


Duncan surveyed the buildings with two of his young staffers, who directed him to this or that soon-to-be-vacated space so that the congressman-elect could study his options. The least desirable of these was the fifth and uppermost floor of the Cannon Building, a forlorn former attic that later housed, among others, a California freshman named Richard M. Nixon. Next door to Nixon’s haunt in Room 511 was Republican Congressman Louie Gohmert, a bald and hawk-eyed former judge who had just earned a fourth term representing the 1st District of Texas, and who possessed a gift for finding his way in front of TV cameras. Up until now, Gohmert had remained on the top floor for six years—and by choice, for the simple reason that he could park his barbecue grills on the ledge just outside and cook ribs for his buddies.


“The architect of the Capitol sat me down,” Gohmert explained to the visiting freshman, “and he told me about the OSHA restrictions, and we cleared through all the baloney. And that left only one fire code violation I had—which is no fire within ten feet of the wooden window frames. I’m moving to the Rayburn Building. There’s a window I’m gonna work to get open.”


He asked Duncan, “Are you thinking about the RSC?”


That was the Republican Study Committee, the GOP’s in-house conservative policy coalition. Duncan said that he had already signed on.


“And you heard about the dinner Heritage is having?” Gohmert shook his head reverently. “Just a great group.”


In another Republican congressman’s office, Duncan ducked in and noticed a Bible on the shelf. “A Christian,” he observed. “That’s good.” But for the most part Duncan’s encounters that afternoon were with soon-to-be-departed Democrats. In the office of defeated New York Democrat Michael McMahon, a couple of staffers slouched vacant-faced in their chairs, drinking Sam Adams beer. The office of Tennessee Democrat Lincoln Davis was a jumble of boxes and—on top of a lone file cabinet—a plastic statue of the R&B singer James Brown. One of Duncan’s entourage pushed a button on the statue. It responded with a miserable tape loop of “I Feel Good.” Davis’s staffers glowered and the Republicans mumbled their goodbyes.


At one office in the Cannon Building, the receptionist was crying. Amid the stacks of file folders and hollow office rooms, the main switchboard in front of her now lifeless, she seemed both overwhelmed and bereft. The woman asked Duncan if he would come back some other time. The congressman-elect said he understood.


His voice became brittle, however, once he was out in the hallway. “They had a chance to choose right and vote right on behalf of America,” he said. “And they didn’t. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, but,” he corrected himself, “I wished it on those guys, so we could get our majority and get some things done.”


Duncan was one of four freshmen to win seats from South Carolina. The Four Horsemen, he had helpfully mentioned to a couple of local reporters. (Thus far, the moniker hadn’t taken hold.) His rural district bordering Georgia and North Carolina was a Republican shoo-in. All he’d had to do was prove to voters in the primary of South Carolina’s 3rd District that he was the truest conservative in the field and at least as conservative as his predecessor, Gresham Barrett, who had vacated the seat to run (unsuccessfully) for governor. The other three Horsemen had stories that wrote themselves. Tim Scott from Charleston was one of only two blacks in the entire House Republican conference. Trey Gowdy was a lawyer with not a day’s worth of political experience who had mustered enough Tea Party support to demolish not-conservative-enough incumbent Bob Inglis in the Republican primary. As for Mick Mulvaney, in winning he had delivered to the GOP the prized scalp of John Spratt, a fourteen-term Democrat and chairman of the House Budget Committee.


By comparison, Duncan could seem like something of a country plodder, the kind of fellow you ran into so many times in the course of a day that he became as familiar and forgettable as wallpaper. He made no apologies for his steadiness. After emerging from the bottom of the heap to prevail in a four-man Republican primary, Duncan aimed to make a nice little career out of defying expectations. He would seek to get on the powerful Energy and Commerce Committee, where he could strut his oil and gas expertise. He would introduce a balanced budget amendment to the Constitution. He would slash away at the federal budget like a reaper.


Most of all, he would represent his district, which was among America’s most conservative. In his pre-political life, Jeff Duncan had been a real estate auctioneer. To him, the 3rd District was now his business and its 750,000 or so constituents his customers. He intended to run things like a business. Before ever setting foot in the Capitol, Duncan had already decided that he would cut his designated budget by 10 percent. He did not know exactly what he would cut or what effect such cuts would have on his office’s overall performance. He just knew that it would set the right tone, as Jeff Duncan came to Washington to curb its appalling spending addiction, to begin his tenure by handing over to the U.S. Treasury a check of the taxpayers’ hard-earned dollars. And so he instructed his new chief of staff to figure out the cuts. Get ’er done.


And lo and behold, Speaker Boehner was now himself making noise about reducing the House’s overall administrative budget back to 2008 levels. The Republican leader was following the freshman! Already he was making a difference!


But just to show everyone how sincere he was about his small businessman’s approach to governance: on the day of his swearing-in, January 5, 2011, Jeff Duncan was going to have a ribbon-cutting ceremony, right there in his new office doorway. That office would, like its inhabitants, be accessible to all his visiting customers. It would be on the first floor of the Cannon Building, less than a block from the Metro subway. Not the biggest office he could have chosen with his twenty-first pick of the lottery, nor the fanciest. But the best for his customers.


It would be Cannon 116, the office where the Democrat woman had been crying.
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The woman’s boss and the office’s current occupant was a thirty-six-year-old Virginian named Glenn Nye, a freshman just as Jeff Duncan would be. Nye had endeavored to represent his district, which included the naval base in Norfolk. He fought to keep the nuclear aircraft carrier there and he lobbied aggressively on behalf of military families. But it didn’t matter. The economy was foundering, and the Democrats seemed preoccupied with anything but. After passing a $787 billion stimulus bill at Obama’s behest, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi had devoted much of the 111th Congress to passing energy and health care legislation. Nye voted against both. He couldn’t understand why, with so many Americans out of work, the House Democrats were fixated on cap-and-trade legislation—especially when the controversial measure stood no chance of making it through the Senate.


By 2010, a volley of attack ads twinned Nye with the House Speaker, whom the Republicans had invested a fortune in demonizing. Glenn Nye votes with Nancy Pelosi 83 percent of the time. Which was true, if you counted procedural votes, like whether to adjourn for the day. But try explaining that to the voters. Nye did his best to do so. They either didn’t listen or didn’t care. Following the precise message prescription used by Jeff Duncan and hundreds of other Republican candidates—repeal Obamacare, fire Pelosi, choke off the spending, cut the taxes—a car dealer and Republican neophyte named Scott Rigell whipped Nye the incumbent Democrat by 10 points.


A couple of days before Jeff Duncan selected Glenn Nye’s office for his own, the House Democrats met in HC-5, the conference room in the Capitol basement, to rehash the midterm shellacking. Pelosi, now deposed as Speaker, had recently announced that she intended to run as the House minority leader. Nye was astounded by this news. He talked to several of his colleagues who had also lost on November 2. Pelosi’s decision was crazy, he told them—they had to speak up. Some agreed to do so. Others saw little point in complaining. Who in the Democratic caucus could beat Pelosi? She had all the votes she needed: the liberals, the Californians, the women, the Congressional Black Caucus. And the Democratic members most likely to oppose Pelosi’s bid were those who had just been beaten and therefore wouldn’t have a vote. The losers could bitch about it, but what good would it do?


At the caucus, Nancy Pelosi did something unusual. She barred staff members from sitting in, because she wanted her colleagues to be able to speak frankly. “I’d like for us to hear from those who lost on November second,” the Speaker said.


A long line formed at the mike stand. Some of the defeated blamed the economy. Others cited the intransigent Senate and the detached Obama White House. Still others recognized that they may well have been done in by the health care bill that had been so extravagantly vilified by the Republicans—but that they were proud to go down for such a noble cause.


When it was Nye’s turn, he began by thanking the Speaker for leading the Democrats through difficult times. But, he went on, “You clearly became the face of the election in a way that harmed a lot of us. Fair or not, the Republicans were able to paint you with an image that dragged us down.


“It’s up to me to win my race,” said the defeated freshman. “I get that. But this is a moment where we have to be honest with ourselves. We have to accept your role in these defeats. And it’s going to be much harder for someone like me to run again if you’re the party leader. Because instead of running a race where it’s me against the other guy, I’ll be dealing with the same ads. The same framing I can’t get away from.”


When he was finished, Nancy Pelosi nodded and said nothing. Another defeated member stood up to talk, then another. The caucus lasted nearly five hours.


Glenn Nye didn’t stay for the end of it. Instead, he went back to Cannon 116 and began packing up.





CHAPTER TWO



The Dean


At a weeknight party for the ninety-six incoming freshmen (including nine Democrats) in the solarium of a Washington hotel, an old man materialized from the sea of fresh faces. He made his way to an open area by means of a walker—a bald and bespectacled yet not quite frail figure who with his stooped posture was still taller than most of the others in the crowd. He leaned into a microphone and in an arid voice began to talk to the guests about the House of Representatives, where they would soon be serving, the place where he had served the past fifty-five years, longer than any other United States congressman in its history.


“It is an institution that is often demeaned,” said the old man. “Usually during campaigns.”


Through his glasses, the blue eyes glared meaningfully at the much younger men and women fresh off the campaign trail.


“But it is an institution composed of people who pride themselves on being public servants,” he went on. “And I’m pleased to tell you that most of the members who come here do so to serve and look after people and do important things.”


Without benefit of notes, the old man proceeded to bless them with a quote from Daniel Webster’s famed discourse at Plymouth: Let us rejoice that we behold this day. Let us be thankful that we have lived to see the bright and happy breaking of this auspicious morn . . . He spoke of the great House Speaker Sam Rayburn, with whom the old man had once worked, a half century ago—how Mr. Sam had once been asked how many presidents he’d served under, prompting the reply, “Not a damn one. I served with presidents.”


And then the old man shared with the gathering a joke that he had once been told “when I was a young fella.” He said, “A fellow was once very impressed with this institution he’d come to work for. And an older colleague said to him, ‘My friend, for the next six months you’re going to be wondering how the hell you got here. And then one day you’re going to come out onto the House floor, look around—and wonder how the hell all these other fools got here.’ ”


The old man permitted himself a tight smile and waited until the laughter died down. Then he said, “At any rate, it is a wonderful institution, one I’ve been very proud to have the privilege to serve in. Something like ten to fifteen thousand Americans, out of the two billion who’ve been part of America, have had such a privilege—to be part of the most humanly perfect . . .”


His eyes seemed to become watery as he looked out into the crowd. “Most humanly perfect,” he repeated, “institution on this planet.”


He welcomed them to the House, finished with a terse “Thanks,” and then the old man with the walker took off with surprising velocity.


Though the eighty-four-year-old man, whose name was John Dingell, had a not-undeserved reputation for being cantankerous, he got along with almost everybody. He got along with Mr. Sam and his fellow Democrats, of course, but he also got along with Ronald Reagan and counted Newt Gingrich as a friend. He got along with big business—particularly the American auto industry, which was the chief employer of his Michigan district—and equally so with labor unions. He got along with consumer groups and the National Rifle Association, with all the ethnics, with young and old, urban and rural. The only folks he’d yet encountered with whom he simply could not get along were the tea partiers—“but then again,” he would invariably add, “I don’t think the good Lord will get along with them, either.”


Tea-baggers, he preferred to call them. Over time it became clear to his (significantly younger) staff that Mr. Dingell (as they called him) was unaware of the term’s alternate meaning. This had been a source of private hilarity, until March 2010, when Dingell was invited to be a guest on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart to discuss the recent passage of the Democrats’ landmark health care legislation, which had been Dingell’s legislative raison d’être not only throughout his career but also throughout that of his father, John Dingell Sr., whose congressional seat the son was elected to after the elder died in office in 1955. To say “tea-bagger” on the comedian Stewart’s much-viewed show would . . . well, no one on his staff could envision an upside to it.


Dingell was surprisingly nervous about going on the show as it was. The congressman had been studying past episodes as if preparing for a confirmation hearing—relishing the way Stewart had verbally undressed TV stock tipster Jim Cramer, yet dreading such a fate himself. Staffers took turns playing the host in mock Q&A sessions with the boss. After maybe the third or fourth mention of “tea-baggers,” Michael Robbins—Dingell’s chief of staff at the time—finally spoke up.


“Sir,” he said carefully, “do you know what that actually means?”


By the look on Mr. Dingell’s face, it was clear that he did not.


Because Mr. Dingell was hard of hearing, Robbins knew that he would have to speak loudly and enunciate. Well, sir, I guess you could say it’s a kind of sex act, when a man places his testicles onto the face of another person . . .


One of the four other staffers in the room turned the color of a fire engine.


Then, from the old man: “Hah!”


Followed by: “That’s disgusting.”


Followed by: “But it’s funny, and I’m going to keep using it.”


(He refrained from doing so on the show, which went well.)


John Dingell first encountered the Tea Party phenomenon on August 6, 2009, when he held a town hall in Romulus, Michigan, to defend Obama’s health care legislation. He was booed and heckled from the moment he entered. A man wheeled in his son, afflicted with cerebral palsy, and stood about ten feet in front of Dingell and proceeded to assert, earsplittingly, that the new bill would end his son’s life. “Fraud! Liar!” the man hollered as Dingell calmly tried to assure the man that he was incorrect. Dingell’s answers to nearly every question were met with catcalls of “Bullshit!” and “You haven’t even read the bill!” Dingell had quite a temper but kept it in check. He held a second town hall immediately after the first one was over and then informed his staff that he would not be doing any more in the near future.


Dingell had faced a Republican cardiologist with stout Tea Party backing in the 2010 midterm election. It was by far the toughest of his twenty-nine general election campaigns, though he still won by 17 points. Shortly after the midterms, the entire fifteen-member Michigan congressional delegation—including Dingell and three newly elected Tea Party freshmen—convened for the first time. Speaking at the event was Daniel Akerson, a prominent Michigander who happened to be the CEO of General Motors Company. One of the freshmen, a surgeon named Dan Benishek, arrived late and promptly announced that he would be leaving in five minutes.


“Sit down, Dan,” growled Dingell. “This is important to Michigan. You’ve got nowhere else more important to be.”


Dingell had once been an obnoxious freshman himself—a radical liberal in the eyes of Speaker Rayburn, who had a glare that, as Dingell would say, “damn near melted your cuff links.” He had been, as Dingell liked to say of anyone new at anything, “as green as grass.”


The difference, of course, was that Dingell had grown up in the institution. While his father, John Dingell Sr., was passing New Deal legislation on the House floor, the younger John was a House page, spending afternoons in the Capitol basement with a terrier and an air gun, shooting rats. He’d grown up in the presence of political giants. He’d seen what was humanly perfect. And therefore he could recognize that as a young freshman he was something of a jackass and had better shut up and absorb the wisdom of Mr. Sam Rayburn.


But these damn fools? They were going to come in and immediately start running down the House. And then wonder why Americans hated the institution!


Dingell felt sorry for Speaker Boehner, almost.


Still, it was his own party, not the Tea Party, that had dented Big John Dingell’s armor back in 2008.


After he had spent twenty-seven years as the Democrats’ leader on the Energy and Commerce Committee—which Dingell himself had built into one of Washington’s great fortresses of power—Nancy Pelosi and her close friend, Dingell’s nemesis, Henry Waxman of Los Angeles, had conspired to take away his chairmanship. The man responsible for the Clean Water Act of 1972 and the Endangered Species Act of 1973 had been deemed insufficiently progressive to move the Democrats’ legislative agenda for 2009. Waxman became the new Energy and Commerce chairman. Dingell was pushed to the margins.


Tom DeLay, the House Republicans’ whip, majority leader, and resident enforcer from 1995 until 2006, always said that there were three types of congressmen. There were leadership congressmen who, like DeLay, aimed to spend their careers governing the House and their colleagues. There were committee congressmen who took up residence in a particular outpost—Agriculture, Transportation, Appropriations, Armed Services—and made it their fiefdom. John Dingell had done precisely that with Energy and Commerce.


Now he fell into the third category—he was a district congressman, his energies largely consigned to Michigan’s 15th District. Now he was 1 of 435, just another voice in the cacophony.


Except that this voice was John Dingell’s. Even as the 111th Congress marked the undoing of the Democratic majority, the old man enjoyed one of the most productive legislative sessions of his career. He established America’s newest national park, in his own district. He authored a rare bipartisan food safety bill that the president signed into law. He beat back the Tea Party candidate.


And for an encore, John Dingell intended to begin the 112th Congress in January 2011 by announcing his intention to run for an unprecedented thirtieth term.


Hah!





CHAPTER THREE



Bayonets


The 112th Congress was due to begin its work at noon on January 5, 2011. That morning, a swearing-in ceremony for the members of the Congressional Black Caucus took place in the Capitol Visitor Center. Accompanied by the swelling fanfare of horns and strings, the forty-three African-American representatives filed onstage in order of seniority—beginning with John Conyers, a CBC cofounder in 1971 and the original House proponent of the Martin Luther King federal holiday. Then another cofounder, Charles Rangel, war hero and legendary Harlem congressman, whose failure to pay taxes had led six weeks ago to his being censured on the House floor by a vote of 333 to 79—though with only a single CBC member, departing Alabama Congressman Artur Davis, voting against him. Then Edolphus Towns of Brooklyn. The civil rights icon John Lewis. James Clyburn, the House’s third-ranking Democrat. And slowly cascading into relative youth as six black freshmen joined their seniors on the auditorium stage.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” concluded the announcer, “the representatives of the Hundred-and-Twelfth Congress of the Congressional Black Caucus!”


And as the crowd applauded, one of the members seated in the back row onstage responded with a crisp salute. His graying hair was cut in the style of a flattop, and he wore wire-rimmed spectacles almost identical to those of Donald Rumsfeld, the former defense secretary and thus his former civilian commander, whom he happened to despise. His name was Allen Bernard West. He was a retired lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Army, a month shy of fifty, and, had fate turned against him a few years earlier, he might very well be winding down an eight-year prison term rather than beginning his first day as a United States congressman serving the 22nd District of Florida.


While Jesse Jackson Jr., a congressman and CBC member for the past fifteen years, fiddled with his BlackBerry, West the freshman sat at ramrod attention throughout. Among the forty-three CBC members, he was its only Republican. When Steny Hoyer—still the House majority leader until noon—stepped up to the podium, he described those seated onstage as “critical members of the Democratic caucus.” Typical, thought the freshman. And when Hoyer applauded the black members for being such a positive force “in a country that . . . enslaved some citizens because of the color of their skin,” West thought, I never been nobody’s slave. But his expression remained stolid, unfazed.


Only when the new CBC chairman, a Missouri congressman and former Methodist pastor named Emanuel Cleaver II, spoke did Allen West’s heart begin to quicken. “Well, my friends,” the chairman declared in preacherly cadence, “the wall of protection for the unemployed is down. The wall of summer job security for young people is down. The wall of Middle East peace is down. The wall of civil discourse is down . . . But good news—we’ve got forty-three wall builders, standing ready! And we’re gonna rebuild the wall!”


That was Lieutenant Colonel West—that signified his brothers in arms, he thought: We stand on the wall, guarding this country’s foundations.


Before the 2010 elections, the House Democrats had forty-two black members. The Republicans had zero. Now there were two of the latter. The other African-American freshman, Tim Scott from the old slave market town of Charleston, South Carolina, had made it clear during the 2010 campaign that he had no interest in joining the Congressional Black Caucus with its liberal agenda. West hadn’t discussed the subject with Scott. In Scott’s view, politics was beside the point. Allen West was beside the point. West’s parents had spent most of their young lives in south Georgia, where society’s tenets were inalterably color-coded. Raised in Atlanta less than two miles from Ebenezer Baptist Church, West could still remember the primal wailings of his mother and his aunts the night Martin Luther King was shot. To honor the perseverance of his forebears, West knew what he had to do.


“My parents were Democrats,” he told Jim Clyburn when they met and shook hands. “I think they’d be proud of the decision I made to join.”


The seventy-year-old Democrat replied, “And my parents were Republicans. Welcome.”


John Lewis welcomed him as well. “We’re looking forward to working with you,” the Georgia congressman said.


“My parents used to vote for you,” said West. “I’m from right near your district at Grady High School.”


“I get my laundry done at the dry cleaner’s right over there!” exclaimed Lewis.


Thought West: Yeah, so don’t come down to my district anymore and campaign against me like you did last October!


“Never see your color as a crutch,” his father used to tell him. Herman West was an Army corporal who had helped liberate Rome in World War II. His older brother was wounded in Vietnam. His mother worked for the 6th Marine Corps District headquarters in Atlanta. West joined the ROTC at the age of sixteen. Instructed the father: “You make yourself so good that you can’t be denied.”


The Corps became his world. He did not fraternize or smoke or drink or do drugs—not then and not to this day. At jumpmaster school in 1984, he blew out his knee on a night jump from an aircraft and attended graduation on crutches. His first tour of duty was with an airborne battalion unit in Vicenza, Italy. At the conclusion of Operation Desert Storm in March 1991, Captain Allen West stood beside the tent in Safwan where Iraqi generals signed on to the terms of the cease-fire agreement—and he thought to himself, We’ve left a dictator’s military intact. He strongly suspected that he would be back in Iraq one day.


A dozen years later, Lieutenant Colonel West was commanding a 4th Infantry Division battalion in the central Iraq town of Taji when he learned of a plot to assassinate him. After a roadside bomb hit his unit, he decided to take the report seriously. On his orders, an Iraqi police officer named Yehiya Kadoori Hamoodi, who supposedly had knowledge of the plot, was detained and brought back to the base for interrogation.


Hamoodi insisted, through several hours of questioning, that he knew nothing. Then West entered the room. The lieutenant colonel sat down in front of the detainee, on a stack of MRE boxes, and placed his 9mm pistol on his lap, with the barrel facing Hamoodi. “You’re either going to tell us what we need to know,” said West, “or I’ll kill you.”


Hamoodi repeated his denials, and one of West’s soldiers punched him in the face. They dragged the Iraqi policeman over to a weapons clearing barrel and shoved his head down into it; West held his pistol against the back of Hamoodi’s head. He counted backward from five. Hamoodi still offered nothing. West then fired off a shot, purposefully missing the detainee by maybe an inch. Hamoodi promptly collapsed, invoked Allah, and proceeded to rattle off names and locations. Arrests were made. Nothing of substance was uncovered. No more ambushes occurred. West immediately reported what had taken place to his superior, who did not relay the information up the chain of command. The information got out anyway, and in October 2003 Allen West was relieved of his command and choppered to the base in Tikrit to await further discipline. At minimum, his Army career was finished. Just as likely he would be court-martialed and sentenced to prison at Fort Leavenworth.


West testified at his Article 32 hearing in November 2003. He acknowledged that his actions were in violation of Army rules. He pled that no action be taken against his subordinates, who were only following his orders. He told the court about a promise he had made to his soldiers’ families at a pre-deployment gathering: “I’m going to bring your guy back alive.” Their safety was worth his breach of regulations, he contended—adding, “I’d go through hell with a gasoline can for my men.”


After the hearing, West’s attorney, Neal Puckett, could barely contain his awe. “Your life’s going to be totally different.,” he said. “The nation’s going to see you as a leader who stands up for what’s right.”


Puckett added, “Allen, you should run for Congress.”


“I just don’t want to be in jail,” said West.


The “I’d go through hell with a gasoline can” quote made its way back to Washington. Republican congressmen wrote letters to the secretary of the Army asserting that West should be commended for his actions rather than disciplined. A pro-West petition collected 130,000 signatures. Enough donations poured in to more than cover his legal fees. In the end, the military fined him five thousand dollars and permitted him to retire with full benefits. A martyr of the right was born.


West, his wife, Angela, and their two daughters relocated to south Florida in 2004. He taught history at Deerfield Beach High School but only lasted nine months. It astonished him that his students knew nothing about the Constitution or why the Civil War was fought. When one of the kids took a swing at him, West knew that there would be serious trouble if he remained. He decided that he would be better off in a war zone. For the next two and a half years he worked as a military contractor operating out of Kandahar. As it turned out, Neal Puckett was not the only one with ambitions for his former client. Some individuals in Florida contacted him after the Republicans lost the House in 2006. Would he consider running?


Allen West returned to the Fort Lauderdale area in May 2007 to begin plotting his campaign. But he was unknown and underfunded, running against an incumbent Democrat in the hope-and-change election cycle of 2008. The Democrat, Ron Klein, beat him by double digits. November 4 was an evening of tangled emotions for the West family. Many of his relatives had voted for Obama, with great enthusiasm. West caught some of the man’s victory speech. What he felt was not pride but skepticism. They had a term in the Army for a slick-talking media darling like the president-elect: spotlight Ranger.


Three months after his defeat, West was knocking on doors again. A movement was beginning to brew, with CNBC correspondent Rick Santelli challenging viewers on February 19 to show up in Chicago for a “Tea Party” in July to protest the government’s ill-advised mortgage lending policies. What the crusade lacked was a warrior.


On October 21, 2009, at a Tea Party rally in Fort Lauderdale, congressional candidate Allen West stood onstage, dressed in khakis and a white cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up to mid-forearm, watching two performers in colonial attire play the fife and drums. West’s assignment at the rally was to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, nothing more. Just as he was about to begin, he noticed a gentleman standing off to the side, costumed as a Revolutionary War soldier, complete with musket and bayonet. West got his cue, took the microphone, and decided that he would make the most of his moment.


He briefly sketched his life as an inner-city Atlanta boy given America’s promise of opportunity, and how that was all he needed and all anyone should have the right to expect. Then he said, “We cannot live in a country where the government sits around and tries to engineer and design results and outcomes. Every time they try to do that—‘Everyone has a right to own a home’—how does that end up? ‘Everyone has a right to health care’—how does that end up? The Constitution says, ‘Promote the general welfare’—not ‘PROVIDE the general welfare!’ ”


After the cheers died down, West picked up steam. “We’ve got a class warfare going on. You’ve got a producing class, and you’ve got an entitlement class. If we’re not willing to take our country back”—the candidate jabbed a finger at the crowd—“then you’re complicit. It’s your fault.”


Said the lieutenant colonel, “You’d better get your butts out there and fight for this country!”


The cheering grew.


“This 2010 election is a defining moment for the United States of America . . . If you’re here to shrink away from your duties—there’s the door. Get out. But if you’re here to stand up, to get your musket, to fix your bayonet, and to charge into the ranks—you are my brother and sister in this fight. You need to leave here understanding one simple word.


“That word is: bayonets.


“And charge the enemy—for your freedom, for your liberty. Don’t go home and let your children down! You leave here today—CHARGE!”


The Democrats scoffed at Allen West. They painted him as the most off-the-beam of the extremist Tea Party candidates. They basked in the conventional wisdom that an African-American ultraconservative Christian could not possibly poach on Ron Klein’s Jewish constituent base. They did not know how to account for West’s own adoring followers or his astounding talent for fund-raising. The triumph of a man like Allen West seemed every bit as unthinkable as the viability of a ragtag movement that seemed more akin to a primal scream than anything of electoral significance.


The unthinkable occurred. He beat his opponent by 8 points.


On December 30, 2010, at six in the morning, Congressman-elect Allen West kissed his wife goodbye, hopped into the front seat of a U-Haul truck, and drove out of Plantation, Florida. The following morning, as he passed over the Potomac River, he reflected on Caesar crossing the Rubicon to save his beloved Rome. And he thought as well about the last time he drove a U-Haul, seven years ago, when the freshly discharged lieutenant colonel and his young family headed east from Fort Hood, Texas, to begin a new life in Florida—then to teach history. And now, to make it.


He spent New Year’s Eve drinking sparkling grape juice at the Alexandria, Virginia, home of his lawyer and friend Neal Puckett. By January 1 he had already moved in to the basement apartment of an Army buddy near McPherson Square, walking distance from the White House. Congress would not be in session for another four days. None of the other freshmen had yet arrived. And that was the idea.


Because his foray into Washington was, in a sense, a paramilitary operation. Let the others stumble in on January 5 with their thousand-yard stares. West intended to get a jump on the rest. And so on New Year’s Day he was jogging on the Mall, standing before the great statue of the seated Lincoln, all pores open. Then back to his man-cave to spend the day absorbing budgetary data and parliamentary procedures. On the morning of the second, he and his chief of staff, Jonathan Blyth, visited the Capitol when no one else was around. He wandered the bowels of the Capitol basement and a couple of times got lost. Blyth had worked on the Hill before, but his boss’s instructions were to let West figure his own way out. He intended to learn every corridor, game out every shortcut. He’d drawn a low number in the office lottery, which consigned him to the seventh floor of the Longworth Building. West didn’t give a crap. He was used to living out of a tent.


On the morning of the third, when the freshmen got their office keys, West marched up to Longworth carrying a book about blacks in Congress and various other documents in his old helmet bag ornamented with the myriad postings of his twenty-two-year military career. He convened a meeting with his new staff. His instructions to them were in fact his standing orders as a battalion commander, written on a three-by-five index card that he had laminated because he carried it with him on the campaign trail:


Keep your bayonet sharp. Keep your individual weapon clean.


Be the expert in your lane, and knowledgeable in another.


Be professional.


Not on the list was: Blindly follow commands. The freshman had already staked out his contrary position back in October, a month before he was even elected, when Boehner flew in for a campaign appearance with West at the Gun Club Café in West Palm Beach and quietly advised him to go easy on the rhetoric about tax reform and the flat tax. “Try to avoid talking about that,” the Republican leader told the candidate, who ignored the counsel.


A month later, the congressman-elect appeared on NBC’s Meet the Press and responded to a question about potential budget cuts by saying, “Everything has to be on the table . . . We need to look at our Defense Department.” As soon as the show was over, the incoming chairman of the Armed Services Committee, Buck McKeon, called West on his cell phone. How could West—who was vying for a seat on McKeon’s committee—say that the defense budget ought to be cut?


“You’re talking to a guy who’s been on the ground,” the freshman coolly replied. “There’s waste, and I know where the low-hanging fruit is.”


And shortly after learning of the House’s new working calendar, which would involve fewer days in Washington and more time back in their congressional districts, West fired off a letter to the man who designed the new schedule, incoming House Majority Leader Eric Cantor. They should be spending more time in Washington, not less, the freshman wrote. How could they possibly contend with all the issues on their plate “when, among other things, we start off being in session only ten days the entire month of January?” West then circulated the letter in the form of a press release. Cantor’s spokesman responded with his own statement: “What matters is who’s in charge and the process put in place, not the number of days in session.” The majority leader himself did not contact West—which, of course, was a statement of its own.


Fine, thought West. He saw the matter as he always did, through a military prism. Any private on a rifle range can call a safety violation without the permission of the Officer in Charge. Otherwise someone could get hurt. The private is showing initiative and care. He’s thinking. He’s not a Soviet-style robot. The OIC should be grateful.


And anyway, his bayonet was sharp. Now it was January 5, 2011. Time to charge the enemy.





PART TWO



[image: image]


SHUT ’ER DOWN





CHAPTER FOUR



Citizens in the Devil’s City


On the morning of his swearing-in, Jeff Duncan held a prayer breakfast in a reception room of the Republican National Committee headquarters, across the street from the Cannon Building, where he now worked. In previous months, there had been a banner affixed to the RNC building’s façade. FIRE PELOSI, it had read. Now there was a new banner, hailing the politically radioactive Democrat’s commitment to stay on as their minority leader: HIRE PELOSI.


A hundred South Carolinians were there to join Duncan. Most of them had traveled eight hours in a bus caravan from the 3rd District, and with few exceptions they wore Carolina (or Republican) red. One of his buddies led them in prayer: “We know that the Lord installs kings, princes and leaders, and we thank him for our brother Jeff Duncan . . .”


When it was Duncan’s turn, he closed his eyes and began: “God—you are so good . . .”


The freshman choked up briefly. Taking a breath, he continued: “I thank you for this opportunity to serve my country and serve you . . . I am focused on getting back to what was inspired by you, this form of government . . . Shine your face on this nation once again. Turn it from its wicked ways . . .”


Then he led the procession over to Cannon 116—where, as promised, a ribbon barricaded the doorway. One of his young sons held the ribbon taut while Duncan applied the scissors.


“This is the grand opening of a business,” he told his constituents. “We are open for business, starting today!”


For two centuries, Washington, D.C., has sustained itself with intrigues. “May this Territory be the residence of virtue and happiness,” President John Adams had declared on November 22, 1800, five days after the Sixth Congress officially relocated to America’s permanent seat of power, the Congress having been based for a year in New York, followed by a decade in yellow fever–plagued Philadelphia. Major Pierre-Charles L’Enfant’s newly designed metropolis took a while to achieve its grandeur, if not its virtuelessness. Too squalid for family life, Washington in its first few years was a city of men who lived and dined together in coarse boardinghouses—the New Englanders in one, the southerners in another, the westerners in another still. Their shared workplace stood at an elevation of eighty-eight feet above the Potomac River, on land acquired from the wealthy farmer and slave owner Daniel Carroll. The Capitol’s earliest incarnation was so stifling that its inhabitants nicknamed it “the Oven.” A half-century later came its ornate dome, and then a succession of House and Senate office buildings—and not only families but whole colonies of Washington professionals, from the partisan wordsmiths who scribbled for Thomas Jefferson’s and Alexander Hamilton’s rival newspapers to the sly female “spider lobbyists” who drew the hapless congressmen into their webs by means of “pleasant parlors” and “Burgundy at blood heat.”


Now it was January 2011. Two years after a desultory cell of Republicans licked their wounds in the Caucus Room, the streets and hotels and reception rooms were exultantly theirs. Correspondingly, the K Street lobbyists and consultants and Republican job seekers were out in force. Above all, they sought out the eighty-seven new arrivals like Jeff Duncan and Allen West. That so many of the freshmen had achieved victory by denouncing John Adams’s “residence of virtue and happiness” only meant that they were due a suitable orientation to how Washington works.


The educating went both ways, of course: the Washington establishment sought to disaggregate this great blob of newness and take its measure of them one by one. After all, this was hardly the first time that the town had seen a large freshman class. There had been a whopping 94 incoming Democrats following the referendum on the corrupt Grant administration in 1874; a class of 86 Democrats following the Panic of 1890; an unprecedented 131 Democratic freshmen riding the FDR wave in 1932; the 49 Watergate Democrats in 1974; the 52 so-called Reagan’s Robots in 1980; and the 73 Gingrichites in 1994. Each outsized freshman class rode into Washington confident that it had received an unambiguous mandate to change how business was done here. None was terribly successful at doing so.


For it was never all that hard for the Washingtonians to break down a brawny yet tender freshman class into its constituent parts. The Republican class of 2010 was not by any means monolithic. Nearly a third of them had never before held public office and were instead “citizen-politicians” from the fields of medicine, law enforcement, farming, auto sales, football, roofing, or pizza making. Others, however, were seasoned state legislators, two had been congressional senior staffers, and another was a well-known Republican opposition researcher. Occupying a category of his own was the unsinkable Charlie Bass of New Hampshire, who first was elected to Congress on the Gingrich wave of 1994, then rolled out to sea on the anti-Bush wave of 2006, only to return on the Tea Party wave four years later.


Beyond individual background, each representative, in the end, answered to his or her peculiar country-within-a-country. A dentist from Arizona named Paul Gosar now represented the state’s 1st Congressional District—sent here by the Tea Party, except that Gosar now had to figure out how to respond to the needs of the Navajos who occupied vast swaths of his constituency. County prosecutor Sean Duffy, a former lumberjack and reality TV show star, had won a Wisconsin seat that had been in Democrat hands for four decades—and now came the hard part: convincing blue-collar union workers that the Tea Party sensation was one of them. Mo Brooks of Huntsville, Alabama, ran against the evils of Obamacare but now had to find a way to protect his district’s missile defense interests. Allen West was now the duly elected defender of the Florida coastline; Jeff Duncan, the overnight guardian of the U.S. Department of Energy’s Savannah River Site, a major nuclear facility.


Even among Republicans, America could be interpreted 435 different ways.
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