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For my father.






“NOTHING IS SO PAINFUL TO THE HUMAN MIND AS A GREAT AND SUDDEN CHANGE.”

—MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN








INTRODUCTION TRUMP CAN WIN AGAIN


Long ago, way back in the fall of 2003, tens of millions of Americans knew three things were true about President George W. Bush:

He would lose reelection to the Democratic nominee in November 2004.

The future of the country depended on his defeat.

There would never be a worse president of the United States.

As the nation began gearing up for the 2004 presidential cycle, President Bush was looking at a tough reelection battle. His approval ratings had plummeted, and the political and personal boost he had received in the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks had given way to a progression of bad news both at home and abroad.

Bush’s economic record was abysmal. Almost three million American jobs had been lost during his tenure, family incomes had declined sharply, the number of citizens without health insurance had risen substantially, and poverty was rampant.

His foreign policy record was now defined by the human and financial costs of the war in Iraq, an unwinnable conflict Bush had begun based on a false claim that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction.

There was no peace. There was no prosperity. Republicans were distressed, despairing; Democrats were breezily confident. Bush, it was said, was doomed. James Carville, one of the keenest campaign strategists of the modern era, declared at the time that if Bush were victorious over the Democratic nominee “it would be the greatest political achievement of my lifetime.”

Bush won reelection, beating Senator John Kerry of Massachusetts by a slim but definitive margin. His second term was notable for sputtering domestic policies, the natural and managerial disasters of Hurricane Katrina, and the 2008 financial crisis. Although Bush departed the White House with tens of millions abhorring him, his eight years in office are now regarded with nostalgia, if not quite appreciation. He is no longer considered by those tens of millions to be the worst president in American history.

That honor is held by Donald J. Trump.

And now, with the 2020 election upon us, we are looking at a parallel dynamic from sixteen years ago, amplified by the gargantuan and garish persona of Trump, loved and loathed with unprecedented intensity. Those who admire him will cheerfully don their MAGA hats; seek out his bacchanalian rallies; ignore his misdeeds, vulgarisms, and professional controversies; and head to the polls on Election Day.

Those who detest him will agonize morning, noon, and night, from this minute until November 3, 2020, desperate to eject him from Washington. That desperation is enormous, all-encompassing. In their view, a Trump loss would signify a restoration of order, balance, decency. A Trump reelection, meanwhile, would portend the death of reason, the end of all that is good in America, and the potential downfall of human civilization.

From the moment Donald Trump was sworn into office on January 20, 2017, his inaugural address an admonitory treatise on “American carnage,” I have found myself in countless conversations with voters and political strategists, Democrats and Republicans alike, about Trump’s chances for reelection. The consistent, abiding opinion among nearly all of them has been that Trump is the favorite to win in 2020. Some think he is a substantial favorite, no matter whom the Democrats nominate to take him on.

This lack of faith in the Democrats’ strategic philosophy and field, and the dearth of optimism from those who want Trump out of office, has been striking. It piqued my professional interest.

Why are so many Democrats convinced that Trump will win four more years? And do the best minds in the party have any idea how to stop him?

I have been covering American politics for over thirty years, and have had the good fortune to meet some of the smartest people in the business. I decided to ask them what they think will be required of the Democratic nominee to actually get those 270 electoral votes and send Trump packing. Over dinners, meetings, telephone discussions, email exchanges, and texts, I sought their expertise and observations, gleaned tricks-
of-the-trade insights, and listened to their surefire scenarios and go-for-broke schemes. I asked them all for the unvarnished, fuss-free, straight-talking, no-nonsense, God’s-honest, real-news truth.

Few thought beating Trump would be easy. But none thought it impossible. They all had ideas galore.

Trump has some serious weaknesses. His job approval rating has always been a troublesome spot for his administration, despite plenty of good economic news, with loyalty from his core supporters providing an impenetrable floor, but with minimal approbation from the rest of the electorate. Trump has been in extreme negative territory when voters are asked if he has “the personality and leadership qualities a president should have.” Both public and private polling have indicated that he is weaker in many of the battleground states than he was when he bested Hillary Clinton.

He also inspires strenuous and conspicuous opposition movements. The earliest days of his term saw the launch of historically large and passionate women’s marches around the country and the world. Democrats experienced sweeping victories in the 2018 midterm elections, which had more to do with antipathy toward Trump than with the cyclical nature of politics or the individual contenders themselves. Progressives are gearing up to fight with the same energy and determination now.

But despite Trump’s bumpy and shambolic first years in office, there are a number of reasons why so many civilians and campaign consultants think he can be reelected, reasons beyond the political sorcery he utilized in his first run, when he demonstrated a prodigious ability to connect, bully, defy, and sway.

Historically, incumbent presidents just do not lose that often. Since 1900, only four men who won the White House have lost their bids for reelection. By November 2020, it will have been almost thirty years since the American people voted an incumbent out of office.

The press likes to talk about the possibility of loss when a sitting president is challenged because it makes for a good story. In November of 2011, the New York Times Magazine ran a cover piece headlined “Is Obama Toast?” declaring that Barack Obama had only a 17 percent chance of winning reelection based on various indicators that previously had been predictive.

Instead, Obama won both the Electoral College, 332 to 206, and the popular vote. The incumbent has advantages, not least of which are mighty money and party apparatuses, fait accompli visuals, an inherent proprietary claim, and the voters’ instinctive fear of the unknown. Trump began planning and fundraising for 2020 even before he took office. Whether the Democrats settle on a de facto nominee by March or wait until their national convention in Milwaukee in mid-July, Trump will have had a nearly four-year head start.

The three modern-age presidents who were denied a second term—Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George H.W. Bush—all faced spirited intra-party challenges for the nomination and saw significant erosion of support within their own parties. Trump will not have to confront those headwinds. He is likely to cruise to renomination and is on a path to receive record backing from Republican voters.

Ford, Carter, and Bush 41, unlike Trump, grappled with severe economic conditions throughout their entire terms. No modern incumbent has lost with a strong economy, and for much of Trump’s tenure, the country has seen GDP growth, a rise in productivity and consumer confidence, low inflation, and record low unemployment, including among African Americans and Hispanics. There are, of course, many citizens who have not benefited from the favorable economic conditions, and domestic and global volatility have already demonstrated that the balance can be tilted before Election Day, but Trump still has plenty to jot in his ledger.

The Democratic pollster and strategist Mark Mellman points out that Trump’s job approval on the economy in 2019 was higher than his overall job approval rating, a stone’s throw from Bill Clinton’s comparable number when he won reelection in 1996, and higher than Barack Obama’s and George W. Bush’s at the same juncture in their successful reelection efforts. Similarly, as Mellman notes, the widely watched University of Michigan Consumer Sentiment Index has been higher with Trump in the White House than it was for Reagan and Clinton when they were seeking a second term. The economic-based models used by Yale, Moody’s, and Trend Macrolytics—all of which have proven track records—have forecasted a Trump victory.

Mellman further observes that the numbers that measure how much voters agree with the president on key issues are not markedly different for Trump than they were for Obama or Bush 43 at this stage.

The Trump administration has been speckled with callous, coarse, and xenophobic policies, sparking domestic anguish and ruffling feathers across the globe. Yet so far, the president has kept the United States out of any new ground wars and has worked to somewhat diminish the American military presence in places such as Iraq and Afghanistan. The optics and execution may be crude, storm clouds may be gathering, but the results to date have translated into relative peace and prosperity.

Trump’s slow-burn war with the press also serves him in paradoxical ways. To be sure, elite journalists, collectively, are itching to see Trump fall. Cable television, in particular, churns out a 24/7 chronicle of the outrages of the administration and the man himself, with the story line pleading for his comeuppance.

But the anti-Trump drumbeat in the print media and at CNN and MSNBC begets its own danger. Many Democratic strategists warn that once again the press, as it did four years ago, is creating a distorted impression that Trump cannot win. Throughout the 2016 cycle, the coverage of Trump—from his showman’s ride down his gilded escalator to announce his run, to his blustering, unwieldy performances in the debates—was laced with mockery and contempt, building a false confidence that Hillary Clinton, an obviously flawed candidate, was a shoo-in. Some of the voters, who were turned off by both candidates and did not feel like personally casting a ballot for Secretary Clinton, took a pass on the presidential race and then regretted the outcome.

Trump has other advantages as well. Every presidential election is about simultaneously persuading swing voters and inspiring base voters to turn out. One of Trump’s biggest political assets is his primal understanding of how to energize the conservative base. By leveraging hot-button issues such as immigration and trade; by demonizing his opponents with cheap nicknames and scurrilous accusations and Fox News screeds and mean tweets; by micro-targeting on social media, Trump and his team know how to get their core voters to the polls. The Democrats might nominate a person who can similarly lather up progressives. But they might not. It is not easy to motivate people to vote against a candidate rather than for a candidate. Just ask Hillary Clinton.

Whatever else one might say about Donald Trump—about his ethics, about his effrontery, about his apparent lack of respect for America’s essential values and institutions—the consensus among political strategists is that he is a beast of a competitor. Trump, a former Democrat with no policy or military experience, who had never before run for office of any kind, fought more than a dozen GOP contenders, scooped up forty-one of the fifty-six Republican primary contests, and secured the nomination more easily than any non-incumbent in modern history. He then took on Hillary Clinton, arguably one of the most qualified people ever to seek the Oval Office, and won the presidency.

Yes, Vladimir Putin. Yes, WikiLeaks. Yes, James Comey. Yes, the popular vote. Yes, a lot of other things. But Trump proved victorious when, by conventional standards, he should never have had a chance in the first place. With all due respect to James Carville, forget George W. Bush’s reelection in 2004. Trump’s victory in 2016 was the single greatest political achievement of the past several generations.

The strategists I spoke with for this book—many Democrats, but also Republicans who hope Trump is defeated, or who are intrigued by the particular intellectual challenge of this election—have experience working on both winning and losing presidential campaigns. Some currently are involved with 2020 challengers or anti-Trump activist groups. They carry a wide range of personal and professional qualifications, different backgrounds (age, gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity), and varied ideological leanings. Some talked on the record, while some insisted on anonymity because they are working for candidates in this election or because of other professional commitments.

All were asked versions of the same fundamental question: What is required to beat Trump on November 3, 2020? They answered this query by drawing on lessons from their past campaigns, by assessing the specific conditions of the 2020 environment, and by analyzing the unique challenges of running against incumbent candidate Trump, the likes of whom no political expert, campaign veteran, or journalist has ever seen before.

Their advice applies to all the Democrats in the field, from the most progressive to the most centrist. Many of the strategists expressed concern that the eventual Democratic nominee will not have the time, inclination, or ability to absorb and execute the kind of ideas presented in this book.

Indeed, the pace of a presidential campaign is breathless, relentless. And, naturally, the first focus must be on the 2020 nominating contest, a fight inevitably so intense that one candidate, Senator Amy Klobuchar, called it a “Hunger Games situation.” When the Democratic nominee at last emerges from the pile of fellow candidates, victorious but exhausted, she or he will have an urgent, lengthy checklist of things to do, and a campaign treasury likely drained down to pennies.

The White House, meanwhile, will have had plenty of time to build a war chest, settle on a strategy, and define the parameters for the general election season. For the eventual Democratic nominee, clever advice from meddlesome experts will seem like a quaint luxury when the dial has switched from survival mode to flat-out alarm, and the adversary from a pack of starving, frantic wolves to a lone, purring house cat lounging atop an oval cushion stuffed with cash.

Regardless of the pressure, the nominee must pause, regroup, and prepare. A number of the strategists complain that the Clinton campaign never bothered to follow some basic procedures because of the widespread assumption that Secretary Clinton would win the election. But every candidate—novice, veteran, or incumbent—has to be able to answer the single most important question: How, exactly, do I win?

All presidential campaigns are amalgams of art and science, algorithms and handshakes, and successful races are born from many factors. Some are fairly concrete: world events, market fluctuations, and the weather. Others are more nebulous: the mood of the country, fine-spun cultural shifts, even the intuitive and subtle chemistry between candidate and voter. But no factor is more important than what the candidate actually does each day: how she or he reacts to challenges and stresses, reveals personal traits, relates to the audience, avoids or repairs mistakes.

Trump was laughably underestimated by his opponents and most of the media in 2016. Yet virtually every day of his campaign, he successfully defined himself and defined his rivals on his own terms—his greatest skill, and the ultimate key to winning an election. At the time, no one really knew what to make of him. There was frequent speculation that he did not really want the job of president, that his political success was an unwelcome surprise, that his campaign was a PR stunt for his business empire, that he would drop out of the race. Then there was talk that he would not seek reelection.

But Trump always made his goal perfectly clear: he wanted to win. Any other result would stamp him a loser, the label he finds the most humiliating. Being a one-term president also would make him a loser, especially after following three two-termers in Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama.

So that was, and is, Trump’s overarching agenda, his political raison d’etre—to win, and win dirty, if necessary. This does not, naturally, mean his victory is preordained. He most certainly can be beaten, and that event will be determined by the opposition’s confidence and ability to design and execute a solid plan. So far, none of the Democratic candidates has demonstrated that he or she knows how to craft a sturdy public image, nor effectively disqualify Trump as a leader. And national and state polls will signify nothing until the incumbent and his challenger actually go one-on-one.

Campaign 2020 will be a doozy. Trump cannot win a referendum, an up-and-down vote, nor a four-more-years blessing, which would be a stretch for most American presidents, not least of all this one. So the president’s team will present the election as a choice between two people, focus on ripping the Democrat to shreds, and try to persuade the voters that Trump is the better of two bad options—2016 all over again. Things will get ugly.

To the brave soul who will face that gauntlet, here is advice from the smartest people in politics.

Their collective message: follow these steps if you want the American people to say to Donald Trump those two words he knows so well.

You’re fired.





“BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND.”

—STEPHEN COVEY, THE 7 HABITS OF HIGHLY EFFECTIVE PEOPLE






PROLOGUE WHAT PAUL TULLY KNEW


LESSON: BEATING AN INCUMBENT REQUIRES CONFIDENCE AND A PLAN.

No one pays attention until the conventions.

No one pays attention until Labor Day.

No one pays attention until the closing days of the general election

So say gaffe-prone candidates, overwhelmed campaign staffers, neurotic journalists, and obsessive news junkies, as they consume and dissect every petty crisis that flares up once a new presidential cycle begins. Sheepishly, they tell each other that real people do not bother about the minutiae of primary campaigns, nor do they pay attention to the trifling daily dramas encountered by freshly minted candidates as they muscle their way through a crowded field. Voters, they opine, will glance through political stories in the paper, eyeball the designated two minutes on the evening news, or casually surf past choice nuggets online, and only really begin to consider the personalities and policies when the contest is in its grand, final swing a few months before Election Day.

This perhaps was once true, but only in part. The majority of voters, certainly, have never cared who aces the Iowa Jefferson-Jackson dinner or scores the endorsement of some wizened former cabinet secretary. But they pick up data on the issues and missteps that matter to them, and those impressions stick. And, of course, for the candidates, early successes elevate fundraising, media interest, mojo, and momentum, news of which trickles down to all but the most blasé citizens.

Now, with 21st-century social media, every blunder can be handily resurrected and registered anew. One well-placed link to a thirty-second clip on YouTube, and the past becomes the present. No one understands this better than Twitter devotee Donald Trump. The master of defining his rivals knows exactly how to highlight a blooper, cement an unpalatable trait, fashion a damning meme. Twitter has changed the game, especially when utilized by a bored president with no filter and zero impulse control.

The truth is, good planning has always been essential to a winning campaign, never more so than today. It may have seemed as if Trump entered the race on a lark and winged it until the White House. But he had a clear and specific formula—taking out his opposition one by one, the order determined by who most threatened him in the polls, while simultaneously keeping Hillary Clinton in his sights and defining her on his terms.

He also had supreme confidence that he could execute his strategy and execute his rivals. To be sure, Trump himself occasionally doubted he could actually win the presidency. But he projected such brashness, such certainty, that victory became a self-fulfilling prophecy, first for his campaign team and then for his voters.

This potent equation—a cocksure candidate with a viable plan—boosted him as a political force and greased his way with the GOP. His method was effective both practically and psychologically.

Confidence and strategy were vital to Trump, and they are even more vitally important when trying to wrest control of the White House from a sitting president.

The last person to beat an incumbent was Bill Clinton. Clinton, of course, had yearned to be president from his youth, and had crafted his entire professional life to that end. The name of the Arkansas town in which he was born—Hope—was what he inspired in his home-state constituents, and what he had in abundance when it came to his own ambitions. By 1991, Governor Clinton was champing to seize the crown and was wise enough to seek help wherever he could find it. In June of that year, Clinton hunkered down on a lush estate in Virginia surrounded by meticulously groomed gardens and paddocks, listening to a pitch about how to dislodge George H.W. Bush from the White House.

And now his hope had a plan.



Middleburg, Virginia, is horse country. It is a rarified combination of old money, Southern sensibility, and 18th-century historic charm, yet it lies just an hour west of Washington, D.C. Willow Oaks, a country manor nestled in the lower tier of Loudoun County, had been purchased by Averell Harriman, heir to the Union Pacific Railroad and Wells Fargo fortunes, governor of New York, presidential candidate, and esteemed elder statesman. He had bought the estate as a gift for his wife.

Pamela Digby Churchill Hayward Harriman, the daughter of British aristocrats, was one of the most influential political players of the twentieth century. In 1939, at the age of nineteen, she wed Randolph Churchill, son of Winston Churchill. The marriage was brief, and for the next three decades, she led a glittering life romancing and being romanced by a who’s who of the era’s most famous and powerful men. She married Averell Harriman, her third husband, in 1971, became an American citizen, and launched her career as a Democratic activist.

After the party lost both the White House and the Senate majority in 1980, Pamela Harriman formed a political action committee, “Democrats for the ’80s,” eventually nicknamed “PamPac.” She held big-dollar fundraisers and served as an advisor to a variety of prominent groups. She knew most everyone in the party firmament, but Bill Clinton was one of her favorites. He was on the board of her PAC, and the two acted as mutual sounding boards.

The salons Harriman hosted in her Georgetown town house were the stuff of legend, and continued long after Averell’s death in 1986. Harriman also regularly gathered powerful friends and comrades at the Willow Oaks estate. And so it was on June 13, 1991, that the high guard of the party convened a two-day “Middleburg meeting” to present a strategy to win back the Oval Office the following year.

To most of those invited, the prospect seemed dim. With the exception of Jimmy Carter’s blighted four years after Watergate, the party had been shut out of the White House since 1968. Republicans were consistently sweeping mega-states such as California, Michigan, Ohio, Texas, Florida, and New Jersey as part of a seemingly impregnable Electoral College Lock, rendering the chance of a successful Democratic presidential campaign a long shot. Bush had won a smashing victory in the Gulf War against Saddam Hussein in February, and had seen his approval rating soar above 90 percent at the beginning of 1991, compounding the difficulty.

It was the Democratic National Committee’s chairman, Ron Brown, who called the Middleburg meeting. Brown, a longtime party activist, was born in Washington, D.C., and raised in Harlem, where he enjoyed a sophisticated, prep school upbringing. After the army and law school, he toggled between roles as a political advisor and elite law firm lobbyist, until he won the job as the chief DNC operative in a competitive race after Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis was handily beaten by Bush and the party demanded new leadership. The group Brown took over was broke and directionless.

Although Brown had supported the progressive candidacy of Jesse Jackson in 1988, his ties were deep and broad throughout the party. He knew and lived the first rule of politics: you cannot govern if you do not win.

Urbane and unflappable, Brown was determined to erect the foundations of a forceful campaign, even if President Bush appeared strong and the Democratic Party lacked an obvious frontrunner. Many of the biggest names in the Democratic constellation were said to be considering the race—much of the speculation centered on New York governor Mario Cuomo—but none had yet committed.

Well aware that a party nominee would not be selected any time soon, Brown worked with his team and with Harriman to first strengthen the DNC itself, building a more engaged and aggressive operation. He planned to bolster and invigorate the state parties, train campaign workers nationwide, and personally serve as the party’s primary spokesperson, vigorously denouncing Bush’s policies and record, especially on the economy. He needed to set the stage for a fierce Democratic Party that could properly support a feasible candidate, and to that end, his main order of business was to empower and unleash Paul Tully.

Tully, the national committee’s chief political strategist, had worked in every presidential election since 1968, rising to increasingly senior positions, although he was not well known outside the tightest circles of the party. In the pre-Internet age, such people—wickedly smart, highly influential, profoundly inspirational—could still remain anonymous to the general public. Chances are that most of the people running for president in 2020 and most of the readers of this book have never heard of Tully.

But he was a singular figure in the 1992 campaign and beloved by his Democratic allies. “Pacing, driven, and full of joy,” as Ron Brown described him, Tully’s mission was to take Democrats who were cynical, skeptical, and hopeless and turn them into believers. He assured his party brethren that President Bush, despite his astronomical approval ratings and the Democrats’ losing streak, could in fact be voted out of the White House.

Tully, a tireless evangelist, gave an endless succession of briefings all over D.C. and the country. He spoke at party headquarters, donor retreats, strategist powwows, union groups, and meetings of congressional members, with the purpose of rallying them all to action. A rumpled bear of a man with big appetites, he chain-smoked Pall Mall cigarettes, drank vodka by the liter, and usually sported the remnants of a gobbled meal on his beat-up Oxford shirt or ratty tie. When he spoke, his tousled dark hair flopped over his forehead, his sausage-fingered hands waved frantically, and his arms extended like pointers to drive home an idea. He kept his eyeglasses tied to a string around his neck, resting on his chest, or perched on the end of his nose, making him look, his friends teased, like a little old lady. In fact, for all his brashness and swagger, Tully displayed a soft inner side that enhanced the humanity his friends found so appealing. Like his boss Ron Brown, he cared about what the party stood for, but his job was to help Democrats win.

Tully was a champion of data and graphics when those mechanisms were still in their infancy in politics. His insights were tailor-made for the digital age, but he worked with the rudimentary tools available to him at the time—acetate transparencies displayed on overhead projectors, personal encyclopedic knowledge, and great storytelling.

One of Tully’s gifts was the ability to communicate complicated ideas through tales and yarns, like the one about the South Philadelphia congressman who had built up such a bond walking the streets of his district over the years that he won reelection even though he died a few weeks before Election Day. Tully would apply uncluttered analogies to everyday activities.

“Why do you go to a movie?” he’d ask rhetorically. Then he would answer his own question. “You go to a movie because you like the actress or the actor, or you go to a movie because you like action.” Then he would walk his audience through a complex political strategy or thorny campaign decision in a manner that was similarly relatable.

Tully, along with his colleague Mark Steitz, worked with data guru Mark Gersh to update the presentation constantly, so he could include in his road show the latest figures identifying the battleground state voters he was sure could be successfully swayed in order to get to a winning 270 electoral votes.

As James Carville once said, “Tully had every map, every target. He probably knew the name of every swing voter in the country.” Tully’s goals were to persuade candidates and donors that victory was possible and to help the party prepare a solid battle plan for the general election, a plan that would be handed over to the nominee once the bruising primaries and caucuses were over. Tully’s thesis was streamlined, resourceful, and easy to follow.

Politics is always in motion, Tully would say. You are always either moving up or moving down. If you can’t explain conclusively why you are moving up, then you are moving down.

Ron Brown and his team needed an infusion of cash to execute Tully’s strategy, so he and Harriman hatched a scheme. To lure the party’s biggest donors to a meeting and prompt them to open their checkbooks, they would use as bait some of the most-talked-about Democratic elected officials, including possible presidential candidates. Most of the contributors were trying to figure out which horse to back, and gathering the top 1992 prospects at Willow Oaks, with shared meals and conversations and working sessions, would treat the fat cats to some special access.

Brown and Harriman knew that few of the potential candidates would turn down such an invitation; Harriman could make or break a politician’s career, and she was not used to hearing “no” from the powerful. Just as the contributors relished rubbing shoulders with the pols, for those considering a challenge to Bush, this was an unparalleled opportunity to impress potential major backers of a presidential campaign. There is nothing more appealing to a candidate who is considering a major political undertaking than access to cash.

At the meeting, only former Massachusetts senator Paul Tsongas had officially entered the race, while Clinton and Senators Tom Harkin of Iowa and Bob Kerrey of Nebraska were expected to soon announce their bids. Others in attendance with presidential ambitions included Missouri congressman Dick Gephardt, New Jersey senator Bill Bradley, and West Virginia senator Jay Rockefeller. Willow Oaks also was hosting Texas senator Lloyd Bentsen, who had been Dukakis’ running mate; Speaker of the House Tom Foley of Washington State; and Senator George Mitchell of Maine.

Invitees who had sent their regrets included Tennessee senator Al Gore, Virginia governor Douglas Wilder, civil rights activist and former presidential candidate Jesse Jackson, and, most significantly, Governor Cuomo, whom many in the party considered the frontrunner-in-waiting.

Harriman had assembled about two dozen major contributors, women and men who were interested and invested in the health of the party and its issues agenda, and were reliably generous givers. They were not dilettantes but the backbone of the Democratic elite, true believers in the goals and values of the party. They were skeptical that Bush could be beaten, but were open to the pitch.

Among them were Walter Shorenstein, Penny Pritzker, Shelia Davis Lawrence, Monte Friedkin, Steve Grossman, Elizabeth Frawley Bagley, Barry Diller, Peter Lewis, Edgar Bronfman, Jr., Al Checchi, Michael Del Giudice, Ted Field, Richard Dennis, Alida Rockefeller Messinger, Hugh Westbrook, and Phil Angelides. This was in the era before social media, and the Democrats had been locked out of the White House for so long that even the party’s most prominent donors, who lived all around the country, in many cases did not know each other well. Some had never met before. This was an extraordinary opportunity to get Democratic money and candidates on the same page.

As one of Brown’s top advisors put it, Martin Luther King said, “I have a dream,” not “I have a plan.” Brown needed both. He needed the party to dream big, to imagine that victory was possible, so that it would head into the general election with the confidence required to beat the incumbent. It was basic psychology: you cannot win unless you think you can win. Brown also knew that the donors, strategists, party officials, and politicians at the Harriman estate were a seasoned and realistic group. The DNC team had to take this opportunity to sell these realists on the logic of dreaming. It was an assemblage that was unprecedented in modern political history and has never been precisely replicated by either party since.

“Ron, how do you do this?” one of his staff members asked him just a few weeks before Middleburg. “How do you exude this optimism in the face of every ounce of evidence to the contrary?”

“It’s my job,” Brown replied.



Dukakis’ loss had left the party in shambles, but he had bequeathed one important legacy to the DNC. His finance guy, Bob Farmer, had increased so-called soft-money donations, large checks from individuals that could be made available for party-building activities and coordinated campaigns with state operations to benefit the presidential ticket.

After Dukakis became the party’s de facto nominee in the spring of 1988, Farmer got many of the party’s most generous contributors to pony up giant gifts, often at the $100,000 level or above—perfectly legal but a stunning amount at the time. This money was immensely important for the Democrats, who were overall at a financial disadvantage. They were badly outraised by the Republicans, who were particularly adept at raking in small contributions through direct mail solicitations.

After Brown assumed the chairmanship, his top aide, Rob Stein, looked at the quarter-by-quarter contributions the party had drawn in the previous presidential cycle and noticed that far too much of the money came in at the very end of the quadrennial process, after a nominee had been selected. The cash was always desperately needed, but it arrived too late to be used to build the bedrock of the general election campaign. Stein and his colleagues understood the donors’ rationale—why give a large sum to a disorganized party before a nominee was chosen, when one might give a splashy figure at the end and snag an ambassadorship or a White House sleepover as a personal thank-you?

But Tully’s plan needed funding right away. He had to collect research on general election voters and build the coordinated campaigns with the states. His team estimated it would require about three million dollars, which was serious money back then. Brown believed it was essential that Tully get going as soon as possible.

That is where Harriman came in. Stein and his colleagues devised the Middleburg meeting to bring together the top donors with the top politicians, and let them feel they were all part of something special, something momentous, something so authentically designed and beautifully executed that the Democrats would take back the White House no matter who they nominated. In other words, a dream with a plan.

Brown’s team—Stein, Alexis Herman, Melissa Moss, Bob Burkett—knew the meeting was a roll of the dice. They decided to give the attendees only the scantest information about the agenda in advance. They had no idea if Tully’s proposal would satisfy, if the donors would write checks, if the candidates would be willing to cede some autonomy to the DNC. What they did know was that if Middleburg failed, there was no Plan B.

The DNC team labored over the logistics—donors and politicians were traveling in from all over the country, had to be housed in pleasant accommodations, and then be treated to a real show at a real showplace. The whole event had to be exceptional, memorable, unique. The number of attendees had to be large enough for the financial objectives to be accomplished but small enough for the mood to be seductively intimate.

The guests, who had been culled and curated, had all attended countless prestigious events and visited countless fancy houses. They were used to mingling with powerful, famous, wealthy people. They were powerful, famous, and wealthy themselves. Willow Oaks satisfied as a venue, Pamela Harriman as a hostess. There was not a soul on the guest list, jaded or otherwise, who would be unswayed by a pedigree and biography that included earls, barons, mavericks, Winston Churchill, Edward R. Murrow, Élie de Rothschild, Frank Sinatra, and two decades of political kingmaking.

The organizers worked with the political staff to coach their principals on how to interact with the donors. Treatthem as peers. No showing off. Noself-importan lectures or speeche. They wanted to create a vibe of inclusion and equipoise, people coming together for a common mission, not a networking opportunity.



On the afternoon of June 13, Harriman, in her lush, aristocratic voice, welcomed the group, about four dozen in all. They were seated around her spacious living room in a wide circle, on roomy sofas and comfortable chairs, fine art on the walls, imposing glass doors leading to surrounding rooms. A number of those in attendance had been to Willow Oaks before; the estate was sometimes jokingly referred to as the “Southern headquarters of the DNC.” For others, it was their first visit, and they were duly enthralled. It was an idyllic setting, with understated, pastoral elegance suggesting a physical and even chronological distance from the modern worlds of business and politics that were represented there.

Harriman, plummy and gracious, thanked her guests for coming and reminded them of the stakes of the next election. The room was hushed; Harriman’s involvement alone added substance to the proceedings, as well as glamour. If she had confidence in the DNC’s plan, her guests were willing to listen. She kept things short and Brown stepped up.

The chairman normally favored expensively tailored suits, but he was dressed casually for this meeting. It was his intention that the event feel like an informal gathering of friends and family, not a stuffy business session. Already he held the admiration of these leading Democrats; in his years as chair, he had impressed them as an honest broker. He just wanted to win, and so did they.

The guests as a whole appeared to be in the proper frame of mind, which delighted and reassured the members of the DNC staff. The donors all seemed well settled and attentive, and there was no preening or posturing or secret plotting from the 1992 aspirants. The prospective candidates were there to support Ron Brown’s agenda rather than advance their own, well aware that no one had a chance at winning the White House if the DNC was not rebuilt.

Brown skipped over perfunctory greetings and Pollyannaish clichés. Instead, he asked everyone in the room, even the boldfaced names and icons, to introduce themselves. When that was done, Brown spoke for an hour, delivering individually crafted homages to every donor and politician present. It was a captivating performance. Moving about the sumptuous space, Brown recounted stories about how he had originally met each person, or how he had been impressed by their words or insights, or how he had seen them do something heroic, or generous, or exceptional. It was clear his approach was effective. The atmosphere glowed and grew warm with pride and pleasure.

Brown reached Walter Shorenstein. The cantankerous and taciturn San Francisco billionaire was sitting with his arms folded, displaying his signature expression of impassivity and mild boredom. Brown turned on the charm, showering the real estate developer with effusive, perceptive praise. Shorenstein opened up like a flower, a gratified smile crossing his face.

Brown’s message was clear. Not one of us can pull this off alone. Not one of us can succeed without help. We need a shared conviction we can win and a shared plan that will allow us to win. Implicit in his words: we need the resources to put that plan into effect. Bush could be beaten, he said plainly. Sure, the president was riding high, his poll numbers daunting. But those levels of support were transitory. These are Bush’s best days politically, Brown told the crowd. If they were willing to invest in the party, they could all embark together on a historic journey, and seize back the White House as a team. Brown was impassioned, but also transactional and matter-
of-fact. Of course everyone there wanted to serve a higher purpose and believed in the values of the Democratic Party. But what was on the agenda here was cold hard cash.

Brown made it clear that their plan for beating Bush required more soft money than the DNC had on hand. He needed the donors to come up with several million dollars to invest in the infrastructure required to get things ready for the eventual nominee. It could not wait. It had to happen immediately.

Then it was Paul Tully’s turn. Tully had been informed he would have to do an abbreviated version of his presentation, about twenty minutes total. Every one of his numbers, every one of his slides, was precious to him, so he labored to choose just the right components to include. He had to convince the donors that their money would go to good use. He knew they would understand the concept of coordinated campaigns in battleground states and the search for swing voters, so he emphasized those elements of the plan.

Tully viewed his presentations as performance, himself as an actor, and he suffered terrible stage fright. Before he started speaking, he would pace into a perspiring, nervous lather, continue pacing and dripping when his lecture began, and emerge drenched in sweat by the time he was finished. But he had a receptive audience at Willow Oaks. Harriman’s estate was unquestionably ornate and overstuffed, yet she made it cozy, livable, and the guests were comfortable, engaged, and primed.

Clinton was especially rapt as Tully brought forth the case he had been peddling since 1989, that Bush was beatable if the right Democrat with the right message targeted the right voters in the right states. Dukakis might have lost badly, but Tully looked at the changes that had occurred over just a few years, such as the massive growth in the suburbs, and saw the possibilities for his party.

There are two kinds of presidential candidates, Tully told them—those who can count and those who lose. Although he displayed an array of Gersh’s data to make his points, in the end, Tully intoned, there were really only two numbers that mattered: the number of delegates at the convention necessary to achieve a majority and the number of electoral votes necessary to claim the White House.

One of the challenges, Tully explained, was that candidates seeking the nomination had to spend an inordinate amount of time wooing voters to win delegates in states that would not matter in the general election. The key was to find a way through surrogates, travel, paid media, television appearances, radio broadcasts, and a consistent message to begin reaching out to voters as early as possible. Then the party would be in a position to judiciously cobble together the best combination of states to get the 270 electoral votes required to beat Bush.

The slides shifted one by one. Tully gestured to the data, spitting out words and phrases punctuated by his New York accent and an occasional grunt, as the images changed. His friends called him the most inarticulate articulate person they had ever met.

Pay.

Wages, all right?

Going down, okay?

You got it, you got it, you got it?

Costs up . . . Health care, okay, okay.

There is all this, right?

Just, like, worried about the future.

Tully saw the possibility of a new, emerging Democratic majority based on the nation’s changing economic order that could allow the party to pick the Electoral College Lock in 1992, even if it could not yet smash it. While complacent Republicans and downtrodden Democrats thought Bush would ride incumbency and his national security record to reelection, Tully believed the economy would eventually develop as the bigger issue. “This is about money in my pocket, prices for the essentials of life, the level of fear on the block,” Tully asserted several months later, when the election was a year away.

Open your wallets, Tully instructed the donors in Middleburg. Your money will be well spent.

Get off the fence, he urged the prospective candidates. Get into the race.

Tully batted away every perceived obstacle: the complacency of the electorate, the reverberations of the Reagan Revolution, Bush’s apparent triumph in the Gulf War, and his 90 percent approval rating when it ended. Tully talked about Clement Attlee, saying that Attlee beat Churchill in 1945 as World War II was coming to a close because the populace was shifting toward domestic, personal concerns. Tully assessed the current economic situation, a precursor to James Carville’s famous “It’s the economy, stupid,” to explain how the Democrats could use the conditions to influence voters.

After a polling presentation from Mark Mellman and a casual dinner, the guests dispersed to their inns and hotel rooms. There was a hum of excitement and apperception. Something major was happening. The donors were asking thoughtful, canny questions. The presidential hopefuls had indicated they would give their wholehearted support to the nominee. Brown and Tully had convinced them the Democrats could win back the White House. As long as they all worked together.



The next morning, the guests were divided into groups, five or six donors paired off with one prospective presidential candidate or congressional leader. They were placed in different locations around the estate; given tall, standing easels draped with large sheets of paper; and instructed to review the information they had heard from Brown, Tully, and Mellman the previous day, adding thoughts and insights as they dissected the data and brainstormed fresh ideas. A DNC facilitator was present to take notes and keep the conversations and dynamics on track.

Clinton’s group was assigned to an outdoor seating area, and its members discussed the plan for over an hour. At the breakout session, as he had the day before, Clinton adhered to the rules, tamping down his natural allure and instinct for attracting the spotlight. But even in his understated mode, he wowed the donors, including some who had been leaning toward Kerrey or Harkin. Many were encountering Bill Clinton for the first time, and years later, they still recalled being dazzled. The rules for Middleburg had been explicit. The meeting was not about settling on a candidate for 1992. But one contender inevitably stood out.

The guests reconvened for a farewell buffet lunch, and the anticipatory hum of the previous night had strengthened into a buzz. The compelling analyses and debates that sprung up during the breakout sessions had made the Democrats even more confident that Brown and Tully’s plan—agile, astute, audacious—could be effective, and had further bonded them as a group.

As the guests were finishing up their lunch, the DNC team finally made the ask. We need three million dollars to execute the plan we have been discussing, they told the donors. They requested at least $100,000 from each person in attendance.

Monte Friedkin, a longtime contributor from Florida, felt the urgency to act before everyone scattered, leaving DNC staffers to beg for checks in strained, follow-up telephone appeals. Unprompted, he leaped forward and took the floor with a call to arms. It was a moment some of the Yiddish-speaking Jewish donors in Middleburg would call “tuchus oyfn tish”—put your ass on the tabl. It was time for the party’s biggest financial backers to put their asses on the table and open their wallets.

We’ve been here now for a day, said Friedkin. We need to get one thing done. I don’t think any of us can walk out of this room without making a specific pledge for a significant investment in the party. If we can give Ron the money he needs to invest in infrastructure, then we can create a transformative moment. He stood back, ready to write his own check.

The DNC staff in the room exchanged looks, restrained but unmistakable: Holy shi. They proceeded to get commitments of nearly one and a half million dollars right there and then, over the next few weeks, would raise a comparable amount, reaching the three-million-dollar goal to finance Tully’s plan.

The Middleburg meeting was coming to a close, but Ron Brown had one final piece of business on the docket. He led a delegation of donors and elected officials down a steep hill to greet a throng of national political reporters. The press had been fascinated by the gathering—the venue, the handful of names that had escaped the guest list, the unprecedented nature of candidates and bigwigs having such a palaver—and the DNC wanted to project a show of force. It seemed to those who attended the Middleburg meeting that the experience could be monumentally consequential, although the details—donors contributing hefty checks to support Tully’s plan; candidates promising unity; considerable coordination between the DNC and the nominee’s campaign—would stay largely confidential.

Ron Brown reached the bottom of the slope and surveyed the journalists. “Evidently there’s been some interest in what’s been going on up the hill.”

Brown gave the reporters a gilded summary, without disclosing the key specifics. “We have had an extraordinary meeting,” he said, “a historic meeting for the Democratic Party. There was absolute consensus that we’re on the right track, getting ready for the 1992 general election campaign early on. George Bush is very vulnerable in 1992 because this administration has absolutely no domestic agenda.

“We’ve developed a strategy,” he continued, “a preliminary strategy for the 1992 general election campaign. The essence of it is to have our party leaders and our prospective candidates and our national party working together as a team. There is consensus, and that teamwork has started as of today. The kind of unanimity, the kind of spirit, the kind of positive feeling and optimism about the future that was exhibited both today and yesterday astonished even those of us who are responsible for pulling this meeting together.”

“What’s your strategy?” a reporter called out.

“Well, actually, you know, when you have a strategy, you keep it to yourself because you have adversaries. But the strategy has been shared very clearly with the leadership here today. They support it. We know that we’ve got to run a much more sophisticated campaign than the Democratic Party has run in the past. It’s got to be tough, hard-nosed, a professional operation. We’ve got to do the kind of research and polling and focus-group work and message testing and voter outreach that we haven’t been prepared to do in the past.”

Brown sketched the basics. “We all understand that getting the nomination is only the first phase. The important thing is to win a general election . . . and have the opportunity to create the kind of atmosphere of change that we need in America, to get our country back on the right track. You have to get an early start. You can’t wait until your party’s nominating convention is over before you start thinking about general election planning and strategy.”

The session was opened to more questions. Gwen Ifill of the New York Times was interested in hearing from the man from Hope. “Governor Clinton, if you were to run for president, could you win on this secret strategy that you all were talking about?” she asked.

“I believe that the research confirms what any workaday politician would find who went out and just talked to real people,” Clinton replied. “That they have real problems, real concerns. They don’t think they’re being addressed at the national level. And if we can come up with a message that brings people together around these concerns, then the Democrats have a chance to win in ’92.”

Warming to his message, Clinton continued. “Working people are making less money and working longer hours and spending less time with their kids than they were ten years ago. They’re worried sick, thirty-something million of them, when they go to work, their kids are going to get sick and they won’t be able to pay the bills. And they don’t have any clue about how they’re going to educate ’em. They’re worried that their schools aren’t very good, and when they get out they won’t be able to afford to send them to college. That’s what they’re worried about, and they know that that is depressing the economic strength of this country and our long-term future. That’s what the core problems of the country are. That’s what the Democrats have always been concerned about and that’s why we feel pretty good about the prospects of making a real contribution in ’92.”
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