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To Abby, an amazing writer, and Laurie, an amazing talker;


To Judy, an incredible journalist, and Bonnie, an inspiring teacher









A NOTE ON SOURCES


This is a book based on original reporting. Most of the interviews were conducted on a not-for-attribution basis to achieve the most candid and accurate account possible of Donald Trump’s election and presidency. In describing scenes and conversations where I was not present, I have spoken with one or more people with first-hand knowledge of what happened.


I’ve drawn on a wide array of reporting and commentary from newspapers, magazines, networks, websites, and social media, and have credited them as frequently as possible in these chapters. My thanks to those in the political and media worlds who generously shared their time to help me tell the story of one of the most challenging periods in American history.









CHAPTER 1


A CATASTROPHIC MEDIA FAILURE


Two days after Donald Trump was inaugurated, Kellyanne Conway dived into a media maelstrom with an appearance on Meet the Press.


It did not go well.


She and Meet the Press host Chuck Todd had a history. NBC’s goateed political junkie had texted her after four a.m. on Election Night, congratulating her on what he called the greatest upset in the history of American politics. Conway said she was “euphoric.”


But their relationship took a bad turn when she taped a Meet the Press interview in late November.


When she got home that Sunday morning and told her husband George that it had gone smoothly, he said, “What do you mean? You weren’t on for even a minute.”


Conway called Todd and asked what happened. The anchor—who had booked Conway under pressure from the Trump team—realized there had been a miscommunication. He explained that he had told a staffer the show was packed and the most they could do was run sound bites.


“I don’t give sound bites. I don’t speak in sound bites,” she said.


Todd asked how he could make amends.


“It’s only 8 a.m. on the West Coast,” Conway said. “You can run the whole interview. You’ve done 8 minutes with Ash Carter,” Barack Obama’s secretary of defense, “and I’m falling asleep.” Conway was steamed. NBC News President Deborah Turness called to mend fences, but Conway did not respond.


Now Kellyanne was doing a live interview with Todd from the North Lawn of the White House. Todd demanded to know why Trump press secretary Sean Spicer had made a “ridiculous” statement that was “a provable falsehood” about Trump’s inaugural crowd being bigger than Obama’s. Things turned personal when Todd laughed at Conway’s explanation that Spicer was providing “alternative facts.”


“Your job is not to call things ridiculous that are said by our press secretary and our president,” Conway said. “You’re supposed to be a news person. You’re not an opinion columnist.”


Conway was disgusted and knew her pushback against Todd would not get replayed on any network. Conway was sympathetic toward journalists, but here she was, trying to talk about Trump’s policy agenda, and getting ripped by a guy she had known for two decades. She thought it was “symbolic” of “the way we’re treated by the press.”


Todd regretted letting his emotions show, but not the substance of his questions. He thought Kellyanne had simply run out of talking points, and was laughing at the absurdity of the situation. The fact that it was a satellite interview, lacking the conversational cues provided by a face-to-face sit-down, made his interruptions look overly confrontational.


The president called Conway to congratulate her on her performance against Todd. His vice president, Mike Pence, later joked to her: “Does Chuck Todd have any teeth left?”


But the unfortunate phrase “alternative facts” stuck to her like tarpaper. She had meant equally accurate explanations, like “two plus two equals four” and “three plus one equals four,” but it quickly became journalistic shorthand for White House exaggerations and falsehoods. One viewer, however, liked the phrase.


“In a way, that was genius,” Trump told Conway.


“And in another way…?” she asked.


The president was too busy sympathizing. “They do that to me all the time, take one word,” he said.


Two days later, Chuck Todd texted her with an offer: “Would love to chat when you have time. I also think we should do a face to face sit down on cam. Maybe something more extended for my cable show sometime next week. Just a thought. All about reminding folks we both prefer cordial back n forths.”


Kellyanne happened to be meeting with the president. She asked him how to respond.


“Tell him I thought you were treated with great disrespect,” Trump said.


Conway tapped the words into her iPhone: “President Trump said you treated me with great disrespect.”


Todd quickly replied: “I respectfully disagree. Of course, I’ve taken a lot more disrespect than most reporters and never make it public. I’m sorry this was your response.”


Kellyanne texted, “That was his response. I typed what he said.”


“Well. Let me know what YOU think of my pitch.”


Conway put the phone down. She was done with Todd.


She eventually relented, and Turness, the NBC news chief, came to see her and Hope Hicks, the president’s loyal young assistant. Conway did not hide her disdain for how NBC and MSNBC were treating the administration.


“This is a side of me you never see,” she said. “I’m usually kind and gracious. Your networks are a hot mess.”


Turness said that MSNBC was the province of its president, Phil Griffin.


“No, it’s your stepchild,” Conway said.


“And you’ve got SNL,” Hicks added, the comedy show on which Alec Baldwin was brutally mimicking Trump.


Turness delivered an overall apology. NBC wanted to continue a fifty-year tradition of spending a day trailing each new president with a camera crew. Fat chance, Conway thought, if this is how we’re going to be covered.


“I let you guys into the White House and this is what happens,” she said.
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Donald Trump is staking his presidency, as he did his election, on nothing less than destroying the credibility of the news media; and the media are determined to do the same to him. This is not just a feud or a fight or a battle. It is scorched-earth warfare in which only one side can achieve victory.


To a stunning degree, the press is falling into the president’s trap. The country’s top news organizations have targeted Trump with an unprecedented barrage of negative stories, with some no longer making much attempt to hide their contempt. Some stories are legitimate, some are not, and others are generated by the president’s own falsehoods and exaggerations. But the mainstream media, subconsciously at first, have lurched into the opposition camp, are appealing to an anti-Trump base of viewers and readers, failing to grasp how deeply they are distrusted by a wide swath of the country.


These are not easy words for me to write. I am a lifelong journalist with ink in my veins. And for all my criticism of the media’s errors and excesses, I have always believed in the mission of aggressive reporting and holding politicians accountable.


But the past two years have radicalized me. I am increasingly troubled by how many of my colleagues have decided to abandon any semblance of fairness out of a conviction that they must save the country from Trump.


I first got to know Donald Trump three decades ago and never made the blunder of underestimating him during the campaign. I saw all his weaknesses—the bluster, the bullying, the refusal to admit mistakes—but I also saw strengths that most of my colleagues missed, especially an ability to channel the anger of millions of voters who despise the press—including the old-guard conservative press—and other elite institutions.


This was part of an all-out culture war that stretched well beyond journalistic operations to late-night comics, musicians, Hollywood celebrities, and Broadway actors, all of whom ripped and ridiculed Trump at every opportunity. From Alec Baldwin to Meryl Streep, from Stephen Colbert to Seth Meyers, they depicted the president as being beyond the pale, an aspiring dictator, feeding Trump’s sense of being under siege and prompting him to lash out at those across the media-and-entertainment complex.


This is, at bottom, a battle over the truth. Who owns it, who controls it, who can sell their version to a polarized public that increasingly cannot agree on basic facts.


Everything you read, hear, and see about Trump’s veracity is filtered through a mainstream media prism that reflects a lying president—and virtually never considers the press’s own baggage and biases.


Everything you read, hear, and see from the Trump team is premised on the view that media news is fake news, that journalists are too prejudiced, angry, and ideological to fairly report on the president. Trump and his acolytes use these attacks on the Fourth Estate to neutralize their own untruths, evasions, and exaggerations.


Organized journalism is built around rules, traditions, and the careful parsing of words. Traditional politics is built around polling, spinning, and the careful deployment of words, which are often drained of meaning to avoid giving offense. While the two sides are nominally adversaries, they are also joined in a mutually dependent relationship. They speak the same language. They know they will be penalized for reckless rhetoric, for statements that can be proven wrong.


Trump doesn’t believe in any of that. He is loose with his language. He makes little attempt to vet his presidential pronouncements. He watches cable news endlessly and sometimes regurgitates half-baked comments. And the media’s truth squadders punch themselves silly but rarely seem to land a blow.


What many journalists fail to grasp is that Trump’s supporters love his street talk and view the media critiques as nonsense driven by negativity. They don’t care if he makes mistakes. As paradoxical as it sounds, negative coverage helps Trump because it bonds him to people who also feel disrespected by the denizens of the mainstream press. The media take everything literally, and Trump pitches his arguments at a gut level. It is asymmetrical warfare.


My greatest fear is that organized journalism has badly lost its way in the Trump era and may never fully recover. Even if the Trump presidency crashes and burns—in which case the press will claim vindication—the scars of distrust might never heal.


My view doesn’t reflect some evolution or epiphany on my part. I haven’t really changed. My profession keeps moving the goalposts.


When Trump first declared his candidacy, I sat on endless television panels with prognosticators who said he was a joke, a sideshow, a summer fling, and then that he was going to implode the next week, the next month, that he wouldn’t make it to Iowa, that he had no shot at winning the nomination. They pronounced last rites each time he caused a media uproar with controversial comments. And then in the fall the cognoscenti knew that of course he could never win a general election, right up to the evening of November 8, 2016.


When I would say that Trump wasn’t going to self-destruct, that he was media savvy, that he was connecting with alienated voters, that bad press only helped him, I was dismissed in some quarters as being in the tank for a bombastic billionaire. Or being a naïve soul who didn’t really understand politics. Or being a closet right-winger who somehow kept his disturbing views hidden all these years. Or a person who had imbibed the Kool-Aid at Fox.


The truth is that I wasn’t pro-Trump at all, I was pro-reality.


The point here is not that I was right, but that so many in the news business couldn’t see beyond their own biases. Or they would say Trump might win, but the prospect was so frightening that the media had to stop him by convincing voters he was a racist liar, and dammit, why aren’t they getting it?


It turns out they were the ones who failed to recognize what was unfolding before their eyes. It was the most catastrophic media failure in a generation.









CHAPTER 2


TRUMP WORKS THE REFS


The first time I met Donald Trump, he told me that if he ran for president, he would win.


It was 1987.


We were in his twenty-sixth-floor Trump Tower office, where he was promoting his book The Art of the Deal, and he had recently taken an exploratory trip to the first primary state. Which he was more than happy to discuss.


“When I go up to New Hampshire—I’m not running for president, by the way—I got the best crowd, the best of everything in terms of reception,” Trump told me. “The politicians go up and get a moderate audience. I go up and they’re scalping tickets. You heard that? They’re scalping tickets. Why? Because people don’t want to be ripped off, and this country is being ripped off. I think if I ran, I’d win.”


He sounded exactly the way he does now—brash, self-congratulatory, over the top, and utterly convinced that his wealth and success meant he could accomplish virtually anything.


I didn’t exactly envision him in the White House, but he was great copy for a reporter based in New York, feuding with everyone from hotel queen Leona Helmsley (“a disgrace to humanity”) to the mayor Ed Koch (a “moron,” “jerk,” and “disaster”). Trump admitted he had a “thin skin” about negative press, which had to be one of history’s great understatements.


The real estate magnate had strong views on world issues, complaining that the U.S. military was subsidizing Japan, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait, and that Japanese trade policy was taking America to the cleaners.


His staff, even then, had decidedly mixed feelings about the man. Blanche Sprague, a top Trump lieutenant, told me that “to work for Donald you absolutely have to love him, because he will absolutely drive you crazy. There are days when I could cheerfully bludgeon him to death.”


I called Trump periodically and he always called right back—even in the first days of the tabloid frenzy over his divorce from Ivana, triggered by his relationship with Marla Maples.


Trump was such a creature of the New York Post and Daily News that I somehow felt comfortable asking him why he had offered his estranged wife just $20 million of his $2-billion fortune. He called it “a very, very substantial amount of money,” backed by a prenup that was “sealed in gold.”


And what about her argument that she had contributed to his tycoonery? “You know me pretty well,” he said, attributing a greater intimacy to our relationship than I had dared imagine. “Do you think anybody helped me build this fortune?”


Trump always spit out the sound bites and signed off: “I gotta go, baby. You take care. I’ll read you tomorrow.”


But our relations, such as they were, had the roller-coaster quality that would become so familiar. When he was building the Trump Taj Mahal in Atlantic City, and I had to ask him about reports of cash-flow problems, he snapped: “I don’t know why I even talk to you. You’ve never written anything nice about me.” Which was demonstrably untrue, but didn’t stop him from taking my call. (His casinos later went into bankruptcy.)


Two decades later, when I had long since decamped to Washington and we hadn’t spoken for some time, Trump was at the top of the polls for a possible presidential bid in 2012. I called his lawyer to ask about allegations by customers at several business ventures that they had been ripped off. To my surprise, Trump called back, going on about what a great writer I was and how he was delighted to talk to me.


“What about the 50 deals that turned out great—are you going to cover that too?” he asked. Some of the allegations, Trump said, are “really bullshit stuff.”


After flirting with the idea for decades, Trump was ready to take the plunge on June 16, 2015. Unlike most of my colleagues in the media, I knew instinctively when Trump came down that golden escalator to declare his candidacy that he would be a formidable candidate.


Every time Trump said or did something stupid, they would declare him to be toast, only to find him climbing higher. And the same cycle repeated itself during the general election. They were misreading both the man and the mood of the country.


There was no middle ground. I was called a Trump sycophant when I argued that the billionaire shouldn’t be counted out, and when I criticized him on some issue, his loyalists would savage me as a Trump hater. Both were way off the mark.


I don’t like either party. I believe even the best politicians can be self-serving hypocrites. My brand has always been fairness. I’ve been a reporter and columnist for the Washington Post and Newsweek. I’ve been an anchor at both CNN and Fox. I’ve got plenty of opinions but I don’t take political sides.


And I’ve always tried not to be trapped in the airless bubble of establishment media types. My father sold shirts for a living. I grew up in a city-subsidized apartment building next to a sewage treatment plant in the non-trendy part of southern Brooklyn. I went to the state university in Buffalo, which is practically Ohio, though I did get a master’s at Columbia. My first job was working the night shift at a newspaper in Hackensack for $10,000 a year.


So I may have been quicker than most of my colleagues to grasp that the country was fed up with the empty promises and utter dysfunction of Washington. I was sensitive to the fact that many Americans we blithely categorize as working class had lousy jobs, were bouncing between jobs, or worried about losing their jobs, and were brimming with resentment. I didn’t dismiss them as racist yahoos. This novice candidate, I thought, is connecting on a visceral level.


I had the sense that Trump appreciated my fairness. But he can be quick to feel slighted.


Two weeks after his announcement, when I arrived at Trump Tower for our first interview for my Fox News show Media Buzz, he ushered me into his office for a good-natured chat about the race. He wanted to know how I thought he was doing.


When we sat down in front of the cameras, the man who starred in The Apprentice for fourteen seasons didn’t like the shot.


“Your side is perfect for me, but for some reason they have me sitting in this seat,” he said, though he had the skyline backdrop.


He looked at the lights that had been set up. “Can you move it over a little further?” he asked the crew. In the lull he told me, “You’re doing a great job.”


Trump wanted to examine the shot again: “Can I take a look at it now?”


More instructions: “Could you turn down that heavy light on top? So much better. Okay. Well, a little darker than that.”


I admired his persistence in perfecting the image. But as the crew scrambled, he started getting impatient. “Let’s go, fellas, are we ready?” Then he said, “It looks very orangey, but I guess that’s my face.”


When I stumbled on a word out of the gate, Trump graciously suggested we do it again to fix it.


I noted that while he was in second place in the polls, his critics, including Ari Fleischer, who had been George W. Bush’s White House spokesman, had called him “irresponsible” and “divisive.” I asked, “Does that hurt your feelings?”


He pushed back, as I expected.


The rest of the interview proceeded without a hitch, notable for his forecast that he had a 15 to 20 percent chance of winning the nomination.


But as soon as the cameras were off, Trump let me have it. “It was so negative. It was very negative. I mean, you quoted every person—”


“To give you a chance to hit back,” I said.


“You started out by quoting seven people who killed me. Then you quote Ari Fleischer, who’s a loser.”


He wished me well, and I was puzzled at how pissed he seemed. But when I passed his office on the way out, he waved me in and we shot the breeze for another fifteen minutes.


After the next interview—he greeted me by reciting his great poll numbers—he was more upbeat. Although we had shot at least ten minutes more than I could possibly fit on the show, he said: “You should run the whole thing. You were good, I was good. Use the whole thing.”


Suddenly I was on his good side. When I went to a Trump Tower news conference, Trump announced as he called on me that “I love Howie Kurtz”—which proved a tad more embarrassing when I learned that the session had been carried on CNN. But in his eyes you were only as good as your last sound bite.


As our interviews proceeded—in New York, in Las Vegas, at Mar-a-Lago—Trump took hard shots at the pundits who were criticizing him, on the right as well as the left. He told me that Fox News in general—and Megyn Kelly’s show repeatedly and in particular—was slanted against him.


One time he told me off camera that I was “not good” on one of Megyn’s recent shows, because I had made an unspecified criticism that bothered him. Another time he told me on camera that “you were not fair.” We aired it, of course, and whatever my transgressions, he kept sitting down with me.


Trump was less available after he clinched the nomination, and during a phone call in the summer of 2016, he sounded frustrated. “You are marginalizing me,” he insisted. I had no idea what he meant, since we covered his campaign intensively, but he had a long memory for even the slightest criticism.


Trump was obviously working the refs, trying to get a better call next time. He did that more vociferously with his biggest critics. I once saw him walk over to Karl Rove, the Bush White House aide turned Fox commentator who frequently ripped his candidacy, throw an arm around him and vow to win him over. They later had a three-hour lunch at which Rove tried to convince him he couldn’t win New York, California, or Oregon.


In the final weeks of the campaign, when the entire media establishment was convinced that Hillary Clinton was a lock, I thought the pundits were falling into the same trap they had when they predicted he couldn’t win the Republican nomination. Sure, things didn’t look good for Trump as he lagged in the battleground state polls, even as Kellyanne Conway kept insisting they had a path to 270 electoral votes. On Media Buzz the Sunday before the election, I said it was irresponsible for journalists to count Trump out.


It wasn’t until the wee hours of November 9, sitting on the Fox set in New York, the anchors’ voices betraying a sense of disbelief, a pro-Trump crowd outside roaring its approval as each state turned red, that I realized how right I had been. What Trump had told me back in 1987 turned out to be true: if he ran, he would win.
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Kellyanne Conway liked to say that she was the most pro-press person in the White House.


She was certainly the one with the deepest relationships with journalists and the greatest savvy about working the media, the most ubiquitous performer on television, and the rock star of the new administration.


But she wound up getting badly burned. Many of her old friends turned on her with a vengeance she had never imagined.


These journalists would act oh so friendly: Kellyanne, how are the kids? Did you find a house in Washington? Love that dress. Then they would eviscerate her.


Conway had forged her future from a difficult childhood in which she grew up not knowing her father. He had ditched the family when she was a toddler, with no alimony and no child support, leaving her to be raised in New Jersey by four strong-willed Italian Catholic women—her mom, her grandmother, and two aunts. She didn’t see her dad until she was twelve. She spent eight summers working long shifts picking blueberries at a nearby farm. And she developed a fierce streak of independence, getting a law degree, and launching a business when she was twenty-eight.


Despite Conway’s growing prominence over the years, her staunch position against abortion and her embrace of “femininity” over “feminism” alienated some women in media and politics who would otherwise be cheering her on.


I first knew her as Kellyanne Fitzpatrick, a pollster by trade who did stand-up at open-mike clubs, melding self-deprecation with pointed barbs at various Beltway players. She embraced the label “pundette,” one of a group of conservative blonde women blanketing the cable networks.


Conway had joined the Trump camp after her first candidate, Ted Cruz, dropped out. Trump soon soured on his campaign chairman Paul Manafort, especially after the New York Times reported that he had gotten millions in undisclosed cash payments from Ukraine’s pro-Russia party. Three days later, on August 17, 2016, Trump made Conway his campaign manager. She immediately pressed him to manage the media, rather than trying to make news around the clock.


Hillary Clinton was lying low, basking in the afterglow of the Democratic convention and sitting on her lead in the polls.


“I get 10 times as much coverage as she does,” Trump boasted.


“Is that a good thing?” Conway asked.


She paused before explaining: “You’re not making a new golf course, you’re not on The Apprentice, you’re not marketing a hotel. All the press is not good when you’re running for president of the United States.”


Trump was unpersuaded. Saturating the airwaves and giving constant interviews had worked extremely well for him so far.


But if he kept it up, Conway said, “You’ll destroy my strategy. My strategy is this has to be a referendum on her, not a referendum on you.”


Under pressure from Conway and other staffers, Trump began cutting way back on television interviews, appearing mainly on Fox News. He was accustomed to picking and choosing shows, but the team quietly conspired to keep most of the invitations away from him. With Conway in charge, Trump would not hold another news conference for the rest of the campaign.


By the time she stepped in, Trump had already made the media a major target, having yanked the credentials of Politico, the Washington Post, the Huffington Post, the Des Moines Register, BuzzFeed, and others.


In October, when a dozen women accused Trump of sexually assaulting or harassing them, in the wake of his comments on an old Access Hollywood video that if he liked a woman he would “grab her by the pussy,” Conway stood by her man, even knowing full well that his poll numbers would plummet. And her loyalty was crucial.


“The reason you survived this was Kellyanne Conway,” Newt Gingrich told Trump. She and her long blonde tresses were the face of the campaign. The candidate didn’t disagree with the former House speaker, one of the few close advisers with the fortitude to tell Trump he was wrong—first privately, and then, if he didn’t listen, on the airwaves.


Conway was adroit in her defense, viewing her job as explaining Trump, not justifying his behavior. When she saw a couple of CNN pundits describing Trump as a sexual predator, she called Jeff Zucker, the network’s president, and said his talking heads were wrong to imply that Trump was guilty of a criminal act when not one allegation had been proven.


“You can’t have people on your panels calling him a sexual predator,” she insisted.


Conway pressed the same case with Anderson Cooper, the globetrotting CNN anchor and son of Gloria Vanderbilt, when she was on his show. “I’m trying to do you a favor,” she said. Conway later saw Cooper challenge a panelist who tried to use that description.


As Election Day approached with Clinton leading in most battleground states, Kellyanne tried to keep Trump’s morale up, despite his hearing the constant media refrains of “you’re going to lose, you’re going to lose big, and you’re going to destroy the Republican Party.” When she insisted in TV interviews that the Trump campaign had a real path to 270 electoral votes, she knew the anchors were thinking, “We love Kellyanne, but she’s full of it.”


Kellyanne believed what she said, but it was also her duty to say it, and in the final days of the campaign, she privately feared that Trump might lose. She asked friends if the Republican Party would ostracize her. As it turned out, of course, her faith in Trump was rewarded, and in the early morning hours of November 9, 2016, she became the first woman to manage a winning presidential campaign.









CHAPTER 3


TRUMP TRAUMA


President-elect Trump remained amazed—and proud—at how his words echoed across the media and American landscape.


When Conway told him that a church leader had spoken of ripping babies out of the womb—using language Trump had used in the third presidential debate to describe abortion—he was pleased.


“This is a trending item,” Trump announced. “It became a news story. I did that.”


The bigger news story, naturally, was how Trump’s White House team was taking shape. Reince Priebus, the chairman of the Republican National Committee, was named chief of staff. Priebus, a plain-spoken Wisconsin native, lacked an easy rapport with Trump, and thought it odd that Steve Bannon was simultaneously named White House chief strategist, as if they were co-equals, especially as Priebus represented the Republican establishment and Bannon represented the populist rebellion against the Republican Party. It was clear that Trump’s daughter Ivanka, and her husband Jared Kushner, would wield considerable clout, inside or outside the White House. But Conway’s role remained undefined.


She was nevertheless highly visible. When Trump weighed making former Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney secretary of state, Conway was upset. Romney had attacked Trump during the campaign as a “fraud” and “con man.” She was appalled he might be rewarded with such a plum job.


Conway did something remarkable for a staffer. She went on State of the Union, the CNN show hosted by aggressive anchor Jake Tapper, to speak for the large “number of people who feel betrayed to think that a Governor Romney would get the most prominent Cabinet post, after he went so far out of his way to hurt Donald Trump.” She made the same argument on Meet the Press.


The media world was stunned. Was Kellyanne defying her boss?


It seemed that way the next day on MSNBC’s Morning Joe. Joe Scarborough, the former Republican congressman who was gradually repairing relations with Trump after their friendship blew up during the campaign, declared that Conway was “going rogue,” citing as his source, “the top three people in the Trump organization.” And, he added, the president-elect was “furious.”


Conway, watching the show, couldn’t believe it. She had cleared her anti-Romney diatribe with Trump, who put out a statement confirming her account.


Conway texted Scarborough during the show that his report was “false” and “sexist” and that despite his disparagement of her career, she could have any job she wanted in the White House. Scarborough, denying any sexism, read her comments on the air.


Conway suspected Joe’s main source was Reince Priebus. She confronted him.


“Go ahead and keep telling Scarborough lies about me,” she said.


Priebus looked startled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Priebus told friends that while he had not discussed the matter with Scarborough, he did believe that Kellyanne had gone rogue; she had no authority to go on TV and say a Romney nomination was a terrible idea.


Several weeks into the transition, Kellyanne still had no official position. Some, including Kellyanne, assumed that Trump’s family—Don Jr., Eric, Ivanka, and Jared—did not want her in the White House.


Conway herself agonized over whether it was feasible for a mom raising four kids to work on a backbreaking White House schedule, and felt guilty for hesitating to go into the speaking and punditry world where she could make far more money with more flexible hours. Beneath her warm smile and pleasant demeanor, no one was a rougher infighter than Conway, who was accustomed to being the only woman in a male-dominated profession. Her journalistic connections came into play when Trump wanted to arrange a summit meeting with the New York Times, whose negative campaign coverage so rattled him that he had threatened to sue the paper.


At the same time it was his hometown newspaper, delivered every morning to his glittering three-story apartment, and Trump yearned for its approval.


Trump’s press secretary Sean Spicer, an intense, combative Republican operative, often chewing cinnamon gum, quickly voiced his opposition: “Mr. President, I think that’s a very bad idea. They’re never going to treat you fairly. They’ll twist what you say.”


Trump exploded, yelling at his new spokesman for the first time. “I know how to fucking take care of myself,” he shouted.


Priebus hated the idea too, but Trump seemed determined to do it—until the meeting date approached and Trump asked, “Why are we doing this?”


Hope Hicks answered, “Because that’s what you asked us to do.”


But Trump had changed his mind, saying, “This is ridiculous.”


Priebus agreed. The last thing they needed was thirty attackers from the Times peppering him with questions.


“I agree with you 100 percent,” Trump said. Priebus fell on his sword and came up with a pretext to cancel the gathering. He said the paper was insisting it all be on the record, rather than just a confidential chat with the publisher, Arthur Sulzberger Jr.


Trump took to Twitter, his favorite weapon for firing off insults against the media: “I cancelled today’s meeting with the failing @nytimes when the terms and conditions of the meeting were changed at the last moment. Not nice.”


Times executives balked, and Kellyanne Conway not only got the meeting back on the calendar, she made sure her boss wasn’t blamed.


The paper quoted unnamed sources as saying Priebus “had tried to scuttle the meeting at the Times by telling Mr. Trump, erroneously, that the newspaper was shifting its terms.” Priebus wanted the session canceled because Trump “could face questions he might not be prepared to answer.” The New York Times had just called Reince Priebus a liar.


[image: ]


Every president gets pounded by the press. But no president had ever been subjected to the kind of relentless ridicule, caustic commentary, and insulting invective that has been heaped on Donald Trump.


I have a name for this half-crazed compulsion to furiously attack one man. It’s called Trump Trauma.


It started during the campaign, when the media geniuses were certain that Trump was a joke. New York’s Daily News depicted him as a red-nosed bozo, with headlines like “Dead Clown Walking.” The Huffington Post, in an act of awesome arrogance, relegated Trump to its Entertainment section, and stuck with that stupid decision until the day after the election.


As if that wasn’t enough, Arianna Huffington’s website held its nose by ending every Trump article with this editor’s note: “Donald Trump regularly incites political violence and is a serial liar, rampant xenophobe, racist, misogynist and birther who has repeatedly pledged to ban all Muslims—1.6 billion members of an entire religion—from entering the U.S.”


Other media outlets openly moved into the anti-Trump camp as well. Subtlety was not required.


In the New Yorker, Editor David Remnick wrote: “The election of Donald Trump to the presidency is nothing less than a tragedy for the American republic, a tragedy for the Constitution, and a triumph for the forces, at home and abroad, of nativism, authoritarianism, misogyny, and racism.”


Noah Shachtman, executive editor of the Daily Beast, wrote that “if you’re renting in a Trump building or playing a round of golf at a Trump resort, you are supporting racism and neo-fascism.” And he flat-out called for “a boycott of Trump’s businesses,” presumably addressing all those racist golfers. This was the man supervising the site’s reporters.


At New York magazine, writer Emily Yoshida tweeted this appeal: “Men of NYC if you want to be good allies please form a perimeter around Trump Tower at 6PM and start peeing.”


At the pop culture site BuzzFeed, the editor Ben Smith, a former Politico reporter, called Trump a “mendacious racist.”


Smith was telling his staff that it was perfectly acceptable to use such terms on social media because the candidate was “out there saying things that are false, and running an overtly anti-Muslim campaign. BuzzFeed News’s reporting is rooted in facts, not opinion; these are facts.”


That might have been the most troubling declaration: that Trump’s racism was simply an undisputed fact, not a journalist’s assessment, and that there was no room for dissent on this score.


Graydon Carter, the editor of Vanity Fair, had a long-running feud with Trump dating to the 1980s, when he helped run Spy magazine, which branded the real estate mogul a “thick-fingered vulgarian.” (Trump told me it was “a garbage magazine.”) Now, after predicting Trump’s defeat in his glossy pages, Carter called him a “preening narcissist” who “may well be the most ridiculed man in history.”


When these and other editors and commentators railed against Donald Trump, there was no backlash from their peers. By and large, they received knowing smiles and high fives. Most people in their circles, from Manhattan to Malibu, believed pretty much the same thing. Trump was an affront to their refined sensibilities. And if he remained stubbornly popular, well, no one ever went broke underestimating the intelligence of the American people.


A burgeoning resentment of Donald Trump stretched well beyond people in the opinion business, touching major news organizations as well.


Trump had complained to me, for instance, that the Twitter account of Jonathan Martin, a top political reporter for the New York Times, was “just horrible.” And that wasn’t the end of it.


Weeks before the convention, an RNC staff member called Martin one night to challenge one of his stories. The reporter shot back, “You’re a racist and a fascist; Donald Trump is a racist and a fascist, we all know it, and you are complicit. By supporting him you’re all culpable.”


During the fall campaign, the party staffer called him again, and Martin accused the staffer—and everyone working on Trump’s behalf—of supporting a racist campaign and a racist candidate.


This time the staffer was distraught and relayed the conversation to the boss, Sean Spicer. Spicer called a top Times editor and unloaded about Martin’s behavior. The editor thanked Spicer for the information.


Half an hour later, Martin called Spicer and demanded: “How dare you go behind my back? What are you doing calling one of my editors?” “Excuse me,” Spicer replied, “you call one of my people and say this and I don’t have a right to complain?”


The bias even seeped into routine coverage. When protestors snuck onto a Trump golf course in California and carved six-foot letters into the greens, this was the lead sentence in a Washington Post news story: “Environmental activists pulled off a daring act of defiance.” It was impossible to imagine such a description of vandalism at property owned by any other president. The paper acknowledged the blunder in an editor’s note.


Sometimes the smug certainty was cringe-worthy. Stephanie Ruhle, a daytime news anchor at MSNBC, tipped her hand by asking Kellyanne Conway how she could possibly justify working for Trump.


“You’ve got to look at your kids when you go to bed at night,” Ruhle said, noting that she didn’t let her own children watch Trump.


Conway was deeply offended at such an unfair comment that clearly insinuated her candidate was beyond the pale; given the struggles of her own childhood, she didn’t need any lectures about family.


Perhaps the starkest contrast in the coverage of candidate Trump was at the major newspapers, which devoted untold acres of newsprint to challenging and correcting him, digging into everything from his real estate dealings to his casino bankruptcies to whether he cheated at golf.


Taken one at a time, some of these stories—such as the Washington Post’s Pulitzer Prize–winning series on problems with his charitable donations—were perfectly legitimate. But the sheer tonnage was overwhelming, as if part of a coordinated campaign to undermine and expose a single candidate.


In the summer of 2016, it fell to Jim Rutenberg, the savvy media columnist at the New York Times, to justify the massive imbalance of press coverage in a remarkable and much-quoted piece that reflected the mindset of his newspaper and so many other media outlets:


           If you’re a working journalist and you believe that Donald J. Trump is a demagogue playing to the nation’s worst racist and nationalistic tendencies, that he cozies up to anti-American dictators and that he would be dangerous with control of the United States nuclear codes, how the heck are you supposed to cover him?


                Because if you believe all of those things, you have to throw out the textbook American journalism has been using for the better part of the past half-century, if not longer, and approach it in a way you’ve never approached anything in your career. If you view a Trump presidency as something that’s potentially dangerous, then your reporting is going to reflect that. You would move closer than you’ve ever been to being oppositional. That’s uncomfortable and uncharted territory for every mainstream, non-opinion journalist I’ve ever known, and by normal standards, untenable.


“Let’s face it,” Rutenberg acknowledged, “Balance has been on vacation since Mr. Trump stepped onto his golden Trump Tower escalator last year to announce his candidacy. For the primaries and caucuses, the imbalance played to his advantage, captured by the killer statistic of the season: His nearly $2 billion in free media was more than six times as much as that of his closest Republican rival.”


This figure, based on an endlessly repeated estimate, missed the mark. Yes, early on, the cable news networks provided live coverage of many Trump rallies because he was so unpredictable and entertaining. But much of the so-called free media was actually earned by Trump in the process of doing hundreds and hundreds of interviews. From network morning shows to nighttime cable shows to Sunday shows, Trump exposed himself to constant questioning, even when negative stories were in the air and he knew he would get beat up, and that meant he dominated press coverage of the Republican primary campaign.


It was far harder for these shows to book Marco Rubio, Ted Cruz, Jeb Bush, and the rest, and when they did appear they made little news (and were often asked about Trump). Hillary Clinton was rarely available, even on such friendly outlets as MSNBC, and largely hid from her press corps, while Trump regularly answered reporters’ questions.


Rutenberg’s bottom line was that the media suspended their “normal standards” because Trump was not a normal candidate. But when journalists changed the rules for one White House contender, they abandoned fairness for activism. They became crusaders against the supposed menace of Trumpism. And, of course, they assumed they would be vindicated in the end because Trump couldn’t possibly win the election.


After Trump was sworn in, Rutenberg told me: “This is an extraordinary administration, President Trump is an extraordinary public figure, and there is going to be a different way of covering him.”


Margaret Sullivan, the Washington Post media columnist, and a respected onetime editor of the Buffalo News and former New York Times ombudsman, argued that Trump could not be treated like any other president.


In a post-election column titled “A Hellscape of Lies and Distorted Reality Awaits Journalists Covering President Trump,” Sullivan opined that “we can expect President Trump to lie to the media, manipulate reality and go after those who upset the notion that adulation is his birthright.” Another column was headlined, “How Much Normalizing Does an Abnormal President Deserve?”


This newfound mission of policing the Trump presidency came at a time of deep decline in the news business. The newspaper industry had lost nearly half its editorial jobs over a quarter-century. Network news divisions employed far fewer correspondents. Two of the three major newsmagazines essentially disappeared as print products. The result was a decimation of original reporting, and while many jobs shifted to newsy websites, the plain fact is original reporting was far less valued by the new media culture.


The coin of the realm was now the hot take, batted out for quick clicks. Even people in straightforward reporting jobs were expected to provide instant punditry, to make pronouncements and predictions on rapid-fire cable news segments, to build a snarky persona on Twitter. The lines between news and opinion were not just blurred, they were all but obliterated.


In a fiercely polarized political climate, media outlets increasingly took sides on the left or the right. For media moguls anxious, appalled, or horrified by the forty-fifth president, there were undeniable financial incentives to cater to an anti-Trump audience hungry for stories critical of the president.


When the Washington Post suddenly emblazoned a slogan under its masthead—“Democracy Dies in Darkness”—you had to wonder why no threat of darkness was perceived during the Obama administration, which conducted secret surveillance of journalists and dragged them into criminal leak prosecutions. Slate, which is owned by the Washington Post, pitched subscribers with the slogan “Help Us Hold Trump Accountable.”


And it was working. At the New York Times, print and online subscriptions grew at ten times the usual rate—132,000 people—in the days after the election, and Executive Editor Dean Baquet credited Trump.


But such financial gains came at a steep price for the reputation of the mainstream press, because the more that these outlets emphasized what Rutenberg called oppositional reporting, the more they seemed overtly anti-Trump, the more they eroded their credibility with conservatives and many independents.


And because there is a natural human tendency to push back when the president is calling your network “fake news” or your newspaper “evil,” the anti-Trump mindset of the media became a self-perpetuating cycle: Media outlets overdosed on negative stories about Trump, who in turn attacked them with harsh language, which in turn drove them deeper into anti-Trump territory, which they defended by cloaking themselves in the First Amendment.


The damage cuts deeper than day-to-day reports. Many people no longer believe the polls or the fact-checking columns trumpeted by news organizations. Conservatives have complained for decades about media bias, but many liberals now join in the indictment.


The press has always tried to function as a referee in factual disputes. But the whistle has been yanked away and all too often we no longer agree on a common set of facts. Now each side, whether it’s Trump or the mainstream media, tries to utterly discredit the opposition.


Donald Trump feels he is awash in phony news, the journalists feel deluged by presidential chicanery, and Americans wrap themselves in media cocoons that validate their opinions and shut out contrary views. If truth is the first casualty of war, it is also increasingly the victim of the Trump wars. And that is especially bad news for the media, which once claimed a monopoly on the truth but have frittered away much of the public’s confidence.


I certainly don’t think journalists are bad people, although there are a few mean-spirited folks on both sides. Many are misguided in their belief that they are doing the right thing, and myopic in their rationalizations about why it’s perfectly fine to treat Trump differently than other presidents.


They are not “enemies of the American people,” as Trump puts it, a phrase that goes way too far with its traitorous overtones. They are, however, their own worst enemies.
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