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To my mother-in-law, Rhoda Kadalie, a pioneering black feminist, anti-apartheid struggle veteran, human rights activist, and writer, who predicted proudly from the very beginning that Donald Trump would win


—Joel Pollak


To the Deplorables


—Larry Schweikart









Introduction


When my co-author Larry Schweikart calls Trump’s victory “the most astounding election in American history,” he knows whereof he speaks.


Larry is a professional historian with decades of college teaching, groundbreaking historical research, and numerous popular history bestsellers to his credit. He has written extensively on the American presidency, particularly in the nineteenth century, and so he brings a long historical perspective to the astonishing events of 2016 that culminated in the election of Donald J. Trump as president of the United States.


He was also personally involved in Trump’s paradigm-busting campaign, as a member of a group of volunteer analysts who were feeding data and analysis in key states to the Trump organization up through Election Night. Larry and his fellow “Renegade Deplorables” knew weeks ahead of Election Day that Trump was on a course to win Florida, Pennsylvania, and key states in the Midwest and become the forty-fifth president of the United States. On election night, they were able to reassure my former Breitbart News boss Stephen K. Bannon—by then the CEO of the Trump campaign organization—that when early voting totals seemed to be tipping the election to Hillary Clinton, these were merely the Democrat-heavy “early” votes being posted, and that the bulk of the “red” Election Day ballots had yet to arrive. The story of where they found their hard numbers, and how they were able to analyze the data, is behind-the-scenes election news that I, as a reporter, have been fascinated to learn.


When I was reporting from the Trump rallies all across the United States in the last two weeks of the campaign, I found myself thinking how Trump’s “movement” was both like and unlike the resurgent conservatism that so many of us had imagined would emerge from the Tea Party—and really, that conservatives had been hoping and working for in vain ever since the Reagan era. Larry’s analysis sheds some light on that question. He points out that Donald Trump is an updated version of an older kind of American conservatism, one that Reagan took for granted but one that we, in our post-nationalist generation, have begun to rediscover. He also has some interesting things to say about whether Trump’s victory may have inaugurated a third American “party system,” finally ousting the establishment that has been shutting down debate of critical political issues—and shutting the American people out of self-government—for decades. Maybe that’s what the tens of thousands of Trump supporters I observed, and the dozens I interviewed, in the campaign’s final push were sensing. Many of the Trump fans I spoke to conceded that their candidate wasn’t perfect. They knew all about the numerous “scandals” that the media had pushed, one after another, in the ever-renewed hope that the campaign would finally “implode.” But Trump was offering a historic opportunity for the people to take their government—and their own destiny—out of the control of a corrupt elite and into their own hands. And they took it—joyfully.


—Joel Pollak
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Reporting for Breitbart News from the Donald Trump press plane in the last weeks of the 2016 election, my fellow author, veteran reporter Joel Pollak, had a unique ringside seat on history.


Not only was he one of the few able to observe the spectacular finale of the Trump campaign as an eyewitness, but from the “inside,” as a member of the traveling press corps, he was confirming many of the things we “Deplorable” analysts were seeing from afar. As editor at one of the only media outlets—and that includes conservative media—that was not hostile to Trump, Joel may have been the only person on the press plane who was genuinely interested in what Trump was doing. It might be said that Joel was trying to get Trump, while his media cohorts were only interested in “getting” Trump. While the rest of the press corps, smugly oblivious to Trump’s appeal and obsessed with “gotcha” moments, squandered their access to the candidate and his supporters on increasingly feeble attempts to trip up the candidate (or failing that, at least to make his supporters look really stupid), Joel used his opportunities to delve into the sui generis phenomenon that was the Trump campaign. He reported on the outsider Republican candidate’s unprecedented approach to media and spectacle, his fresh message, and the reasons that it had such a broad appeal. As a matter of fact, Joel was so out of sync with the rest of the press corps that at one point he was nearly banished from the press plane. But he managed to soothe ruffled feelings among the other reporters, and stay on board.


Joel had covered the campaign from the West Coast, from all angles, since the beginning: Hillary Clinton events, Bernie Sanders rallies, and the early Republican primaries. But he joined the press plane at a truly critical point for Trump’s candidacy. And the eyewitness story he tells—from Trump’s debate performance in Las Vegas after the Access Hollywood tape release, when the candidate seemed almost to be conceding the election, to the final frenetic days of the campaign, with visits to seven different states in one day—could not be more fascinating.


His on-the-ground reporting, talking day in and day out over the very last leg of Trump’s groundbreaking campaign to Trump voters—men and women; white, Hispanic, and black; straight and gay—who would be responsible for the electoral upset of the century, perfectly complements my historical perspective and my inside line to the campaign and to the data that ensured Trump’s victory.


We start the story of Trump’s historic campaign for the White House with a “cold open,” as the filmmakers call it: Joel’s campaign diary begins in Las Vegas with the Trump team just before the third presidential debate, as the last crucial weeks of the general election campaign were about to get under way. From there, we take a step back for a look at the bigger picture in my first chapter, as I delve into how Donald Trump won the most astounding victory in the history of the U.S. presidency. Then it’s back to the frenetic closing weeks of the campaign, as Joel reports the excitement from the press plane.


Throughout the book, I offer both historical perspective and the perspective of someone with an inside line to the Trump organization. I look at the whole course of Trump’s run for the presidency, from back in the summer of 2015, when a few analysts (who eventually became the “Renegade Deplorables”) first saw that one candidate for the GOP nomination was different—that Donald Trump, by showing that he (unlike any other Republican) would fight, was offering hope to voters who had nearly given up believing their votes could ever dislodge the ensconced establishment from its death grip on power.


Meanwhile, also throughout the book, the installments of Joel’s campaign diary give us all the chance to relive the wild ride of a lifetime that was the Trump campaign. Only this time it’s even more fun—because everybody knows who wins!


—Larry Schweikart









COLD OPEN


On the Campaign Trail: Las Vegas


Joel Pollak


OCTOBER 19, 2016


The air shimmers in the high desert heat above the asphalt esplanade of the Las Vegas Strip.


In the distance stands the golden massif of the Trump International Hotel, commanding the very center of the boulevard—an optical illusion created by the fact that the road curves to the right as it heads toward downtown, while the tower is set just far enough from the prime property of the Strip to dominate the skyline, regardless.


Above it all, in ornate gold, the name: “TRUMP.”


In the lobby, behind a phalanx of hotel security and Secret Service agents, a small gaggle of campaign employees gathers, whispering quietly among the curious hotel guests. Once in a while a senior staff member emerges from the bank of elevators at the far end of the lobby.


The rest pace nervously, smartphones in hand, as they exchange messages with colleagues high on a floor above, where the man himself is hunkered down with a close circle of advisors, preparing.


A few familiar faces mill about, a supporting cast.


There is Patricia Smith, the bereaved Benghazi mother, whose son Sean was killed while his country’s leaders slept, and who had poured out her grief on the stage of the Republican National Convention in Cleveland. There are Diamond and Silk, two robust black women, volunteer emissaries for the ticket whose pro-Trump videos had made them an internet phenomenon. Even President Barack Obama’s estranged Kenyan half-brother, Malik, poses for pictures with fans.


Kellyanne Conway, the pollster and campaign manager who is widely credited with creating the campaign’s short-lived era of good fortune in late summer, makes a brief turn across the marble floor, poses for photographs, returns upstairs.


The small crowd becomes even more sparse as groups of staffers leave for the short but congested drive to the other side of the Strip, the venue for the third and final presidential debate of the brutal and bruising 2016 presidential election cycle.


Outside, at a sudden signal, traffic stops—everywhere, for miles.


A motorcade—local police, highway patrol, and Secret Service—rolls out of the Trump International Hotel and down the back streets to the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. For a few minutes more, at least, the real estate tycoon—who had struggled to secure his place among the hostile Vegas oligarchs—can bring Sin City to a standstill. The outsider can bring his rivals to attention.


But after November 8? Once the election is over, it seems they’ll be able to ignore him again.
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Donald Trump surprised many observers when he entered the presidential race, descending into the fray on an escalator in the Trump Tower in New York in June 2015. And he was continuing to surprise the political world. He had already upended Republican Party politics in his attempt to seize the forty-fifth presidency from the ambitious clutches of Hillary Clinton, who had been denied the prize eight years before.


The story about why Trump had come so far was a highly contested one.


The tale favored by Democrats and much of the media was that Trump appealed to the nascent bigotry in right-wing politics and was exploiting the grievances of Americans who felt they had not shared in the country’s prosperity.


Hillary Clinton herself gave expression to that twofold explanation. As she would say, infamously: “You could put half of Trump’s supporters into what I call the basket of deplorables.” In that basket were the “racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic, Islamophobic”—“irredeemable,” she said.


The rest of Trump’s support, she said, were “people who feel that government has let them down, nobody cares about them, nobody worries about what happens to their lives and their futures, and they are just desperate for change.”1


Trump had exploited both the deplorables and the marginalized, Clinton said, by using websites that had previously been on the fringe to amplify his message, appealing to old-fashioned bigotry and new economic resentment to earn millions of votes.


That wasn’t so different from the standard left-wing narrative about virtually any Republican candidate. Then-Senator Barack Obama said much the same of the so-called “bitter clingers” in 2008—those who “cling to guns or religion or antipathy to people who aren’t like them or anti-immigrant sentiment or anti-trade sentiment as a way to explain their frustrations.”2


Yet Trump was a different kind of Republican candidate—starting with the fact that he had overcome sixteen other candidates and the resistance of the entire Republican establishment. But few understood how, or why.


Many of Trump’s conservative critics—the #NeverTrump faction—chalked Trump’s success up to the support he enjoyed among popular alternative media outlets such as talk radio, the Drudge Report, and my own Breitbart News. These, it was said, had enabled his rise, along with the mainstream media, which had been overly friendly and accommodating to Trump during the primaries—partly to drive up their own ratings, partly to undermine the Republicans’ chance of winning the general election on the assumption that Trump would be a weak candidate.


But Trump’s critics, whether of the Left or the Right, didn’t generally waste much time or energy asking how his differences from your garden-variety Republican candidate were contributing to his remarkable success in the primaries. They were busy worrying about whether those differences amounted to authoritarian tendencies and racist “dog whistles.” Trump had offensive views about Mexicans, Muslims, and others, it was said, and he was willing to tolerate violence at his political rallies, even encouraging retaliation against protesters. He threatened the media with new libel laws that would muzzle freedom of the press. And he practiced a centralized decision-making style at odds with the constitutional role of the president. Trump’s success only showed that America was flirting with fascism, the argument went.


Accordingly, to his opponents, both left and right, it was important not only that Trump lose the election, but that his supporters be crushed by his defeat—so crushed that they would never again entertain any idea of another candidate like him.


Democrats had good hopes that this populist outsider would lose so badly—perhaps even losing control of the House of Representatives—that he might bring the long-delayed ambitions of the political Left, including so-called “comprehensive” immigration reform, to fruition. A thorough drubbing of Trump would be a definitive rejection of his “xenophobic” position on immigration.


And the Republicans who opposed Trump also looked forward to a settling of scores. Establishment types anticipated a Trump loss as an opportunity to purge the Republican Party of its pesky Tea Party base. Some conservatives looked forward to Trump’s defeat as a chance to rid the GOP of the insufficiently conservative insurgents who were bringing it to defeat by choosing a candidate who was a mere reality-show Hollywood celebrity, a lifetime liberal who was hijacking their party and their cause with a vain cult of personality.
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But to Trump supporters, the candidate was the antidote to the twenty-five-year consensus in Washington about free trade, open borders, and transactional politics.


At my own Breitbart News, one of the few media outlets (even on the Right) friendly to Trump, some described the candidate as a “populist-nationalist.” The New York billionaire was giving voice to a broad working-class constituency—across the political spectrum—that felt the sting of competition from foreign trade and immigrant labor.


Trump had exhibited few clear political convictions in many decades of life in the spotlight. He had enjoyed cozy relationships with members of the political elite on both sides of the aisle, donating to both, and even praising Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama.


But when he did speak out on politics, he was remarkably consistent in his skepticism of trade deals and his conviction that America’s leaders—whether Republican or Democrat—were failing to project the country’s strength abroad.


Trump defied easy political categorization; he flip-flopped on some of the most important issues in contemporary political debate; he even seemed, at times, to forget, or to misstate, his own positions. But at the core of it all was an unapologetic patriotism that Americans had become unaccustomed to seeing in their politicians.


Trump’s slogan, “Make America Great Again,” was derided by seasoned political observers.


And it was easily the best and most effective slogan of any candidate in the field.


A decade earlier, conservative reformers had noted that their party’s rhetoric of limited government had failed to connect to the concerns of suburban and working families. They proposed a new kind of conservatism—what some called a “national greatness” conservatism.3


Now Trump was giving it to them—only without the policy details, and with populist rhetoric about immigration and terrorism that resonated with millions of Americans but repulsed the party’s cosmopolitan elite.


Some of Trump’s supporters heralded his campaign as a long-awaited pushback against what they called “globalism.” That was something different from the “globalization” leftists had railed against in the late 1990s. The anti-globalization movement had protested the integration of economic markets under the supervision of aloof international financial governing institutions. Some Trump fans complaining about “globalism” were concerned about that—but more were specifically concerned about the surrender of national sovereignty and culture that seemed to come in tandem with the new global economy.


Among the Trump fans who relished that confrontation were members of a movement called the “alt-right” (shorthand for “alternative right”)—a heterogeneous group whose common theme was that its members shared political views on the right of the spectrum that were deemed beyond the normal boundaries of political discourse.


Some, for example, were monarchists convinced American democracy had been a failure. Others in the alt-right did have opinions that were not so benignly eccentric—a minority were racists and even neo-Nazis. Others, who were not racists, were frustrated that political correctness had ruled out the kind of frank discussions about race and culture that the Left pretended it wanted to have (when what it really wanted was to intimidate its opponents).


But all of them were misreading the man I saw on the campaign trail. Though he would later adopt terms such as “globalist” into his speeches, Trump was less ideological than some of his fans, or his foes, imagined.


Essentially, Trump was a nationalist, as well as an ambitious, accomplished, and competitive man who saw the poor job the country’s politicians were doing and thought that it was possible to do better.


And, as far as campaigning for the nomination, he was right about that.


Trump, always a master of marketing, saw the Republican Party as an asset with a devalued brand, ripe for a takeover. There was huge demand for effective political leadership, as well as for strong political opposition.


Theoretically, the Grand Old Party should have provided those things. But it had become a target of ridicule over the preceding two decades, and its leaders had no idea how to respond.


Trump seized the opportunity—and was, perhaps, surprised by his own success.


It is actually possible to pinpoint the moment when Trump took control of the 2016 race. On July 10, 2015, Trump was three-and-a-half weeks into his campaign, and stuck in sixth place, with just 6.5 percent support among Republican primary voters in the RealClearPolitics average. Former Florida governor Jeb Bush was in first place, with 16.3 percent.


But that day, Trump met with the families of Americans who had been killed by illegal aliens. The families had reached out to other politicians, to no avail: few were interested in their bereavement. Trump was the first to take an active public interest in their grievance against the federal government.


One of the participants, Sabine Durden—herself an immigrant, and the mother of a biracial child who was killed by an illegal alien—later spoke exclusively to Breitbart News’ Michelle Moons:





           [Trump] listened to each one of our stories and was visibly shaken and touched. We got hugged and he promised to continue to fight for us and our kids. We then went to a separate room where the press was staged. He addressed them and then gave each of us time to share our story. The press tried to pin him down on his previous comments. He stood his ground. I had a Coke bottle that read HERO on it and I told him that he should have it. He is my hero because he was the only one who got attention to this truly important issue.4





By July 19, just nine days later, Trump had surged to first place, and barely looked back. The number of people who have lost relatives to murder by illegal aliens is very small—hardly enough to form a constituency in one state, let alone the whole country. But they stood for all of the Americans who had been ignored by government for so many years. And finally, someone was listening. Trump was on his way to victory.


Along the way, Trump not only upset the Republican establishment, but also grappled with a cohort of conservative opinion-makers, equally set against the party leadership but determined to reshape the GOP in their own more ideological mold.


Trump seemed to have little use for ideological arguments: to him, ideological rigidity was one more way the country’s leaders had tied themselves up in knots, preventing government from doing what it was for—building infrastructure, defending the country, helping the weakest.


And so Trump threatened not only the political control of the Republican insiders but also the intellectual primacy of professional conservatives. He rose to the top of the Republican Party—the party of Ronald Reagan—without their help, and despite their resistance.


The other danger that both the Republican political establishment and the conservative ideological establishment saw was that if (or when) Trump failed, he would bring the whole edifice of Republicanism and conservatism down with him, perhaps never to be rebuilt.


That sense of imminent existential threat fueled many of the internal battles about Trump among the party’s leading voices, whose debates took on a personal, almost fratricidal tone. (At times, Trump’s own combative style of argument only added fuel to the fire.) Each side reached for whatever weapons came to hand. Trump’s supporters on the Right were content to laugh with the media at the shortcomings of his rivals; Trump’s conservative opponents eagerly joined the Left in labeling him and his supporters bigots.


When the election was all over, and—win or lose—it was time to begin anew with new challenges, would the feuding camps of Republicans and conservatives stumble as soon as they had to try to walk together again?


Losing in 2016 might be more costly for Republicans than it had been before. That year represented the best, and very possibly the last, opportunity for the new American conservative opposition movement that had begun in the waning days of 2008 and risen in earnest in the first months of Obama’s tenure in office to succeed.


The financial crash of 2008 shook Americans’ confidence in capitalism; the subsequent bailout of the banks shook their confidence in government and gave rise to a new backlash. That backlash became the Tea Party, which arose in opposition to Obama’s economic stimulus, a near-trillion-dollar boondoggle that did little to create jobs but much to inflate the national debt. When the administration introduced Obamacare a few months later, shrouded in false promises, and pushed it through Congress over the unanimous objection of Republicans, the Tea Party became a potent political force that soon swept Democrats out of the House of Representatives.


The Tea Party grudgingly supported Mitt Romney’s presidential run despite his moderate past, once it became clear that no other candidate could keep him from the GOP nomination. But when he lost to Obama, Tea Party activists felt a sense of disappointment and betrayal. In 2014, conservatives delivered the Senate to Republicans, only to watch in frustration as Congress failed to stop the president’s agenda, whether on immigration or climate change or the Iran nuclear deal.


Trump presented himself as the answer to weak leadership in Washington—both by Obama on the global stage, and by Republicans on Capitol Hill. His main strength was that he emphasized strength; he won by winning.


Yet losing would leave no other solution, no real way forward. Trump was a tower—perhaps a tower of Babel, for which the climb heavenward was the main unifying purpose.


If it fell, its workers would scatter; incomprehensible to each other, they would never return again.


My place on the press plane in the last days of the 2016 presidential campaign was a ringside seat at the knock-down, drag-out, no-holds barred fight for the future of the Tea Party, the Conservative Movement, the GOP—and the Republic.









CHAPTER ONE


The Most Astounding Election in American History


Larry Schweikart


Joel’s campaign diary will be an indispensable primary source for any objective and unbiased political history of the 2016 campaign. When such a history is finally written—if, indeed, any will ever be—they will declare this the most astounding election in American history. Its outcome, with businessman and former reality TV show star Donald J. Trump slashing through a crowded and talented field of Republican contenders to win the nomination, then battling a Democrat opponent in Hillary Clinton who, by all accounts, was a favorite not just to win the general election but to do so in a blowout, was the political equivalent of the American hockey team defeating the Soviets in the 1980 Olympics.


Trump, a man with virtually no political experience, with almost no support from party insiders, and with little large-scale funding besides his personal fortune, emerged seemingly out of nowhere to roundly defeat the largest stable of credible candidates the Republican Party has ever fielded in the modern era and seized the nomination . . . easily. Then, astonishing supporters and detractors alike, he was elected president of the United States without the traditional armies of consultants and pollsters, or the seemingly necessary “ground game” that was required to merely win a primary, not to mention a general election. His Democratic Party opponent had not just the active support of a sitting president touted for his high public approval numbers but also the endorsements of every wing of the Democrat coalition, which in sheer voter registrations outnumbered the Republicans. And Trump had to beat not only Clinton but three other smaller-party candidates as well. All of this came despite the fact that his own party wasn’t solidly behind him—with powerful Republican office-holders offering tepid and wavering support, at best, and #NeverTrump intellectuals churning out daily articles for venerable conservative magazines. On top of all of those apparently fatal disadvantages, Trump faced entirely monolithic and extraordinarily nasty opposition from almost every outlet of the so-called “news” media.


Jerome Hudson of Breitbart News has catalogued the number of times the “experts” insisted Trump had no chance. Just a few of their predictions:





          •      Ross Douthat of the New York Times: “Donald Trump will not be the Republican nominee”


          •      Washington Post editor James Downie: “Let’s dispense with the notion that Trump has a real shot at winning in November”


          •      CNN contributor Hilary Rosen: Trump had lost the election “from the first day he announced”


          •      The Huffington Post: “Donald Trump will not . . . win the general election. . . .”


          •      The Los Angeles Times: “Hillary Clinton will beat Donald Trump” by seven percent with “perhaps a double digit landslide” (If you’re going to be wrong, go big!)


          •      Fox contributor Karl Rove, who has recently repeatedly been wrong, on MSNBC: “Trump can’t win [the] general election” because conservatives will stay home (Surprise, Karl: conservatives—plus disenfranchised whites and union members—won the election for Trump)


          •      RealClearPolitics elections analyst Sean Trende on November 4, hedging his bet somewhat: “There’s probably a 90% chance Trump loses”


          •      Bloomberg columnist Jonathan Bernstein: “Seriously, Trump Won’t Win”


          •      The New York Daily News: promised a “yuge” November loss for Trump


          •      The Nation, reassuring its lefty readers: “Relax, Donald Trump can’t win”


          •      Forbes specifically claimed, “Trump won’t win Wisconsin”


          •      Frank Luntz, who tried to delete his Twitter predictions after Clinton’s bid turned south, on Election Night: “Hillary Clinton will be the next President of the United States” (Oops)1





Yet Trump won.


Only two national pollsters, both of them viewed as “outliers,” had Trump ahead on Election Day, November 8.


Yet Trump won.


Not a single major television network could even remotely be considered “friendly” to The Donald.


Yet Trump won.


How?


Now the story of how Trump won the most astounding election victory in our nation’s history can be told. To explain exactly what Donald J. Trump did to be elected the forty-fifth president, I’ll be drawing on the perspective of a group of outsiders. In addition to myself (a professional historian), we were a pollster, an aerospace engineer in the defense industry, an obstetrician, an investment banker, and one analyst who still wishes to remain entirely anonymous. We were not full-time politicos, but we managed to beat the professional politicos with our own analysis, predictions, and spot-on advice to the Trump campaign.


These amateurs saw Trump’s strength early, and some of us predicted his success far earlier than anyone else. On Election Day, we came together to provide real-time data to the Trump campaign that even Team Trump didn’t have. Using data from all of us, the pollster in our group of “Renegade Deplorables” was able to call states for Trump with certainty up to an hour before the major networks broke the news.


More important, though, is also the story of why Trump won—the “forgotten” Americans he spoke to, and the ideas that he talked about to appeal to them. In achieving what everyone said he couldn’t, Trump realigned the Republican Party, making it “inclusive” for the first time in years and attracting the white working class for the first time since 1984. Trump won by taking states no one thought he had a chance of taking, and by stealing Clinton’s own taken-for-granted voters out from under her nose. His election is a revolution in American politics that has realigned the political party system in dramatic fashion—possibly establishing a third “Party System” in American history (although the Republican Establishment has, so far, sidled up to Trump in a move that might prevent such a realignment).


Donald Trump’s rise to be the nominee of the Republican Party in 2016—let alone the victor in the presidential race and, on January 20, 2017, president of the United States—was absolutely unforeseen just eighteen months earlier. It was so unlikely that only a handful of observers, including Ann Coulter, Bill Mitchell, and myself, had thought it even possible.2 What had we seen that virtually all of the pollsters (save People’s Pundit Daily and the USC/Los Angeles Times poll), all of the political pundits except Rush Limbaugh and Sean Hannity, and all of the talking heads on the news missed?


READING CLINTON—AND OBAMA—WRONG


For one thing, those of us who saw Trump as a formidable candidate early on knew that for eight years, a majority of Americans had been deeply dissatisfied with the Obama administration. This was despite not only his handy reelection in 2012 but also polls purporting to show that Obama continued to be very popular, with a high approval rating. (Below, I delve into the 2016 election-cycle polling, whose utter and total failure means that Obama’s approval rating must be suspect.) We saw that the Republican candidate had an opportunity to run against the weak, unpopular, and corruption-tainted Hillary Clinton. In short, we saw that a Republican had a solid shot at winning the White House. But we (and Donald Trump) were not alone in seeing that opportunity. Many contenders saw 2016 as the perfect moment to run for the presidency, producing the largest field of legitimate Republican candidates certainly in post–Civil War history and probably in all of American history. At various points one after another of them—Jeb Bush, Marco Rubio, and Scott Walker—was thought to be a “sure thing” to win the nomination. Waiting in the wings was the insurrectionary Reaganite conservative Texas Senator Ted Cruz.


They all failed. Walker, unable to sell his Wisconsin reform message to the broader Republican base, was one of the first to drop out. Bush, damaged by the “low energy” label Trump gave him, which he never shook, was soon gone, despite a mind-boggling expenditure of campaign money on ads. Rubio survived long enough to win Puerto Rico and Minnesota, but failed even to be competitive in his home state of Florida. As the “sure things” fell by the wayside, the unlikely duo of Cruz and Ohio Governor John Kasich stayed in the race, trying to derail Trump. Yet despite winning a few states, they dropped so far behind Trump that at the last minute the two of them, without hope of winning the nomination outright for themselves, were forced into an unholy alliance aimed merely at denying Trump the 1,237 delegates necessary to cement his victory on the first ballot at the convention.


That, too, failed.


At the end of the process, some sixteen months after the race for the nomination had begun, a man with no political experience at all, who had never held elected office, and who had never served in the military, had won the Republican nomination—convincingly. Trump won a record 13 million votes in the GOP primaries. He racked up 1,400 delegates at a time when Nate Silver and the other so-called experts at Silver’s FiveThirtyEight blog were insisting he would have a hard time getting to 1,237.3 He spurred excitement on the Republican side as no one in recent memory had, causing GOP primary vote totals to grow by 10 million from 2008.


Yet the Republican Party—especially the Old Guard, the likes of the Bushes, Mitt Romney, and John McCain—refused to fully embrace him. When it came to Donald Trump, the Republican Party establishment acted the part of a reluctant groom at a shotgun wedding.


The rejection of Trump by that establishment was a stunning display of disbelief and pride, for Trump’s dominance was mind-boggling at times. In the primaries, he won every county in Florida—where he was opposed by two Florida natives—except for Miami, and every county in Virginia. He won every county save for a single New York district in a five-state sweep of the Northeast. Beaten in Ohio by the sitting governor, Trump was the only other candidate to win any county in that state. (In the general election, Trump would go on to carry Ohio by a whopping nine points, or four times the margin by which George W. Bush carried the state in 2004—without an ounce of statewide support from Governor John Kasich.) He took the entirety of the state in the California primary, with 75 percent of the vote. Never viewed as the “evangelical” candidate—that was Cruz’s strong suit—Trump led in almost every state, and especially the Southern states of the “Bible Belt,” among self-described evangelicals. Though his appeal was supposed to be limited to the “uneducated,” Trump won the “college educated” and “some college” categories in almost every state.


A VERY PREDICTABLE PRIMARY BLOWOUT


In April 2016, pundits were in near universal agreement that Trump could not reach the “magic number” of 1,237 delegates at the convention. Just one month later, they glumly admitted he couldn’t be stopped. To many, the result seemed impossible, incredible, stunning.


To some of us, it was obvious.


I am on record as early as August 2015 predicting that Trump would win both the nomination and the election.4 Actually, I think I made the prediction earlier. By March 2016 I had concluded that Trump would compile at least 1,300 delegates in the Republican primaries—while the “experts” such as Silver were still insisting he would have a very tough path to merely reach 1,237.5


In November 2015, I predicted Trump would win the general election with a relatively easy Electoral College victory—which I then defined as between 300 and 320 electoral votes—but a narrower popular vote margin. In 2016, I refined that prediction to say Trump would win seventy or so electoral votes from formerly blue states, but by margins of under 2 percent. And just two days out, I wrote that “300–320 [Electoral Votes] are entirely within reach,” when most pundits were still saying Hillary would win by more than that much.6


Trump would in fact take Pennsylvania by 1.2 percent, Michigan by .3 percent, Wisconsin by 1.3 percent, and Florida by 1.3 percent. In “blue” states he lost, the margins were also razor thin in some cases: New Hampshire (under .5 percent), Minnesota (1.5 percent), and Virginia (4.9 percent, but only 200,000 votes). There were a few “blue blowouts,” such as North Carolina, where Trump doubled Romney’s 2012 margin, and Iowa, where Trump won by over nine percentage points. But by and large, this was a “big” victory won in tiny margins in a number of states. In short, for the sixteen months leading up to the 2016 election, I was pretty much correct, often even underestimating Trump’s strength.


DONALD TRUMP—CONSERVATIVE, NATIONALIST, OR BOTH?


A large portion of the so-called #NeverTrump opposition, led by National Review magazine, claimed (and I underscore “claimed”) that they opposed Trump because he wasn’t a real conservative. To the extent this was justified at all, they were going by some of Trump’s previous positions on social issues (which he had recanted some time back), his military isolationism, and his rejection of pure “free trade” theories—with his criticism of trade deals including the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and his proposal to build a wall to stop illegal immigration from Mexico.


But in fact, much of modern “conservatism” is not traditional American conservatism as practiced by George Washington, John Adams, and Alexander Hamilton (Federalists), James Madison (a member of the original Republican Party), or Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Warren Harding, and Calvin Coolidge (GOP members). The historical fact is that Ronald Reagan significantly departed from many traditionally conservative positions, claiming that overseas intervention was necessary to prevent our strategic position from eroding in the unprecedented circumstances of the Cold War. Reagan also agreed to the Simpson–Mazzoli immigration bill on the specious grounds that the Democrats would honor their promises. Until Reagan, virtually all of the conservative leaders of the Federalist, Madisonian, Whig, and Republican Parties would have agreed with Trump’s major public policy stands.


With the exceptions of James Polk and Woodrow Wilson, most Democrat presidents would have agreed with Trump, as well.


As talk show host Rush Limbaugh has explained many times, Trump is not ideological. He does not see things in an ideologically “conservative” framework. He is a pragmatist, a problem solver who measures success not by adherence to a particular political ideology but by whether or not people are prosperous, employed, and safe. Pollster Richard Baris of People’s Pundit Daily Polling—one of the very few pollsters to properly gauge Trump’s popularity—has noted that Trump’s appeal was “attitudinal,” and that it crossed racial and ethnic lines, especially with African American men, who did not like political correctness and were always “open to Trump.”7


What gave rise to Donald Trump? The answer seems obvious: the failure of conservatism to achieve anything in the past eight years. Despite two overwhelming election victories at the House and Senate levels, the Republicans steadfastly refused to use either of the only two weapons in their arsenal to stop Barack Obama—impeachment or a “government shutdown.” Obviously either would have been a major battle, and quite possibly the GOP would have lost both. But when the representatives that they had elected did not even try to exercise their constitutional powers (of the purse, in the House; to call the president to account for unconstitutional actions, in the Senate), a large number of conservative voters came to see conservatism itself as hollow and toothless.


Jim McIngvale, the owner of Gallery Furniture, originally a Cruz supporter but later friendly to Trump, recalls attending a visit by Trump to a local Republican gathering in Texas. At that meeting, McIngvale asked the billionaire about his views on “American Exceptionalism.” Trump did not answer with a traditional ideological response, such as one you might find in the “Pillars of Exceptionalism” that we outlined in A Patriot’s History of the Modern World.8 He did not respond with a theoretical defense of American freedom. Instead, Trump asked his own question: “How can you call us exceptional when we don’t win? These other countries are eating our lunch. We need to make America great again.” In other words, a philosophical conservatism that had failed its people was meaningless. Definitions of “exceptional” that did not reflect America’s current condition were flawed. Only a practical conservatism that would result in a great and prosperous America was worth having. Before we can talk about exceptionalism, the United States must actually be exceptional—something that has not been true for the past twenty years, in Trump’s view.


THE NEW CONSERVATISM IS THE OLD CONSERVATISM


Trump-era conservatism entails the same program as the Washington-Lincoln-TR conservatism: negotiate deals based on strength that work to the betterment of the U.S., not one-sided deals that result in Boeing giving China all its patents (a threat to national security), to give one example. Washington and Hamilton believed in protective tariffs to ensure the domestic manufacture (and thus the reliable supply, in any foreign conflict) of guns and uniforms for the military. Today, that means a U.S. manufacturing infrastructure to supply computers, optics, and other necessities of modern warfare. Oh, and by the way, true free trade occurs when you can—by force or intimidation if necessary, as has happened before in American history (remember Commodore Perry and the Opening of Japan in 1853)—open foreign markets to American products.


To Washington and Lincoln, it was necessary for American security that the nation operate from shared values stemming from a love of America and its laws. Every illegal alien violates the latter by coming here illegally (or overstaying his visa). Many violate the former by elevating their own national language above English or seeing themselves as first “Mexicans” or “Muslims” and only tangentially as Americans. According to Trump, the assimilation process has to be restarted. That was exactly the policy under William McKinley, Teddy Roosevelt, and every president up to Lyndon Baines Johnson. For a fifty-year period in the twentieth century, we had virtually no immigration.


The new nationalist conservatism is feared by the political elites, who are globalist in their sympathies, as are many corporate leaders who benefit from the “cheap labor express.” Yet the American people are conservative nationalists. They want a strong America, not one subservient to the UN, or international treaties, or the international bankers who wrecked the world economy. They yearn for Americans to set our own course, independent of the failures of China, Russia, and the European states unable to protect their own borders, to escape from sclerotic regional structures such as the European Union, or to exert their own national spirit. Trump represented a promise to return to traditional conservatism, nationalist conservatism.


Finally, traditionalists from Washington to Lincoln to Calvin Coolidge (perhaps excluding TR) believed in a relatively isolationist foreign policy. Harding negotiated the Washington Treaty to limit ship-building with the U.S. in the lead, so that we wouldn’t need a big navy. Trump has indicated that the U.S. has been too eager to deploy troops around the world—something with which both Washington and Lincoln would have agreed.


Trump’s traditional American nationalist conservatism explains his appeal to Democrats and independents as well as to the “conservative” and “very conservative” Republicans that pollsters found supported him. Trump is a departure from Reagan conservatism, but Reagan was a departure from Washington-Lincoln-Harding-Coolidge conservatism. Reaganism was needed in the 1980s, but times have changed and the world (and its threats) are much different today. Trump’s 2016 campaign revealed a completely different attitude to the problems facing America from the previous eight years of do-nothing conservatism, which was itself the husk of an unusual variation on traditional American conservatism that was right for a particular moment in the Cold War.


Trump was signaling, as he put it in his announcement that he would run for office, his intention to Make America Great Again. And from the outset, his supporters took him seriously.


Very seriously.


This book is the story of how Donald J. Trump gained the presidency. Along the way, it offers up a hearty dose of behind-the-scenes activity in the key states of Ohio and Florida by a renegade bunch of part-time political junkies who came to be known as the “Deplorables”—a term Hillary Clinton gave to Trump’s supporters when she called his voters a “basket of deplorables.”


The only one of us who could claim full-time professional status as a political pundit was Richard Baris, the pollster whose operation was not taken seriously by the “real” pollsters. Baris had worked with a number of political campaigns, but in 2013 he created People’s Pundit Daily (PPD). In his first polling in 2014, Baris found that there was a low response rate, and he discerned then that the “major” pollsters had not yet adjusted. So Baris developed a “large net” approach, then “let the data talk to me,” as he puts it, rather than trying to force the polling results into a pre-established model.9 In the 2016 election, PPD was the most accurate of all the polls.


Then there was “Deplorable Don,” Donald Culp, an aerospace engineer at Wright Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio. Culp worked in artificial intelligence but was deeply interested in politics and had advised the local Republican Party on its voter outreach (which was successful in 2016). Culp would develop key internal voter assessment models that would prove uncannily accurate.


Another member of the Band of Deplorables was “Deplorable Greg,” Greg Den Haese, an obstetrician-gynecologist from the Tampa, Florida, area whose hobby was politics, and who knew south Florida like the back of his hand.


Working independently, another south Floridian, an anonymous data miner named “Deplorable Drew,” was funneling data to Team Trump that, as we later saw, almost exactly confirmed what Greg was compiling.


An anonymous analyst named Deplorable Dave from Dayton had deep inside knowledge of Ohio politics and specific battleground counties.


Finally, my years of writing about many American elections as a professional political historian had made me familiar with the political realities of Ohio, Arizona, and Florida. Members of the website FreeRepublic—particularly “SpeedyinTexas,” “Ravi,” and others—contributed data from time to time.


We were a part of another unusual and unique element of the Trump campaign, which eschewed traditional consultants and pollsters. Trump had access to knowledgeable volunteers eager to help in any way they could. Our band of Deplorable brothers, beginning long before Election Day, fed streams of information, voter registration changes, absentee ballot numbers, real-time early-voting observational data, polling, and other insights directly to the top of Team Trump. On Election Day itself, we confirmed trends in red counties in Florida that we knew would hand the state to The Donald, and we had—despite great concerns from Team Trump itself—already determined that Trump would win Ohio in a blowout. Our group of misfits and renegades “called” Florida an hour before the networks, Pennsylvania hours before, and Michigan days before. Our only miss of the night, Wisconsin, was a pleasant surprise. Our Deplorable Renegades knew probably before anyone else—except Hillary’s campaign (see chapter nine for that fascinating story)—that Trump had won.


But before we go behind the scenes into the virtual bunker of the Renegade Deplorables, let’s visit the excitement of the 2016 campaign trail, where veteran reporter Joel Pollak, senior editor-at-large of Breitbart News, was on the ground with tens of thousands of the voters who would soon give Donald Trump’s presidential campaign the most astounding victory in American history—though Pollak didn’t know it.









CHAPTER TWO


On the Campaign Trail: Washington to North Carolina to New York


Joel Pollak


OCTOBER 25, 2016


I board the red-eye flight in Los Angeles to Baltimore. I have booked two tickets, actually—the other is to Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina—because I have no real idea, until the last hours, where exactly Donald Trump and his campaign are going to be.


I have been offline for the preceding two days, in observance of the Jewish holidays of Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah. And for every one of those forty-eight-plus hours, I have been stewing quietly, eager for news.


I have broken some news of my own, actually, even while offline. My piece for Breitbart News that came out just before the last debate was an exposé, working with conservative filmmaker James O’Keefe and his Project Veritas, which revealed that Hillary Clinton’s campaign has been inciting violence at Trump rallies and other Republican events for the previous year.1 And my latest follow-up story links Clinton herself directly to the tactics of her henchmen behind a veil of “dark money” super PACs.2 But I have to wait to see it online, and follow the reaction.


Every four years, Jewish holiday season coincides with the final stretch of the campaign. And every four years, it seems, while liberal Jewish voters are free to enjoy their holidays more or less secure in the knowledge that their candidates will win, conservatives are left to think glumly about the future and pray for miracles.


Midway between Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, and Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the infamous Access Hollywood tape landed—hard.


The tape, made in 2005, recorded a conversation between Trump and TV host Billy Bush (a member of that Bush family) in which Trump boasted about the ability to grope women and get away with it because of his celebrity status. “Grab them by the pussy,” he said, and Bush laughed.


The men did not realize their microphones were live; they were not on camera, but on a bus. The release of the video prompted Republicans to panic, and the mainstream media to rejoice.


As of October 25, just two weeks before the election, it seems that Trump has never really recovered from that shock. It seems odd that of all the things that could end Trump’s prospects, it would be something so completely beyond the control of the campaign itself. Not one of the myriad campaign gaffes or stumbles, every one of which the media was sure would make the Trump campaign “implode,” but an eleven-year-old video that someone had clearly looked very hard to find, and tried very hard to keep under wraps. It was also, clearly, a joke—not the kind of thing that Trump would have remembered or could have known to anticipate.


Not so, perhaps, the accusations that have followed—a slew of women suddenly breaking their silence, in some cases many decades old, to claim that Trump had tried to impose himself on them.


As sexual assault claims go, these are minor compared to Bill Clinton’s long résumé: even according to the allegations, Trump seemed to have relented when women told him to stop. And their timing is suspect: Why wait until October, and not bring these accusations up earlier, during the GOP primary?


The answer is not hard to guess. This was a coordinated hit, an “October surprise.” And the claim has been given additional weight (pun intended) by the way the media has handled the apparently pre-packaged story of Trump’s twenty-year-old feud with Alicia Machado, a former Miss Universe. Hillary Clinton had brought up Machado and her fight with Trump about her weight—he had just bought the pageant when the new champion ballooned—at the first presidential debate, and several interviews with Machado, clearly months in the making, were subsequently released.


Trump may have known that he would face questions about his past. Indeed, everyone already knows about his philandering, which had emerged as a point of criticism in the primary.


But this is different. The Access Hollywood video seems to have caught even Trump by surprise. And it has been delivered with the same media message we have all heard countless times throughout the primaries and the campaign for the general election, but never with such credibility as this: “The presidential race is over,” as NBC News’ Chuck Todd says.3


In late October, that certainly seems true—thanks to polls that plunged, after the media has done their part.


[image: ]


But Clinton has been suffering some embarrassing revelations of her own.


There are the daily releases from WikiLeaks, for example, the rogue organization founded by fugitive Julian Assange. WikiLeaks helped trigger the Arab Spring and other global upheavals by reporting the contents of U.S. diplomatic cables, thanks in part to American soldier Bradley (now Chelsea) Manning. Now Assange has access to Clinton campaign chair John Podesta’s emails.


The result is a slew of embarrassing revelations about the Clinton operation—its apparent coordination with super PACs; its real feelings about Catholics; its internal admissions that the Clinton Foundation is rife with conflicts of interest; its panic as it has tried to anticipate the next Clinton gaffe or scandal.


The media have largely ignored the WikiLeaks revelations, however—each of which might have been enough to derail any other campaign, certainly a Republican one.


O’Keefe’s videos have had an impact, too, showing that it was Clinton—not Trump—who had sown seeds of violent division in the country. The Democratic operatives who carried out what they referred to as “bird-dogging” used a system of text messages—a “Pony Express,” one called it—to connect the Clinton campaign to its super PAC constellation, flouting laws that prevent campaigns and super PACs from coordinating their political activities. And they created a “double-blind” system so that the candidate herself would be insulated from most of their nefarious field operations.


Their goal had been to create a sense of “anarchy” around Trump—which they did, fooling even conservative Republicans who tended to blame Trump for the violence of which his rallies were actually the targets, rather than blaming the leftists who had deliberately fomented it.


Even the mainstream media have covered O’Keefe’s video revelations about Chicago consultant (and convicted felon) Robert Creamer, who was at the heart of this scheme by the Democrats.


Still, most Democrats live in a bubble. More than one liberal friend on social media is aggrieved by the chant, “Lock her up,” which Trump crowds have taken to repeating ever since the Republican National Convention. To the Left, that seems like the essence of mob justice; it smacks of totalitarian regimes.


I try, in vain, to explain to liberal friends and opponents that the slogan is an expression of the quite rational belief that Clinton has committed apparent crimes—mishandling classified materials, obstruction of justice, lying under oath—that would have seen any ordinary citizen prosecuted, and that her position shouldn’t protect her from the same consequences.


But they will not hear it. It is not enough for them to support Clinton for political or ideological reasons, despite her flaws. Those flaws—including solid evidence of corruption and criminality—have to be wished away.
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Hillary Clinton represents the ultimate decline of one of America’s great political parties.


Much has been said and written about the advent of Trump as a sign of Republican malaise—and much of that is true. But as hard-core leftist CNN commentator Van Jones observed in May 2016, at least the Republicans played by the rules and allowed Trump to win a fair contest.4 In the Democratic Party, the primary was rigged, legally and otherwise, in Clinton’s favor.


The Democrats’ “superdelegate” system is an undemocratic mechanism through which the party insiders can act in concert to prevent an insurgent candidacy—such as that of “democratic socialist” Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont—from taking the nomination.


That much Sanders knew when he joined the fray. What he did not count on was Democratic National Committee (DNC) officials colluding with Clinton—supplying her in advance with debate questions, and the like—to defeat him.


The 2016 election seems to mark the final transition of the Democratic Party from a party of the working class to a party of gentry liberals.


On policy after policy, Clinton has targeted the sensibilities of her donors in New York, D.C., and San Francisco—and ignored the deeply felt anxieties of the people whose support she had courted in 2008. While, for example, in that election she wooed Appalachia in a last-ditch effort against Obama, in this election cycle she has called for coal mines to be put out of business.


But above all, 2016 is the election when Democrats have refused to reject, replace, or in any effective way stand up to a candidate with demonstrable ethical problems, who has a tendency to lie about nearly everything, and who likely ought to have been prosecuted by the Justice Department.
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