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FOREWORD



Upon taking office in 2009, President Barack Obama ushered in a period of profligate spending, an explosion in deficits and our national debt, and an unprecedented increase in the power and reach of the federal government. These threaten not only America’s prosperity but also our commitment to limited government and personal freedom.


But thankfully, for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. Which brings us to the tea party, a powerful new movement with a rich, familiar history. That movement and its history are at the heart of Scott Hennen’s excellent and much-needed book, Grass Roots.


The tea party movement has drawn a tremendous amount of attention in the last few years—some of it unfavorable, some favorable, but often much of it shallow and cursory. Scott Hennen’s volume is different. It provides the keen insights of someone who has an intimate understanding of his subject, someone who has been a part of this grassroots movement from the beginning.


Scott Hennen, a burly and plainspoken radio voice from America’s northern plains, explains the spirit and philosophy that gave rise to this movement’s passion and energy. He does a marvelous job of capturing its essential nature, including the fact that there is no single organization, no lone leader, and no one plan of action guiding the tea party movement.


Still, there is a single, powerful idea that animates the tea party: America is the greatest nation in history because its government is accountable to the people, not the other way around. In America, the people rule. Our Constitution places confidence in the citizenry by limiting the powers of the state, by defusing its power, by putting checks and balances in place, and by guaranteeing essential liberties.


Yet federal spending’s dramatic expansion in the last two years, the current administration’s widespread interference in our private economy, and a radical experiment in turning one-sixth of our economy over to government by “reforming health care” could undermine cherished freedoms and accelerate and deepen America’s fiscal crisis.


Grass Roots shows how ordinary Americans, many of whom have never before been seriously involved in politics, reacted to this onslaught by speaking out, stepping up, and becoming civically engaged. They organized thousands of local groups, showed up at town hall meetings and rallies, and found creative and powerful ways to make their voices heard in the ballot booth, in America’s statehouses, and at both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue.


Hennen chronicles the movement’s growth with verve and insight by using the stories of some of its members. He explains their motivations and offers a spirited defense of the tea party against its liberal critics, some of whom defamed the movement and its members.


It’s true that some in the tea party movement see themselves as an adjunct of the Republican Party, principally concerned with affecting who gets nominated to carry the GOP banner in elections.


But it’s my sense (and Scott’s) that most in the tea party don’t want it to become simply a GOP auxiliary. Instead, they want to be part of a movement of persuasion, one that educates Americans about the fiscal challenges we face and then holds politicians in both parties accountable. They want the tea party to be like the civil rights, pro-life, and Second Amendment rights movements that have had such a powerful impact on public opinion and our nation.


The tea party movement is changing our country politically, economically, and culturally. In the 2010 election, for example, the tea party helped draw to the polls a higher percentage of the voter-eligible population than in any other midterm contest since 1982. It also helped move a huge swath of independent voters into the GOP column in 2010: independents voted for Republican candidates by a 59 percent to 38 percent margin, a 24-point swing away from the Democrats just two years ago and a staggering 36-point swing to the GOP from four years ago.


Economically, the tea party is not only putting pressure on lawmakers to cut spending and re-limit government; it is also inspiring many Americans to reconsider their own individual circumstances and even spurring them to put their own fiscal houses in order. They’re paying down debt, saving more, and developing more responsible plans for their families’ needs and their own retirements.


But perhaps the biggest influence the tea party is having is in the realm of our culture, inspiring a recommitment to personal responsibility, self-reliance, and the age-old American belief that we owe future generations a nation that is stronger and better than the one we inherited. Much of that has been lost in the last few years. The tea party is a movement that is trying to reclaim these things. It believes a return to first principles is the best way forward. So does Scott Hennen.


Grass Rootsis not simply a marvelous account of a remarkable political movement. It is also an effort by a man who loves America to tell the story of a movement that is trying to reclaim the best of America.


—Karl Rove





INTRODUCTION



DINNER-TABLE DEMOCRACY


I was born into a radio family in Montevideo, Minnesota. My parents, Jerry and Jeanette Hennen, were both in the radio business. They gave me opportunities to work part-time in radio from when I was twelve years old. The people in and around Montevideo could tune in to Radio KDMA on Sunday mornings and hear my voice change right on the air. I grew up loving the broadcast business; it was all I knew.


In those days, standard radio fare consisted of music, news, and farm reports. Talk radio, as we know it today, didn’t exist. Oh, sure, there were talk shows of a sort going all the way back to the 1950s, with rude, abrasive hosts like Joe Pyne or oddball hosts like Long John Nebel. But conservative talk radio—talk with a passion for American values of faith, freedom, justice, and equality—still waited to be invented.


Though Mom and Dad got me into the radio game, I got into talk radio because of a fellow named Ronald Wilson Reagan. I was in high school when Reagan was president of the United States. I didn’t fully understand what was happening in the wide world of politics and global events, but I knew this much: Ronald Reagan was inaugurated during a time of crisis, when the inflation rate was 11.8 percent, unemployment was at 7.5 percent,1 our military was in disrepair, and America was retreating in the face of Soviet expansionism. But when Ronald Reagan took charge, he took charge. Within the first few years of his presidency, he had revived the U.S. economy, restored our military, and had begun to turn the tables on the Soviet Union. Whenever I heard this man speak of his love for America, I thought, “What a leader! I’d follow this man off a cliff!”


I have always felt a special affinity for Ronald Reagan, in part because he began his professional career in the radio business, broadcasting at Radio WOC in Davenport, Iowa, and at Radio WHO in Des Moines. I could imagine nothing better than sitting behind a radio microphone and talking about the same values and ideals that Reagan presented in his speeches. I had never heard of anyone doing that on the radio—but I was sure that if I had the chance, I could make the format work. So my love of country, love of politics, and love of radio all intersected at once, and I started my first talk show in 1986—the first of its kind in North Dakota.


That was two years before Rush Limbaugh started his New York– based national show, which has become the template for conservative talk radio at the local and national level. Rush, of course, is a genius without peer, and the ultimate role model for all of us in conservative talk radio. But in those pre-Rush days, I was inventing and reinventing my own format from day to day. I called my first show Valley Talk, and that show evolved into Hot Talk, which evolved into The Common Sense Club, the show I host today. My talk show platform has given me the opportunity to interview thousands of newsmakers, including Presidents Jimmy Carter, George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush. Vice President Dick Cheney has been a frequent guest on my show, and I have been honored to accept several invitations to the White House and the Oval Office.


I never got to meet Ronald Reagan personally—though I came very close. When my dad was a salesman for the radio station where I worked, he was invited to a White House press event with President Reagan. Dad was going to take me with him, but my boss heard about the invitation and pulled rank on us. He went to the White House instead, and took his daughter—so I didn’t get to go.


On two occasions as a radio reporter, I got to cover President Reagan. In October 1986, the president came to Grand Forks, North Dakota, to speak at a campaign event for Senator Mark Andrews. I covered the event and was awed by the opportunity to see the Great Communicator in person.


Then, in February 1988, President Reagan went to Mazatlan, Mexico, for a summit with Mexican president Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado. By coincidence, I was going to be in Mexico on radio station business at the same time, so I obtained press credentials and covered his trip. I took with me a life-size cardboard cutout of the president that we used for promotions at the radio studio. When I wasn’t covering the summit, I took the cutout to the beach at Mazatlan and made a small fortune from people who wanted to get their picture taken with “President Reagan.”


Ronald Reagan was, without a doubt, the greatest president of the twentieth century. The moment he placed his hand on the Bible and took the oath of office, America began to change. We were all inspired by the Gipper’s sunny optimism, his love of freedom, and his vision of America as a “shining city on a hill.” To this day, I get misty-eyed when I remember his speeches about our country and his passionate love for the principles on which this nation was founded.


I’ve never gotten a case of the warm fuzzies while watching President Obama bow and scrape before foreign dictators and apologize for America. I know MSNBC commentator Chris Matthews claims he gets a thrill down his leg listening to our Apologizer-in-Chief, but I haven’t had the pleasure of experiencing that thrill myself. Oh, it definitely feels like somebody’s doing something on my leg when Obama talks—and then he tells me it’s raining.


It’s certainly a contrast to what I grew up with. President Reagan inspired me in my youth, and he continues to inspire me daily. For example, in his farewell address to the nation on January 11, 1989, he said, “All great change in America begins at the dinner table. So, tomorrow night in the kitchen, I hope the talking begins. And children, if your parents haven’t been teaching you what it means to be an American, let ’em know and nail ’em on it. That would be a very American thing to do.”2


This is profound thinking: All the truly meaningful changes in America begin in the American home, within the American family— at the grassroots level. The truly great social shifts in American culture aren’t instigated by a president or senator or a Supreme Court justice. All great change begins as grassroots citizens see their duty to their country and to future generations, then lay aside their own pursuits and ambitions, and get involved in the fight to preserve this idea we call America.


But it’s getting harder and harder to keep food on that dinner table Reagan was talking about, isn’t it? That’s because 61.34 percent of your family income is consumed by the government (including taxation and the cost of government regulation, according to Americans for Tax Reform Foundation and Center for Fiscal Accountability). This means that you, as an American wage earner, are forced to work from January 1 to August 12 each year just to pay the government, before you start paying yourself.3 We are tax slaves, staggering under a crushing burden of out-of-control spending and federal debt. And the people we sent to Washington to defend our freedom are the very ones who have sold us into this slavery … the ones who have stolen the food from our dinner tables.


That’s why grassroots Americans are angry. That’s why we are saying, “Enough! No more! We are taking our country back!” That is the great change that begins at home—grassroots, dinner-table democracy, exactly what Ronald Reagan urged us to do.


Reagan also told us, “Concentrated power has always been the enemy of liberty.”4 And that is why liberty has been on the ropes in recent years. It was concentrated power, governing against the will of the people, that gave us hundreds of billions of dollars’ worth of bailouts and “stimulus” spending. It was concentrated power that gave us Obamacare, a federal usurpation of one-sixth of the American economy. It was concentrated power that gave us the so-called “Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act,” one of the greatest legislative outrages in American history—brazenly authored by and named for two of the worst villains in the financial meltdown of 2008, Senator Christopher Dodd and Representative Barney Frank. Again and again, since the inauguration of Barack Obama as president, we have seen our liberties stripped away by the concentrated power in Washington, D.C.


The good news is that grassroots Americans see what is happening to their country, and they are taking the power of the people into the town hall meetings and tea party rallies and right to the steps of the Capitol in Washington. Grassroots Americans are speaking truth to power, and “the powers that be” will soon become “the powers that were.”


It’s my privilege to be the chairman of the Common Sense Club, this town hall meeting of the airwaves where grassroots Americans from across the heartland gather to share information and encourage each other to fight the good fight. A listener once told me, “You keep the airwaves crackling”—but the truth is that you and all the other grassroots Common Sense Club members truly make the airwaves crackle. And it’s you, visiting my website at scotthennen.com, who truly make the Internet crackle as well. You are not just a spectator to these momentous events in our time—you choose to be involved, to add your voice to the growing chorus of voices calling for smaller, more responsive, more responsible government. You choose to make change happen.


You and I, working together at the grassroots level, are making dinner-table democracy a reality. In homes across the nation, and at the tea party rallies in city parks and parking lots and backyards around the country, the talking has begun, and great change is beginning.


The media and politicians of both parties like to portray us as radicals and extremists—but there’s nothing radical or extreme about the change we are calling for. We are simply telling our leaders: “Obey the Constitution. Don’t spend more money than the government takes in. Defend liberty. Support our troops and their mission. Let us raise our kids and worship our God freely, as we see fit.” That’s it. That’s all we’re asking. And for that, the ruling class and the chattering class call us “radical” and “extreme”?


This agenda is just plain old common sense.


The founding fathers believed in the importance of common sense. They wrote about it in the Declaration of Independence when they said, “We hold these truths to be self-evident….” What does that phrase mean? It means: “It’s just common sense. Anyone can see the truth of the matter. It’s as plain as the nose on your face.”


What are the obvious, commonsense truths we hold to be self-evident? “That all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” And you can’t argue with that logic.


But now our government leaders, who are bereft of common sense, are taxing and spending at an insane rate, depriving us of our way of Life, threatening our Liberty, and road-blocking our pursuit of Happiness. They are turning working Americans into tax slaves, and trapping nonworking Americans in a cycle of dependency on government checks. I hold these truths to be self-evident, that America can’t go on this way, that our economy and our society are headed for collapse, that something must be done.


And since our leaders in Washington won’t do it, it’s up to you and me. It’s up to grassroots Americans. We have to band together and help restore America to sanity. And we can do it. Grassroots Americans built this country, and grassroots Americans can save it.


In the coming pages, I’m going to reveal to you a commonsense agenda for transforming America at the grassroots level—real dinner-table democracy. I’m going to show you what grassroots Americans are already doing to bring about great change in America—making a difference, defending freedom, and saving America for future generations. And I’m going to show you, step-by-step, what you can do, right where you are, to make a meaningful difference in the destiny of your country. Throughout this book, we’ll explore such questions as:


• What is the tea party movement? How do I get involved?


• Why is the tea party movement always under attack in the media?


• What can one person do to help make government smaller and more responsive to the people?


• What can I do to support our military and help fight terrorism?


• How can I sort out the claims and counterclaims about energy and the environment? What can I do to help secure America’s energy future?


• With the news media so full of biased and dishonest reporting, what can one person do to hold media accountable for the truth?


• What can I do to help restore the economy and put people back to work?


• How can I get involved in the fight to defend human life against the onslaught of abortion, health care rationing, and “death panels”?


• How can I defend my First Amendment right to boldly live out my faith and speak up for my beliefs in the public square?


These are the questions I’ll answer in the coming chapters. Each chapter is followed by what I call “The Commonsense Action Agenda”—a step-by-step list of grassroots actions you, your family, and your neighbors can take to make a difference for America. This is your handbook for getting effectively, patriotically involved right now.


History is about to be made, my friend. You and I have a part to play.


Let’s get started.
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GRASSROOTS PEOPLE JUST LIKE YOU


In September 2008, as America prepared to choose its next leader, all economic hell broke loose. The biggest financial companies in the nation staggered toward collapse—Goldman Sachs, Lehman Brothers, Merrill Lynch, Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, and insurance giant AIG. Global investment giant Bear Stearns and mortgage lender IndyMac had already failed earlier in the year. On September 15, Lehman Brothers filed for Chapter 11, the largest bankruptcy filing in American history.


Into this atmosphere of panic stepped Treasury secretary Hank Paulson. According to Senator James Inhofe of Oklahoma, Paulson made a conference call to members of Congress on September 19. He told legislators they needed to meet in emergency session and give him the authority to buy up so-called “toxic debt” held by financially troubled institutions—to the tune of hundreds of billions of dollars. If Congress failed to do so, Paulson claimed, the nation faced economic disaster “far worse than the Great Depression.” The result, he said, would be civil disorder and martial law.


Congress believed Paulson’s dire warnings. Both Democratic candidate Barack Obama and Republican senator John McCain supported Paulson’s call for a Wall Street bailout. McCain even suspended his campaign and flew to Washington to help shove the plan through Congress. The American people smelled a rat, and opposed the bailout by a margin of three to one (in some polls, four to one). But legislators listened to Secretary Paulson, not the American people, and they gave him $700 billion and czarlike authority under a program called TARP (Troubled Asset Relief Program).


But did Paulson buy up “toxic debts” as he had promised? No! Inhofe says that Paulson abandoned his plan “the day after he got the money.”1 Instead of purchasing troubled assets, Paulson (the former CEO of Goldman Sachs) injected the money directly into several companies, including $85 billion for AIG—and AIG used those taxpayer dollars to repay a $13 billion debt to Goldman Sachs, Paulson’s former employer.2 Inhofe now says that Paulson employed a classic bait-and-switch technique, using dire predictions of economic and social calamity to stampede the Congress into coughing up hundreds of billions of taxpayer dollars to provide welfare for Wall Street.3


On September 26, 2008, as Congress heatedly debated Paulson’s bailout proposal, I had former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich on my radio show. “I think for most Americans,” he said, “it should be very discouraging to watch their government ask them to give $700 billion away to people who tried to get rich and failed, and who believed in capitalism as long as they were winning, and now would like to have socialism to bail them out.”


I asked Newt if he could see any free market alternatives to the TARP bailouts.


“There are a lot of steps you could take,” he replied. “For example, you could open a window at Treasury and say, ‘We will loan money at the cost of Treasury lending plus two percent to anyone who wants to come in. We will give you five years to work this out, but you’re going to have to work it out.’ Now, I could accept a workout. But I’m against a bailout.”


“What would happen to the economy if there were no bailouts?” I asked.


“Ultimately,” Newt said, “these financial institutions would go to bankruptcy court and the bankruptcy court would sell them. And somebody like Warren Buffett would show up and buy them. And you would have a shakeout. We’ve done this historically many times. We did it in 1907, in 1919, in 1929. We did it for real estate in 1974. We did it for the savings and loan institutions in the 1980s.”


But we did not let the free market take its course in 2008. Instead, the Congress gave us the TARP bailouts, the nationalization of banks and car companies, stimulus, “Cash for Clunkers,” and trillions in new debt.


The TARP boondoggle was a wake-up call to a vast segment of the American people, especially in the heartland of America. In call after call from my radio listeners, I heard America’s frustration mounting and its blood pressure rising. People wanted to know why leaders of both parties were meeting in secret, cutting backroom deals, saying one thing and doing another, while arrogantly asserting the right to give our hard-earned tax money to Wall Street “wizards” who took home million-dollar bonuses after bankrupting their companies. The American people didn’t want bailouts for Wall Street, but the “ruling class” in Washington (weren’t they supposed to be our servants?) wouldn’t listen.


Barack Obama’s campaign slogan of “hope and change” connected with voters, especially those who shortsightedly assumed, “I might as well vote for change—Obama can’t be any worse than Bush!” The American people would soon discover that it could, in fact, get worse. A lot worse.


In February 2009, soon after Barack Obama’s inauguration, the Democrat-controlled Congress passed a $787 billion “stimulus” bill and President Obama signed it into law. It was largely a gift to public-sector employee unions at taxpayer expense. President Obama and the Democrats would eventually spend hundreds of billions more to nationalize General Motors, to bail out Chrysler, to run the “Cash for Clunkers” car buyback scheme, and ultimately to nationalize the entire health care system—one-sixth of the entire U.S. economy.


On February 19, 2009, after the Obama administration announced a $75 billion program to subsidize mortgages for delinquent homeowners, CNBC business reporter Rick Santelli led an on-air revolt from the floor of the CME Group in Chicago. “The government is promoting bad behavior,” Santelli ranted on camera. “This is America! How many of you people want to pay for your neighbor’s mortgage? … Raise your hands!” When others on the floor shouted their agreement, Santelli added, “President Obama, are you listening? We’re going to have a Chicago Tea Party!”4


Eight days after the Santelli rant, I was in Washington, D.C., doing my show from CPAC (Conservative Political Action Conference) 2009. There, I interviewed many of the movers and shakers in the conservative movement, including Grover Norquist, president of Americans for Tax Reform. We were just one month into the Obama administration, and it was already clear that President Obama intended to spend us all into oblivion. So I asked, “How do we as conservatives stop this Obama juggernaut?”


“We need to bring all of the outside groups together,” Grover said. “Whether you care about the Second Amendment or traditional values or taxes, everybody is threatened by this administration.” The “outside groups” that Grover Norquist spoke about sound remarkably like the groups we now know as “tea parties.”


After the show, I handed Grover that day’s Wall Street Journal with an article by the paper’s Congress reporter, Naftali Bendavid. The piece reported that Obama and the Democrat-controlled Congress proposed providing an additional $250 billion for troubled banks (on top of the already-passed TARP bailout) while reducing the tax benefits of charitable giving for large-income donors (which would devastate private charities). Democrats, wrote Bendavid, “were generally enthusiastic about Mr. Obama’s first budget, and said they plan to move it quickly through Congress.”5


It was infuriating to see the liberals in Washington steering America to the far left, driving the nation toward ruinous spending while killing incentives for charitable giving. I said, “Grover, what we need are massive protests—call them ‘tea parties’ after the Boston Tea Party—a huge national uprising to tell the government, ‘No more taxing. No more spending. No more deficits. Stop taking away our freedoms, stop piling debt onto our children.’ We need to make a stand and symbolically dump the tea in the harbor.”


Even though the video of Rick Santelli’s CNBC rant was just starting to go viral on the Internet at that point, I had not heard about it. But the American people were reeling from the shock of the federal spending spree—from the TARP bailouts to the Obama stimulus plan (passed on February 17) to all the spending that President Obama and the Democrats had proposed. Americans were furious at the sight of the government spending their money like it was trash. It was inevitable that people would invoke the image of the Boston Tea Party to express their rage.


I came back from CPAC and began talking to grassroots conservatives in Fargo-Moorhead and Grand Forks about organizing a “Tax Day Tea Party.” Planning had scarcely begun before the Red River started rising and we saw that we were in for the flood fight of our lives. So we had to put off our tea party plans until August.


The idea of a tea party tax revolt, modeled after the Boston Tea Party of 1773, was like a spark falling on dry grass. It caught fire across the nation. The American people were already in a revolutionary mood, angered and frustrated because their leaders were not listening. There’s no single leader, no one group or organization behind this movement. It sprang into existence by spontaneous combustion. As Michael Reagan once said, the tea party movement “is as grassroots as your front lawn.”


The most phenomenal feature of the tea party movement was that it was made up of ordinary folks—“salt of the earth” people who have spent their lives earning a living, raising their families, going to church, paying their taxes. These are people who have never carried a protest sign or shouted a slogan in their lives. But they had seen their government turn a dangerous corner. The arrogant ruling class in Washington, D.C., was piling up debt and redistributing wealth at an alarming rate, then handing the bill for all this extravagance to future generations.


Here in the heartland and across America, the people understood something our so-called leaders were too dense and corrupt to understand: Government is too big. Taxes are too high. Inept government policies had produced a near 10 percent unemployment rate, a $15 trillion national debt (growing at $3.9 billion per day), and more than $100 trillion in unfunded entitlement liabilities. Meanwhile, government printing presses were churning out worthless currency, dooming the nation to a future of runaway inflation.


The 2008 economic crisis didn’t “just happen,” like a change in the weather. It wasn’t a failure of the free market system. Government made it happen. Every one of these crises, without exception, was triggered by inept and arrogant government—by people we elected, but who are openly contemptuous of the will of the people. We the People have had it. We are rising up and cleaning house and restoring common sense to our government.


A SLEEPING GIANT HAS AWAKENED


Grassroots Americans made plans to hold their first tea party rallies on Tax Day: April 15, 2009. Propelled by passion and patriotism, they used new and traditional media—blogs, Facebook, Twitter, and talk radio—to spread the word. The Tax Day protests were held in small towns and big cities across America, drawing hundreds of thousands of people; North Dakotans held a huge Tax Day tea party in Bismarck, though I was unable to attend, due to the floods. More tea party events followed in May and June, with a huge coast-to-coast tea party rally on July 4. The first tea party I attended was in Bismarck on July 2, after the floodwaters subsided. Thousands turned out in Fargo and Grand Forks—and those protests were really the beginning of the end for our own Senators Byron Dorgan and Kent Conrad and Representative Earl Pomeroy.


Then came the Taxpayer March on Washington on September 12, which drew a crowd estimated (by FreedomWorks, one of the event organizers) at 600,000 to 800,000 people. One of my listeners, Becky Skogen from Canby, Minnesota, was there. She told me, “When we got up to the front lawn of the Capitol and turned around, we could look in every direction and not see the end of the crowd.”


In early November, on the eve of the House health care vote, Congresswoman Michele Bachmann (R-Minnesota) called my show and asked my listeners to drop everything and come to D.C. to “pay a house call on Nancy Pelosi.” My listeners responded in droves, trekking by plane, car, RV, or chartered bus to the nation’s capital. One of my listeners, Julie Sorensen, a mom from Moorhead, Minnesota, boarded a bus with her two teenagers. She couldn’t afford to go, but other listeners donated funds to make her trip possible. All along the way, she emailed progress reports: “We’re on the bus and ready to roll! … Hearing rumors that legislators will try to keep us away…. We’re in D.C.! Hey, Congress, can you hear us now? Kill the bill! Kill the bill!”


Those who were there that day knew they had just witnessed a new and unprecedented phenomenon in America—a vocal-yet-peaceful protest, a quiet riot of everyday Americans who wanted to save their nation and preserve its blessings for future generations.


And that phenomenon is still going on. The tea parties, town halls, marches, and protests have just begun. The movement is gathering steam and gaining momentum. The people are going to have their say, and the government will have to listen.


A sleeping giant has awakened.


In the early days of those tea party gatherings, I always asked for a show of hands from people who are protesting for the very first time. Invariably, hands went up from 80 percent or more of the crowd. Tea partiers are not rabble-rousers or malcontents by nature. They are not (as Nancy Pelosi has called them) “Astroturf”—meaning, fake grass roots that have been ginned up by the Republican Party or in some other centralized strategy. These are ordinary Americans—the authentic voice of this country.


They have sprung up spontaneously, and are discovering they are not alone in their love of country and their fear of where America is headed. They are showing up at town hall meetings of their elected representatives and lecturing these so-called public servants on their constitutional duties. This leaderless movement is leading the so-called leaders.


The tea party activists are speaking truth to power—and the people in power don’t like it one bit.


MAKING THE POWERFUL SQUIRM


Michael and Julie Liffrig love their country and they’re doing everything they can to save America for the next generation. They have a lot invested in America’s future, because they are raising nine children on a five-hundred-acre ranch west of the North Dakota capital city of Bismarck. Mike is an attorney, mediator, jury consultant, and owner of First Court in Bismarck. In 2004, he ran unsuccessfully as a Republican candidate for United States Senate against longtime Democrat incumbent Byron Dorgan. Julie has a degree in elementary education and a master’s in public health, and together she and Mike homeschool their children.


During our national health care debate in late 2009, Julie called my show with a report on Senator Kent Conrad’s town hall meeting in Center, North Dakota, about forty miles northwest of Bismarck. “There were about a hundred people at Senator Conrad’s event—and I’m afraid he had to lecture all of us again and again for our lack of manners.”


“Are you telling me that you and the good people of Center, North Dakota, were rude to Senator Conrad?”


“I’m afraid we were, Scott. He said we kept interrupting him.”


I laughed. “Tell me what happened.”


“Well, there was a young man, about twenty-two years old, who spoke very articulately. He had read the Obamacare bill, he knew what was in it, and he asked Senator Conrad some very pointed and specific questions. Senator Conrad was very defensive. When this young man asked why the health care bill permits taxpayer-funded abortions, the senator said, ‘I’ve been very clear about that. I told you, I support the Hyde Amendment, which does not allow federal funding for abortions.’ ”


“He wanted you to shut up and accept his answer.”


“Exactly. But when you read the actual provisions of the bill, you find that the Hyde Amendment doesn’t apply. The Hyde Amendment has to be reauthorized year by year—and you can’t depend on a Democratic president and a Democratic Congress to vote that way. So the problem of taxpayer-funded abortions is very real. When this young man tried to point out that Senator Conrad was not addressing the issue, the senator accused him of interrupting and he lectured us all about our ‘bad manners.’ ”


“Julie,” I inquired, “did anyone ask Senator Conrad if he’d be willing to support language in the bill that explicitly states, in no uncertain terms, that taxpayer funds will not be spent for abortions under the Obamacare plan? He needs to know that people won’t accept wiggle room and deceptive language from these politicians.”


“The young man asked Senator Conrad how he planned to ensure that taxpayer dollars would not be used for abortions. But the senator simply repeated, over and over, ‘I support the Hyde Amendment,’ as if that answered the question. Another young person, a fifteen-year-old girl, also pressed him on that point. But the senator seemed impatient and frustrated, and he just repeated, ‘I support the Hyde Amendment.’ ”


“What did the other folks in the meeting think?”


“I interviewed about a half a dozen people who had gone to the meeting. The people of Center were disappointed. They thought of it as their town meeting, and they felt Senator Conrad was supposed to listen to them. But the senator kept referring to it as his meeting. ‘This is how I’m going to run my meeting,’ he said. Scott, I don’t think these politicians realize how condescending they look. I feel especially bad for the young people who attend. Is this what Senator Conrad wants to present to the next generation—the image of a government that refuses to listen? A government that says ‘Shut up and quit interrupting while I tell you how the government will run your life’?”


“Keep holding his feet to the fire, Julie,” I said.


And the tea party movement did hold Senator Conrad’s feet to the fire. The result: in January 2011, he announced his decision to retire rather than run for reelection in 2012.


Senator Conrad’s announcement came exactly one year after North Dakota’s other Democratic senator, Byron Dorgan, surprised voters by announcing his retirement. That announcement effectively ended a forty-year career in elected office. Senator Dorgan’s only explanation was that he was leaving politics to pursue other interests.


But you and I know the real reason. The tea parties and town hall meetings and people like Julie Liffrig proved to Conrad and Dorgan that they could no longer survive as blue senators in a red state. They could no longer pretend to represent the people of North Dakota while representing the special interests in Washington, D.C. Thanks to the new media, and especially the interactive dimension of talk radio, the people were on to them. They were asking all the right questions. They were speaking truth to power—and they were making the powerful squirm.


WHY WE ARE ANGRY


Another North Dakota elected official who hid from tea party supporters was Congressman Earl Pomeroy—North Dakota’s only at-large representative for the entire state over nine terms. After seeing the tough questioning that Senators Conrad and Dorgan faced at town hall meetings, Pomeroy resorted to what he called a “teletownhall meeting.” He refused to hold a single face-to-face meeting with the people who elected him. Instead, he held a tightly controlled teleconference event stacked with political allies.6


When I spoke at tea party events in North Dakota, I called him out. “Hey, Earl,” I said, “what’s a ‘tele-townhall meeting’? What are we, the great unwashed? Are you afraid to walk among your constituents, for crying out loud? Earl, come on my radio show! We’ll let the people ask you their questions, and you can give an answer that everyone can hear! Of course, you might have to talk to someone who disagrees—but isn’t that what you’re paid to do?”


Needless to say, not a peep from Congressman Pomeroy. And that’s why, on November 2, 2010, his constituents voted him out of office.


Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying Earl Pomeroy is a bad guy. Though he and I are at loggerheads politically, I consider him a friend—the kind of friend you find yourself jousting with again and again. We have actually fought a number of battles as allies. For example, Earl and I worked closely together during the flood of 1997, and I gave him high marks for his hard work on behalf of the people of North Dakota during the flood fight.


Earl and I also forged a bond of friendship in the early days of the War on Terror, when the 142nd Engineering Battalion of the North Dakota National Guard was deployed to Iraq. Earl’s support for our Guard soldiers in Iraq could not be faulted.


I often talked to members of the 142nd on the air. On one occasion, the soldiers of our Guard unit told the story of an Iraqi citizen called “Mr. M.” This man had been imprisoned by Saddam Hussein’s regime, and he was so grateful to the Americans for the liberation of Iraq that he provided valuable help to our troops. On several occasions, he pointed out terrorist bomb-making sites where IEDs (improvised explosive devices, such as roadside bombs) were assembled.


When the terrorists found out that Mr. M was helping the Americans, they murdered him in front of his teenage son. From then on, Mr. M’s widow and seven children feared for their lives. So our soldiers turned to our government for help in getting the family out of Iraq. Congressman Earl Pomeroy went to Iraq, met with the soldiers, and took this family on as his personal cause. He was instrumental in cutting through red tape and getting them to the United States.


My wife, Maria, and I welcomed Mr. M’s widow and children to North Dakota and helped them get settled in their apartment. When I think of how hard Earl worked to get them to safety, I’m truly grateful. So while I’m at odds with Earl Pomeroy politically, while I’m critical of the way he ducked his constituents in 2010, I see him as a friend, and I’ll never forget the good things he’s done. I’m convinced he’d be in office today if he had voted with his constituents instead of voting with Nancy Pelosi during the Obamacare debate. And holding a few town hall meetings around the state would have helped a lot.


I get a kick out of the media fascination with the tea parties and town hall meetings. I hear the pundits say, “Did you see what happened at that town hall meeting? Those people actually raised their voices! They really sounded angry!” But you know what? There’s nothing wrong with being angry! In fact, if you see your country being systematically dismantled and driven into a black hole of debt by your elected leaders, you ought to be angry. There’s something seriously wrong with anyone who is not angry!


Politicians should not be afraid to face the anger of their constituents. Even if the people raise their voices and wave their signs, they’re good folks who love their country. They just want to be heard. The political careers of Pomeroy, Conrad, and Dorgan ended because they chose to ignore the people. (Pomeroy was defeated in the November 2010 election, and Conrad and Dorgan both announced their retirements rather than face defeat at the hands of an angry electorate.) Yet there’s something in this state that we call “North Dakota nice.” The people of North Dakota disagreed with what their elected leaders were doing, yet these politicians could have scored a lot of points if they had simply taken the time to listen and understand the concerns of the people.


When people feel no one is listening, what do they do? They shout! They bang on the table and shake their fists in the air! The anger of the tea party movement offended the delicate sensibilities of liberal journalists, entertainers, and politicians. Newsweek called the thousands of tea party activists protesting Obamacare at the Capitol steps “just a few hundred people who are angry at the government.”7 Bill Clinton compared the anger of the tea party movement to the Oklahoma City bomber, saying, “When you get mad, sometimes you end up producing the exact opposite result of what you say you are for.”8 President Obama said of the tea party movement, “Their anger is misdirected.”9 Singer Sheryl Crow said the tea partiers were “not sure what they’re angry about.”10 And Harry Smith of CBS News asked, “Can anger govern?”11


Anger doesn’t come naturally to the grass roots. Here in the heart-land, people are generally friendly, trusting, and peace-loving. It takes a lot to get us riled. But we know when we are being lied to, when our vote is taken for granted, and when our children’s future is being stolen. And that’s when we get angry.


In the red state of North Dakota, conservative people voted time after time for Senators Conrad and Dorgan and Congressman Pomeroy, liberal Democrats all. North Dakotans believed them when they came home to the state masquerading as “moderates” or “blue dog Democrats,” wearing flannel shirts and talking in a down-home accent, telling us, “I’m fighting for you in Washington!” Yet these same politicians couldn’t wait to get back to their Georgetown cocktail parties and those marble halls, where they voted 99 percent of the time with Harry Reid and Nancy Pelosi. It took Barack Obama and his big-government agenda to wake us up and make us realize that we had been hoodwinked all these years.


I call Congresswoman Michele Bachmann of Minnesota “the chairperson of the Common Sense Club Caucus” in the United States House of Representatives. She credits me with giving her the idea for the tea party caucus in the House. When she began the tea party caucus, the mainstream media hyperventilated and said it was crazy to give the tea party movement a voice in the legislative branch. But Michele calmly responded, “We are not going to be the mouthpiece of the tea party…. We are here to listen.”12


During one of her appearances on my show, we talked about the anger of grassroots Americans toward their elected representatives. Michele said, “How else should the American people respond? When President Barack Obama and the United States Congress continue to thwart the will of the American people and spend money that we don’t have and put a government bureaucracy in charge of the entire health care system, what else would they expect the American people to do? The anger we see and hear all around us is a revival of the Spirit of 1776. The people are saying, ‘We are Americans! We won’t allow you to shove your European-style socialism down our throats! We will vote, we will march, we will take our country back!’ ”


She’s right. Freedom is under attack. Democracy is in peril because of a runaway federal government—and that’s why we’re angry. It’s not an out-of-control rage. It’s called righteous indignation—and it’s the same kind of positive, constructive anger that founded America. As Michele says, it’s “the Spirit of 1776.”


It’s important to understand that our grassroots anger is not a partisan emotion. We in the tea party movement are just as angry with arrogant, ruling-class Republicans as we are with arrogant, ruling-class Democrats. What many in the media don’t seem to understand is that there is a sharp divide between tea party Republicans like Michele Bachmann and what I call “cocktail party Republicans” who are almost indistinguishable from the Democrats.


Grassroots Americans won’t stand for one more assault on our values. We are not going to accept any more TARPs or stimulus plans or Cash for Clunkers schemes or record deficits or soaring debt. We have drawn a line in the sand, and any politician, Republican or Democrat, who crosses that line does so at the risk of his or her career.


SANDBAGGING THE WASHINGTON ELITISTS


The Red River of the North forms the border between North Dakota and Minnesota. The Fargo-Moorhead metro area, where my broadcast studio is located, straddles the banks of the Red River. The river is prone to flooding the prairie lands every spring because its waters flow northward and tend to pile up and overflow the banks when it hits unmelted ice farther north. The area is especially in peril if the spring thaw is sudden and dumps too much snowmelt into the river at once. One major flood along the Red River occurred in 1997, devastating the city of Grand Forks. During that flood, the river at Fargo-Moorhead reached a level of 39.6 feet—and many experts thought it was the flood of the century.


But in the early spring of 2009, the Red River once again threatened to overflow its banks. By March 27, the river at Fargo-Moorhead reached nearly forty-one feet—yet did not overflow. What was different this time around? Answer: volunteers.


People of every color, creed, and political persuasion—men and women, young and old—streamed out of the surrounding communities and gathered at the river, piling up sandbags and reinforcing the levees. The banks of the Red River became ground zero for community involvement, and our flood fighters became an example to the nation of human solidarity in a time of crisis.


Volunteerism is in our DNA out here in the heartland. We look out for each other, we trust in God, and we don’t want the bureaucrats from D.C. poking their noses into our lives and telling us what to do. When problems come our way, we find a way to solve those problems at the local level. And we are always ready to serve our communities without regard to political calculation or pursuit of an agenda.


For some reason, however, the elites in Washington, D.C., didn’t think a bunch of North Dakota clod-kickers were up to the challenge of fighting the flood. The Department of Homeland Security, at the behest of President Obama, urged massive evacuations. The unspoken message was, “You can’t handle this problem. Let the federal government save you.” At the same time, the federal government had just passed TARP and the stimulus, and Washington was drowning under a self-inflicted flood of debt. “No, thanks, Uncle Sam,” we said, “we’ll handle this ourselves.”


The irony of this situation is that the flood of 2009 coincided with Barack Obama’s push for “stimulus” spending. He said he wanted to find “shovel-ready” projects across the United States and fund those projects with “stimulus” money. Yet here was a project that was truly “shovel-ready.” Cities on both sides of the Red River needed flood protection, whether in the form of diversion or dikes or flood walls. Fargo-Moorhead and Grand Forks had spent millions on temporary solutions over the years. Yet the federal government could have saved all of that money by building a permanent infrastructure to protect those cities from natural disaster.


As I said on the radio at the time, “President Obama, if you really want to throw money at a project that will do some good, and if you want to spend that money in a way that’s consistent with the Constitution, then come to North Dakota and bring a golden shovel.”


Obama later told the New York Times Magazine that he realized too late that “there’s no such thing as shovel-ready projects” when it comes to public works.13 That’s a shocking admission of incompetence. As Fox News commentator Charles Krauthammer observed, “It’s not actually surprising that he doesn’t know a shovel-ready project didn’t exist, because having never worked in the private sector he wouldn’t be sure what a project is and there isn’t a lot of shoveling at Harvard Law School.”14


If President Obama had ever actually held a shovel in his hands, he might have realized that the flooding in North Dakota is a shovel-ready project if there ever was one. But since President Obama wouldn’t know a “shovel-ready” project if he fell into one, all of us here in the heartland will set an example of self-reliance, community spirit, and neighbor helping neighbor. We’ll show the elites in our nation’s capital how grassroots Americans solve their problems.


It’s interesting to contrast the Red River flood crisis of 2009 with the chaos of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans in 2005. Clearly, Katrina was a bigger disaster by several orders of magnitude—and the devastation was made worse by the failed response of government at every level, especially the local and state level.


But the images of Katrina that are burned into our minds are images of lost souls stranded on rooftops and flood-encircled freeway overpasses, of criminals looting abandoned buildings, of thirty-five thousand people huddled in the Louisiana Superdome without water, power, or sanitation— and all of the victims waited for the federal government to rescue them. They had been conditioned for decades to think of themselves as wards of the state, as being incapable of helping themselves and one another.


Here in the heartland, generations of Americans have been raised to rely on themselves and on each other—not the federal government. The Red River flood fight of 2009 was a nail-biter, but by the grace of God and the hard work of thousands of volunteers, we got through it. I was a firsthand witness to the effort, spending many hours with my microphone at the riverbank, broadcasting reports and interviews with the volunteers. The waters rose, but the sandbags rose even higher, and the city was spared.


The following year, in the spring of 2010, the river rose again. It was a challenging time, because while North Dakotans were again fighting a flood, back in Washington, a very different fight was going on—the fight to stop Obamacare. Here in the heartland, we were in full-fledged battle mode, fighting two wars at the same time. Once again, we had flood fighters on the front lines, sandbagging the Red River—yet we were also sending busloads of volunteers to Washington, D.C., hoping to block the federal usurpation of the greatest health care system in the world. (Did America’s health care system have some huge problems? Absolutely—but most of those problems were directly traceable to federal intrusion via the Medicare bureaucracy. And nearly all of those problems could have been fixed without a government takeover, by implementing free market solutions. Here are just a few examples of free market solutions: Republicans have been proposing Health Savings Accounts (HSAs) since the 1980s; HSAs would give consumers an incentive to contain costs and eliminate fraud and waste. Risk pools could be established by the states to provide coverage on a sliding scale for people with preexisting conditions. Allowing Americans to buy insurance across state lines would increase competition and drive down costs. Tort reform—capping “pain and suffering” and punitive damages at, say, $500,000 each—would dramatically reduce health care costs.)


Many North Dakotans were forced to fight the rising river while also making time to call or write Congressman Pomeroy and Senators Dorgan and Conrad, trying to convince them to vote the interests of their constituents instead of the ideology of Nancy Pelosi and Harry Reid. Fighting a two-front war took a physical and emotional toll on North Dakotans. We won the battle against the river. We lost the battle against our own government.


But grassroots Americans don’t accept defeat. We’ll keep on fighting the river for as long as it takes. And we’ll keep fighting to repeal and replace Obamacare.


The very fact that we have to fight the river year after year is a testament to the failure of the federal government. Our lives are annually disrupted because the federal government has failed to deliver on a promise made decades ago by career politicians and bureaucrats to provide permanent flood protection in this region.


This failure is all the more amazing when you realize that the federal government wastes more so-called stimulus money in any given hour than it would take to build a permanent flood protection system across this plain. The Red River region has been “shovel-ready” for years, but the corrupt Democratic Party agenda wants to spend “stimulus” money only where it can benefit political allies and union bosses. What the feds call “stimulus” is really all about politics—using your hard-earned tax dollars to enlarge the government and empower the Democratic Party.


That’s why we’re not holding our breath, waiting for the federal government to come to our rescue. Since the 1960s, the federal government has been promising to complete the Garrison Diversion— a vast system of reservoirs, irrigation canals, and flood control systems. Former Republican senator Mark Andrews (who was defeated by Kent Conrad in 1986) said on my show that he was very close to getting the Garrison project completed before he left office. Today, more than a quarter century later, the project remains uncompleted. The phrase “Garrison Diversion” symbolizes government incompetence at its worst. The project is yet another casualty of single-party (i.e., Democratic Party) rule.


But the fight goes on. And the people leading this fight are the volunteers of the tea party movement. We will fight the rise of big government the same way we fight the rising floodwaters. We will sandbag the Washington elitists with grassroots determination and perseverance. They may have the power of the federal government on their side, but we have the power of the people.


“THE SHOT HEARD ROUND THE WORLD”


America was founded by this same spirit of grassroots volunteerism. The tea party activists of today are, in a civic sense, the direct descendants of the original Boston Tea Party activists of 1773. Many people today talk about the “Tea Party” (with a capital T and capital P) as if it were a political party, like the Republican Party or the Democratic Party. But the tea party is nothing of the kind. There is no one “Tea Party”—all are local expressions of a nationwide grassroots movement.


It’s true that there are several national organizations—the Tea Party Express, Tea Party Patriots, Tea Party Nation—but no single group speaks for the tea party movement. There is no one founder of the movement, no national leader. The tea party group that meets in Fargo, North Dakota, has no official connection with the tea party in Amarillo, Texas, or Jaffrey, New Hampshire, or Issaquah, Washington.


But what do these various tea parties have in common? They are united in their opposition to big government and runaway spending and insane federal debt. They are united in a belief in citizen government, less regulation, and lower taxes as a means of private-sector job creation. They are united in their love of country, love of freedom, respect for the Constitution, and support for the American soldier and the American veteran.


In short, all of these various, disconnected entities called “tea parties” are united by principles and values and patriotism. The tea partiers I’ve met come in all shades, from white to mocha to black. They are disaffected Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and Independents who share one conviction: Government is too big and out of control.


Many people today are surprised to learn that the original Boston Tea Party was not a protest against high taxes on tea. In reality, John Hancock and his fellow Tea Partiers dumped the tea into the harbor to protest a tax decrease. The Brits had actually cut the tax on a pound of tea by three pence (three-hundredths of a pound sterling) in order to prop up the British East India Company—a corporation that the British Crown had decided was “too big to fail.” Americans had stopped buying tea from the East India Company, and were buying cheaper, untaxed tea from smugglers. The East India Company’s lobbyists had bought off members of the corrupt Parliament, convincing them to cut the tea tax so that American colonists would start buying tea again.


On the night of December 16, 1773, a group of patriots called the Sons of Liberty, led by John Hancock, gathered at Boston’s South Meeting House, disguised themselves as Mohawk Indians, then went to Griffin’s Wharf and boarded three British ships, the Dartmouth, the Eleanor, and the Beaver. As a crowd of spectators cheered, the Sons of Liberty hauled up chests of tea from the holds, smashed them open, and dumped the tea into the harbor.


Like the tea party movement today, the Boston Tea Party was a revolt against big-government corruption, corporate bailouts, and government interference in the free economy. Above all, the Boston Tea Party was an act of grassroots activism, designed to send a statement of righteous indignation to a tyrannical big-government oppressor. The original Boston Tea Party is the role model for all tea party activists today.


Most of us know the names of the founding fathers, the wise men who wrote and signed the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Federalist Papers—men like George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, John Jay, James Madison, and Alexander Hamilton. But the American Revolution was not the sole achievement of a few famous men. It was truly a grassroots rebellion intended to seize political power from the privileged and powerful few, and transfer that power where it rightfully belonged—into the hands of We the People. This new nation, the United States of America, was built by the sweat and blood of everyday Americans whose names are no longer remembered today.


The Boston Tea Party was followed by the Worcester Revolution of 1774, in which thousands of farmers, shopkeepers, and craftsmen of Worcester County, Massachusetts, rebelled against British rule and tossed every Crown-appointed official out of office— without firing a shot. Angered by the Massachusetts Government Act (one of the Intolerable Acts, which Britain imposed to punish the colonists for the Boston Tea Party), and fearing that the Brits would confiscate their property and livestock, the Worcester patriots formed a militia of nearly five thousand men and forced every British official in thirty-seven Worcester County towns to resign and leave town in disgrace. The Worcester revolutionaries conducted themselves democratically—every decision was made by a vote of the entire grassroots rank and file.


Most of the displaced British officials took refuge in Boston. There, the commander of British forces in the colonies, General Thomas Gage, reported to the Crown that “the flames of sedition” were spreading throughout the colonies. Meanwhile, the democratic patriots of Worcester County governed themselves peacefully and unchallenged for seven months.15


The peace was shattered in April 1775, when the British launched attacks on Lexington and Concord to put down the grassroots rebellion in those villages. General Gage sent Lieutenant Colonel Francis Smith and His Majesty’s Tenth Regiment of Foot to disarm the colonists and capture two colonial leaders, John Hancock and Samuel Adams. As the British troops moved noisily through the countryside, inquiring about the location of Hancock and Adams, patriot leaders summoned the grassroots militias.16


Two of those leaders were Paul Revere and William Dawes. On the night of April 18, 1775, they kept watch on the steeple of Boston’s Old North Church. Up in the steeple, Revere’s friend John Pulling spied on the British troops below. If the Brits departed by the land route, Pulling would shine a single lantern from the steeple. But if the Brits set off in boats across the Back Bay, John Pulling would shine two lanterns, signaling a more immediate attack on Lexington and Concord. As Revere and Dawes watched, they saw the light of two lanterns appear in the steeple—and they set off at a hard gallop to warn the militias in Lexington, Concord, and surrounding villages.


Revere and Dawes split up and took different routes, so that if the British captured one, the other might get through. As they rode and spread the alarm, other riders—about forty in all—leaped onto their horses and took the message throughout the Massachusetts countryside, summoning the militia. Most of those riders were anonymous patriots—grassroots Americans whose names are forever lost to history.17


At around midnight, Paul Revere reached the village of Lexington and went to the house of Parson Jonas Clark, pastor of the Lexington Congregation. Revere pounded on the door of the parsonage, waking Parson Clark and his two guests—John Hancock and Samuel Adams, the very men the British sought. Clark was a firebrand preacher who hated British oppression and loved the words of St. Paul, “… where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.”18 When one of the men asked Parson Clark if his parishioners would stand and fight the British, the preacher said, “I have trained them for this very hour. They would fight and, if need be, die too under the shadow of the house of God.”19


At sunrise on April 19, 1775, an advance guard of British soldiers, commanded by Major John Pitcairn, entered the village of Lexington. They were met at Lexington Green by about eighty Lexington militiamen and scores of villagers who watched from the edge of the green. Captain John Parker, the Lexington militia commander, ordered his men to hold their fire. British Major Pitcairn also gave the hold-fire order—


But someone fired anyway. To this day, no one knows who fired the first shot in the American Revolutionary War. But years later, poet Ralph Waldo Emerson, whose grandfather fought at Lexington and Concord, commemorated those battles with these words:


By the rude bridge that arched the flood,


Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled,


Here once the embattled farmers stood,


And fired the shot heard round the world.20


Parson Clark had promised that his parishioners “would fight and, if need be, die” for the cause of freedom—and that morning, he saw it happen. As the smoke of the musket fire cleared and the British soldiers continued marching through Lexington on their way to Concord, several members of Parson Clark’s congregation lay dead or dying on Lexington Green. Through tears, Parson Clark said, “From this day will be dated the Liberty of the World.”21


In Concord, the king’s troops met a superior force of about five hundred grassroots militiamen. After a fierce battle, the British retreated and didn’t stop to regroup until they had run all the way to Boston. The combined militias of the surrounding villages laid siege to the city of Boston. And so the Revolutionary War began.


GRASSROOTS PATRIOTS JUST LIKE YOU


Most of the true heroes of that war are unknown to us today. They were not generals who commanded armies. They were not the signers of the Declaration of Independence, nor were they the framers of the Constitution. There are no monuments or statues in their honor. They were just grassroots patriots who saw what needed to be done, and they did it. We do know a few of their names, a few of their deeds.


Dr. Thomas Young was a leading organizer of the original Boston Tea Party. Though his name is never mentioned in the same breath with Washington or Jefferson, it was Dr. Thomas Young who first suggested dumping the East India Company tea into Boston Harbor. If not for Dr. Young, there would have been no Boston Tea Party.22


And there was a sixteen-year-old farm girl named Sybil Ludington of Putnam County, New York. She has sometimes been compared to Paul Revere. On the night of April 26, 1777, when a messenger came with news of the approaching British army, she rode her horse named Star on a thirty-mile circuit, summoning the patriot militia to her father’s farm to assemble for battle. Her ride would be considered a feat of incredible endurance in the daylight—yet Sybil Ludington rode by night and, at one point, had to fend off a robber with her father’s musket. Her courage enabled a patriot victory over the British at the Battle of Ridgefield, Connecticut.23


Blacksmith Timothy Bigelow took part in the Worcester Revolution of 1774, when the farmers and tradesmen of Worcester County, Massachusetts, drove every British official out of office without firing a shot. After hearing about the Battle of Lexington and Concord, he joined the patriot forces and fought in the Saratoga campaign, assisting in the capture of British general John Burgoyne. He also fought under General Washington at Valley Forge, West Point, Monmouth, and Yorktown.24


Mercy Otis Warren was a poet and playwright who taught herself how to read by eavesdropping on her brothers’ lessons (young ladies were often denied a formal education in colonial times). Her husband, James Warren, was a passionate revolutionary activist, and she herself was a close friend of John Adams (who would later serve as the second president of the United States) and his wife, Abigail. Though Mercy Otis Warren had never seen a play performed on-stage (such performances were banned in Puritan Boston), she wrote three satirical plays, The Adulateur, The Defeat, and The Group, which were published and widely distributed in the colonies—the first plays by an American female writer. Her plays attacked British rule and promoted the revolutionary cause. After America achieved independence, Mercy wrote a pamphlet, Observations on the New Constitution (1788), which helped shape the Bill of Rights.25


Two centuries before Joe the Plumber there was Joseph Plumb Martin. At age fourteen, Joseph heard about the battle at Lexington and Concord and begged his grandfather, who was also his guardian, to let him go to war. In June 1776, after Joseph turned fifteen, his grandfather gave him permission to enlist in the Connecticut militia. Before the end of that year, he had fought in the Battle of Brooklyn, the Battle of Kip’s Bay, and the Battle of White Plains. At age sixteen, he enlisted in the 8th Connecticut division of the Continental Army, commanded by General George Washington. He spent the rest of his teenage years and early twenties serving under General Washington, experiencing all the hardships and privation of a common foot soldier. He refused to accept being discharged until the end of the war in 1783. Throughout the war, he kept a journal that has served as a valuable resource for historians.26


A doctor, a sixteen-year-old farm girl, a blacksmith, a playwright, and a teenage soldier were just a few of the grassroots activists of the American Revolutionary era. These were the average people who loved their country. They stepped up. They got involved. They took a risk. They sacrificed. They were people just like you.


The time has come for you and me to add our names to the list of grassroots people who are willing to bet everything we have on the future of America. The time has come to get involved and make a difference. That’s why I’m telling you these stories—the stories of people just like you, people who are doing whatever they can to save America. They are doing their part.


Now it’s time for you and me to do ours.




THE COMMONSENSE ACTION AGENDA


Here are some grassroots actions you can take, starting today:


✓ Read and study the Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution. Memorize the Preamble to the Constitution.


✓ Know the Bill of Rights—especially the First Amendment: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble; and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” Be ready to recite the Five Freedoms of the First Amendment at a moment’s notice: Freedom of Religion, Freedom of Speech, Freedom of the Press, Freedom of Assembly, and Freedom to Petition the Government.


✓ Take a class in the Constitution or U.S. history.


✓ Start a book club with neighbors or people from your church. Study and discuss books about American history, the Constitution, the founding fathers, or grassroots activism. (The book you hold in your hands would be a great place to start!)


✓ Find a piece of legislation you are passionate about. Whether you want that legislation passed or defeated, study it carefully and become an expert on that bill. Then attend a town hall meeting and challenge your elected leader. Tell your friends and neighbors about that bill and what it means to everyone’s future. Get involved in your government.


✓ Keep writing letters and making phone calls to your elected representatives. Be courteous but insistent. To contact the president or vice president, go to www.whitehouse.gov/contact Get contact information for your congressperson at writerep.house.gov/writerep/welcome.shtml and your senator at www.senate.gov/general/contact_information/senators_cfm.cfm.
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GUARDING THE SPIRIT OF FREEDOM


My pal Ross Ueckert, a fifty-five-year-old army veteran, is a living, breathing celebration of the Declaration of Independence. In the summer of 2009, Ross picked up an American flag and started out from Medora, North Dakota, headed for the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C.—a journey of 1,600 miles, traveling by shoe leather all the way.


Flag in hand, walking from town to town, he spoke at tea parties and veterans’ groups, waved to the people who honked at him, and chatted with folks along the way. He spent nights in the homes of supporters or camped out in his truck to show support for the troops. From time to time, Ross would call The Common Sense Club and I would put him on the air to give my listeners a progress report. After hearing Ross on the radio, people would seek him out on the road to say “We’re proud of you,” or “God bless you,” or “May I carry the flag for a while?”


Ross’s sister, Myrna, would drive ahead of him in a pickup truck, park a couple of miles down the road, and wait for him to catch up. There were banners on both sides of the truck. One read “We the People” and the other “We the People—Veterans.” Wherever people stopped to talk to Ross, he had them sign the banners. Ross had planned to take those banners to Washington and deliver them to members of Congress. “But we had a heck of a windstorm in Illinois,” he recalled, “and it ripped both of them to shreds. We still have the signed portions, but we had to take them off the truck.”


Why did Ross Ueckert walk all the way to the nation’s capital? “We’ve just got to show our elected officials the power of the people,” he told me at the start of his journey. “They’ve never seen the power of the people. I’ve been watching politics for a lot of years, and nothing changes. The politicians are just working for themselves. I’m going to ask some questions, and I just want to hear a straight answer. I want to tell the politicians that the American spirit is alive and well, but we want the government out of our way.”


As Ross walked from state to state, he was amazed at all the citizens who would stop and talk or pray with him beside the road. “I had absolutely no clue that was going to happen,” Ross told me. “It was such a journey of growth, such a journey of blessings.”


Once, as Ross carried his flag outside Bismarck, a young woman pulled her car over, rolled down the window, and said, “Why are you walking with that flag?”


“I’m walking against the corruption in Washington, D.C.,” he said, “and I’m walking for the American veteran.”


The young woman instantly began to cry. She opened the door, jumped out, and gave Ross a big hug. There by the road, he talked to the young woman for about fifteen minutes. As they talked, she took a bracelet off her wrist and held it up.


“I haven’t taken this bracelet off since I got it,” she said. “Take it, and when you get to Washington, I want you to remember my brother, John. That’s his name on the bracelet.”


Ross saw that the bracelet bore the name of Army Pfc. John D. Amos II, C Company, 1st Battalion, 21st Infantry Regiment, 25th Infantry Division. At age twenty-two, on April 4, 2004, Private Amos was killed when an improvised explosive device blew up his vehicle in Kirkuk, Iraq. The woman pressed the bracelet into Ross’s hand, and the two of them wept together beside the road.


“When I first started walking,” Ross recalled, “I was angry and frustrated.” But the moment the young woman gave him that bracelet, all his anger and frustration melted away. “It was no longer about my anger toward our leaders,” Ross told me. “It was all about America, and how proud I am of the people in this country. It was all about the American veterans, and about those who sacrificed everything for this country.”


Since then, Ross has continued his trek with a new attitude. “I’ve had so many people stop and talk to me about God, our country, and our veterans. I have shed more tears along these roads than ever in my life. People kept saying I was inspiring them, but they were giving me far more than I could ever give them. It humbles me to meet these people, because it tells me that the pride and patriotism of the American people is still alive. We can no longer let these professional politicians take our freedoms away. We have to stand up for what we believe. That’s why I’m going to Washington.


“I was so elated every step of the way, and especially by the number of people who stopped and talked to us. My sister and I were camped by the road one morning, and we had hardly woken up and this fellow stopped and talked to us. He had driven past and saw our We the People banner on the back of our pickup, and he pulled off and looked up our website on his laptop computer. Then he came back to talk to us and sign the banner. He said, ‘Keep doing what you’re doing. God bless you.’ People like that kept me going.


“Our government has been bought and sold by lobbyists and big money. Why do our representatives pass legislation without reading it? Why do they push thousand-page bills through Congress in the middle of the night? We have to step forward and say, ‘Enough is enough.’ Our leaders in Washington have never seen the power of the people. We’ve got to show them who’s boss.


“Some people have criticized me and criticized the tea party movement, saying we’re wrapping ourselves in the flag. Well, that flag I carried symbolizes the principles and values of the founding fathers. I’m proud to wrap myself in that flag. And I’m proud to wrap myself in the Constitution. People ought to try wrapping themselves in the flag for a change. If they would come out here and walk these roads, their view of this country would never be the same.


“There’s a prayer I said every day of my walk, and I say it today, too: ‘God, put my feet on the path you want me to take. Put the words in my mouth that you want me to speak. And give me the wisdom to speak to the people you put in front of me.’ God answered that prayer every day. In fact, there were four times during my walk when he physically redirected my path. I was going one way, but God sent me a different way.


“A good example is when I was leaving Fargo and going into Minnesota. I started walking on I-94, heading to Minneapolis. I hadn’t even gotten a half mile into Minnesota when a Minnesota state trooper stopped me and told me I couldn’t walk on I-94. So I took Highway 10, and it was a much better route to walk because I met a lot more people on the way. That was God’s way of telling me, ‘I’ve got a better path for you.’ ”


On Sunday, October 3, 2010, Ross, his sister Myrna, and his son Conner (who had joined him along the way) came to within thirty-five miles of Washington, D.C. “I wanted to walk all the way to the Lincoln Memorial,” Ross told me. “So we got into the pickup and drove into D.C. to check the roads out. Well, it was clear that I wouldn’t be able to walk into the city. There is too much traffic and no place to walk alongside the road.”


Leaving his flag in the truck, Ross went to the Washington Monument. The day before, some four hundred leftist groups had gathered on the National Mall for a rally they called One Nation Working Together. The groups included environmentalists, antiwar activists, civil rights activists, and organizers from unions like the Service Employees International Union. Ross recalled, “I walked along the Mall and there was trash everywhere, even floating in the reflecting pool. Those people called themselves environmentalists, yet they just dumped their trash anywhere. We visited the World War II Memorial, and it was littered with bottles and things. How people can be so disrespectful is beyond me. It almost made me sick. We picked up some of it and saved it, SEIU and Code Pink signs, just to show what these people stand for.”


Unable to walk into the city, Ross had a few extra days to drive around D.C. with Myrna and Conner and visit the Holocaust Museum, the National Air and Space Museum, Mount Vernon, and other sites. On Columbus Day, October 12, Ross took the flag and walked from the Washington Monument, past the World War II Memorial, and up the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. At the top of the steps, he did as he had promised to the woman who gave him the bracelet. He read the inscription in memory of Army Pfc. John D. Amos II, and he paused to think about this young man’s life and sacrifice. And he prayed.


Later that day, he took the flag to Senator Byron Dorgan’s office. Senator Dorgan met with Ross for about twenty minutes, and they had their pictures taken together. The senator later had the flag flown above the Capitol building, then shipped back to Ross with a certificate. Despite my many differences with Senator Dorgan, I salute him for reaching out to Ross and flying Ross’s flag above the Capitol. Ross plans to carry that flag from the Washington Monument to the Lincoln Memorial every October 12 from now on.
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GRASS ROOTS

“Scott Hennen understands the dangers facing America today. . . . Grass Roots gives
“We the People’ the insights and practical tools to restore American greatness and goodness.
If you love America, if you love liberty, this book should be at the top of your reading list.”
—FORMER VICE PRESIDENT DICK CHENEY

“Few radio hosts are more in tune with their audience than Scott Hennen. He represents the
tried-and-true, commonsense principles of our founding, and is a passionate defender of our
Constitution. He is the voice of today’s Tea Party Patriots and the embodiment of America’s
grassroots activists. This book is a must-read for every freedom-loving American.”
—REPRESENTATIVE MICHELE BACHMANN

“Scott Hennen has a command of the issues and an ability to connect
with his guests and listeners that is second to none. His new book is a must-read
for anyone concerned about the future of this country.”

—SENATOR RICK SANTORUM

“Scott Hennen celebrates our Constitution every day, educating, inviting, and
motivating people in the Heartland of America to speak up, to assemble to the cause,
and to petition the government to address grievances. His listeners challenge and engage
their government. Does it make a difference? Absolutely! Grass Roots activism is the
conscience of the politician and a dose of reality to the bureaucrat.”
—FORMER WHITE HOUSE CHIEF OF STAFF ANDREW CARD
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SCOTT HENNEN hails from a radio family
and has been on the air since he was twelve years old.
He launched the first news/talk radio station in Norch
Dakota (KCNN in Grand Forks) in 1992. He is the
presidentand CEO of Freedom Force Communications,
and the host of a daily radio show originating from
Fargo, North Dakota, and broadcast to the Common
Sense Club network of listeners in the upper Midwest.
He has interviewed thousands of newsmakers,
including Presidents Carter, Clinton, George H.
W. Bush, and George W. Bush. Vice President Dick
Cheney has been a frequent guest on his show. Named.
one of the top one hundred talk show hosts in America
(Talkers Magazine) since 2000, he has appeared on Fox
News Channel, CNN, MSNBC, and many other TV
and radio outlets. The Wall Street Journal has called
him the “Rush Limbaugh of the Prairic.” Scor lives in
the Fargo area with his wife, son, and two daughers.
Follow Scott Hennen at scotthennen.com, on Twitter,
and on Facebook.
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“A MUST-READ FOR EVERY
FREEDOM-LOVING AMERICAN.”
—MICHELE BACHMANN

Would you like to do your part in saving America?
Grass Roors is a no-nonsense instruction manual that
explains exactly what you can do. Scott Hennen—
host and founder of the innovative Common Sense
Club radio program—shows how everyday Americans
Jjust like you are making a difference for our country's
future. This down-to-carth handbook gives you clear,
practical, effective actions you can take to preserve the
American dream for your children and grandchildren.

President Ronald Reagan once said, “All great

change in America begins at the dinner table.” Today,
most Americans struggle just to keep food on the dinner
table. We are staggering under a crushing burden of
big government, out-of-control spending, and towering
federal debt. We have become tax slaves—and the
people we sent to Washington to represent us are the
very ones who sold us there.
We're angry—and righely so. But ruling-class poli-
ticians have shrugged off our grassroors anger, calling
it “Astroturf?” We're tired of being ignored, patronized,
and lied to by the very people who are supposed to be
our “public servants.” Not since the original Boston
Tea Pary of 1773 have so many everyday Americans
paricipated in such a significant display of rightcous
indignation and freedom-loving patriotism. For the firsc
time in generations, ordinary hardworking, church-
going Americans are carrying signs, gathering in large
numbers, and making their voices heard.

Big government, beware. A sleeping giant has
awakened.

Scote Hennen has drawn up a practical blueprint
for change, a handbook for all of us who are ready to
roll up our sleeves and do our part to restore America’s
goodness—and greatness. Grass Roots is a political
manifesto for every American who loves liberty and
cares enough to get involved.
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