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Dedicated to the idealist sitting in a classroom or an office whose conscience tells him to take a stand against the status quo and whose courage allows him to ignore the world around him, which tells him to sit down, shut up, and comply




“Journalism as Guerrilla Theater. The reporter as life actor . . . we begin to see things in a different focus.”


—Abbie Hoffman, Mother Jones Magazine, 1979





PROLOGUE


Through the Plexiglas


On the morning of January 25, 2010, I woke curled up in a fetal position, on a green mattress stained with seminal fluid, to the sound of my fellow prisoners chanting the Qu’ran.


With me were my pals Stan Dai, Joe Basel, and Bob Flanagan. We had spent the night in the St. Bernard Parish jail, just outside New Orleans. I was not sure that any of us had even slept, but no matter. I was on my way to have my mug shot taken—the one that would appear on the front page of the Sunday New York Times.


Welcome, friends, to the world of citizen journalism.


We had been arrested the morning before. The feds had shuffled us from cage to cage in the Hale Boggs Federal Building downtown, shackled us hand and foot, chained our hands to a heavy leather waist belt, and bused us out to St. Bernard’s. There they dressed us in orange jumpsuits, Tim McVeigh–style, and assigned us our scummy mattresses. In the morning, they shackled us, moved us again from cage to cage, bused us back to Boggs, and stuck us in another cage deep within the building’s bowels.


I will reveal the details of our offense in due time, but it was so soft we had no idea we had committed a crime or what that crime could be. We saw ourselves as journalists holding the federal government accountable, but our public servants did not see it that way, and the way they saw it was the way it was. They fully controlled both the process and the message.


As to the message, we suspected that forces within the U.S. Department of Justice were purposely leaking confidential material to keep the media stoked. But the message was not our immediate problem. It was the process, one that now had us standing shoulder to shoulder in a four-by-five-foot cage. Fluorescent lights flickered eerily overhead. Vile words and images covered the cement wall behind us. A weary, middle-aged public defender introduced himself through the Plexiglas. He would tell us only that we had done something very bad. “It is important you understand what I’m about to tell you,” he said as robotically as Ben Stein calling out “Ferris Bueller.”


“You are being charged with a felony that carries ten years of a prison sentence. Please be advised that if you do get your own attorney, he should have federal experience. This is a very serious crime.”


Throughout this inquisition, my attorney, Mike Madigan, could not reach me. He was leaving voice mails on an iPhone that had long since been confiscated. In fact, I would hear his message—“If there is a federal marshal listening to this voice mail I urge you to allow my client to call me”—only six months later when I finally retrieved the phone, now marked “property of the FBI.”


“There is a misunderstanding,” Dai interjected. The attorney wasn’t listening. Through the Plexiglas, he saw us as he must have seen hundreds of others before us, dressed in telltale orange, dopey from lack of sleep, dazed, confused, guilty. It stunned me how quickly under these circumstances we saw ourselves much as he did.


We had all but lost confidence that logic and reason prevailed on the other side of the Plexiglas. We began to doubt the innate American expectation that the truth would find its way and justice would be done. Ten years in prison? What the hell? This was the very first time we had heard we were even being charged, and they were apparently throwing the book at us—but what book and why?


All this rushed through my mind without any fixed meaning. Then the idea descended on me like a tongue of fire. Yes, of course! They were screwing us over not in spite of the fact we were journalists but because we were. Three years later, the “they”—our prosecutors in the New Orleans U.S. Attorney’s office—would be forced out of office in disgrace, but that item barely dented the news. Our arrest the media would never forget.





BOOK ONE
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THE HOLLOW MEN


Nineteen eighty-four was not just the year I was born.


On the night of January 17, 2012, Kristen Coolidge1, home from college, talked and joked with her three younger siblings around the kitchen island while their mom, Mary*, prepared dinner nearby. The Coolidges lived in Newmarket, New Hampshire, on a quiet street lined with homes as old and picturesque as their one-hundred-year-old colonial.


Kristen heard the sounds first. Startled, she looked up and listened intently. They were footsteps—urgent, masculine footsteps—several sets of feet. She tracked them around the side of the house. Unaware, Mary labored away at the stove until a sharp rap on the seldom-used back door made her jump. She saw the outlines of three grown men dressed in winter gear and instinctively made her way to the door.


“Don’t open it, Mom,” whispered twenty-year-old Tim. Mary hesitated. Sensing her hesitance, the man in front flashed a badge. Mary proceeded to the door and opened it just a crack. “Can I help you?”


The lead officer—gruff, officious, his head shaved down to a military trim—wedged his foot in the opening and barged his way through. The two younger men followed, surveying the room. The Coolidges stood frozen. “We’re looking for Adam Coolidge,” said the lead officer, Mark Myrdeck, a retired police lieutenant now working for the New Hampshire attorney general, Michael Delaney. “We’re told he lives here.”


I learned about the raid as it happened. Nineteen-year-old Jenna Coolidge had the wherewithal to send me a Facebook message from her cell phone. “Hi James, three men just knocked on the door looking for Adam . . . asking about where he lives.”


“What did Adam do?” asked Mary, deeply worried about her twenty-three-year-old son. Myrdeck could not give a direct answer. “We don’t know if he has broken any laws. We just need to talk to him.” He knew better than this. He brought with him a subpoena for Adam to appear before a criminal grand jury. He placed a dossier on the kitchen counter and left it open just enough so that the Coolidges could see photos of Adam and me.


To make sense of his visit, Myrdeck said something about how Adam disrupted a lot of families that had lost a loved one, making them feel uncomfortable. “My son is just trying to do good for the country,” Mary protested, but the men were not listening.


The one person Adam had really made uncomfortable was New Hampshire governor John Lynch. Just six months earlier, a preening Lynch proudly vetoed New Hampshire state bill 129, which would have required voters to show a photo ID. In all his limited wisdom, the governor chastised a heartless legislature for passing a highly “restrictive” voter ID bill “despite any evidence that current law is insufficient protection against voter fraud.”


A week earlier, Adam Coolidge and a few others had shown just how pathetically insufficient those protections were. These guys were the Green Berets of citizen journalism, the proud ground troops of Project Veritas, the nonprofit I had launched to revive investigative journalism. They had calmly walked into a half-dozen voting stations during America’s most closely watched primary and were handed ballots for seven of the eight dead people whose names they volunteered.


Here we were just one week into our election fraud investigation, and we had already tripped the fascist trigger in the government-media complex. Too many people had too much at stake in a look-the-other-way electoral process to let us attack it with impunity. The harassment of the Coolidges was payback time. Six months later we would essentially be cleared of wrongdoing for our investigative reporting on voter fraud, however reluctantly, by the attorney general of the United States. But the Stasi wannabes of New Hampshire had yet to get that memo.


“She was physically shaking,” Kristen said of her mom. “It was not as if they came in during the daytime or came in through the front door. They did to my mom what they hoped to do.” T. S. Eliot had it nailed. “This is the way the world ends,” he wrote in “The Hollow Men” nearly ninety years ago. “Not with a bang but a whimper.” The crimes would be small ones, the persecution petty, the outcry limited to an old colonial in Newmarket, New Hampshire.


I wish I could have been there to help. I wish I could have gone to New Hampshire to oversee the video sting, but I could do neither. I had to direct the operation from the restored carriage house on my family’s property in New Jersey. I could not leave the state without permission from, yes, my probation officer. This fellow was assigned to track me for a misdemeanor I did not even commit. That’s how special I must have seemed to someone.


I was twenty-seven years old, five years into my self-created career as a citizen journalist, and I had already been arrested, imprisoned, nearly killed during my coerced “community service,” commended along with Hannah Giles by the U.S. House of Representatives for exposing ACORN, publicly accused of everything from racism to rape, lauded by the governor of New Jersey for exposing a corrupt union, pursued recklessly on an interstate by a teacher I caught on tape, denounced by Keith Olbermann as the “worst person in the world,” applauded for causing major resignations at National Public Radio, sued multiple times, slandered by half the working journalists in America, and finally inspired to expose voter fraud in the heat of a presidential election, which my late mentor Andrew Breitbart described over the phone to me as “the most consequential thing you ever did.”


In the course of these short few years, I have received an education that few will receive in a lifetime. Some of what I learned came from books, most usefully Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals, Tom Wolfe’s Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers, and everything by G. K. Chesterton. Some I learned from the people who mentored me, chief among them my father, my grandfather, and the uniquely gifted Andrew Breitbart.


Much of what I learned, I learned through the cold, hard knocks of experience. To learn, I have had to sort my way through legal and media swamps into which no one has ventured before. For those who may want to follow, I have edited what I have learned into a set of guidelines, the Veritas rules. The rules are shaped by my larger vision, simply put, to make the world a more virtuous place.


By showing what is true and what is not, journalists can help forge a more ethical and transparent society, one in which people do what is right because they want to, not because they feel compelled to by the government. “A society with no other scale but the legal one is not quite worthy of man,” Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn said at his justly famous Harvard address. He was talking about us. In solving human problems, we have become increasingly bureaucratic, technocratic, legalistic. The society we have today does not oppress like Solzhenitsyn’s did. It depresses. It demoralizes. It discourages the impulse that motivated Revolutionary War general John Stark to “live free or die.”


Years ago, New Hampshire adopted those stirring words as the state motto. Today New Hampshire officials intimidate families like the Coolidges over the exercise of their basic freedoms. Solzhenitsyn saw the change coming. “Whenever the tissue of life is woven of legalistic relations,” he said, “there is an atmosphere of moral mediocrity, paralyzing man’s noblest impulses.” My colleagues and I had to fight through that paralysis in this, the critical year of the Lord, 2012. There was a lot at stake, and there were only ten months left before the presidential election.





1. Names changed to protect the innocent.





THE CARRIAGE HOUSE


Veritas Rule #2:


You must do what you can with what you have.


As far back as I can remember, my father and grandfather would build things out of nothing. In 1987, when I was just two, my father, James O’Keefe Jr., bought a ratty, century-old house with a carriage house adjoining the property on Fairview Avenue in Westwood, New Jersey. So he would not have to apply for a zoning variance—and that process was getting more burdensome by the year—he decided to restore the carriage house on-site and not to build anew. He needed help, and the only person he knew more skilled than he at restoring old buildings was his father, James O’Keefe Sr.


Just about everyone in Westwood told them, “You can’t save that building. It simply can’t be done.” But my dad and grandfather had the sort of vision nobody else had. The philosophy of these two wise men was never to waste, always to create. They figured if you worked smart and hard and honored the building codes, there was nothing you couldn’t do.


This time, though, the two had their work cut out for them. For starters, the building leaned more severely than that famous tower in Pisa, and no matter what they did with this relic, they weren’t about to make a tourist attraction out of it. Although no contractor was willing to take on the job, my father saw an opportunity where the market didn’t see one. He and my grandfather borrowed a tow truck, fixed a massive belt from the truck to and around the side that leaned, righted the building, and busily reinforced the tilting side. They repeated this process all around the barn until it was squared away.


Then the fun began. My grandfather was a classic child of the Great Depression who grew up learning to make do with less. His rule was to buy new building material only when he absolutely had to. He was the original recycler and a master improviser. For the carriage house project, he devised a system to jack up the whole building an inch at a time until eventually it was five feet above the ground. That way he and his son could dig new footings and cast a new floor, then lower the building back down on top of it. In the process, they preserved the historic aspects of the building.


The engineering done, father and son took out their craftsmen’s tools and went to work on the thousand little things needed to bring the carriage house back to life. The result was a showcase that would be honored by the Bergen County Historical Society in 1990 and celebrated in the local papers.


As I got older I was more or less forced to join in the fun. When I was ten, we started renovating and restoring another century-old home. I worked on that house with Dad every weekend. While other kids were off swimming and playing, I was scraping paint, carrying bricks, and holding lumber as it was being cut. I got dust in my lungs and plumber’s glue in my nose. I remember one day spending all day scraping old wallpaper with a tiny scraping device until my fingers bled, and I began crying at my lack of progress. When I asked for a better tool, my grandfather encouraged me to keep on. “You do what you have to do,” he said, “even it means using your fingernails.”


On this project, I learned as important a lesson as any I learned as a child: real resources come from within, and those that come from without are often within easy reach. To change the world or simply improve your condition, you need only to muster them. “Tactics,” Saul Alinsky wrote, “means doing what you can with what you have.”


I learned to think and to work watching these two gifted men. I was not blessed with their carpentry skills, but their resourcefulness and self-reliance have informed everything I do. Like them, I would attempt to build an organization out of little more than thrift and creativity and, in my case, overextended credit cards. “My grandfather spent his life making things out of nothing,” I would tell the New York Times Magazine. “I’m that way, too. A lot of people sit around discussing what to do. They draw up proposals, look for funding, and nothing happens. I grab my camera and go do it.”


My father is still working but without the same enthusiasm. As he sees it, the town and the state have unwittingly slowed progress. “They have begun to use property as a vehicle for revenue in the building departments,” he told me recently. “It’s overly burdensome to the homeowner.” Many of my grandfather’s innovations, including handmade windows, have been regulated out of the codebook, and so it rarely pays for the two to improvise anymore. “It’s a changed world, and we wouldn’t make the effort today we did before,” said my father.


During much of my time on federal probation I worked out of the carriage house that these men restored. For a short time, it served as the Project Veritas office. I would experience some great highs there and the occasional low, like the time a young woman attempted to infiltrate our operation and sabotage our 2012 vote fraud campaign. Bizarrely, the action she started in the carriage house would involve the attorney general of New Hampshire and ultimately the attorney general of the United States. It is amazing what you can still create out of nothing—good and bad.





THE BOOK OF RULES


Veritas Rule #3:


Use their own flawed construct to put them into a position where either way they can’t win.


A glee club board meeting was an unlikely setting to get my first real lesson in the soft tyranny of academic life, but there was no denying what I had just been told. Rutgers University dean Joan Carbone, who wore an LGBT pin on her lapel, leaned over and said to me quietly:


“James, I’ve been reading your Centurion. Now, let me just say a respectable journal of political opinion needs to be erudite, educational, persuasive. It needs to be about ideas. It ought not be adversarial, not polemic, not in people’s faces.”


As the paper’s editor in chief, I was taken aback. Others had been saying much the same thing. My friend Bryan Karch, who came up with the name Centurion, quit because he felt the paper was not being “educational.” The choir conductor felt much the same way. He told me the paper as currently conceived would ruin my “job opportunities.”


I almost buckled to Carbone’s request, but the duplicity of it all began to weigh on me. Here was a dean at a public institution discouraging a student from exposing facts and reporting them, not for his own good, but for hers. Dean Carbone had no use for journalists who did what journalists were supposed to do—hold those in power accountable. Before we came on the scene, the university was accountable to almost no one, certainly not to the editors of the official student newspaper, the Daily Targum. Much like the national media cocktailing with government officials at White House correspondents’ dinners, the Targum editors were chummy with the administration. The reasons, I suspect, were the same in New Brunswick, New Jersey, as in Washington, D.C.—ambition, shared politics, and a pinch of fear.


Without intending to, Carbone gave me an education in the ways of the world. In 2012, my pals and I would take on electoral corruption in one state after another and in the federal government as well, but in 2004, I was cutting my muckraker’s teeth on a state university and its staff. It was good training. The patterns of corruption and hypocrisy I observed at Rutgers I would see again and again on the campaign trail.


The campus environment brought out the contrarian in me. I resented the campus ethos, I suppose, the way my father did the local zoning board. It was just so damn totalitarian. Just about everyone on the faculty and most of the students seemed to think alike, and the weight of that groupthink rested heavily on those of us who thought otherwise.


During my freshman year I expressed my dissent in an opinion column for the Daily Targum. My thoughts, however, got lost in a sea of orthodoxy and complacency. I wanted to make a difference, and I wasn’t doing it there. I also wanted to create a social fabric in the midst of all this soullessness. I wanted to get people to care.


I got the idea for starting an alternative paper at an unlikely place: Harvard University. I was there with the Men’s Glee Club, and I spotted someone reading a journal from Tufts University called Primary Source. I liked the idea of it. So in my sophomore year, I and a few like-minded souls—Matt Klimek, Joe Nedick, and Justine Mertz—launched the Centurion.


We found an easy mark in the Daily Targum, which had grown too comfortable with the administration to challenge it in any way beyond the trivial. In early 2004, for instance, the Targum had joined with the administration in celebrating the life of a certain Rutgers alumnus, “the exceptional scholar, athlete, political activist and performer” Paul Robeson. Robeson was the first Rutgers graduate to get his mug on a postage stamp. The university unveiled the stamp at the Kirkpatrick Chapel, and the Targum people were giddy at the thought of it.


“Orthodoxy means not thinking—not needing to think,” wrote George Orwell in 1984. “Orthodoxy is unconsciousness.” To honor Robeson in 2004, years after the Soviet archives had been opened and examined, one had to be totally unconscious.


Yes, he was a scholar and athlete, and I am sure he had his virtues. As to “political activist,” however, that was just a nice way of saying “Stalinist.” Hell, in 1952, during the heart of the Korean War, Robeson was awarded, and proudly accepted, the perversely named “Stalin Peace Prize.” In 1953, shortly after Stalin’s death, he penned a tribute to this genocidal monster titled “You My Beloved Comrade.” Please!


We put Paul Robeson’s face on the front cover of the Centurion with the quote “Glory to Stalin.” On the contemporary campus, this was like taking a crowbar to political correctness. It pained the campus muckety-mucks that we knew about Robeson. It pained them even more when we shared what we knew. We made the authorities defend the indefensible, and the only thing they and their student minions could do in response was to shut us down—or at least try to. They set copies of the Centurion on fire, stuffed them in garbage cans, and generally made them disappear. And I was the one who got lectured by the dean to be “respectful.” Think about that.


The closer we hit to home, the more irritated the administration grew. In the December 2004 issue of the Centurion, we tallied the donations the faculty had given to that year’s presidential candidates. The results won’t shock anyone who has spent time on any major American campus. A total of 104 faculty members donated to John Kerry. One donated to George W. Bush. The bottom line: $52,000 for Kerry and $500 for Bush. This was about the level of ideological diversity you’d find in Robeson’s beloved Soviet Union.


To add a little mischief to our reporting, we decided to honor those professors whose office doors were most thoroughly decorated with political propaganda. The competition was intense. I remember liking the contribution of one professor, an apparent dyslexia sufferer, who posted, “Buck Fush.” Having selected our winners, we went to the offices of those so honored, presented their “Centurion Award” on a lovely plaque, and recorded their responses on video. Ivory tower or not, these professors responded with an impressive range of obscenities. Those who were most impressive we presented with a framed “cursing like a drunken sailor” award.


It was about this time, 2004 to be precise, that I discovered Saul Alinsky. Yes, the same Saul Alinsky who inspired Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama, but well before Alinsky became a household name. An adjunct named David Knowlton, that rare teacher with real-world experience, taught a course called “Business and Government.” Knowlton, in fact, was a former student of Alinsky and attempted to teach our class to see past ideology to tactics.


A pipe-smoking lobbyist, Knowlton caught my attention with stories about how community organizers would undermine power structures by making their adversaries live up to their own rules. I remember one story in particular about a bar owner in Chicago who tried to discourage African-Americans from frequenting his bar by requiring multiple IDs from them but not from whites. The local NAACP branch wanted the bar shut down, but Knowlton wrote “TACTICS” on the chalkboard and asked us to think analytically about how to solve this crisis.


Then he went on to describe the actual solution. The organizer found fifty African-Americans with multiple IDs and sent them into the bar during happy hour. He ordered them each a drink and asked them to sip it very slowly; when white people arrived at the door, they were to stare at them like they didn’t belong. After just a night or two, the owner saw his business slipping away and asked the black patrons what he could do to appease them. They told him to just stop asking blacks for multiple IDs. This was an inexpensive solution to the problem that required no legislation and no outside intervention, and it provided a lesson I heard often in class: “You must operate with the world as it is, not with the way you wish it to be.” I was instantly captivated.


I started by noting Alinsky’s tenth rule: “The major premise for tactics is the development of operations that will maintain a constant pressure upon the opposition. It is this that will cause the opposition to react to your advantage.” To keep the pressure on the administration, we launched a series of what we called “campaigns”—demand-oriented, videotaped sessions that backed the administration into no-win predicaments.


In one campaign, we went around planting American flags in the classrooms, forcing campus authorities to either accept them or reject them. If they accepted them, good, we won. If they rejected them, we won again by exposing their rejection and creating the headline “Rutgers Officials Reject American Flags in Classrooms.” Our first media stir came when NJ 101.5, the state’s largest radio station, reported on the Rutgers vice president’s denial of our request. The president, Richard McCormack, responded to the adverse publicity as weak-kneed officials often do. He appointed an “independent commission.” Just by making a demand and recording the reaction, we had caused the president to respond and gotten media coverage in the process. We had created news that spoke to the nature of the university. This was how it all began. Little did I imagine that a few years later we would be forcing the president of the United States to respond to the news we created.


In another campaign, we moved to have the university erect a statue to an alumnus who surely deserved to be honored, the esteemed libertarian economist Milton Friedman. Friedman won the Nobel Prize for his work. As we reminded the university, the Nobel beats the Stalin Peace Prize any day. We then went around campus asking wealthy professors to “give back to the community”—they like that phrase when applied to others—and pay for the erection of a Friedman statue. Some actually signed the petition to give money!


In our most notable campaign, we appropriated Alinsky’s fourth rule: “Make the enemy live up to their own book of rules.” The rules in this case involved the university “policy against verbal assault, defamation, and harassment,” which, in real English, translates into “speech code.” As the rulebook reminded us, “Intolerance and bigotry are antithetical to the values of the university, and unacceptable within the Rutgers community.” Among the unacceptable forms of bigotry, of course, were those involving “sexual orientation.” A campus protest along these lines would prove to be our inspiration.


Some background: One of the great Rutgers traditions is the “grease truck.” There were several around campus, and they competed by offering the biggest, greasiest, most caloric sandwiches on the planet. The names of the sandwiches—Fat Mom, Fat Dad, Fat Bitch—spoke to the nature of the competition. In 2005, at the suggestion of a couple of campus lesbians, Ayman Elnaggar, owner of the RU Hungry?, offered an instant classic called “The Fat Dyke.” The university, however, was not amused and forced Elnaggar, who did not even know what the offending word meant, to put duct tape over the sandwich name. Censorship, anyone? The orthodoxy on these subjects was soul deadening. Only through the magic of video and the tactics I was learning, we decided, could we show just how deadening it was.


“Ancestry” was another of the sensitivities protected by the campus speech codes. Given my ancestry, I felt I had as much right to be offended as anyone else on the Rutgers campus. For the record, I am as Irish as the O’Keefe name implies. I am six feet, two inches tall, and I have blondish hair. My great-great-great—I lost count—grand something or another reportedly died in the Irish potato famine, so I know what suffering is about. I could no longer endure an ongoing campus defamation of my ancestors. I had to respond.


As Tom Wolfe has reminded us, “Mau-mauing was the ticket. The confrontation route was the only road,” and any aggrieved ethnic group could do it. So on St. Patrick’s Day, 2005, I put Wolfe’s tactics to the test. Three of my pals and I arranged a sit-down with Rutgers dining hall administrator Carolyn Knight-Cole. After some introductions, my friend Greg went to work.


GREG: Well, we’re with the Irish Heritage Society. I am the personal adviser to James, Natalie, and Kian. Basically, they have had some unpleasant and uncomfortable experiences in the dining halls.


Note the word uncomfortable. Greg was using the language of the university. Strange as this may seem, making fellow students or instructors “uncomfortable” has been grounds for expulsion on any number of campuses. The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education has thoroughly documented these cases.


Alinsky’s real contribution to provocateurs like us was the insight that people are rarely swayed by intellectual argument. Argument may be used to steady them on the first step, but after that it is a matter of escalating experience. Greg turned it over to me, and I escalated, as Knight-Cole dutifully took notes about our discomfort.


JAMES: We wanted to bring a matter to your concern. We noticed that the dining halls here at Rutgers serve Lucky Charms, and we think that this promotes negative stereotypes of Irish-Americans. And we don’t think that’s acceptable in an academic setting, especially one of higher learning. We brought a box for you to look at here, and there is what appears to be an Irish-American on the front cover.


KNIGHT-COLE: Okay.


JAMES: And he is portrayed as a little, green-cladded gnome, a huckster, and we think that undermines the importance and severity of St. Patrick’s Day, especially during the month of March. So basically what we are trying to—


KNIGHT-COLE: Can you tell me that again. You feel that he is portrayed as . . . ?


JAMES: I think he is portrayed as a green-cladded gnome, and as you can see, we’re not short and green. We have our differences of height, and we think this is stereotypical of all Irish-Americans.


I carried on for a while longer about “our history” and “what happened to us.” Kian Berry was struggling to keep himself from laughing. Greg was pure deadpan. He had actually printed out the university’s “policy against defamation and harassment.”


GREG: If I might interject quickly, the university’s policy against verbal assault, defamation, and harassment starts off by saying that intolerance and bigotry are antithetical to the values of the university and are unacceptable.


Greg then read those rules in their mind-numbing meaninglessness as though they mattered and concluded with the clincher: “Basically these students and others who could not be here today are made to feel very uncomfortable whenever they go to the dining hall.”


Greg honored a fundamental Veritas rule: Put them into a position where they can’t win either way. We put the bureaucrats in a bind. Either they showed themselves insensitive to the feelings of a “marginalized” ethnic minority or they went along with the absurd proposition that Lucky Charms could not be served in the dining hall. It was pure lose-lose, based entirely upon the university’s own flawed construct.


The administrators took the lesser of the losses. They told us they would remove Lucky Charms. Good gosh, we thought, if we had time enough and allies enough we could bring the university to a standstill. We could start by asking for a ban on Froot Loops to keep the LGBT community from feeling uncomfortable and go on from there until we subverted the whole silly tyranny of the place.


We recorded the Lucky Charms encounter and posted it on YouTube to great effect. This was my first real excursion into video journalism, and instantly I knew what I had to do. Strategic video had the potential to help people, young people especially, see the moral mediocrity that Solzhenitsyn warned about and rise above it. Law school, to which so many idealistic students gravitate, was not the way to change the world. Journalism was—a hidden camera, a sensational video, a great scoop, someone caught on tape saying something true, something they would never say on a podium. I would later try law school myself, but it would only confirm what I learned at Rutgers: no brief can compete with a video.





MR. O’KEEFE GOES TO WASHINGTON: PART I


Veritas Rule #4:


Find someone who can act and take action.


On a May morning in 2007, I found myself on my knees vomiting in a bathroom stall of the Leadership Institute. I could not believe what was happening to me. The turn of events had so shocked and unnerved me that my body rebelled. I was retching and, in my moments of near composure between heaves, trying to talk on the phone with a supportive friend. This citizen journalism thing was a little harder than I thought, especially if done on behalf of someone else.


This misadventure began some months earlier. Starting in 2006, soon after graduating from Rutgers, I had gone to work at the Leadership Institute, or LI, as we call it, in Arlington, Virginia. The institute’s mission was to train young conservative activists. My adventures at Rutgers had caught their attention. For me, working for LI was something of a dream job. I traveled the country recruiting young provocateurs. I helped them start their own publications and, on occasion, instructed them in how to make videos about their own campus follies.


During this time I met Lila Rose. Lila was a human whirlwind, a force of nature. The third of eight children, she was homeschooled through twelfth grade by her evangelical parents in California’s Silicon Valley. At the age of fifteen, she founded a pro-life organization called Live Action. When we first got together she was a diminutive but dynamic freshman at the University of California, Los Angeles—poised, beautiful, outspoken, fearless, godly. It was Lila who opened my eyes to the casual criminality of the abortion industry. The fusion of my tactics and her wisdom would make us a dynamic duo.


Lila was about as bold as an eighteen-year-old could possibly be. Better still, she had an appreciation of my nonlinear thinking. In October 2006, just a few months after our Rutgers flag-planting campaign, I asked Lila if she would be willing to do the same thing on her campus. The best way to train someone I knew—something LI did not quite understand—was to teach in the field, hands-on, not just in the classroom.


Lila agreed without hesitation. “How about tomorrow?” I said. Lila was game. The next day we met up with UCLA’s dean of students, Robert J. Naples, and had a perfectly wonderful conversation. In this innocent era, the dean did not even worry about being taped. He should have. The best training exercise for Lila was being there in the moment, improvising on the spot.


JO: We just want to put the American flags in classrooms.


LR: We’re very concerned about diversity.


“Diversity!” I liked that. Right out of the chute, Lila was showing her grasp of the mau-mauing art. The dean was not quite sure why the American flag was a problem, but he was determined to think one up.


DEAN: It’s a statement of political expression. Now what if someone wanted to put the Uganda flag . . .


JO: There is a difference; this isn’t Uganda.


DEAN: I think the Supreme Court has not suggested that there is a difference. Why don’t you just put the flag on your back or carry it around with you?


LR: Could we put the American flag in your office, Dean?


DEAN: (voice cracking) Sure, I don’t have a problem with that.


Ah, the catalytic moment when the flak catcher agrees to go against his own political grain! Of course he had a problem with it, but he knew he had an even greater problem if he resisted. What he did not expect is that we would put the flag up right there and then. He started backtracking quickly.


DEAN: I think it’s a waste of your money to put it in here. You can give me a flag. I may take it down though. I think you should put them up where they should go.


LR: Okay.


JO: Okay, do you want it then?


DEAN: No.


We were just warming up. Lila’s heart was really in the life movement, and she would soon convert to Catholicism. As she told me with no small regret, the Arthur Ashe Student Health and Wellness Center on the UCLA campus was actually encouraging students to have abortions. With the flag sting successfully behind us, I proposed to Lila an even bolder project: her posing as a pregnant student at the health center. Lila had qualms about doing anything under false pretenses, but this was a cause that demanded action.


I played along as her boyfriend. As expected, a UCLA official gave us all types of highly politicized advice about the mere “collection of cells” this faux-pregnant freshman was nurturing within her. Ben Wetmore, my creative mentor at LI, and I spent some mischievous time dreaming up ways to market a “greatest hits” CD of the awful things Lila and I had been told. In time, Lila would put out a publication called the Advocate, whose back cover actually promoted the CD.


Psyched by the UCLA sting, Lila and I raised our sights. We didn’t even know it at the time, but Texas activist Mark Crutcher had already orchestrated phone stings with abortion providers around the country. He recruited a young actress to pose as a pregnant thirteen-year-old girl with a boyfriend in his twenties. In more than 90 percent of the clinics she called, clinic staff proved eager to help her skirt the law to get an abortion.


We had independently decided to do a similar sting, but on video, and we were naïve enough to go after the mother of all abortion providers, Planned Parenthood. Lila would pose as a fifteen-year-old, which wasn’t hard given her size and youthful looks, and I as her twenty-three-year-old boyfriend. We would soon enough see if the Planned Parenthood staffers in Los Angeles were willing to aid and abet both statutory rape and illegal abortion.


It did not take us long to find out. When Lila consulted with a staffer at the first clinic we visited, the woman obliged Lila at every turn.


LILA: He’s twenty-three, and . . . um . . . I am fifteen. Do I have to report that?


STAFFER: It depends on how old you are. Let me double-check that.


When the helpful Planned Parenthood staff member returned a few minutes later, she seemed to have her strategy worked out.


STAFFER: If you’re fifteen, we have to report that. If not, if you’re older than that, we don’t need to.


LILA: But if I just say that I’m not fifteen, then it’s different?


STAFFER: That’s correct.


LILA: So if I say—


STAFFER: You could say “sixteen.”


LILA: Okay, so I say “sixteen.” Okay, so I could just write, I could just write that I’m sixteen.


STAFFER: Figure out a birthday that works, and I don’t know anything.


If the worker had reported that Lila was fifteen, the boyfriend would have faced charges for statutory rape. The worker acknowledged as much. Instead, the fifteen-year-old would agree to let the child in her womb be killed—an illegal act in itself—the clinic would destroy the evidence, the boyfriend would skate, and Planned Parenthood would improve its cash flow. I don’t care what Planned Parenthood’s politics are, but if their supporters cannot see the wrong in what they are doing, they aren’t looking.


It was time to absorb another Alinsky rule into the Veritas rulebook: “Whenever possible go outside the experience of an opponent. Here you want to cause confusion, fear, and retreat.” I shot some background footage outside the clinic with me as Mustang-driving, cigarette-smoking, whiskey-drinking boyfriend, edited the footage into a funky MTV style, and posted the video on YouTube.


Planned Parenthood had no experience with this kind of culture jamming. Its execs could have let the video float around the Internet and cause minimal damage, but they overreacted. Their attorneys, in overkill mode, sent a letter to Lila at her home threatening not just a lawsuit, but criminal action for taping the Planned Parenthood employees in California. We had forced the opposition to react to our advantage. This billion-dollar corporation was trying to take down an eighteen-year-old girl for exposing its own lawbreaking. It was poetry in motion.


I was back at LI by now, and Lila’s parents called me looking for reassurance. “Don’t worry,” I reassured them as I struggled to come up with a justification on how Lila would be safe. We had provoked Planned Parenthood just as I hoped we would, but I was treading new water here. A bit distracted wondering what hell a billion-dollar corporation could unleash, I showed the letter to my office mate and shared our story. We were doing what LI wanted me to do, namely change the world. I even forwarded a copy of the letter to a reporter I knew at CNS News, the Christian News Service.


As it turns out, my office mate took the Planned Parenthood cease-and-desist letter and went straight to his boss with it. “Why?” I asked him. He turned his back to me and walked down the hallway. “Company man,” I muttered under my breath. Next thing I know, I was called before an LI board and put on probation. Stunned, I headed back to New Jersey to help my father and grandfather on a building project. I did have a plumbing merit badge after all, and if worse came to worst, I suppose I had a career to fall back on, but it was not the career I wanted. I was shaken.


Duly chastised, I returned to LI a week later. In the meantime, the Planned Parenthood letter I had sent to CNS was magically working its way through the media stream, finally landing on the desk of Bill O’Reilly’s producer. An outspoken abortion foe, O’Reilly asked Lila on the show to discuss the video sting and the Planned Parenthood reaction. She agreed, and she and her pro bono attorney, David French from the Alliance Defense Fund, held forth in fine style on The O’Reilly Factor.


O’Reilly played audio excerpts from our video, and they had the desired effect. It was hard for even the most ardent abortion rights advocate to defend a clinic worker saying, “Figure out a birthday that works, and I don’t know anything.” The story went seriously viral. Sean Hannity would run with it as well. I should add that O’Reilly gave me credit on air. When I heard Lila mention my name on national TV, I admit it was something of a rush. Even the company man who ratted me out said, “Wow, you’re famous.” I’d get over that kind of praise quickly.


But I would never get over the sensation of breaking through. And this was just the first step of our own personal DEFCON—our “alert posture,” as the air force might say. The media exposure worked. After Lila appeared on The O’Reilly Factor, Planned Parenthood backed down from pursuing criminal or civil action. A strategy had emerged, and I could not have predicted it.


When I returned to work the next morning, I learned that the LI people were not nearly as jazzed as I was. I got called into another meeting with a couple of execs, Director of Publications Jeff Fulcher and Vice President Steven Sutton. “What you do is important,” they told me, “but you can’t do it here.” Perplexed, I asked, “But if you get rid of people who do what I do, how are you going to raise money?” I never did get a good answer to that one. They fired me on the spot. I was shocked, but it soon got worse. A colleague forwarded me a fund-raising letter LI was sending out in which they were bragging about my direct-action campaigns during the course of the year with two different students. This is what made me sick. This is what sent me to the stalls, looking for answers between heaves. Getting fired I could take. This duplicity I could not. I was devastated.


The message was crystal clear: the Beltway—right, left, and center—is an unprincipled swamp. Its denizens spend most of their time raising money to keep the lights on. The creative fires do not burn here. Those who light them are quickly sent home. Others lose heart working long hours for bad pay under indifferent management. Meanwhile, the cynical and soulless all too often find their way to promotions and permanent positions in the oligarchy. At least there was Lila, and she never wavered. “Stay strong,” she told me at my worst moment. “You can’t resist what you are born to do.”


The guy we called “Juicer,” the office hulk so named for his presumed steroid use, handed me a box, told me to fill it up quickly, ushered me out of the office, and shut the LI doors behind me. I was through with D.C., and D.C. was through with me. For all the heartache, I would need one more slap in the face before I learned to stay away from Washington.


In the way of a postscript, the LI’s founder and head honcho, Morton Blackwell, reached out to me after the ACORN bust in 2009. He wanted to use what Hannah Giles and I had accomplished as a way to promote the Leadership Institute. “You’re a national hero, and I’m just the president of LI,” he told me, and then suggested a variety of ways we could work together, as “my example would be an inspiration for many.” I wrote a lengthy, soul-cleansing email in response and then, wisely, chose not to send it. Blackwell would not have liked what I had to say.


Without a doubt, dozens of young idealists, if given the most basic tools and some sound management, could reshape Washington and the world beyond it. Unfortunately, most of them end up having their dreams crushed, or worse, going to law school, and in the fall of 2007, that is exactly where this disillusioned fool was headed.





BUSHWHACKING


Veritas Rule #5:


The law will always surround you. Learn it.


Angels have appeared periodically throughout my life, and in the fall of 2007, one showed up in the guise of a scruffy young Southern Californian surfer dude. He would help save me from a fate not exactly worse than death, but close—law school—and I still don’t know his name.


Cut loose by the Leadership Institute, I enrolled in Western Law School in Fullerton, California, the heart of Orange County and all that Orange County entails. From day one, I knew I did not belong there. I don’t think in straight lines, and law school is about as linear as it gets. The more I studied a case, the more difficult it became for me to identify the relevant issues. “There is something wrong with you,” my torts professor said without much in the way of sugarcoating. She didn’t specify what.


Another prof got more specific. She accused me of “bushwhacking,” meaning my mind was attracted primarily to cases with big, gaping holes in them. Five years later, I would spot gaping holes in the voting laws of various states and bushwhack them. I am still not sure I know why bushwhacking is bad.


While my profs were carrying on about their off-the-shelf course work, I was daydreaming about what innovative new videos I could make to change the world. I had at least one good idea on file. In the summer of 2007, working with Lila and her UCLA-based publication, the Advocate, I had made some calls to Planned Parenthood facilities in a few states with one-party consent laws and taped them. Using the Alinsky playbook, I had hoped to show how taxpayer-funded abortionists thoroughly failed to honor their own rules on the subject of race.


What I learned through Lila was that the abortion industry targets African-Americans, in part, I suspect, because they are so vulnerable. Thanks to the clever marketing strategies of Planned Parenthood and their competitors, a pregnant black woman is three times more likely to abort her child than is a pregnant white woman. But profit alone is not what moves the abortion industry.


Planned Parenthood founder Margaret Sanger was a stone-cold eugenicist. One of her two stated motives in launching the birth-control movement was “to prevent the sexual and racial chaos into which the world has drifted.” As she saw it, this supposed racial chaos was due to the fact “that the least intelligent and the thoroughly degenerate classes in every community are the most prolific.” Unlike the Nazis, who simply wanted “fit” women to outbreed the “unfit,” Sanger did not want the “unfit” to breed at all.


After making the calls, however, I had run out of both time and money to do anything with the audio we gathered. But as my itch to start making videos grew, and my interest in law school shriveled, I decided to get back in the game. It was not easy. I had no equipment and no cash. I made the happy acquaintance, though, of the aforementioned surfer. In that he had to do something to pay for his board wax, he manned a high-end iMac at a Cal State lab. I offered to pay him to use the equipment, but he wouldn’t take money. When the opportunity presented itself, he just let me use the iMac free for a few hours. That was all it took, and it began a trend. Instead of reading case law, I started sneaking across the street to make videos.


In late February 2008, the Advocate began releasing the videos and their accompanying transcripts. The most damning was one with Autumn Kersey, vice president of marketing for Planned Parenthood of Idaho.


JO: I want to specify that abortion to help a minority group, would that be possible?


PP: Absolutely.


JO: Like the black community for example?


PP: Certainly.


JO: The abortion—I can give money specifically for a black baby, that would be the purpose.


PP: Absolutely. If you wanted to designate that your gift be used to help an African-American woman in need, then we would certainly make sure that the gift was earmarked for that purpose.


JO: Great, because I really faced trouble with affirmative action, and I don’t want my kids to be disadvantaged against black kids. I just had a baby; I want to put it in his name.


PP: Yes, absolutely.


JO: And we don’t, you know we just think, the less black kids out there the better.


PP: (Laughs) Understandable, understandable.


JO: Right. I want to protect my son, so he can get into college.


PP: All right. Excuse my hesitation, this is the first time I’ve had a donor call and make this kind of request, so I’m excited, and want to make sure I don’t leave anything out.


When the video aired in February 2008, the Idaho Planned Parenthood made a few halfhearted apologies and then denounced Lila as “a known anti-choice extremist.” We had seen this before. “They do not change their ways,” Lila told the Idaho Statesman. “They attack the whistle-blower.”


The furor around the call caused Kersey major embarrassment, and other calls like it caused national Planned Parenthood at least a temporary dent in its reputation. The media were talking about our efforts. The USA Radio Network was on to us. Kirby Wilbur was playing our clips on the air. A Fox News affiliate was following up. The Drudge Report had even linked to the Planned Parenthood videos in red. We were making news. Emails were flowing in from all over. My adrenaline started rushing again. I was back in the game. We had created our own art, our own undeniable truth, veritas. I didn’t care whether I was mentioned on air or not. I cared that our action, in classic Alinsky style, generated reaction. We forced the media to pile on, and we were breaking through.
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