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To Cathy Gillespie,

the smartest political operative I know,

and the love of my life





Preface



The lessons in this book are derived from nearly twenty-five years in government and campaigns, from my time as a Senate parking lot attendant and a phoner in the basement of the Republican National Committee (RNC) through my tenure as RNC chairman.

In keeping with one of the maxims in the book—“In politics, nothing is ever as good or as bad as it seems”—I began writing it shortly after the 2004 election when it seemed President Bush and Republicans in Congress were on the verge of a long run of political dominance. As it was going to press, the president’s approval rating was at 34 percent. ( “That’s because 34 percent of the voters actually know what’s going on,” according to my daughter Carrie.)

But the lessons here apply whether you’re up or down. This book is organized by lessons learned for a couple of reasons: First, I hope it will help encourage people to go into politics and will help them if they do, and second, a chronological ordering would end up being a memoir, which I’m not vain enough to write.

While mixing lessons learned with campaign and other stories, I have tried throughout to distill some principles that can be applied to future campaigns and effective governing. The chronology of events given below, however, will help put the anecdotes in these pages in proper perspective.

But before providing a timeline of events, it’s also worth putting my personal history into perspective, because in politics it’s impossible to separate your personal perspective from your professional one.

I grew up in a traditional Irish Catholic household, one of six children. My father, John Patrick “Jack” Gillespie, is an Irish immigrant who became a small businessman, ultimately achieving every Irishman’s dream of owning his own bar. He is a bona fide war hero, having won two Purple Hearts, a Bronze Star, and a Silver Star in World War II’s Battle of the Hurtgen Forest. I named my only son after him.

My mother, “Conny,” was a political trailblazer of sorts, becoming the first woman ever to be elected to our township’s school board. They both had an easy way with people, which I like to think I inherited.

Neither of my parents went to college, and I’ve never met anyone smarter than either one of them. My mother could have taught a college English course. She corrected our grammar until the day she lost her fight with cancer.

My family is clannish, perhaps to a fault. When my daughter Mollie was two years old, Cathy and I had a little girl over for a “play date,” but Mollie wouldn’t play with her.

“Why don’t you want to play with Caitlin?” I asked Mollie.

“I only play with brothers that are my brother and sisters that are my sister!” was her defiant answer.

“It’s in her genes,” I said to her exasperated mother.

My view of America is shaped by my time growing up in a racially diverse community. Pemberton Township High School was 55 percent white, 45 percent minority when I was graduated in 1979. It was not only racially mixed, but racially harmonious.

My brothers and sisters and I all worked in our family’s grocery store, the J.C. Market (J for Jack, C for Conny), a true “mom and pop” operation. We’d stock the shelves, sweep the floors, cut the lunchmeat, and work the register. Everything I know about politics I learned at the J.C. Market: Respect the customers, honor the competition, don’t put your thumb on the scale, and hard work never killed anyone.

The Catholic University of America, from which I was graduated in 1983, was an institution where many of the graduates were, like me, the first generation of their family to attend college. It gave and continues to give many families their first shot at real upward mobility in a country where education is the doorway to opportunity.

Even with student loans and support from my parents (and my grandmother), I had to work three jobs while at CUA. I worked in the dining hall refilling the milk and juice and soda dispensers, I was a short order cook at the American Café on Capitol Hill, and I was a Senate parking lot attendant, “stacking” the cars of Senate staffers in the morning or “breaking the lot” at night.

While parking cars, one of my fellow attendants told me of an internship that was available on the House side. That internship led to my first job, which led to every other job. I’ve listed them here (along with significant moments) to help readers have a sense of where different anecdotes occur.

January–May 1983: Intern for U.S. Representative Andy Ireland (D-FL).

August 1983: Hired by Representative Ireland to work in his district office in Bradenton, Florida.

March 1984: Representative Ireland announces that he will seek re-election as a Republican, switching parties. I switch with him.

November 1984: Ireland is re-elected and promotes me to legislative assistant in his Washington, D.C., office. To help pay for moving and for the security deposit on a room in a Capitol Hill townhouse, I work part-time in the evening as a phoner, dialing for dollars at the Republican National Committee.

February 1985: Hired as press secretary by newly elected U.S. Representative Dick Armey (R-TX).

February 1986: Move to Lewisville, Texas, to manage Armey’s first re-election campaign, fending off two Republican primary challengers.

July 1987: Armey passes the Base Closure and Realignment Act as only a second-term member of the House, serving in the minority.

March 1991: Armey is named ranking Republican on the Joint Economic Committee and names me minority staff director.

January 1993: Bill Clinton is inaugurated president. Not coincidentally, Dick Armey is elected chairman of the House Republican Conference, ousting the more moderate Representative Jerry Lewis (R-CA). He names me policy and communications director for the House Republican Conference.

Fall 1993: Armey plays a key role in defeating First Lady Hillary Clinton’s health care proposal with an October 13 op-ed in the Wall Street Journal charting its complicated structure.

September 27, 1994: House Republicans unveil their Contract with America, in which I named the ten pieces of legislation.

November 8, 1994: Republicans gain fifty-two seats to regain control of the House for the first time in forty years.

Fall 1995: Republicans in Congress and President Clinton clash over budget priorities, resulting in major parts of the U.S. government shutting down.

January 1996: Republican National Committee Chairman Haley Barbour hires me as director of communications and congressional affairs at the RNC to help hold the House and defeat Clinton in November.

February 1997: Upon leaving the RNC, I become president and chief operating officer of Policy Impact Communications, a public relations firm formed with Haley Barbour. It is designed to bolster lobbying efforts for clients of his government relations firm Barbour Griffith and Rogers.

July 1997: The Senate Government Affairs Committee holds public hearings on financing of the 1996 elections, with Barbour the focus of Democrats who want to offset coverage of the Clinton White House’s campaign fundraising practices. I help my friend and mentor prepare for the hearings and serve as his spokesman throughout the investigation. That same month, the House Republican Conference is rocked by a failed effort to remove Newt Gingrich from the Speaker’s chair.

January 1999: U.S. Representative John Kasich (R-OH) forms a Presidential Exploratory Committee and asks me to help him with communications and messaging strategy. I travel the country with him, making repeated trips to Iowa and New Hampshire.

July 14, 1999: Kasich announces he is leaving Congress and abandoning his presidential ambitions. He appears at a press conference in Washington, D.C., with then-governor George W. Bush and endorses him for the GOP nomination.

January 2000: I leave Policy Impact Communications to form Quinn Gillespie and Associates, a bipartisan lobbying and public relations firm, with Jack Quinn, President Clinton’s former White House counsel.

April 2000: Bush advisor Karl Rove asks me to participate in the “Gang of Six,” a group of party insiders who serve as a link between the Austin campaign team and the Republican establishment in Washington.

June 2000: At the request of Karen Hughes, I go to Philadelphia to serve as program chairman for the Republican Convention, becoming right-hand man to Convention Chairman Andy Card.

September 2000: I move to Austin to help the Bush-Cheney 2000 communications team while Hughes travels the country with then-governor Bush.

November 10, 2000: I go to Miami to handle media surrounding the filing of Bush v. Gore.

November 13, 2000: I return to Miami to handle media and serve as a spokesman for the recount effort for two weeks before returning home to my family and Quinn Gillespie.

February–March 2001: My partner Jack Quinn appears before House and Senate Government Affairs Committees to explain his role as lawyer for Marc Rich, whose pardon by President Clinton as he left office created an uproar.

December 2001: Elizabeth Dole asks me to serve as general strategist for her 2002 North Carolina Senate campaign.

Spring–Fall 2002: In the wake of the collapse of Enron Corporation, which had been a Quinn Gillespie client, the Senate Government Affairs Committee under then-chairman Joe Lieberman (D-CT) scrutinizes all my firm’s documents relating to energy policy.

June 2003: President Bush asks me to chair the Republican National Committee through the end of the 2004 election.

July 2003: Members of the Republican National Committee elect me chairman.

November 2004: President Bush is re-elected and Republicans gain seats in both the House and the Senate, marking the first time in seventy-eight years a Republican retained the White House while gaining seats in both chambers of Congress.

January 2005: President Bush is inaugurated for his second term, and Bush-Cheney ’04 campaign manager Ken Mehlman succeeds me as RNC chairman. In February, I return to Quinn Gillespie (QGA).

June–November 2005: I take a leave from QGA to work in the West Wing overseeing the confirmation efforts of Chief Justice John G. Roberts and White House Counsel Harriet Miers.

November–January 2005: “Sherpa” for Justice Samuel Alito, advising him throughout his confirmation process.








Introduction



I was despondent over the loss.

“That first debate really killed us,” I said to Jim Dyke, the communications director at the Republican National Committee (RNC), and Tim Griffin, his deputy and the RNC’s research director.

“We had him on the ropes, and we let him back in.”

It was a little before three in the afternoon on November 2, 2004, and we had been absorbing the 2:00 PM Election Day exit polls, which had John Kerry whipping President Bush in Pennsylvania and ahead in Florida and Ohio, all of which spelled doom. For nearly two years the three of us had worked nonstop to re-elect the president. Somehow, we had come up short.

“We blew Dean up too early,” Griffin said. As research director, he’d compiled a thick binder on Howard Dean the year before. When we, like so many others, assumed Dean would be the Democratic nominee, Tim had fed some of it to the media. He’d been second-guessing himself ever since Dean’s campaign collapsed in Iowa, since we all thought Dean would have been much easier to defeat than Kerry.

“Naw, he blew himself up,” I said.

“Yeah. We didn’t give that stupid scream speech,” Dyke said, laughing.

We were in a small dining room on the third floor of the Eisenhower Building, the big white building next to the Republican National Committee headquarters on Capitol Hill. We were there because cigars were allowed, and I needed the release of a stogie and the consolation of two guys who didn’t just work for me but had become my friends and confidants.

“You guys have nothing to be ashamed of,” I said. “You were both fantastic. Just great. Stalwarts.”

They said nice things about me. We cussed a lot. We invoked a few highlights from the past year, and then started shifting from our personal disappointment to our professional responsibilities.

As Jim and I kicked around ideas for talking points, Griffin took a call on his cell phone. When he hung up, he said, “You might want to hold off on those talking points.”

He’d been on with one of the networks, and—once again—the exit polls were screwed up. We were back in the game!

I went back to my office on the top floor of the RNC. It was my third stint in the building. I had been there in 1996 under then-chairman Haley Barbour during the Clinton-Dole presidential year and the first election to defend the House majority after the ’94 landslide.

In 1985, I had worked nights in the basement as a phoner. I always got a laugh in my speeches by saying, “I started my career at the RNC as a phoner. I’d sit in the basement, in a little cubicle, calling people at home and bothering them for money for the Republican Party. Now, twenty years later, I’m on the top floor, sitting in a big office—calling people at home and bothering them for money for the Republican Party!”

As soon as I got back to my office I got a call from Ken Mehlman, the Bush-Cheney campaign manager and one of my best friends. Over the past year and a half, he and I had been constantly on the phone to each other. I would tell people, “Cathy Gillespie is the first person I talk to in the morning and the last person I talk to at night, and Ken Mehlman is the second person I talk to in the morning and the next-to-last person I talk to at night.”

“The numbers are screwed up,” he said. “The sample’s 60 percent women. They have us winning Catholics by ten and losing Wisconsin! That can’t be. There’s no way we’re down nineteen in Pennsylvania. We can’t be winning Hamilton County and losing Ohio.”

Ken clicks off numbers in rapid-fire succession like that all the time. He has so much information in his head he can hardly get it out fast enough. Throughout the course of the campaign it would get me jumpy, but on this day I began to relax as his data washed over me.

By the 6:00 PM exits, things had righted themselves. It was becoming clear that Bush could win as I headed to the Ronald Reagan Building on Pennsylvania Avenue where the official Election Night Watch Party was being held. As RNC chairman, I was the host and master of ceremonies.

I did a round of stand-ups for the evening news shows, showing confidence to make sure our voters on the West Coast didn’t pick up any sign of discouragement.

On CNN, I crossed paths with my Democratic counterpart and regular sparring partner Terry McAuliffe. McAuliffe and I had become like the sheep dog and the coyote in the cartoons. We’d beat the hell out of each other when we were on the clock, but got along fine after we punched out.

Each of us predicted with confidence that our respective candidates had won the election. Immediately after we were off the air, Larry King turned to Wolf Blitzer and said, “One of these guys is wrong.”

It would end up taking all night to find out which one it was.

By 3:00 AM, Fox and NBC had called Ohio for Bush, but not Nevada, and ABC, CBS, and CNN had called Nevada but not Ohio. With the history of 2000 and the recount fresh in their minds, none of the networks wanted to be the first to call them both and confer victory upon the president.

I was back and forth with presidential counselor Karl Rove all night as he sat with President Bush two blocks away in the White House. We talked about the possibility of the president coming over to address the crowd, much of which was still assembled, but decided it would be best to wait. Our numbers were piling up in Ohio, and while it wasn’t easy to be patient, it was pretty apparent we weren’t looking at another recount scenario.

I was dozing on a sofa in the hallway behind the stage area when Karl called around 4:30 AM.

“Andy’s coming over,” he said, referring to White House Chief of Staff Andy Card. “He’ll tell ’em [the crowd] that we expect to claim victory later today so everybody can go home and come back fresh.”

My wife, Cathy, and I got to the Willard Hotel a little after 6:00 AM and asked for a 10:00 AM wake-up call. Shortly after getting it, Ken called (see what I mean?) to say that the Kerry campaign had been in touch and that Kerry and Edwards would hold an event around lunchtime to concede.

Utter relief. Thank God, no recount. I didn’t think the country could stand another recount, and having been in the middle of the last one, I knew I couldn’t.

Cathy and I had something to eat, watched Kerry and Edwards graciously concede on our hotel room television, then headed back to the Reagan Building for the president’s victory speech.

Many political types remember that in his remarks that day, Bush dubbed Karl Rove “the architect,” but if your name is Gillespie you remember that the president said, “I want to thank Ed Gillespie for leading our party so well.”

For someone who’d spent twenty years in the vineyards of politics, being thanked by the president of the United States for helping him get re-elected is like winning the Oscar, the Super Bowl, and the Pulitzer all rolled into one.

No field is a greater meritocracy than politics. Karl Rove is still a few credits shy of his Bachelor of Arts, after leaving college early to work on a campaign (though he has taught college courses). James Carville, who helped lead the last Democrat elected president to victory, rose through the ranks from the Louisiana bayou. I was raised in the modest surroundings of New Jersey’s Pine Barrens, the son of an Irish immigrant whose children were the first generation of Gillespies ever to attend college, yet I was asked by President George W. Bush to chair the Republican National Committee in the midst of his re-election effort.

Our stories are not unique, but they defy much of the conventional wisdom about the world of politics: that political operatives are slick, shady (or worse, crooked), mercenary, and unprincipled. That you get ahead by shafting friends and colleagues. That people get jobs only through patronage, and that competence is less important than connections.

The truth is that anyone can rise to the top of the political profession if he or she is reasonably intelligent, willing to work hard for long hours, puts himself on the line for people and principles he believes in, and acts in an ethical manner. This is true regardless of “connections,” prestigious degrees, or financial means. In contrast, people who play fast and loose with the facts, stab coworkers in the back, or work both sides of the fence wash out, usually pretty quickly.

In politics, all you have is your name. There are no patents to market, no wells to drill, no cars to sell, no homes to insure. You are worth what you are willing to provide in physical labor, what you are able to offer in creative thought, and what the market estimates is the value of your word as your bond.

Nearly twenty years ago, in his book Hardball, Chris Matthews offered a primer on this subject that I found invaluable, but nine election cycles is like infinity in politics, and there is now a need for something that reflects the realities of today’s political environment.

I am fortunate to have been involved in nearly every major political development of the past twenty years, from the Reagan realignment in the 1980s to the first Republican takeover of the U.S. House in forty years, helping to draft 1994’s Contract with America; from Bob Dole’s losing presidential campaign in 1996 to Elizabeth Dole’s winning Senate campaign in 2002, in which she became the first woman senator from North Carolina in a year that Republicans recaptured the Senate in defiance of historical norms; and from George W. Bush’s election and the historic recount of 2000 to heading the GOP when he was re-elected in 2004, with Republicans retaining control of the White House, House, and Senate for the first time in nearly eighty years.

The July 2001 issue of The New Republic quoted a White House aide saying, “Go look from 1994 to today, and if you step back and look at the big-picture direction of the country, the major political events, Eddie hasn’t been on the fringes, he’s been in the center.”

Along the way I have witnessed some of our nation’s biggest controversies and scandals, including Speaker Newt Gingrich’s ethics woes and the controversial coup attempt on his speakership, the campaign finance scandals of the ’90s, President Clinton’s controversial pardon of Marc Rich, and the implosion of Enron Corporation.

I have learned from some of the greatest political leaders of our time what it takes to play for and win the highest stakes imaginable, and that these lessons are valuable not only in politics but in other areas as well.

The most effective people in politics understand that campaigns and elections are a means to an end, not ends in and of themselves. They are the way we choose people to govern, and how they govern is more important than how they get there.

President Bush’s historic re-election will prove seminal in our nation’s history, in terms of both domestic policy and national security. History will judge his firm sense of direction in what it takes to win the War on Terror as insightful and resolute. His economic policies are fostering growth and creating jobs. At the same time, his innate sense of decency and compassion will prove important as our country comes to terms with significant moral and ethical issues like stem cell research, same-sex marriage, and the general coarsening of our culture.

Winning Right is not a kiss-and-tell book. If anything, it’s a “kiss-and-kiss” book. My first Cardinal Rule of Politics is loyalty, and I’m not going to violate it in my book. More important, my experiences in politics have been, with few exceptions, positive and inspirational. I’m not going to manufacture drama or “dirt” in hopes of boosting sales.

Lastly, American politics and our political process have been hurt by cynicism over the past thirty years, when in fact we live in the greatest democracy the world has ever known. In the hope of encouraging greater participation in our political process, I would rather try to drain some of the cynicism from the well than pump more poison into it.









Part I

Lessons Learned























Chapter One

A Good Plan Beats a

Bad Plan, Any Plan

Beats No Plan




Winning campaigns are based on a coherent strategy and executed against a plan. A good plan will beat a bad plan, but any plan will beat no plan. A campaign that doesn’t have an idea where its candidate is going to be scheduled two weeks from now, doesn’t know what message it intends to be on next week, doesn’t know what ads are going to be up in three weeks, doesn’t know what its 51 percent of the electorate is composed of, or doesn’t have a cash-flow projection is a campaign that is likely to lose on Election Day.

The Bush-Cheney ’04 presidential campaign will be remembered as one of the best-conceived and -executed in history.

Our overarching plan for the 2004 campaign was, from the outset, to reinforce President Bush’s greatest strength: the certainty of his leadership. You could argue with the hard decisions he had made, but you couldn’t argue that he had been willing to make the hard decisions.

We felt that in a period of uncertainty, in both a national security environment fundamentally changed by the events of September 11, 2001, and an economic environment fundamentally changed by globalization, Americans wanted a sense of certainty in their executive.

In February 2004 we settled on “Steady Leadership in Times of Change” as a “placeholder” slogan, but ended the campaign on it nine months later. With steady leadership as the central rationale for candidacy, we developed the messages and tactics necessary to reinforce it and made strategic assumptions that guided our actions throughout the course of the year.

We assumed a close race.

We assumed high turnout.

We assumed that security would be the most vote-determinative factor, and that would be to the president’s benefit. All these assumptions turned out to be true.

The Bush-Cheney strategy table was in Karl Rove’s dining room. Literally.

Every weekend of 2004 beginning in February, the Bush-Cheney high command would gather at Karl’s house in northwest Washington for an hour and a half of strategic planning. The regulars at the table were BC04 Campaign Manager Ken Mehlman; White House Communications Director Dan Bartlett; BC04 Campaign Strategist Matthew Dowd and his deputy, Sara Taylor; Mark McKinnon, director of the ad team; BC04 Communications Director Nicole Wallace (who was at the time Nicole Devenish) and press secretary Steve Schmidt (a barrel-chested guy with a shaved head whom Karl nicknamed “Bullet”); Lewis “Scooter” Libby, Vice President Cheney’s chief of staff; and longtime Republican strategist Mary Matalin, who was the vice president’s former communications director.

With the exception of Wallace, who had come to the White House from Florida Governor Jeb Bush’s office, and Schmidt, who’d been communications director at the National Republican Congressional Committee, every single one of the people at that table had been centrally involved in the 2000 campaign. The Bush campaign nucleus was a coherent unit of people who were loyal not only to the president, but to one another.

This group became known internally as “the Breakfast Club” because we would meet on a Saturday or Sunday at around 10:00 AM, and for breakfast Karl would whip up his patented “eggies,” a very tasty, cholesterol-laden dish, served with mounds of thick slabs of bacon. The meetings remained a well-kept secret for more than five months before a July New York Times feature on the campaign revealed their existence, complete with photos of the participants and disclosure of the “eggies.”

The focal point of the Breakfast Club was long-range planning, specifically a month-long calendar filled in with message, scheduling, ads, and outside events. Dan Barlett would lay out what the official White House schedule dictated. We would take into account anticipated releases of official jobs numbers, foreign presidential travel, visits to the United States from foreign heads of state, congressional actions, and other items. Such things were beyond our control and had to be factored into our planning.

Once those days were Xed out we would fill in the days with things we wanted to be talking about and then try like hell to stay on our chosen messages. The resulting calendar might seem to be a jumble of colors and blocks, but to us it was our roadmap, and we guarded it like a nuclear code. I never left a meeting with one in my possession, always ceremoniously tossing it back on the table before I left so if one ever showed up in a news report I couldn’t be blamed!

None ever did.

[image: space]

In contrast, one of the great things about running against the Kerry campaign was there was no guesswork involved. His staff loved to tell the New York Times and the Washington Post what they would be doing next week and the week after.

The frustrating thing about running against the Kerry campaign was their seeming inability to stick to their leaked plans.

For example, they had decided, smartly I believed, to close out the election on jobs, the economy, and health care. These were the issues on which Kerry most dominated Bush in the polls, and Kerry campaign strategist Mike McCurry called them their “closing argument.” But when the New York Times ran a front-page story they’d been teaming up with CBS News’ 60 Minutes to break late in the campaign reporting that 377 tons of munitions were missing from a depot in Iraq, the Kerry campaign jumped on the story for days, abandoning their plan to hammer on the economy in the home stretch.

As Stuart Stevens, one of the Bush campaign’s advertising team, might say in his singsong cadence, “If the question is Iraq, can the answer really be John Kerry?” I hated the munitions story, but everyone around the Bush-Cheney strategy table agreed with Matthew Dowd who said he’d rather be dealing with a bad national security story dominating the campaign in its closing days than a bad economic story.

Campaigns are shaped more by what you’re debating than by how you’re debating it. If Medicare is front and center in a campaign, it’s not likely the Republican candidate is going to win. If tax cuts are the central issue of a campaign, the Democrat is probably in trouble. One of the challenges of any campaign is agenda setting, and at the end of the ’04 presidential campaign, the Kerry team could not resist the temptation to fight on terms historically favorable to Republicans.

“The Architect”

In his victory speech on November 4, President Bush referred to Karl Rove as “the architect” of the campaign. It’s an apt description. It’s also fair to extend the metaphor and say he’s a hard-working builder, a skillful painter, and a tasteful interior decorator.

When I first went to the RNC as chairman, I asked Rove what he thought my top priorities should be. “Narrow the gap between the number of registered Republicans and registered Democrats,” he said without missing a beat. I focused like a laser on voter registration, even leasing a fifty-four-foot, eighteen-wheel semi-tractor trailer we dubbed “Reggie the Registration Rig,” which rolled across the country from target state to target state, hitting college football games, NASCAR races, Cinco de Mayo celebrations, and tulip festivals.

In my maiden speech at the RNC’s Winter Meeting in New York in July 2003, I unveiled “the Chairman’s Cup,” modeled on the National Hockey League’s Stanley Cup. There is only one, and it resides with the state party that registers the highest percentage of its voting-age population in a year. The competition for the Chairman’s Cup was added incentive for our state parties to bring new people into the GOP.

In the 2004 cycle, the Republican National Committee, working with the state parties, registered 3.4 million new voters. The president’s margin of victory was 3.5 million votes. Karl was dead on in his assessment of the national party’s principal objective.

The first time I met Karl in person was on a trip to Austin in the fall of 1999. I traveled there with then House Budget Committee chairman John Kasich (R-OH), who was considering running for president the following year, as everyone assumed then-governor Bush was, as well.

Kasich spent the night in the Governor’s Mansion, and I stayed at a nearby hotel. We met back at the mansion in the morning, where Governor Bush hosted us for breakfast, joined by Rove.

The conversation was light and free-flowing, and Bush was very straightforward. He talked about the prospect of running for president, the pluses and minuses. He had an insight no one else in the field shared, having seen his father run for president three times (counting his ’80 primary bid) and vice president twice. His was not a romanticized view of the process or the presidency.

He told Kasich that if both were to run, “I’m not going to attack you. That’s not what the race should be about.” He playfully called him “Johnny Boy” a couple of times, which Kasich told me afterward he found condescending. (This was before Bush’s penchant for nicknames became commonly known.)

I interjected once or twice in the course of the hour-long breakfast, but Karl said virtually nothing, only responding to a question from the governor here or there. It was the first time I’d seen their interaction, and it sure didn’t seem to fit the “Bush’s Brain” nickname that had been applied to him by Bush’s political opponents.

After breakfast, Bush gave us both a brief tour of the Governor’s Mansion, and we left for the airport. I had no idea at that moment that I would end up working for George W. Bush little more than six months later.

[image: space]

In the interim, Kasich and I had a blast traveling the country, introducing him to Republican groups in key early primary states. John Kasich can crank up a crowd like few people I’ve seen in politics. When he’s on, he can lift a crowd on his back and soar with them. And he’s usually on. I got to know John when I was communications director for the House Republican Conference, and I would argue for him to close out debate on just about every major floor vote, which took a little courage since that was usually the prerogative of the House majority leader (my boss) or the Speaker.

I was leaving Des Moines on the same day Bush made his first campaign visit to Iowa. His chartered plane (which he’d glibly dubbed “Great Expectations”) landed just as mine sat on the runway waiting to take off. I was dozing against the window when the pilot came on the speaker. “If you look out the right side of the plane, you’ll see George Bush Junior’s plane on the tarmac,” he said, using the appellation that was common before everyone came to learn that the governor wasn’t a “junior” and was distinguished from his father by the initial “W” (before they would be distinguished from each other by “41” and “43”).

I raised the blind and saw the 737 sitting there, three chartered buses lined up on the tarmac to accommodate the traveling press corps, who were unloading TV camera after TV camera from the belly of the parked plane. A row of dignitaries lined up to meet him. It was a far cry from the two reporters who had ridden with Kasich in the back of the rented Ford Expedition the day before, and it wasn’t too long after that that we came to the conclusion that John Kasich’s Presidential Exploratory Committee would never convert its funds to a John Kasich for President Committee.

Kasich exited in style. It’s possible to run for something and lose, but still come out ahead, and I always say of the Kasich presidential effort, “We got out better than we got in.”

John decided not only to abandon his presidential effort, but to abandon his House seat. He and his wife, Karen, were having twins, and he decided that after nearly two decades in Congress this was a turning point. He didn’t want to simply end with the negative announcement of his decision not to seek the Republican Party’s presidential nomination, but to make a positive statement as well: He was becoming a George W. Bush supporter.

Talk about real news: “I’m not running for re-election to my House seat, I’m not seeking the presidency, I’m announcing my support for Governor Bush, and Karen and I are going to have twins!”

On July 14, 1999, the media were buzzing about Kasich’s announcement, and Bush was happy to come to Washington to personally tip over the first domino to fall on his way to nomination.

From the hotel in Columbus where John made his announcement I called Karen Hughes on her cell phone. She was traveling with the governor and they were sitting on the tarmac in Iowa. I suggested that they bring two “Bush for President” baseball caps to put on at the press conference and John would announce that he was now on the Bush team. It was a little hokey, but I thought it would make a good photo-op that reinforced youth and vigor. Not every politician can wear a baseball cap. The ability to do so without looking goofy reflects an everyman quality that’s appealing, and both Kasich and Bush could pull it off (in contrast to, say, Steve Forbes or Al Gore).

Bush came through a back entrance to the Ronald Reagan Building on Pennsylvania Avenue accompanied by Maria Cino, my old friend from our House days. She had run the National Republican Congressional Committee under Representative Bill Paxon (R-NY) when I was working for Armey and Haley. Maria’s a lot of fun (she would later serve as deputy chairman at the RNC when I was chairman), but on this day she was all business.

Kasich greeted Bush, who said, “I really appreciate you doing this, John.” He was almost somber, not as back-slapping as when we had been in Austin.

“I’m glad to, George,” Kasich said, and by that time he really meant it. John’s a fierce competitor and he wasn’t happy to be quitting the race before it even really began. He and I were the last ones to accept the inevitability of his withdrawal, and I argued for him to stay at least through the first multicandidate debate on the grounds that the exposure would be helpful and he would excel in such a forum, but our strategist Don Fierce was adamant that if we hung on any longer we would start to look silly. Up in New Hampshire, a guest at one of Kasich’s meet-and-greets backed over the hostess’s dog, and John very graciously buried the old cocker spaniel in her backyard (after the event was over, of course!). The media had picked up on the quirky story, and the dead dog had somehow become a symbol of our nascent campaign.
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Kasich introduced me to Bush, but as we shook hands the governor said, “We met before.” I was surprised he remembered the breakfast of months ago, as was Kasich, who said, “I wasn’t sure you’d remember.”

“I served him bacon in my home,” Bush said.

A couple of things about that. It struck me that he said the much more specific “bacon,” not just “breakfast,” and that it was in “my home,” not “the governor’s mansion.” Second, he sounded mildly insulted by the notion that he wouldn’t have remembered it—insulted not by an implication that he had a bad memory, but by an implication that he had bad manners.

For all I knew, this was in a briefing book he read on the plane on the way to Washington. (“Kasich will be joined by Ed Gillespie, who was with him in Austin at the breakfast. You served bacon.”) Either way, it was incredibly good form.
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After Kasich endorsed Bush, I stayed out of the presidential contest, not working for any of the candidates in the field (Bush, John McCain, Elizabeth Dole, Steve Forbes, Gary Bauer, et al.), and did frequent guest appearances on cable news shows as one of the few Republican strategists out there not aligned with a campaign. The fact is, I was partial to Bush, but figured they didn’t need any more help anyway.

That changed in January 2000, when John McCain shook up everything by trouncing Bush in the New Hampshire primary. The next day, I called the Bush campaign in Austin and told the press shop to start sending me talking points, as I no longer considered myself unaligned and would tell television bookers to identify me as supporting George W. Bush for president.

I didn’t have anything against John McCain. I just believed Bush’s brand of compassionate conservatism was the future of our party. I think Karl and others appreciated the fact that I called not when everyone thought Bush was the inevitable nominee, but on the day many people thought he wouldn’t be.

Months later, after Bush had locked down the nomination, Karl asked me to be part of a group that served as a bridge between Austin and the Washington Republican crowd. Besides me there was former RNC chairman Haley Barbour, Bill Paxon, longtime operative Charlie Black, former Minnesota congressman Vin Weber, and Mary Matalin. We were dubbed “the Gang of Six,” and we’d meet every few weeks to share ideas with the so-called “Iron Triangle,” Karl, Karen Hughes, and campaign manager Joe Allbaugh.

Figuring out how to best use talent is an important part of any campaign, and as Bush was running as a Washington outsider (if not running an anti-Washington campaign), there was some angst among establishment Republicans in the nation’s capital. Karl wanted a bridge to this group, a way they could funnel ideas into the campaign and a way for him to funnel messages out. He didn’t want to change the outsider nature of the campaign, but at the same time wanted to mitigate the carping in the press that would be inevitable without some form of structured contact with the Washington establishment.

One of my tasks was to think about Gore, and how best to approach him from an opposition perspective. Toward that end, Karl gave me a thick polling report and asked me to dig into it.

Before this exercise, I had my own view of what people didn’t like about Al Gore. I thought he came across as a know-it-all, a condescending prima donna. What struck me in the polling report was the consistency of responses to the “open-ended” question, “What is it you like least about Vice President Gore?”

Instead of adjectives like “arrogant,” “snobby,” and “elitist” dominating the sentiment, it was shot through with words like “wishy-washy,” “indecisive,” and “weak.” One respondent said, “I think his wife wears the pants in that family.”

I went through and quantified all the responses that fell under the “wishy-washy” category versus the “arrogant” category, and the vast lion’s share were under wishy-washy. I told Haley, “They don’t think Gore’s a jerk, they think he’s a sissy.”

One person said, “He told on his teammates.” This prompted me to do some research. It turns out that Gore was on his high school football team and one night there was a keg party. Most of the team went, but Gore didn’t. The next day the football coach was frustrated by the lack of energy in practice, and Al helpfully explained to him why so many of the players were dragging!

I shared my analysis with Karl, and it’s one of the reasons we were so prepared to capitalize on Gore’s pattern of flip-flopping in the 2000 campaign. We saw it early and laid the predicate down in the media, and he ended up playing right into it. Voters are smart, and they know what they see. This is another example of the need to be willing to let the data inform your conclusions, rather than letting your conclusions inform the data. I could just as easily have gone through and pulled out all the examples of responses that supported my own view that Gore’s principal weakness lay in his perceived arrogance, but the preponderance of the data did not support my predisposition.

About a month after joining the Gang of Six, Karen asked me if I’d be willing to help handle the convention in Philadelphia. She said Andy Card was going to be the campaign’s convention chairman, and they wanted someone to manage the program. I told her I’d be honored, and in May Andy and I took our first trip to Philadelphia on the Acela train from Washington’s Union Station.

I had heard of Andy Card long before I met him. He was, and is, a strong Bush family loyalist. He’d been secretary of transportation for former president Bush, and was his deputy chief of staff before that. He’d been our party’s nominee for governor of Massachussets in 1982. For the next two months, we’d be joined at the hip in Philadelphia.

The first meeting I went to, there was a discussion of the program. Someone said, “We think Colin Powell would make a great keynote speaker.” I agreed, and asked where things stood with the speakers. I was surprised to learn that not a single one had yet been invited. It was June 9. The first day of the convention was July 30, less than six weeks away, and not a single singer, not a single speaker, not a single person to recite the Pledge of Allegiance had been lined up yet. We had our work cut out for us.

Someone kept saying that Gloria Estefan was going to sing on the first night of the convention, but I couldn’t nail down whether this was true. It was one of those somebody knows somebody who knows her kind of deals, but I couldn’t get a firm answer from the people who had been charged with working on the program to that point.

My old friend (and now business partner) Marc Lampkin, who was responsible for floor operations at the convention, would laugh every time someone mentioned Gloria Estefan, which was a little disconcerting to me.

“Why are you laughing every time we talk about Gloria Estefan?”

“Let me tell you something,” Marc said in his raspy voice. “I’m more likely to sing on opening night than Gloria Estefan. Those guys are full of it.”

Finally, I called a friend at the Recording Industry Association of America and asked him if he knew of Gloria Estefan’s schedule for the summer, because we were counting on her playing Monday night of the convention.

He called me back an hour later.

“Gloria Estefan has a concert in Japan on July 28.”

Strategy should define tactics,

not the other way around.

The Kerry camp allowed their tactics to define their strategy, while we maintained the discipline necessary to have our strategy define our tactics. The best example of such discipline may have come in summer 2004, as we faced growing pressure for the president to unveil a new policy agenda.

Throughout most of the election year, the Bush-Cheney campaign had been almost constantly on defense, beginning in early January with the release of Ron Suskind’s book, The Price of Loyalty, claiming that President Bush had planned to invade Iraq from the very beginning of his administration. Former treasury secretary Paul O’Neill appeared on January 11 on 60 Minutes in his first interview since leaving the cabinet to air some of the damaging claims he made to Suskind in the book.

The month ended with David Kay, the former head of the U.S. weapons inspection teams in Iraq, informing a Senate committee that no weapons of mass destruction had been found in Iraq and that prewar intelligence was “almost all wrong.”

And in between those two bookends, John Kerry cemented his reputation as a “strong closer” by coming back from the politically dead to win both the Iowa caucuses and the New Hampshire primary.

In the first week of February, the president went on Meet the Press and pledged to release all of his National Guard records, which he did later that month only to be criticized by the media for not doing so in a more timely and complete manner.

On February 10, the White House Council of Economic Advisors released The Economic Report of the President 2004, in which they suggested that the outsourcing of jobs overseas is a benefit to the economy.

Many of us on the campaign pointed out to our friends in the White House that, whatever the economic theory, outsourcing didn’t feel like a benefit to a lot of unemployed workers in Ohio.

Meanwhile, John Kerry was winning the Maine caucuses, and the Virginia and Tennessee primaries.

March began with the release of February’s monthly jobs numbers, which came in at a dismal twenty-one thousand jobs. A week later, the White House announced it was pulling the nominee for the newly created position of assistant secretary of commerce for manufacturing (the “manufacturing czar”) after it was learned that his company had laid off U.S. workers and outsourced their jobs to China.

I joked to Dan Bartlett that I didn’t mind so much the bullets we were taking in the chest from the Kerry campaign and the DNC, but the bullets in our back were starting to hurt!

On March 21, former national security staffer Richard Clarke appeared on 60 Minutes to attack the Bush administration for failing to prevent 9/11, and for its prosecution of the war in Iraq, as a preview to his book Against All Enemies, which was published the next day.

After Clarke testified before the 9/11 Commission later in the week, the White House reversed its opposition to having National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice go before the commission. By the end of March, the president and vice president had both agreed to testify before the commission as well.

The lowest point in the campaign may have come in April, when the report on abuse at the Abu Ghraib prison aired on 60 Minutes, showing the despicable photos that all Americans found shameful. In the following week, over fourteen hundred stories ran on the prison abuse scandal, and our numbers began to sink.

The month ended as the deadliest one for U.S. troops in Iraq since the beginning of the war, with more deaths than in January, February, and March combined.

May was dominated by Defense Secretary Rumsfeld, Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Richard Myers, and other DoD officials testifying before Senate and House Armed Services Committees on Abu Ghraib prison abuses, and the murder in Iraq of American contractor Nicholas Berg in the first of a series of grisly beheadings that shocked the public.

On May 23, retired general Anthony Zinni appeared on—you guessed it!—CBS’s 60 Minutes to discuss his new book, Battle Ready, in which he lambasted the administration’s plan for and conduct of the Iraq war.

June began with reports of President Bush consulting with his attorney over the investigation of the leak of the identity of CIA agent Valerie Plame, Vice President Cheney testifying in that probe, and CIA Director George Tenet announcing his resignation.

And June ended with Michael Moore’s incendiary documentary Fahrenheit 9/11, about the war in Iraq and the Bush White House, which opened nationwide in 860 theaters and raked in $22 million in its first weekend, smashing the previous record for a documentary.

By July, when Senator Kerry announced John Edwards as his running mate and they were heading into the Democratic National Convention with the cover of Newsweek touting them as “The Sunshine Boys,” I wasn’t surprised to see the blind quotations from “Republican sources” and “sources close to the White House” urging the unveiling of a new policy agenda to try to change the storyline and get us back on offense.

It was a tempting thought, but our strategy was to hold off announcing new policies until the president’s convention acceptance speech, using it to frame the debate in the election’s homestretch on our own policy terms when it would matter most. Despite being down in the polls and weathering some negative press, we decided to stick to our plan.

It’s at times like these that you have to trust your instincts and hope your strategic assumptions are correct. Despite all the technological advances of the past decade—the internet ads, the flash polls, the focus groups, and the like—politics at its core is still a gut check. Data can be read a number of ways. Little pictures can be construed to compose different big pictures. A sense of timing matters immensely. This is the critical and often determinative realm of politics that is more art than science, and the fact is, usually both sides tend to see the same thing. Their instincts are pretty much in sync.

David Espo, who covers congress for the Associated Press and is one of the finest political writers of this generation, says that political people aren’t just Democrats and Republicans, they’re either on this planet or they’re not. One little-known fact about national politics is that in off-the-record conversations, Democratic and Republican operatives tend to reinforce one another.

Both sides essentially acknowledge the same swing states, concede the same issue sets, acknowledge the same strengths and weaknesses. Very rarely do you have professionals on the different sides actually disagreeing on the fundamentals of a race.

This is why I was confused in July. In April and May, I felt that we were winning, but I never felt that we had it won. In July, I felt that we were losing, but I never felt that we had it lost. In fact, while I always understood we could lose, I never once felt we would lose.

One of the great things about the Bush-Cheney ’04 campaign is that we kept our bearings whether we were eight points down or eight points up. We never crossed the boundaries of either dejectedness or giddiness, but stuck to our strategy.

“Nothing in politics is ever as good or as bad

as it seems.”

My political mentor Haley Barbour, one of my predecessors as RNC chairman and now governor of Mississippi, has a saying: “In politics, nothing is ever as good or as bad as it seems.” Those of us on the Bush-Cheney team understood this and believed it all the way through. We always believed the fundamentals of this race pointed to a close election in the end, and consistently said so. When we were up by thirteen points and said it would be close in the end, the press assumed we were trying to “lower the bar,” and when we were down by ten points and said the same thing, the press assumed we were trying to spin things positively to keep our troops energized.

While we understood it could go either way, we felt that it would end up our way. The Kerry campaign, on the other hand, seemed to have come to the conclusion by the beginning of July that the race was all but over, and that the American people had made a decision to fire George W. Bush. It made me nervous that both sides, essentially looking at the same data, could come to such fundamentally different conclusions about the overall shape of the race. I didn’t understand how they could be operating on such a different strategic framework.

I shot Karl a note to this effect, seeking some insight that would clear everything up and make me feel better. He replied, “If they’re right and we’re wrong, it’s over.”

Not the most consoling note ever, but certainly accurate.

In politics, as in any other profession, it’s easy to believe what you see. What professionals have to guard against is seeing what they believe. The Kerry campaign’s belief that the country had already decided to fire Bush was wrong, and it led to one of the most significant mistakes of the 2004 election cycle. They used their national convention in Boston simply to position John Kerry as an acceptable alternative to Bush without providing a substantive policy agenda for the American people to factor into their vote determination.

So their convention put a heavy emphasis on biography, with a focus on the senator’s Vietnam service that bordered on self-parody by the time he came to the podium for his acceptance speech and opened with a snappy salute and, “I’m John Kerry, and I’m reporting for duty.”

I was two blocks away from where Senator Kerry was standing at the time, in our opposition party war room. I glanced over at Time magazine’s Matt Cooper, who was covering our efforts in Boston, and noticed even he could barely suppress a chuckle.

Kerry’s lack of policy detail in his own acceptance speech made our decision to hold new policy for our convention even more effective. One of my worst fears was that Kerry would call for tax reform in his speech. I had sent Ken and Dan Bartlett an email in July pointing out all the times over the past two months that Kerry had talked about the tax code being too complicated, and suggested that we needed to be prepared to respond to a convention speech that called for scrapping our current tax code in favor of a flat tax or national sales tax. Happily, no such bold idea emerged.

The Breakfast Club crew, joined by Karen Hughes, held a conference call before Kerry’s speech was even over to talk about what we needed to emphasize in our talking points, which was reinforcing the notion that Kerry was a negative pessimist and that he failed to lay out a positive agenda.

I hung up the phone and raced to our in-house studio for an interview with CNN. Analyst Jeff Greenfield asked me, “Ed, the Bush campaign has been trying to portray John Kerry as a dour pessimist. It seemed to me they went out of their way here to strike a theme as optimistic as you could possibly imagine, even using a Ronald Reagan line at the end, ‘Our best days are ahead of us.’ Can you really paint John Kerry, whatever you think of his policies, as a pessimist after tonight?”

“Well, he is pretty negative in terms of his view of the economy and of America’s prospects, and I do think he’s fairly pessimistic. But I do think that our highlighting that and pointing it out has caused him to try to change his rhetoric here. And this speech largely was, in many ways, a rehash of his standard stump speech that we’ve heard.

“Many people, though, probably heard it for the first time this evening, and the fact is he didn’t lay out much new policy. He’s not very forward-looking at all in this speech—very backward-looking, it seemed to me.”

I stayed on the theme the following morning, telling the Washington Post’s David Broder, dean of the Washington press corps, about the mistake the Kerry camp had just made. “This is a huge opening,” I said. “We’re going to jump on it.”

In keeping with our strategy, our convention in New York a month later revolved around the president’s leadership. When the media saw our roster of key speakers—John McCain, Rudy Giuliani, Arnold Schwarzenegger—they assumed we were trying to reposition the president as a moderate, given that these three men often held positions on social issues at odds with the president’s.

“If the Administration’s hard line on Iraq is turning off some voters, Republican Party leaders are hoping to restore a more moderate face when it counts the most—at the party’s national convention in New York City at the end of August,” reported Time magazine in its July 5 issue, reflecting the broader media’s take on the speaker selection.

They missed the point. These men are all seen as strong leaders in their own right, and they were attesting to George W. Bush as a strong leader among strong leaders. When Bush gave his acceptance speech, it was more like a State of the Union Address than a political rally speech. The policies he laid out in it served as the basis of our talking points for the last eight weeks of the campaign.

Throughout the speech, the president referred to “a new term,” as opposed to “a second term.” Kerry’s lack of substance allowed the incumbent to be “new” and to be the reformer, while Kerry increasingly seemed old and status quo. Had we not resisted the tactical urge earlier in the summer to begin unveiling new policies, this opportunity could not have been exploited the way it had.

I had suggested “new term” as a way of acknowledging a need for change without conceding that there was anything wrong in the first place. Talking about a “second term,” I worried, would sound like a simple continuation of current policies, and while the public had doubts about Kerry, there was a desire out there for something new. If voters could get the steadiness and stability of Bush and a sense that things might be a little different in a second term, we’d have the best of both worlds.

One of the things I worried about in 2004 was “Bush Fatigue.” Far different from the outright hatred those on the radical left held toward the president, I sensed a more subtle feeling among voters in the middle that while they valued the president’s unwavering commitment to winning the War on Terror, he was taxing them (not literally, obviously, but figuratively). “New term” was a subtle way of addressing that fatigue.
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It was incredibly hectic trying to pull it all together, but in the end the 2000 convention turned out to be one of the most successful ever. Conventions are the most important opportunity a presidential candidate has to convey an image, and in Philadelphia in 2000 the image of George W. Bush as a compassionate conservative and a “different kind of Republican” was hammered home in style.

Democrats mix and mingle with Hollywood celebrities as a matter of course, but conventions are just about the only time Republicans do. Our celebrities tend not to be the box office draws the Democrats have, as Hollywood is dominated by liberals. It was fun, though, to meet actor Rick Schroeder in 2000 and become friends in 2004 with Ron Silver, a serious student of elections.

About two weeks before the 2004 Election Day I crossed paths with Ron in the Fox News Green Room in New York City as I was about to appear on Hannity and Colmes.

“How are things going out there?” he asked.

“Good,” I said. “I was just in Iowa, and I think it’s gonna flip. I think we’re going to carry it.”

“That’s great!” Ron said. “That’s seven Electoral College votes, isn’t it?”

It is. We may not have as many stars, but ours are smarter than the left’s!

One time, I was standing in line at the McDonald’s near our 2000 convention offices in Philadelphia and had just placed my order when my cell phone buzzed. It was the unmistakable voice of Arnold Schwarzenegger, whom we’d been trying to get to emcee a portion of the evening paying tribute to former Republican presidents. “Hello, Arnold,” I said (this was five years before he became a governor), “thanks for calling back.”

While I was talking to Schwarzenegger, the woman behind the counter was trying to get me to tell her if I wanted to super-size my fries. I put my hand over the mouthpiece and whispered to her, “I’m talking to Arnold Schwarzenegger!”

“Uh-huh. Do you want your fries super-sized or not?”

Schwarzenegger, by the way, was trying to drive a hard bargain: If he did the appearance, would Governor Bush give his wife, Maria Shriver, an exclusive interview after he delivered his acceptance speech? It was an offer we couldn’t accept, and Schwarzenegger never made it to Philadelphia. (He was fantastic four years later at the convention in New York, though!)

The 2000 convention in Philadelphia was a huge success, perhaps the most effective ever in terms of branding. We worked hard to recruit African-American, Hispanic, Asian-American, and women speakers and entertainers. At one point we did a remote feed featuring the Reverend Herb Lusk, a former Philadelphia Eagles running back, from his church in North Philly with his gospel choir in the background, and then cut back to the First Union Center, where we had a gospel choir on stage. It was one of the highlights of the convention.

The media were cynical. My friend Kevin Merida of the Washington Post said he couldn’t help notice the abundance of blacks on stage but the dearth of them on the convention floor where the delegates were seated.

“If you’re accusing us of reaching out to minority voters, guilty as charged,” I said. “If black voters come away from this convention with the sense they are welcome in the Republican Party, we will have been successful.”

Bush emerged from Philly as “a different kind of Republican,” and had strong momentum going into the fall homestretch.
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The 2000 Democratic Convention, however, was more successful than I, and many other Republicans, realized. I thought “the kiss,” when Gore planted one on Tipper before going onstage to deliver his acceptance speech, was one of the hokiest things I’d ever seen in politics. Somehow, though, it took.

The convention, and the reality that Gore was the incumbent vice president running in a period of peace and prosperity, eventually caught up with the Bush campaign, and by September there was a sense in Austin that things were slipping.

Labor Day is the traditional start of a campaign homestretch, and as it came the Bush campaign was in a period that advertising team member Stuart Stevens dubbed “rats and moles and falling polls.”

“Rats” was a reference to a media sensation story about a Bush-Cheney ad attacking Gore’s health care policies. Words describing his government-heavy approach scrolled from right to left across the screen, and one of them was “bureaucrats.”

If you froze one frame, or one hundredth of a second, only the last four letters were visible—“rats.”

Chris Lehane, the dark arts prince of the Gore campaign, pitched this to Rick Berke of the New York Times as a subliminal attack, insisting that “…rats” in the ad frame was like some death mask in the ice cubes of a liquor ad.

Amazingly, Berke bought it, and the Times played it on the front page. The 24/7 cable outlets played it over and over again, scrutinizing and analyzing and psychoanalyzing the spot for days. The Austin team found itself fending off charges that it was engaged in nefarious advertising tactics rather than debating the issue in the ad itself.

“Moles” was a reference to a strange incident involving one of Governor Bush’s debate briefing books’ being sent anonymously to the Gore campaign. Former New York congressman Tom Downey, a friend of Gore’s who was helping him prepare for the fall debates, received the Bush-Cheney binder in the mail and immediately turned it over to the FBI.

There followed a media frenzy, with speculation that it wasn’t a real briefing book but a decoy actually sent by Karl Rove to the Gore-Lieberman campaign in hopes they would use it to prepare wrongly for the debates. In Austin, there was concern that the briefing book was a real one, and that there was a “mole” in the campaign surreptitiously sending sensitive material to the Gore camp.

The idea that any presidential campaign would, A, be devious enough to work up a false briefing book to send to the opponent’s campaign or, B, have the time to do so is ridiculous, but the notion consumed a great deal of space and time in the news media.

The more disturbing possibility was that there was a mole in the headquarters. Since there was a federal investigation into the matter, the few people who knew whether it was the actual briefing book were not free to tell everyone else on the staff what was going on.

It turned out that it was a real debate briefing book, and it had been stolen not from the headquarters but from the offices of Maverick Media, the advertising team headed by Mark McKinnon. One of McKinnon’s employees had, for reasons known only to her, obtained the book and sent it off.

The “falling polls” in the “rats and moles and falling polls” trilogy need no further explanation.

Karl Rove began thinking about what was needed to help get things back on track and decided that with Karen Hughes now constantly on the campaign plane criss-crossing the country with Governor Bush, there needed to be someone in the headquarters to help punch up the speeches and think ahead of the news curve.

Rove’s right-hand man Chris Henick called me one day to ask if I had any thoughts about who might be able to fill that role.

I thought about it for a while but couldn’t come up with a suggestion. I popped into Haley’s office (at the time he and I were partners in a communications firm we’d founded) to see if he had any ideas.

“Henick called,” I said. Chris had worked at Haley’s lobbying firm before taking a leave to move to Austin to help on the campaign. “They’re looking for someone who can come up with some quotable lines for the governor’s speeches, and help think ahead on messaging and events. Can you think of anybody?”

“Hell, Gillespie, he’s talking about you!”

“Me? I can’t move to Austin for sixty days!”

“Anybody can do anything for sixty days.”

That night Cathy and I sat on our deck and discussed whether I should respond to Chris’s question by recommending myself.

“You’d be like Cheney,” Cathy joked, referring to the famous case of Dick Cheney heading up the running mate selection committee and ending up on the ticket himself.

Cathy Gillespie is a well-respected political operative in her own right. It was actually through Cathy that I came to know Karl Rove. In 1983, Cathy went to work for Joe Barton, one of the candidates running in the Republican primary to replace Phil Gramm in the U.S. House after he’d been elected to the United States Senate.

As chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, Joe Barton is today one of the most powerful people in Washington, but back then he was an unknown engineer running in the first campaign of his life. Joe is a proud graduate of Texas A&M, which was in the heart of Texas’s Sixth Congressional District, and Cathy was active in A&M’s Political Forum student group.

When she agreed to head up Aggies for Barton, she became Joe’s first paid campaign staffer and came into regular contact with Joe’s political consultant, one Karl C. Rove of Austin, Texas. Karl recognized in Cathy early what many others came to know later—she’ll get it done. As a senior in college, she became someone he considered a “go-to” person on a campaign in which Joe won the Republican Party’s nomination in a recount by two votes, after losing on primary night by ten.

In 1986, she managed Barton’s re-election campaign, in which his challenger spent more money than any other Democratic challenger in the cycle. In 2004, Bush Campaign Manager Ken Mehlman asked Cathy to head up “W Stands for Women” at Bush-Cheney, one of the most successful coalition efforts in the campaign.

So on that evening in September 2000, I was talking not only to my wife about the prospect of moving away from home, but to a political peer.

“I don’t want to go to Austin,” I said. “I’ve already been gone too much for the convention. It’s not fair to the kids.”

While in Philadelphia for the convention, I had stayed close to John, Carrie, and Mollie by reading ten pages of a Harry Potter book to them every night. They’d sit around a speaker phone while I read from my office in Philadelphia. It made the separation a little easier, but it was still hard.

“Honey, they need you more than the kids do right now. We’ll be fine. We can make it for two months. You need to go. The most important thing for our kids is that Bush get elected president.”

She meant it, and I believed the same thing.

The next day I called Chris Henick back.

“I think maybe I’m the right person for the job you described,” I said.

“Really? You’d be willing to come to Austin?”

“If you think I could help.”

“That’s great. Let me talk to Karl and call you back.”

About a half-hour later, Henick called back.

“Karl wants to know if you can come tomorrow.”

Two days later, I landed in Austin. I went straight to the headquarters from the airport and ran into campaign press secretary Mindy Tucker as I was waved through security. I dropped my bags in her office, and she walked me down to the main conference room, where a big meeting was taking place.

She pushed the door open, and as I walked in behind her she said, “Look who I found in the hallway.”

Karl sat at the head of a conference table. He looked up and broke stride only long enough to say, “’Bout time you got here. Grab a chair.” That was the extent of my formal introduction to “the Austin crowd.”

I crowded in between two advance people at the other end of the table and listened in as they went over the plan for the governor’s message and schedule over the next five days.

After the meeting broke up, Karl told me I needed to catch up with Mark McKinnon and sit in on his communications planning meeting. Mark pulled me back to a smaller conference room across the hallway where we met with a few others to do a little forward planning.

As the meeting was winding down, I thought this might be a good place to ask something that I’d been wondering about before I left Washington.

“I don’t know if this is the right place to ask this, or if it’s even appropriate for me to ask,” I began. “But where’s Laura Bush?”

I have to say, in this regard, I was country before country was cool. I had wanted Mrs. Bush to be the first prime-time speaker at our convention because I just thought she was dynamite—attractive, forceful yet feminine, articulate, and the best character witness someone running for national office for the first time could have.

But since the convention, she’d been almost invisible, and especially near the end of August.

Mark McKinnon smiled as if he appreciated the question, and as if he liked the answer he was about to give. “The girls just started college. She’s been getting them ready and settled. She’s traveling with the governor again next week.”

“Good,” I said. “I think she’s a huge asset to the governor.” It wasn’t like everyone in the room wasn’t already aware of that, but at least they knew the new guy from Washington wasn’t an idiot.

When I went down to Austin, it was arranged for me to stay at a Days Inn a short hop across the Brazos River from the campaign headquarters on Congress Avenue, but before I left for the night, Karl told me he had arranged a place for me to stay. “Call this number,” he said. “Pat Oles is a friend of mine, and he has a pool house he can put you up in.”

“Great. Thanks,” I said. I took the slip of paper with the Austin phone number on it and headed back to my new desk, trying to figure out how I was going to get out of this. I’m not crazy about hotel rooms, but the thought of staying in some dumpy pool house with no phone or television for the next two months was even worse. But Karl Rove had graciously tapped a friend to put me up, and I wasn’t going to start my time in Austin by insulting both him and his friend by rejecting their kindness and generosity.

Pat Oles could not have been nicer as he gave me directions to his house. I figured I’d just stay out there for a couple days and after they got tired of me staying there, I’d head to a hotel.

I got out of there around 9:30, pretty tired from a long day (it was 10:30 PM Eastern Time). As I drove through the neighborhood, I noticed that it was one of those suburban areas where old small houses on big lots were steadily giving way to new big houses. I lugged my bags out of the car and to the front door and rang the doorbell. Pat and Julie Oles both met me there, each picking up a bag and carrying it into the kitchen, where we sat to make our acquaintance.

I could tell right away that this was not an inconvenience to them, that they saw my staying in their home as a way to help elect their friend and governor the next president of the United States. At the same time, I wanted to convey to them as soon as I could that I was not some young campaign guy who was going to be coming in at all hours, that I had a family of my own and I was very appreciative of their kindness and would not in any way interrupt their own family life.

It was an easy, friendly relationship from the moment I sat at their kitchen table. After about half an hour, Pat said, “You’re tired. Let’s get you to your new home.” We relieved Julie of bellhop duty, the two of us carrying my three bags out the back door and past the pool to a two-story pool house. When we climbed the stairs and Pat flipped on the lights, I saw a place that could grace the inside pages of Town & Country magazine. It was beautifully decorated. There was a thirty-six-inch television hooked up to a six-hundred-station cable system in the sitting room, top-of-the-line appliances in the kitchen, a small dining room table, and a bedroom with a queen-sized bed with ruffles and duvets and throw pillows galore. There was a walk-in closet, and a full bath and shower.

“Pat,” I said, “as far as everyone in Washington is going to know, I’m living in a dingy little pool house with no hot water for the next two months. I’m like Kato Kaelin. I want them to think this is a huge sacrifice, not that I’m in one of the nicest places I’ve ever seen.”

Pat Oles is one of Karl’s oldest friends, having worked with him in the 1980 campaign of Bill Clements, the first Republican elected governor of Texas since Reconstruction. They go quail hunting together with their sons, and Pat knows what often goes missing from the seemingly endless stream of profiles of and stories about Karl: He is a good friend, and a devoted husband and father. When he and Darby moved to Washington, they bought their house based on what school would be best for their son Andrew, a decision Karl studied like it was a policy recommendation to the president.

Democrats tend to see Karl’s hand everywhere in the Bush administration, and he is clearly one of the most influential aides in the White House, but as Education Secretary Margaret Spellings once said, “For Karl to be able to do all the things Democrats accuse him of doing, we’d have to change our policy on cloning.”

The bottom line is this: Karl is incredibly efficient at converting ideas to action. A million good ideas get kicked around in campaigns and government meetings that are never acted on. Karl is the one to say, “Okay, but who in the political office is going to call the governor of that state to ask him to issue a statement? Who in the press shop is going to draft the statement for him? Who in the policy shop is going to vet the statement?”

Every organization needs that kind of driving force, and Karl is the hardest driving force I have ever seen.

Is time our enemy or our friend?

In Elizabeth Dole’s 2002 North Carolina senatorial campaign, we knew that she was going to end up facing former Clinton White House chief of staff Erskine Bowles, but he first had to win in a three-way primary, which was being held late because of challenges to redistricting. Originally planned for May, it ended up being held in September.
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