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To all the Political Consultants of the Pine Tree State Those who got things done and made things happen along a multiplicity of campaign trails. What would they do without us? What would we do without them? 








OVERHEARD ON CONSULTANT “C STREET”

“It’s not how far the buffalo flew, it’s that the buffalo flew at all.”


“You can fool some of the people all the time, and all the people some of the time. And those ain’t bad odds.”


“It was fabulous, just like the OK Corral. They brought their guys, and we brought our guys, and we gunned them down some good, something like 60–40. I felt bad seeing them lying there in the dust. Not too bad though.”


“Great. Count me in. Give me the gun and the bullets. Say, whose side are we on anyway? Not that it matters.”


“They’re saying that? Hell, without me they would have lost a lot worse.”


“Let’s just have a little fun and make a little money. Maybe both. We’re done with campaigns with neither. They’re not worth it.”


“Aye me hearties, the treasure fleet of the Dons has entered the Straits of Florida. We will strike them there and rob them of their gold and silver and jewels and send them to the bottom of the sea. Look lively now, lads. Ye can rest all this winter.”


“A camel is a horse designed by a steering committee.” —Dave Emery


“Him? He’s one of those consultants who knows a hundred ways to make love but doesn’t know any women—or men—to practice on.” —Dennis Bailey


“For this campaign, we want a nice quiet little war and a quick one.” —Joe Cowie


“When it’s time to circle the wagons, be sure all of your weapons are not pointed at each other.” —Phil Harriman


“There’s nothing better than a scared, rich candidate or client.” —Molly Ball


“A campaign that won’t listen to its consultants is destined to become nothing but a goat rodeo.” —Dave Emery


“Sweat the small stuff and the big stuff will take care of itself.” —Mary McAleney


And one more time, the best:


“Living well is the best revenge.” —George Herbert 







IN MEMORIAM

All those who have gone to the great “C Street” in the sky, where all the clients are appreciative, generous, and docile.


George Smith, Abby Holman, Peter Burr, John Christie, Maureen Sullivan, Charlie and Marlene Petersen, Dale “Boy” Geary, Jack Havey, Link Linkovitch, Lil Caron, Neil Rolde, Sid Watson, Georgette Berube, Charlie Butt, Nate Kendrick, Hattie Bickmore, Alex Ray, Clyde McDonald, Nate Dane, Charlie Moreshead, Roger Putnam, Harry Richardson, Marshall Stern, Bud Leavitt, Jane Johnson, Chris Duval, Gayle Corey, Joy O’Brien, Mert Henry, Jim Brunelle, John Cole, Ted Curtis, Steve Tremblay, Rod Quinn, Fred Nutter, Robin Lambert, Mal Leary, Fran Quinn, Davis Rawson, Peter Damborg, Don Hansen, King Harvey, Don Larrabee, Glenn Adams, Nancy Grape, Bob Cummings, Peter Cox, Jack Linnell, Greg Stevens, Davey Redmond, Dan Paradis, John Jenkins, Dale “Girl” Geary, Mark Harroff, Chuck Winner, John Donovan, Haz Hazelton, Paul Hawthorne, Shep Lee, John Rensenbrink, Frank Coffin, Roger Mallar, Arthur Stilphen, Harold Jones, Ken Hayes, Ed Kelleher, Dick Morrell, and Dan Payne.


Note: any possible omissions or faulty inclusions are unintentional. 







PREFACE

I have been authoring books since I was twenty-three, and almost sixty years later I am still writing them. In fact, I don’t know how to live without writing a book. I’ve tried it once or twice, but I didn’t like the feeling I got. Writing even got me through COVID with my sanity intact. As David Cornwell (John le Carré) says in A Private Spy, “When I’m writing properly, I still feel 23.”


So here comes another one! Why this particular one?


This one has been percolating for a long time. I spent forty years in politics and met many, many very interesting people and watched them interact on the political trail, making and breaking candidates and public policy. They all had stories to tell and incidents to relate. Many were inspiring and praiseworthy. I also spent fifty years teaching about politics, and over those years I refined and distilled what I thought was important about politics in general and Maine politics in particular into fourteen axioms. Then I asked a lot of political insiders to respond, positively or negatively to them.


Although I have been fortunate to be able to work on campaigns in a wide variety of other places—New Hampshire, Florida, Texas, New Mexico, Nevada, Idaho, Oregon, Minnesota, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and New York—this one is primarily about patterns of political campaigns in Maine, but I’m sure most any of the axioms work elsewhere as well.


This book isn’t really about the specifics and evaluations of candidates and causes; it’s more about the various consultants—polling, strategy, media, press, grassroots, GOTV, and all the rest—who play such important roles in political campaigns in Maine. It is, in many ways, “An Ode to Consultants” (with apologies to Robert Browning). The general public often undervalues the role so many play.


But this work is more than that. While there are many books about Maine’s political figures like Ed Muskie and Margaret Chase Smith and the Republican and Democratic campaigns, there is no major work on Maine’s ballot measures and ballots. Certainly, none that provides an overview of what they are, what they are meant to accomplish, who gets them on the ballot, and who passes them or shoots them down as they fly overhead.


This is thus the story of the men and women who, working outside the legislature and with the help of, or in spite of, elected officials, make public policy for the Pine Tree State. 


My fellow principal writers—Dave Emery, Dennis Bailey, Edie Smith, Kay Rand, and Erik Potholm made vital contributions to this work. Their sparkling remembrances of both ballot measures and candidate campaigns give it depth and meaning far beyond what I could have provided on my own. They had very valuable input on my own material as well, and I thank them deeply for the pleasure of having worked with them on various enterprises before this one as well. In victory or in defeat, they were steadfast.


I want to give a most special shout-out to Dave Emery and Dennis Bailey whose professional copyediting job on the entire manuscript was a gift from the publishing gods. They were a terrifically positive influence in the writing of this book: careful, consistent, and patient. They have a whole new career in front of them should they wish to pursue it. And Dave was extremely helpful in digging out difficult to find material, polling and otherwise. His database and work ethic are truly outstanding.


Many others have contributed—by thought, word, action, and deed—to this work and to my ongoing political education, including all the contributors, by being and especially doing “in the Maine political arena.”


These include Keith Brown, Tommy Davidson, Betsy Sweet, Angus King, Larry Benoit, Bruce Chalmers, Jean Carbral, Ralph Coffman, Cory Haskell, Pat Peard, Rosemary Baldacci, Shenna Bellows, Bruce Davis, Severin Beliveau, Susan Longley, John Diamond, Dick Barringer, Paul Dillaway, Tony Corrado, Willis Johnson, Carolyn Cosby, Dick Davies, John Delahanty, Ed Kane, Peter O’Donnell, John Orestis, Allen Philbrick, Seth Berry, Chuck Cianchette, Jimmy Betts, Vinny O’Malley, Ed Gorham, Charlie O’Leary, Robyn Merrill, Ted O’Meara, Kaileigh Tara, Jerry Plante, Les Otten, Bill “B.J.” Johnson, Barb Kovach, Hal Gosselin, Al Gamache, Jamie Firth, Amos Eno, Shep Lee, Sandy Faucher, Phil Harriman, Will Gardner, Seth Kurzman, Dave Kerry, Dick Morrell, Rod Quinn, Joe Pietroski, Jim Ward, Linwood Ross, Dan Coyne, Charlie Jacobs, Rick Barton, John Kerry, Dave Ault, Peter Chandler, Lucille Burr, Ken Burrill, Jeff Romano, Hal Pachios, Dave Vail, Jim Mitchell, Bill Haggett, Robin Lambert, Julie L’Heureux, Jed Lyons, Paul Jacques, Barry Hobbins, Maria Fuentes, Peter Cutler, Dana Connors, John Oliver, Gerry Talbot, Joe Mackey, George Campbell, Joe Cowie, Bob Turner, Brownie Carson, Pat McGowan, Tony Buxton, Matt McTighe, Jonathan Carter, Greg Nadeau, Paul Mills, Alan Caron, Karin Tilberg, Bob Deis, Sandy Potholm, Ann Mitchell, Phil Merrill, Dave Sparks, Pat Eltman, George Isaacson, Ethan Strimling, Bobby Reynolds, Lance Tapley, David Farmer, Betsy Smith, Anna Lidman, Newell Augur, Lance Dutson, Justin Alfond, David Lemoine, Tony Armstrong, Jim Wilfong, Mary McAleney, Jerry Conley Jr., and John Hathaway. Note: A list of some of Maine’s top campaign managers appear in chapter 6 as well.


Some have shared their experiences directly and admit to being role models but have chosen, even begged, to remain anonymous.


In the process of putting this collection together, I also learned that in the interest of Maine’s reading public I should next try to get Barry Hobbins to sit still long enough to write his own book. Give me a dinner with Tip O’Neill, Ronald Reagan, and Barry, and I bet Barry wins the storytelling contests without breaking a sweat. Writing this book and checking out campaigns and the stories that go with them, I cannot tell you how many times I laughed out loud getting Barry’s take on the Maine political scene over the last forty years. His stories are unvarnished, extremely funny, and very illuminating.


A special, special thanks to the Bowdoin Special Collections staff in general, and Ann Sauer in particular, for all their assistance in finding support (or even more helpful dissuasion) for my many wild claims and faulty memories. Carmen Greely also was a great help in researching these various campaigns. Thanks also to Elise Hocking who always gets hard-to-find materials and to Libby Hunt whose careful perusal of the manuscript was most helpful and illuminating. A special kudo and thanks to Senator Angus King for his careful and insightful reading of the manuscript and his numerous observations, corrections, and suggestions.


To Mike Steere of Down East Books and Jed Lyons and Elaine McGarraugh of the Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group Inc., many, many thanks. Mike encouraged the creation of this work and was very helpful through the production process. Elaine was a joy to work with and her copy-editing skills are truly renowned. Jed is the most outstanding publisher going today and publishes under so many imprints that they cannot all be listed here. He remains an author’s best friend, in or out of academia. Try out both of them for your next book!


Finally, as always, to Sandy Quinlan Potholm, muse, model, and inspiration, and recent author of her own inspiring book, In Those Days. She simply makes my every day on earth a true, blessed treasure.


Harpswell, Maine
2023








INTRODUCTION

Descriptions of campaigns usually devote 95 percent of their coverage to the candidate or the cause. This is probably how it should be because candidates and cause leaders put themselves out there. They are risking the most, and many causes transcend any given election cycle.


But this book seeks to redress the balance a bit by focusing on the consultants who serve those candidates and those causes and, on the campaign, “axioms” or patterns that offer ongoing insights into the nature of all, both candidate and ballot measure campaigns. These axioms can also apply to image enhancement and revenue generation campaigns by companies and philanthropic organizations, although these aspects are not covered here.


Campaigns are, at base, interactions that occur over a fixed period of time and represent a relationship between one side and another. This yin/yang relationship is central to our understanding of how campaigns really work. You and your cause may have a perfectly sound plan for winning your ballot measure, but as war planners are fond of saying (but seldom follow their own advice), “The enemy gets a vote.”


Thus, your campaign’s chances of success are related to a considerable extent by what your opponent does or does not do. The mistakes the opponent makes or doesn’t make. Thus you should always be aware of Napoleon’s dictum, “Never interrupt your enemy when she or he is making a mistake.” Or the reverse, “Interrupt your enemy” when she or he isn’t making one.


Readers may also note here that “targeting” in elections has changed dramatically over the last forty years. The playing field has shrunk substantially. Previously, while working for Republicans, Democrats, and Independents in Maine, I never heard anyone wish for a smaller turnout, let alone wanting to “suppress” any segment of the electorate. We always thought the more voters, the better. The more we could persuade. The more we could convert. “Politics is addition,” went the refrain, and we lived it!


As Bobby Reynolds, an important Maine operative who has played a significant role on a variety of ballot measures as well as the campaigns of Senator Susan Collins and Representative Jared Golden, agrees, “The most important and impactful lesson I learned from the people who taught me the business of electoral politics is that winning is about addition.”


I always thought we had the better or best candidate or the better or best cause and/or the better campaign. We always wanted the maximum number of voters out and about and hearing our messages. We always favored a November vote over a June one. We favored a large turnout over a small one.


And we always felt we could convert many on the other side. We always felt that getting one of their voters was the same as getting two more of ours out. Today, almost the entire focus goes the other way. It is reduced to getting out your base while keeping down the turnout of your opponents. Subtracting instead of adding and then trying to reduce the opponent’s access further? Madness for democracy. Again, in forty years in Maine politics, with all types of political groups, I can’t ever remember anyone talking about suppressing the opponent’s turnout. That line of thinking today is most antidemocratic and very corrosive to the body politic. It’s a shame, and those currently advocating it should be ashamed.


To test the validity of my own experiences, I asked Mary “She was a Splendid Waitress” McAleney if she had ever heard talk of suppressing voters. Mary’s amazing career in politics spans fifty years, including at all levels (beginning with Ed Muskie) of managing campaigns (Phil Merrill for congress and Joe Brennan for governor), serving as chief of staff for George Mitchell and working in the US Small Business Administration, as well as being an entrepreneur in her own right, even building the Maine Irish Heritage Center.


Her answer was unequivocal: “NEVER. NEVER. NEVER. NEVER. You reach out. You persuade. You educate. You find common ground. You aim to solve problems. You don’t suppress.”


For his part, Barry Hobbins, an insider’s insider in Maine politics for fifty years, likewise says, “No. No. No” to having seen voter suppression being advocated in the Pine Tree State. Instead, he maintains that in Maine “Election Day is a Holy Day of Obligation.”


To illustrate the imperatives of broad targeting as opposed to suppression, here is but one example of the operational significance of this conversional approach. It is a set of actual instructions given to the NO side during the Palesky Tax Cap referendum of 2004. At that time, many Republicans and those favoring it wanted the referendum held in June. We and Governor John Baldacci wanted it in November in order to maximize our time to convert opponents and have a larger pool of voters susceptible to education and persuasion. The more people who would vote, we thought, the better our chances to convince a majority to vote our way. 


For this “Quiet Period,” that is, before we went on the air with TV, here were my targeting values for this specific campaign (Palesky Tax Cap) and this particular ballot measure as conveyed to the campaign ground game coordinator, specific goals based on our polling that reflect this effort:



1 business person = 10 other voters 1 Franco = 2 Irish


1 Republican = 2 Democrats


1 small town R = 2 urban Ds


1 conservative = 2 liberals




That was our mindset before we went on TV and radio. Broaden the playing field, target our opponent’s voters, convert, educate, persuade—not subvert or suppress.


Assumptions about turnout and targeting approaches can determine overall strategy as well. For example, in 2009, advocates of gay marriage suffered a loss in an off-year, concentrate-on-turning-out-your-own-supporters effort. After that defeat, they adopted a much more ambitious, holistic targeting strategy. They fought the next gay marriage referendum in a presidential election year and continued their most impressive outreach/conversion effort.


This resulted in a victory in 2012.


The axioms depicted in this book represent years of political engagement on all levels, and taken together I hope they will give readers a much richer and in-depth look at the political process so critical to our rich national heritage. In Maine, our state motto is Dirigo (“I Lead”); accordingly, we seek to educate, enlighten, and hopefully amuse as we do.


This is thus the story of the men and women who, often working outside the legislature and with the help of, or in spite of, elected officials, make public policy for the Pine Tree State.


As you read this, especially if you didn’t like one of the ballot measure outcomes, always remember the words of more than one political operative: “If the legislature does its job, we wouldn’t need any of these referenda.” 








AXIOM # 1

“All the Big Mistakes Are Made Early”


Act in haste, repent in leisure.

—WILLIAM CONGREVE



The first rule of Maine politics is “All the Big Mistakes Are Made Early.” So much political lore and history focuses on “October Surprises” and last-minute endorsements, game-changing events, and mistakes made at the end of an election cycle that it is very easy to lose sight of this fundamental rule.

In this regard, we owe a great debt to Chuck Winner of Winner Wagner (later Winner and Mandabach Campaigns) who first taught us this axiom in 1980 during the Maine Yankee Nuclear Shutdown referendum. When the Save Maine Yankee committee hired his firm to do the advertising and strategic management that year, the campaign manager John Menario and I initially proposed a traditional big Maine rollout, with flying visits to Presque Isle, Bangor, and Portland, and with heavily covered press conferences in all three to kick off the campaign.

The first thing Chuck did was to cancel all our plans. “If we do this,” he said, “the opponents will get equal time in the press, the reporters will be gunning for us, and we will not control the message. Remember, all the big mistakes in politics are made early.” Then he added, “We’ll own the airwaves with our advertising and tell our own story.”

He was so right, although as Erik Potholm points out, “The axiom is always strategically true, but only tactically true if you have the money to own the airwaves or at least more money than your opponent. If you don’t have the money to tell your story, then you have to use free media to get it told because you have no choice. But if you do have the money and the other side not so much, you don’t want to have press conferences to give them free airtime, the oxygen of campaigns.”

Looking back on forty years of political activity, this axiom shines through with sharp clarity. 

To illustrate, let’s take the example of Tom Andrews, state senator from Portland and successful congressman, but subsequently unsuccessful candidate for the US Senate. To really understand his situation, you can go farther back in history to the story of the Greek boy Icarus who thought he could fly up to the sun, so he made some nice, feathered wings and attached them to his back with wax.

Icarus started off in the cool morning air and actually got off the ground. In fact, he managed to get far up into the clouds but then, as he got closer to the sun, the sun took its revenge for his hubris and melted the wax that held the wings in place.

Off came the wings.

Down, down, down plunged young Icarus, finally falling into the sea and into oblivion, much to the chagrin of himself and his family, including those who had encouraged him with this early example of the “audacity of hope.”

Tom Andrews was a very likable, capable, bright guy who had gotten elected to Congress in 1990. A Bowdoin graduate, he had beaten cancer as a young man and found his niche in politics. Cool and shrewd, smart, and resolute, he was also very, very liberal and had been elected as the state senator from probably the most liberal district in the state before running for Congress.

In that small urban universe, his dedication to organization, going door to door and concentrating on get out the vote (GOTV) efforts as well as the ideological makeup of the voting population made a substantial difference. The force of his personality and smiling demeanor, along with his progressive, urban stances on most issues, carried the day. Now he was an up-and-coming liberal Democratic star in Washington, and since Maine has only two congressional seats, he was seen as a major actor in the whole state.

In the heady afterglow of his victories, however, like Icarus, he began to make mistakes, including some real doozies—at least if he had any realistic statewide ambitions. First, he rather glibly agreed when the Pentagon called for the closure of the Loring Air Force Base in northern Maine—a base about as far away from his Portland political base as could be and still be in the Pine Tree State. All the other members of the Maine congressional delegation vigorously opposed the Pentagon’s decision to close it.

Whatever the merits of its closing from a military point of view, the base was regarded in northern Maine as an irreplaceable economic engine, and he outraged political figures, Democrat and Republican alike, by agreeing too readily to its closure. “It’s not even in his district, for God’s sake,” some said.

Next, in a state with 250,000 hunters and other assorted sportsmen and sportswomen, he talked loud and long about gun control and for good measure, even voted against a bow hunting season in Maryland just to show folks who hunted that he wasn’t afraid of thumbing his nose at them. Finally, and to put the icing on the cake, as people in Maine used to say, he even picked a fight with the then most important Democratic power broker, John Martin, who happened to live up north, even farther north than Loring Air Force Base!

Speaker Martin was—and remains—not a man to take criticisms lightly in general and certainly not from young whippersnappers from Portland in particular. Young Tom ended up not having a lot of friends in the establishment wing of the Maine Democratic Party before he ran for the US Senate, and he had fewer after.

Now all of this would have been irrelevant (as Icarus and his wax-fastened wings would have been, if he hadn’t tried to fly with them), if he’d only stayed in his safe, small 1st CD. But one fine day, Senator George Mitchell, the Democratic majority leader of the US Senate who was supposed to run for reelection, decided enough was enough. Perhaps because being a Supreme Court justice or commissioner of baseball or making a lot of money in private life would be much more fun than continuing to try to manage the many, many supremely grandiose egos in the US Senate.

After all, he’d won his previous Senate race by a Maine record 81 percent to 19 percent, so some of that electoral challenge was gone. Retiring, Mitchell generously donated his not insignificant war chest to set up a college scholarship fund for Maine students and headed off into the proverbial sunset, a very happy camper, indeed.

Mitchell, of course, didn’t want to leave a bad taste in President Bill Clinton’s and the national Democratic mouths, so as he bowed out, someone seems to have convinced President Clinton that Congressman Tom Andrews, this loveable little lefty munchkin, could beat Republican Congresswoman Olympia Snowe who was already firmly dug in the Maine 2nd CD, a great advantage if she decided to run for the Senate in 1994. The 2nd CD is the largest CD east of the Mississippi and a candidate killer in those days—and still is—due to the difficulty in getting around to meet all the voters. She had been to every bean-hole supper in the North Country and knew all the important locals. Voted in their interests too, all these many years.

So here was young Andrews, and one fine day he got what must have seemed magical calls from Senator Mitchell and President Clinton, encouraging him to run for the US Senate. Pretty heady stuff. Tom didn’t hesitate. Icarus II glued on those beautiful wings and started flapping away. Perhaps he thought he could “organize” the whole state (which of course can’t be organized—ever—by anybody).

Perhaps he also thought the president and Senator Mitchell would get him enough money so he could win on TV. Perhaps he thought he could beat Olympia Snowe one on one. Certainly he would be able to handle her in debates. Certainly his drive and personality would prevail. Etcetera, etcetera.

But those assumptional mistakes flew in the face of the existing realities—big time.

While Andrews jumped in on the spur of the heady moment, Snowe had been waiting sixteen years to run for the US Senate, and she was very, very ready. She had a strong staff and key advisers such as Dave Sparks and Jock McKernan. Snowe was very knowledgeable politically herself. Her eventual electoral record of twelve wins and zero losses speaks to her political sagacity and drive. She even knew enough to organize Maine motorcyclists who donated “toys for tots” every Christmas. She always got an A+ rating from the Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine, probably the most important statewide interest group throughout Maine at that time. Young Andrews, of course, had an F rating, if they bothered to rate him at all.

Snowe had wanted to run against Mitchell in 1982 but dropped out of the Republican primary race when Congressman Dave Emery claimed the inside track. A lot of Republican State Committee people urged her to “wait her turn.” It turned out they were correct, albeit perhaps for the wrong reasons. Once Emery was decisively defeated by Mitchell (61–39 percent), however, she had been waiting patiently for her chance. Whether or not she ever thanked Congressman Emery for taking that initial Mitchell fusillade head on and thought it was “better to be safe than sorry,” is unclear. But ready she was when, subsequently, her next big chance arrived.

In any case, this smart, tough, and motivated woman raised a ton of money and began campaigning as if her life depended on it and ran some great TV commercials. Put simply, she blasted Icarus II out of the sky and tore him apart with interest groups such as veterans and hunters and fishermen and women as well as snowmobile and motorcycle riders.

With barely concealed glee, she seared off the wings of Icarus II with the heat of her TV commercials. She eventually won 60–36 percent with 4 percent going to the Independent candidate Plato “Two Great Names, One Great Man” Truman (see chapter 13). Andrews never recovered politically in Maine, although he eventually carved out a nice living for himself on the national stage with MoveOn.org and “Win Without War.”

Writing this chapter, I remembered I received a call from Tom one day when he was plummeting headlong back to Earth that fine October. He knew what was happening and candidly said he wished he’d paid more attention to his political science classes, especially the lecture about the law of large numbers. I asked him why he had gone off on such a suicide mission. He said simply, “Professor, everybody said I could beat her, and I thought so too.”

“But what about the polling, what did it say?” I asked.

“I didn’t do any,” he replied. “I wish I had.”

Yes, even if you’re on top of the world and the president of the United States is telling you, “You can do something very important, no problem,” it’s probably a prudent idea to get a second opinion or two—or in this case the opinions of six hundred randomly selected registered voters. Big mistake not to. There was way, way too much hubris with Tom and his top staff, and a high-quality poll might have punctured some of it.

Ethan Strimling also makes an extremely important point concerning early mistaken assumptions: “Tom’s team mistakenly interpreted Olympia’s close wins in her last two elections against Pat McGowan against his winning easily in his two. The assumption was that all he had to do was hold close to McGowan numbers in CD2 and simply maintain his margin in CD1. Without polling, of course, he didn’t realize that Olympia was way more liked in CD1 than Linda Bean, and that he was way more disliked in CD2 than Pat McGowan.”

I thought this would conclude our initial example of “All the big mistakes are made early” if I simply added another personal adage: “Poll early, poll well.” But I am indebted to Dennis Bailey, who pointed out another horrendous mistake made very early in the Andrews campaign. During the whole NAFTA debate, Tom had sworn off PAC money for his campaign in order to demonstrate his independence on the issue.

But that, of course, was before Mitchell urged him to run for the Senate, and Tom did not want to reverse course and look hypocritical by now being willing to take PAC money. But, and it’s a huge but, in retrospect, he effectively turned his back on millions and millions in PAC money that would have at least made him competitive in the subsequent election. Also another huge early mistake.

On reflection, though, it wasn’t just Tom who made a lot of mistakes early. I don’t know but that there may be something in the Portland area water supply that promotes this kind of Icarian suicide mission because a few years later in 2002, 1st CD Congresswoman Chellie Pingree, as liberal and antigun as Tom Andrews, decided she could beat Senator Susan Collins.

Now I know Pingree is actually from North Haven, but she drinks the very liberal Portland water in prodigious quantities.

Many Portland wags labeled Collins “Uzi Suzi,” as if that were a negative moniker statewide. It certainly wasn’t in the 2nd CD and vast swatches of the western part of the 1st CD or along the Maine coast. Collins would win that one 58.4–41.6 percent, as Icarus III had her wings blown off just like Young Tom. Chellie, though, had wisely kept her 1st CD parachute with her the whole time, so she survived and even prospered when she returned to familiar home territory.

Wait a minute. Hold the phone.

There is something in the Portland water that prompts continuing huge political mistakes by liberal Democrats from that fair city. In 2008, another Bowdoin-educated liberal Democratic congressman, Tom Allen (Icarus IV), sortied out of that by now-infamous incubator of Icaruses, the 1st CD, and got himself slaughtered by the by now proudly Uzi Suzi Susan Collins, garnering only 38.6 percent of the vote to her 61.4 percent in the process.

All the big mistakes are made early!

By contrast, when Olympia Snowe left the US Senate in 2012, Angus King was well positioned to run for the open seat. A very popular two-term governor, King never had a “north-south Maine” problem as he enjoyed widespread support statewide and was positively regarded by the hunting, fishing, and outdoors communities. When he first ran in 1994, he reached out to sportsmen and sportswomen. George Smith, the head of Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine (SAM), even did King’s direct mail advertising in that campaign. Subsequent polling showed voters held him in high regard, so King could move forward knowing he had a viable option to run.

A quick note here on George Smith. He was a most amazing and engaging guy, from being Bill Cohen’s driver and Dave Emery’s campaign manager, from doing fundraising to direct mail, as head of SAM, and as a major, major behind the scenes operator in dozens of ballot measures and candidate elections, to major columnist and conservative-turned-moderate-turned-Independent. His long, varied, and impactful career is truly astonishing.

For over four decades he would shape Maine’s political and environmental future, reinventing himself again and again and always having impact. His weekly column in the Kennebec Journal and several books read as lively and timely today as when they were written, and his courage and fortitude under the ravages of ALS (amyotropic lateral sclerosis—better known as Lou Gehrig’s disease) are legendary. In his final incarnation, he and his lovely and astute wife, Linda, toured the state as food and travel guides. He was also a hunter and fisherman of the highest professional caliber.

Also most unusual among the political consultants of Maine, in all the years I knew him, I never saw him lose his temper or drop an F-bomb. He was and remains one of a kind—a truly magnificent Son of Maine who had an outsized impact on the Pine Tree State.

While King could have moved slowly, accepting a “draft” from supporters all over the state, he instead moved quickly and decisively to head off two potential rivals. He called Icarian survivor III, Chellie Pingree, and told her he was running and wanted her support, thereby eliminating one candidate who might have gotten substantial national support from the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee (DSCC). Since the head of that committee, Senator Chuck Schumer, knew King was likely to vote with the Democrats on all major issues, it would be easy for him to justify doing very little to support any other Democratic senatorial candidate in Maine.

Next, King called Eliot Cutler, who was then the most formidable possible Independent candidate (hard as that may be to imagine today) and asked for his support, cutting any potential Cutler candidacy off at the pass. King had endorsed Cutler when he ran for governor as an Independent in 2010 (when he received 35.9 percent of the vote) and again in 2014 (when he received 8.4 percent of the vote), so this request had some impact. Cutler did not run for the US Senate in 2012.

But perhaps the best example—or set of examples, more precisely—for our illustrative purposes occurred in the Maine election cycle of 2002.

In 2002 we were approached by Donald Soctomah and representatives of the Passamaquoddy Nation. They wanted to pass a referendum allowing them to have a small casino on tribal land in Washington County.

By now so much metaphorical water has flowed under the casino/no casino bridge in Maine over the last thirty years that readers may need to be reminded this initial polling occurred before all the pro and con millions had been spent in almost a dozen state and local referenda on casinos.

Back then, options were still very plentiful and varied and open to consideration at this juncture. There was strong support for a casino in Maine, albeit of a very particular type. There were no existing casinos at that time, either, to oppose any new ones. The world of gaming in Maine was new. The waters, as they say, were clear. The subject was open for true discussion. Most people in Maine still had open minds on the subject or liked the idea, at least in the abstract.

Now some backstory may be of relevance to understanding everything that happened. When I was ten or eleven and living in Niantic, Connecticut, Livy Huntly, a Nehantic Indian (the term he used and was proud of), befriended me and taught me about hunting and fishing. I still remember the day he got me out of my seventh-grade class so I could go scalloping with him on opening day. Niantic Bay scallops were highly prized, and it was such a thrill to be out on the bay with him that glorious day. I also got five dollars for my trouble and wore my fishing boots to class when I arrived suitably late. It was a high point of my seventh-grade year.

More to the point of this story, I’ve never forgotten the poignancy I felt when he gestured toward the whole shoreline while we were scalloping and said, “Just think, my people once owned all that land.”

He didn’t hold that against me personally since all four of my grandparents had come to the United States in the 1890s.

Much later when our family visited the newly constructed Mashantucket Pequot Museum & Research Center near their Foxwoods Resort Casino and hotel in Connecticut and saw its Native American casino with its $160 million Native American museum, it was quite a revelation. How happy Livy would have been to see it, I thought. It was hard to miss the pride and dedication of the Native Americans who ran the facilities and headed up the police force and fire department, both firemen and women. We were all very impressed.

So I was enthusiastic about the possibility of helping to bring this casino to Passamaquoddies. The elders let me do my own, very instrumental poll, one that was exploratory and very free-ranging. Could it be done? Would the voters of Maine accept a Native American casino on their land in Washington County? How could it be done? I checked it all out from beginning to end. The issue. The influence vectors. The authority figures. The swing voters. All of it.

The results were fantastically positive. At that time, there was very widespread support statewide in Maine for (1) a small casino (2) on Native American land (3) in Washington County—which at the time had the highest unemployment in the state and (4) in a county with a substantial Native American population. Unusually, in my experience, Maine conservatives and liberals also agreed in supporting such a ballot measure package!

Why? Basically, the liberals wanted the casino because the Native Americans wanted it. Lots of other folks wanted it so they could gamble all they wanted in their own state. At the same time, conservatives salivated over the influence vectors we tossed at them, vectors such as “so they could get off welfare and pay taxes.” Regardless of party affiliation, the economic development/jobs-inclined portion of the Maine electorate loved the idea of luring Canadian tourists south and east to take their money. “Vacationland” still had promotional magic for a lot of different projects.

Voters also liked the fact that the gaming facility would have to have the approval of the residents of Washington County as well as the whole state, so both of those bases were covered. And all four of the Maine Native American peoples—the Passamaquoddies, the Penobscots, the Mi’kmaqs, and the Maliseets—would all share in the proceeds. The terms of the payoffs from the Passamaquoddy facility to the state were very generous and included profits from all the games. To get the Passamaquoddies over the 60 percent threshold for successful ballot measures, we even threw in a provision that by law a special portion of the profits were to pay to provide for prescription drugs for the elderly poor statewide.

Support for this specific, generous Passamaquoddy proposal was thus firm and widespread: 65 percent favored it, only 19 percent opposed it statewide. If only “most likely voters” showed up, the margin went to 68–21 percent. Most important to me, support ran very high among all the largest ethnic “tribes” in the state: the Irish (71 percent), the Francos (70 percent), and the English-Yankees (65 percent). It looked like a slam dunk. I was very excited.

I was quite sure they would win if we could get adequate funding to run a quality campaign. Driving home after presenting my findings, I called Livy Huntly, and he was very happy. I even constructed potential commercials in my head: one had a young Native American woman asking for voter support so she “could take herself and her child off welfare” and “start paying taxes. I’ll feel good about that,” she said to close out the commercial.

I also thought I had a good source of funding. For the previous ten years I had done the state and national polling for the Nature Conservancy (TNC), and we’d won ballot measures and bonds in places as disparate as Nevada, New Mexico, Florida, Rhode Island, Minnesota, Idaho, and Montana, as well as two or three in Maine. I’d learned that TNC prized ongoing revenue sources (as opposed to one-time bonds) like a small tax on cement in Colorado. Note: for a remarkable history of the Nature Conservancy and how it became the largest environmental organization in the world, see Bill Birchard, Nature’s Keepers.

So I went to Kent Womack of the Maine TNC and proposed they put up $1 million and the Passamaquoddy Nation would give them a small percentage of the take. The Passamaquoddies at the meeting thought that was a fine idea as it would free them from fundraising concerns up front. Eventually TNC decided not to do it, but by then I could see money would not be much of a hurdle.

But there was one problem, a big one.

There was already an ongoing, small-scale bingo gambling operation in Maine on Indian Island (as it was called then) in the Penobscot Nation. I was afraid the Penobscots, with a bigger population, being better organized and already in something of the gambling business, would look askance at their “little brothers” and take over their project. From their point of view, I thought they would feel there was simply too much at stake to leave it stuck way out in Washington County.

Thus followed this advice: “The one thing you must not do is take this to the Penobscots, or anybody else for that matter; they will hijack it. If you lose control over the project, you won’t get it back.”

Well, Native American solidarity apparently triumphed over such gratuitous advice, and the Passamaquoddies soon tried to bring the Penobscots and other Indigenous nations into the process and sought their assistance. Early Mistake #1.

Of course, doubling the early error rate, the Penobscots then took the project over; perhaps THEY wanted it on THEIR tribal land. Early Mistake #2 from the Passmaquoddies and from the eventual electoral point of view.

Once the project left Passamaquoddy land, the lovely small, generous casino in Washington County and I were quickly, summarily, and permanently thrown off that potato truck together and left as roadkill, so I’m guessing a little about what happened next.

But I think the end results underscore the dangers one’s “friends” can pose early in a campaign cycle. I know I felt very bad for Donald Soctomah and Richard Stevens because they had such a good idea that could have become law at that time and would have helped their nation and those of the other Native Americans in Maine as well as providing needed revenues for the state of Maine. Unfortunately, their fine vision was doomed the moment they lost control over the project (see chapter 8 on rules for successful ballot measure campaigns).

By the time they got the idea back and finally were able to put a Washington County casino on the ballot in 2007, a variety of other casino proposals had failed and one, cleverly sold as a “local” “dog track,” “Racino,” had passed (the same year the Sanford casino failed to pass muster), so public opinion had been hardened by a half dozen previous anti-casino campaign efforts.

Equally important, there was now a casino already operating in Bangor, their principal market being Canada and northern Maine, so Bangor interests were naturally opposed to their plan. The Passamaquoddies would eventually lose the 2007 effort by a margin of 52–48 percent. By then it was just too late for their good idea.

We now need to turn back to the earlier process, however, to see the axiom in full flower as its lethality spread. Apparently after it was brought to their attention, the Penobscots then took the project down to the Mashantucket Pequots in Connecticut because the latter knew a lot more about all of this as their own casino had been up and running very successfully for quite a while. This resulted in Early Mistake #3 because, of course, the Pequots told them they would help them run the eventual facility and would even show them how to pass it.

Now I have no idea how or why the Pequots and Maine Native Americans then took the idea of the project out to the money and gaming crowd in Las Vegas to get those heavy hitters involved. But they seem to have done just that. Out to Vegas the project traveled, at least metaphorically. Early Mistake #4.

Regardless of whoever then put together the actual ballot measure and gaming proposition, unchecked and untethered from the Maine realities as it was, they proceeded to change many of the most important internals and moved the entire project to York County (!) as visions of tens of millions of sugarplums from Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire undoubtedly danced in their heads. I’m quite sure they never tested all the new, discordant elements or they would have taken the worst ones out. Or maybe they did test them and thought they could win anyway. Either way, Early Mistake #5.

So now, instead of a small casino with generous payouts on tribal land way up north where there was high unemployment and numerous Native Americans with their own tribal land and where it would be in a place where even many people statewide who didn’t like gambling could justify it since it would be stuck way up there by the Canadian border, there was now a proposal before the electorate for a huge, stingy casino on non-tribal land in a county with the lowest unemployment and one of the highest per-capita incomes in Maine. It was also to be built in a county with few, if any, Native Americans with no Native American land. So most of the many positive influence vectors were stripped away at the very beginning—by its very proponents! Early Mistake #6. Huge error.

And just for good measure, the now entirely misplaced and misguided new project was filled with amazingly marvelous benefits for the prospective owners and operators of the facility. Whereas the original Passamaquoddy proposal had been generous in giving the state of Maine a percentage of all the gambling, not just the slots but the table and roulette operations as well, the new mega casino gave the state only a percentage of the slots. Miserly indeed, and soon to come back to haunt them. Early Mistake #7.

Then the architects actually went further in handicapping their own proposal by their including what would turn out to be a true kill switch when they added the idea of a “kiddy casino” inside the adult one. The idea behind the kiddy casino was like a Chuck E. Cheese to babysit and seemingly to introduce restless teenagers to the proper ways to gamble. And if they were twelve, they could even work there! What backroom wizard in Las Vegas added that? One can only wonder. Early Mistake #8 aka “the Death Star” had now been made.

Note: Dave Emery even once saw the “kiddy casino” menace playing out in real time:

A few years ago, we visited a brand-new casino in Mississippi with friends who wanted to see what it was like. As we were leaving, we witnessed a kiddy casino meltdown firsthand. A nine-year-old youngster had been playing the kiddy games and refused to leave when his parents needed to go. “But I can’t leave now!” he bellowed. “I won’t! I want to win the prize! I’ve almost won! I’m not leaving until I win!” Whereupon his very chagrinned father grabbed him by the shirt collar and marched him off to the car.

Quite a metamorphosis.

The campaign for the York County facility was not without its humorous moments, however. After the new architects had loaded up the Sanford casino with all its many negative facets, the Casinos NO! campaign led by Dennis Bailey did a focus group in Lewiston to test some of the arguments on both sides. When the moderator gave all the reasons for the proposed casino, the fifteen members of the focus group were unanimously for it, led in part to that conclusion by a very handsome, poised, and articulate Native American. He was a very effective and knowledgeable proponent.

After a short break, the negative elements were introduced to the panel. These included all the elements that later led Leon Gorman of L.L. Bean to label the Sanford proposal “the heist of the century” along with its truly ill-advised proposal to have a “kiddy casino” located inside the facility.

This latter notion initially horrified the group. One woman kept saying over and over, “But that’s just awful. It’ll just brainwash them to become gamblers.” But the Native American effectively countered with “No, we’d never do that; we’d put in safeguards.” Once they heard that the casino would be getting “safeguards,” the group flipped back to favoring the casino.

So it was clear that while the “kiddy casino” could be the final nail in the coffin of the proposal (a concept killer, the focus group moderator called it!), the other side would have several months to try to rectify it if it were spotlighted early. Thus if Casinos NO! brought this element to the public’s attention too early, the other side would be able to introduce some “remedies” and take away the NO side’s best argument.

Luckily, Dennis Bailey, the astute press secretary and public face of Casinos NO! as well as other leaders of the Casinos NO! effort, and others had recently been told of the blessed axiom “All the big mistakes are made early,” so they were prepared to act accordingly.

Because, of course, once the findings of the focus group were presented, many friends of Casinos NO! wanted to get that idea out there right away. “It’s too good to sit on. Lead with that!” said many supporters. Thus one of the hardest aspects of the campaign turned out to be getting the supporters not to use their best argument too soon! Dennis Bailey and others spent a great deal of time dissuading those supporters who could hardly restrain themselves.

That Casinos NO! team had many other noteworthy members, led by campaign manager Edie Smith and including Val Landry, Tim Hussey, John Oliver, Leon and Lisa Gorman, George Isaacson, Chris Harte, Mo Bisson, and Phil Harriman. They ran the entire campaign with skill and dispatch, using tight control to take maximum advantage of the YES side’s many early mistakes.

They also used very effective messaging by Erik Potholm and Greg Stevens of Stevens, Reed, Curcio and found outstanding, believable authority figures (ranging from the Attorney General Janet Mills to Governor Angus King to police officials to outraged mothers). John Baldacci, despite major pressure from the Maine AFL-CIO, stood firmly against the Sanford casino.

In November 2003, the Sanford casino proposal would go down to defeat 67–33 percent. Casinos NO! avoided an early, disastrous mistake or two, ran to daylight and won going away.

Yes, when it comes to Maine politics, “all the big mistakes are indeed made early.”

Chuck Winner certainly knew what he was doing when he coined that axiom for political campaigns, both candidate and ballot ones.

Chuck and the 1980 Maine Yankee Shutdown referendum would also usher in a new era of Maine politics in terms of ballot measures. National groups with national agendas would find Maine an inexpensive state in which to operate. For a million dollars or so they could attempt to score “wins” for their causes and over the coming decades, more and more state and national public policies would be put out to Maine voters as referenda. This newfound status would, to the state’s hungry consultants, became manna from heaven and, as of 2023, the gift that keeps on giving.

And Chuck’s axiom “All the big mistakes are made early” would be forever enshrined in Maine political lore. At least among its consiglieri.
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