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To Brooke and my three sons, Parker, Bayler,

and Ryder, for never leaving my side.

I’ll never leave yours.






PROLOGUE [image: ] THE PRESIDENT WENT DOWN TO GEORGIA


THE CROWDS FASCINATED MY SONS. they pressed their faces to the windows of the Suburban as our detail of Georgia state troopers guided us along the crowded road leading to the airport. The thick lines of cars, trucks, and people along the roadside stretched for what seemed like miles. Nearly everyone they saw wore a red “Make America Great Again” cap. People carried flags and signs that left no doubt how they felt about their president.

As a Republican, the big turnout just days ahead of the 2020 election encouraged me.

While the crowds outside mesmerized our three boys, I thought about what I’d say at that night’s rally. As Georgia’s lieutenant governor, I’d been invited to speak before the president arrived in Rome, Georgia, two nights before Election Day 2020. I was glad my sons Parker, Bayler, and Ryder could see me speak. Having them see the president speak gave me pause, however. While I think any young person should see a president in person if possible, my wife, Brooke, and I cringed thinking of what this president might say in front of our boys and what we’d have to explain afterwards.

The boys’ excitement grew as we progressed through the rings of security at the airport. First, we cleared the local police and sheriff and then passed a checkpoint run by the Georgia State Patrol. Finally, the dark suits and explosive-sniffing dogs of the U. S. Secret Service surrounded the Suburban. The kids were charged up like I’d rarely seen them. I thought about how excited I’d been as a young pitcher to meet President George H. W. Bush and bond over our love of baseball while I was playing for the Portland Seadogs, the nearest team to his home in Kennebunkport, Maine.

I didn’t know someone could be more excited by a president until now. My boys were already excited about seeing Dad speak at a rally and seeing the president. The Secret Service ratcheted up their excitement even further. I’ll admit I was almost as energized as they were. I don’t care how old you are or how accustomed to government trappings you become, there’s still something thrilling about the aura of the presidency.

Darkness fell early and a full moon rose. Brooke and I felt the temperature dropping. We noticed people replacing their red ballcaps with red stocking caps. We sat awkwardly between the two Republican U. S. Senate candidates who were then engaged in a nasty Republican-versus-Republican campaign against each other, and I was happy to be rescued by the stage manager. On his cue, I walked from my seat into the action.

Two enormous American flags flew from cranes flanking the stage. Behind me, the presidential campaign staff had made sure just the right people holding exactly the right signs filled the grandstand. In front of me were 20,000 to 30,000 fully energized Republican voters. Blinding lights and a cold wind hit me. Music played and chants came and went from the crowd, which was clearly unbowed by the weather. Nobody could deny the energy.

I took my place behind the presidential podium. I knew my sons were watching from the crowd so I would deliver my remarks knowing they’d hear every word. They were my accountability partners that night, as they often are. Their presence would make sure I didn’t get caught up in the energy of a crowd and say something that was inflammatory, that was only partially true, or that was unkind. If I did any of those things, I’d have to answer to my boys.

It’s been so interesting for Brooke and me to watch our kids develop their own opinions about politics. Regardless of opinion (and we have different opinions), the guiding force in our house is “Love your neighbor.” The Duncans know that at the State Capitol, Dad always operates by a guiding principle: “Policy over politics.” They’ve learned I believe that whatever your party, good public policy should lift all boats. I’m a policy wonk and frankly, I don’t care who comes up with a good idea. The boys understand I simply want the policy to work well for all Georgians.

And so I closed my speech at the rally with those sentiments. I reminded the crowd (and my sons) how Republican principles can benefit everyone. “Every time we lower taxes, it’s not just for Republicans,” I said to light applause. “Every time we improve education, it’s not just for Republicans, it’s for everybody.”

At that point, I noticed slightly less applause and several boos. I went on. “Every time we grow the economy or add a job, it’s not just for Republicans, it’s for everybody.” I could tell that public policy wasn’t firing up the faithful as it had done in the past. Well, I thought, at least I wouldn’t be stealing any of the president’s thunder that night.

“Our conservative values are so good and so strong they even help the people who don’t vote for us.” I said that as much for my sons as for anybody, but several more boos drifted from the crowd. The applause got a little quieter. Someone called out to hear from Marjorie Taylor Greene, a controversial candidate who’d infamously supported QAnon conspiracies and was in attendance that night.

I stood on the stage, looking out at people who’d voted for me just two years ago. Why did I feel like a stranger?



A vocal portion of the Republican Party had become unquestioning followers of the man in the White House. He had convinced these good people that if you didn’t carry his same tone and support his every decision, you were with them, not him. When the president strayed from long-standing Republican positions, his fans went right along, egged on by other party leaders. At the extreme, some acted as if anyone who dissented didn’t count—as a member of the party or, increasingly, simply as a citizen. A chilling tone had descended on the party: You’re either with us or against us.

That’s not how you govern a state like Georgia.

I’d been largely able to avoid the GOP’s national sideshows because Georgians have always cared more about above-the-ground issues that affect them and their families. So I had been able to focus on issues that really matter to my nearly 11 million constituents here in Georgia: jobs, education, and healthcare. I had proudly worked across the aisle on big issues such as passing rural healthcare reform with unanimous support and passing hate crimes legislation with only a handful of dissenters.

You can’t make policy without the middle. Nor can you lead a state or country—or win big elections—without an inclusive coalition. Bipartisan support is not a sign of weakness. It’s something I know Georgia’s voters have appreciated and benefitted from in the form of great policy outcomes and less rancor.

But the national party’s rightward drift, its increasingly hard lines, and the president’s tendencies had concerned me long before this one night.

At the podium, I shifted gears to get the crowd back: “Let’s shock the world and send this blue wave back to the beach where it belongs!” That got them. They roared, and I felt them. I understood why the president relishes a good rally. A sea of Make America Great Again hats and waving flags can make a person forget anyone else might hold a different view. I left the stage to deafening chants of “Four more years! Four more years!”

The president arrived behind schedule that night, but the delay didn’t dull the crowd’s reaction when the lights of Air Force One began descending toward the runway. The faithful erupted anew when America’s flagship aircraft taxied to a stop just behind the stage. Wearing a red hat, red tie, and long blue coat, the president of the United States walked down the stairs. “God Bless the USA” played over the speakers. He took the stage to a volume of cheering usually reserved for rock concerts. A “USA” chant began spontaneously followed shortly thereafter by a new chant: “We love you!”

Our 45th president spent his first four minutes on stage rattling off his administration’s accomplishments. Then he pivoted and began attacking the media, Democrats, and his other enemies. He spoke for 45 minutes. To me, his rants and cutdowns drowned out his accomplishments, which were many. I wondered what my boys were thinking and what I’d need to unpack for them later. His tone and lists of grievances obscured his policy track record, as they did in almost every other speech. If he’d asked me (which he didn’t), I’d have told him to spend 45 minutes talking about his wins.

But the president just couldn’t help himself.



A year earlier, I’d been finishing my dessert at a luncheon where the president was speaking. A Secret Service agent tapped me on the shoulder. “Lt. Governor Duncan, can you come with me?”

You always say “Yes” to the men with earpieces.

In a side room, the agent said, “The president asked if you could ride in the car with him after the event.”

You also say “Yes” to that invitation. The agent whisked me to the waiting motorcade where I stepped inside the heavily armored presidential limousine known as the Beast. A few seconds later, the president of the United States slid into the back seat.

“Did you watch that CNN interview before I left Washington,” he immediately asked me. “Did you see that interview?” It was half a day after the interview, and he was still angry about it. “They’re intentionally sabotaging me! They used a crinkle lens setting that makes me look old and weak.”

“Yes, sir,” I said as the motorcade turned onto the street. “We watched it at the Air Force base before you arrived.” I’d never heard of a crinkle lens so I dodged the particulars.

He turned to me and asked, “What should I do, Geoff?”

“Mr. President, if you’re asking my opinion, I wouldn’t say anything. That only lets them know it bothers you and they’ll keep doing it. When I was playing baseball, everyone said I didn’t throw hard enough. But I didn’t address the criticism and I didn’t let it bother me. I just kept striking out batters and winning. Mr. President, don’t let it bother you, just keep on winning.”

“That’s really good advice,” he said. “Thank you.”

Maybe now he’d talk to the waiting press about how his policies were helping Georgia.

Then after pausing for a moment, he added, “But I’m going to say something.”

My heart sank a little bit.

Sure enough, when we arrived at our destination, the president of the United States stepped out of the Beast cocked and ready to let loose on CNN instead of talking about how his policies were helping real people.

Although he seemed unable to stop himself from wasting time attacking enemies, that didn’t keep him from moments of real success. During the previous four years, the stock market had reached 30,000; three COVID-19 vaccines were developed; the Supreme Court added three conservative justices and the federal bench added 220 more; the tax code received an overhaul; criminal justice reform passed; ISIS collapsed; four Arab countries had recognized Israel; and a new North American trade deal had gone into effect. I remain convinced that if he had pushed that message as relentlessly as he pushed attacks on the media and Democrats, while showing real presidential leadership on the pandemic, he’d have won the 2020 election.

Looking back, perhaps his flaws and consequent loss were our saving grace. We discovered that all the policy wins in the world couldn’t compensate for other shortcomings.



A moonlit Georgia rolled quietly past the windows as we traveled home from Rome. The hum of the tires eased Ryder and Bayler off to sleep. Everyone else was quiet. I looked outside and thought to myself, I just addressed a presidential campaign rally in rural Georgia two nights before the election. Does anyone else realize what this means?

That the president needed to visit Georgia so late in the campaign was alarming. He’d won our historically Republican state by six points in 2016. Four years later, polls showed him tied or behind Democrat Joe Biden.

Changing demographics and four years of his own rhetoric had shifted the electoral equation.

This was a big clue he was in trouble. The president wasn’t campaigning in population centers like Atlanta or the suburbs he’d won in 2016; he was going to a county with fewer than 100,000 residents to speak with people who were already voting for him. His campaign was trying to fill a bucket by wringing the last drops of water out of a rag. It’s much easier just to pour in more water.

Campaign advisors knew their candidate was so toxic and bent on turning out his base that they couldn’t send him anywhere near a major city. He had become increasingly incapable of adding vital independents and suburban voters to the Republican coalition. In fact, he and those echoing him were actively chasing them away.

Some quietly wondered if his preemptive claims that Democrats had rigged the 2020 election would depress his own turnout; if people didn’t think their vote mattered, would they show up? But these wild claims stoked his unquestioning fans and so he kept making them. He wanted to feel his base’s devotion and anger toward nonbelievers. He didn’t have interest in cajoling skeptics or those in the middle. In fact, he vilified them. Even my conservative remarks made me the outsider because I showed consideration for the other team.

It was November 1, 2020, and the GOP had a problem.

That night, I didn’t imagine how dire that problem would soon become for my family, our party, and America itself.

Within the month, we found ourselves facing a crisis of confidence in our elections and in our elected officials. The crisis would soon reach the U. S. Capitol and threaten American democracy itself. The president had whipped up a political hurricane of frightening magnitude and its eye settled over Georgia immediately after the 2020 election. Our sixteen electoral votes hung by the slimmest of margins and the nation followed our story intently. It fascinated voters that a conservative state like Georgia might flip.

It terrified Republicans and it infuriated the president, who loudly charged Georgia with rampant election fraud.

We never, ever asked for our state to find the national spotlight; we never wanted to experience a storm as violent as this one. But this crisis found Georgia, and it gave me a hard choice to make as lieutenant governor: Did I stay silent and cower as a howling tempest of conspiracy ravaged everything in which I believed? Or did I stand up for truth and for my state?

Deep down, I didn’t ever doubt what I would do. I just knew it’d be hard. I don’t teach my boys to do the easy thing, however. Here, Dad had to walk the talk.

Not one fiber in my being could line up behind the fraud-and-conspiracy storyline that quickly became the Republican Party’s response to losing a national election. As I realized what needed doing, I noticed a familiar nervousness: that feeling I’d get on the mound when runners were on base and a real slugger stood over the plate. I was a pro reliever and so when I got called into a game, our team was usually in a jam. I knew that unsettled feeling.

I also knew how to throw the right pitch.

I chose to stand up for my state and speak up on behalf of the Republican Party I know as America’s party. I decided to give voice to reason and what I sure hoped was a silenced majority of conservatives who saw the same facts I did. I hoped to reassure moderates and independents, as well as alienated conservatives, wondering where to turn. Maybe I could inject some light into this temporary darkness. Maybe I could offer hope and grounding for our party, state, and country.

And maybe speaking out would end my political career in a hot minute.

But that would be okay. I’d never planned on being in politics in the first place and some things matter much, much more to me than any election or office.

Granted, I probably wasn’t the best messenger. Heck, I got drafted and chose to play pro ball before I even graduated from Georgia Tech. Others certainly had more diplomas, higher offices, and bigger followings than I did.

But the storm landed smack on top of me, and nobody else seemed to be coming to help. I wasn’t sure who’d hear my voice above the thunder. Still, someone had to stand up for Georgia and the truth. Someone had to fight for the soul of our Grand Old Party because America desperately needs it to be grand once again. Someone needed to set an honest example for my sons.

So I stepped into the storm. And I got drenched.






INTRODUCTION [image: ] GOP 2.0


BY ELECTION DAY—NOVEMBER 3, 2020—I’d lost a lot of faith in the Republican Party leaders and their direction. What faith I still had disappeared during the next ten weeks. In many ways alone, I went through a political washing machine powered by misinformation on a shocking scale. Some days, Brooke and the boys seemed like my only allies. The president and his lieutenants piled on as I simply stated the truth.

Unfortunately, in their words and tone, I could see the future of their GOP.

It looked bleak.

There had to be a better way forward for our party after we’d lost the Big Three—the U.S. House, Senate, and White House—and after we’d chased off so many good people who just couldn’t stomach the three-ring circus that had become the presidency. Even as I took my lumps from fellow Republicans for debunking election fraud allegations and conspiracy theories, I began imagining a different path for the party of Lincoln, Eisenhower, and Reagan.

With due respect to those titans, I wasn’t thinking of a path backward to bygone eras. I was thinking of channeling their spirits along a new path forward—the next iteration of America’s great conservative party. One with Lincoln’s honesty and graciousness, Eisenhower’s smile and wise leadership, and Reagan’s optimistic belief in conservatism and America.

I began imagining a party that could win back the country’s trust and reclaim majorities in Washington and across the land while protecting those conservative principles a majority of Americans value.

I began talking about GOP 2.0.

GOP 2.0 is not a new party. Instead, it’s a better direction for today’s Republican Party. Hey, I’m a lifelong Republican and conservative—nobody is chasing me out of my own party.

I see GOP 2.0 as an independent movement that will help us blaze a way forward that can give the Grand Old Party a fighting chance to win back the White House in 2024. If we can pivot quickly enough, we may even be able to win back the U.S. House in 2022 by lifting reasoned Republican candidates in races at all levels, all across the country.

With each passing day, I’m more confident we can do this. I have faith that a building groundswell believes our party must make a change.

I know I’m not the only conservative in America who wakes up bone-weary and wishing the past months were just a bad dream.

I’m not the lone Republican who feels in my gut that our party is following the wrong path.

And I’m not alone in believing we can chart a better course.

We dreamers understand the heavy roadblocks party leaders loyal to the former president and his political machine have placed across every path except his, but we are optimists. Our new movement itself is one of optimism. We believe in the power of our ideas.

Good people in the GOP 2.0 movement hope to find positive ways to reorient and maintain the coalition the former president built, while inviting new people to join it. We aim to welcome, not exclude. Encourage, not disparage.

We’ll respect people and speak with reason and honesty, even when the truth isn’t the easiest answer to hear.

We’ll be the adults in the room because today, nobody else is. If we’re going to improve our party and our nation, we need straight talk.



I had been one of the last baseball players drafted the year I showed up for spring training with the Florida Marlins organization. I was the underdog of underdogs. When we showed up, John Boles, the director of the Marlins’ minor league system, told everyone, “Come talk with me one-on-one for ten minutes and I’ll tell you honestly where you stand in this organization.”

Being a fresh-eyed rookie, I expected he’d use the session to build up our confidence or welcome us to the pros. Well, after our ten-minute visit, I wanted to throw up.

As the last draft pick in camp, I knew I’d have to work extra hard, but I thought I had pitched well enough to make a roster somewhere.

“Geoff,” Boles said, “you’re decent but to make a roster, you’ll need three people to get hurt, three people to get traded, and you’ll need to pitch three of your best games ever.”

Because of the hard reality John presented me, I pitched my heart out for more than three games. Then, sure enough, three guys got hurt and three guys got traded. His straight talk let me know what needed doing and I made the roster for the Kane County Cougars.

He wasn’t honest with me because I was special. There are probably 250 guys around the country who’d have the same story about “Bolesey.” He was being honest because he respected me. He wanted me to understand the reality and have the opportunity to succeed.

John Boles taught me as much about myself and about leadership as anyone ever has—and I still keep in touch with him. He showed me first-hand what you can accomplish when someone is honest with you, and my boys have certainly benefited from his example. Even though the medicine can be hard to swallow sometimes, you’re better off down the road for taking it. You can see your blind spots and your opportunities. You know what really needs doing.

Right now, party leaders are peddling misinformation and telling people what they think people want to hear. Nobody is hearing the truth and both the party and country are careening down a bad path. Party leaders and the people need to hear the truth. Deep down, they know it. Only if we start being honest, respecting one another, and leveling with voters, can the GOP improve, expand our tent, and stop winning or losing by inches and instead win by miles.

Maybe that’s easier said than done.

I can tell you, however, that misinformation and manipulation have deeply damaged the party. They continue to do so. The GOP is broken. And when the GOP is broken, so is America.

I believe it’s time for GOP 2.0 to shine its light through our party’s cracks before it’s too late. We can be the change the party needs right now.

I do realize my hopes may not play out this year, next year, or even in 2024—I’m an optimist, but not naïve. I’m also a perpetual underdog willing to play the long game. And my long game is forging a better future for the GOP.

My secret weapon? The silenced majority: growing legions of conservatives and moderates alike who yearn for a party that can reclaim lost ground and leave behind the politics of dishonesty, disorder, and division. Millions of people are tired—dog tired—of leaders who make them embarrassed to be a Republican and who too often force them to defend the undefendable.

Brooke and I have been there ourselves.

Ranks of good Americans have left the GOP or leaned Republican until the party lurched right. Too many reasonable conservatives and moderates can’t find a place in today’s Republican Party. Many of these individuals feel as if someone pulled their party out from under them.

You may be one of them.

Sometimes, independently thinking citizens like us are shunned for not agreeing with the president on every issue or decision. Sometimes we’re ignored and still other times, we’re charged with outright disloyalty.

Many of the people in this boat are not partisans, so they don’t yell. They talk softly and with reason, so loudmouths often drown them out. They don’t seek attention. They usually don’t attend party meetings. They don’t tell pollsters they’re Republicans, so polls based on party affiliation don’t reflect their opinions. They don’t use Twitter as a political platform. They may not talk politics or even like politics, but they understand their civic duty. They worry about the direction of America and its conservative party. They want to do something but often feel powerless.

If this sounds like you, let me say this: As lost or uncomfortable as you may feel in the former president’s GOP, you are a Republican and your still voice matters—and it can matter even more. Come find your voice in GOP 2.0.

We need a movement that will encourage the party to respect differing views while coming together to rediscover and advance our common view of freedom: that government should empower citizens, not the other way around.

We need to become a party that has solutions that work for a majority of Americans.

We need policies, coalitions, and messages that can win elections fair and square.

We need to think about the legacy we’re leaving our children.



Those joining the GOP 2.0 movement may appreciate this guideline laid down by Ronald Reagan: Somebody who agrees with me 80 percent of the time is a friend and ally, not a 20 percent traitor.

To add bipartisan diversity—and because I think this is an apropos quote—I’ll also share what former New York City Mayor Ed Koch said about policy: “Agree with me on 9 of 12 issues, vote for me. Agree with me on 12 of 12 issues, see a psychiatrist.”

No majority party has held power with its members united on every single issue. That wouldn’t have been healthy in Koch or Reagan’s day and it’s certainly not healthy now. When we build a coalition to win back our majorities, we’ll have smart, principled Republicans who disagree with one another. When we disagree, let’s have an intellectually honest conversation about the real issues, not a shouting match about the politics. Then let’s come together and win.

Let’s agree to put policy over politics.

Maybe we’ll learn something.

Maybe we’ll win more elections.

If our objective is, in fact, to win big elections and implement conservative policies, Republicans cannot afford to alienate people who agree with us on 9 of 12 issues. Today it seems we alienate people who agree with us on 11 of 12!

We saw firsthand in Georgia where this mentality gets us. We learned what happens when the GOP places a person above party and policy: Democrats turn red states blue.

I hear Republicans fret about what “the other side” might do if unchecked. Well, the one sure way to find out what the other side will do is for the GOP to keep using the same tone and keep losing big elections!

Minority status is where we’re headed right now, but we can change course.



Here’s an idea. Let’s focus on refreshing and recharging the GOP and engaging more voters through conservative Policy, genuine Empathy, and a respectful Tone.

Let’s call this our PET Project:


	
Policy: Support smart conservative legislation that can create consensus and help real people solve real problems.

	
Empathy: Genuinely seek to understand others inside and outside the GOP, and in the process, build a winning coalition.

	
Tone: Lead by example as we share our ideas and perspectives with honesty, respect, and civility.



My aim for the PET Project is not to convince 50.1 percent of America’s voters that Republicans should lead. I want to set a higher bar. Our policies and behavior should convince 60-plus percent of Americans we’re leading the country on a prosperous path. You don’t get a job to earn just one more dollar than you need to meet the family budget, right?

Friends, I promise that if we work on these three points, we can win big elections and get this entire country moving in the right direction again. Imagine how putting policy over politics, being honest, being thoughtful, and being the adults in the room would improve our approach, grow our influence, and increase our positive impact on real lives.

Instead of putting one person first, we’re going to put Americans first. We are going to understand people better, engage them, and help them thrive. We are going to be happy warriors for the conservative cause.

If we follow this new heading, Republicans will never again suffer embarrassment like we did in the 2020 election and its aftermath.

I hope you’ll read on and let me share how I came to these conclusions and why I believe so strongly that GOP 2.0 represents the best hope for my family and yours, and for conservative ideas, the Republican Party, and America itself.






PART ONE [image: ] ELECTION 2020: A SIX-MONTH NIGHTMARE






I woke up the morning after the 2020 election—Wednesday, November 4, 2020—and didn’t realize the abrupt turn my life would take before the month ended. Events soon thrust me into a bizarre Twilight Zone as my party created an alternative reality and then turned viciously against me as the GOP cashiered those time-honored principles for which conservatives have always stood.

Six months of election fallout badly damaged the Republican brand and gave me a hard-earned perspective on what the party must do next in order to survive.






1 [image: ] NOVEMBER 2020: THE FRAUD HOAX


WHEN MY FATHER’S JOB FIRST brought my family to Georgia, it was conservative country, led by conservative Southern Democrats. We moved away and came back, and it was still a conservative state. Democrats held majorities at the state capitol but at least in the South, their party hadn’t yet shifted left. After three years at Georgia Tech, I traveled the country playing pro baseball for six seasons. When my wife and I came home to Georgia, it was turning red as conservative allegiances changed to the GOP.

We were starting a family so we moved close to our parents in the suburbs north of Atlanta. And today, we still live nearby in suburban Forsyth County, which I represented in the Georgia House of Representatives for five years. Forsyth voters went Republican 71 percent to 24 percent in the 2016 presidential election. The reddest precinct voted Republican 84 percent to 13 percent. Forsyth was GOP country. Suburban counties such as mine sent a political outsider to the White House in 2016.

By 2020, however, these Republican suburban counties had seen a change. In conversations at our boys’ schools, the local grocery store, church, and other places, I sensed frustration with the president and dissatisfaction with the Republican Party. Some felt outright alienated. Even in conservative Forsyth County, a disturbing number of people would tell me they liked many of the president’s policies but sure wished he’d put down his phone. Many folks agreed his tone and tactics weren’t healthy for the party or the country.

The county’s demographics were also changing, along with those in many other counties and states. My boys’ elementary school changed from majority white to majority Indian. The Asian population nearly tripled from 2010 to 2020 and Black and Hispanic representation also grew significantly. I experienced this change and learned new perspectives.

These changes and the conversations I had with neighbors would prove indicative. In the 2020 election, conservative stalwart Forsyth County saw a 14-point shift away from the president. Another suburban Atlanta county, Henry, notched the country’s largest swing from 2016 to 2020: 16 points to Biden. The county experienced a 28-point shift toward blue since 2008. Nearby Rockdale notched the nation’s second-largest 2020 swing as Biden gained 15 points over Hillary Clinton’s 2016 showing.

If the GOP wants to see the future, it can simply look at Georgia.

Our changing population and voting patterns give warning signs, but they can also offer road signs to a stronger party.

Two nights after the November 1 campaign rally in Rome, I brought Brooke and our three boys to an election night party for one of the two feuding Republican U.S. Senate candidates whom I’d sat awkwardly between before my rally speech. I addressed a happy audience. The candidate seemed on the way to securing a runoff spot, which was fine with everyone there, because we all knew none of the twenty candidates in the special election would capture 50 percent and win outright.

The president also seemed headed for victory. Early returns in Georgia had him leading Joe Biden by more than 8 points and 250,000 votes.

In my role as president of the Georgia Senate, I’d worked hard to reelect 35 Republican senators in 2020. I’d raised money, given speeches, made commercials, shared advice. That night, I saw 34 of 35 senators running strong and likely to win. That success meant all the world to me. I was proud of our candidates and grateful voters seemed to be validating Georgia GOP priorities.

That so many of our state senators were outperforming expectations gave me hope the president would too.

My kids were understandably ready to leave after I spoke—they had school the next day. We packed them into the car and drove home. My family went to bed, leaving Dad to watch returns until midnight. I fell asleep that night pleased our state senate candidates had performed so well and still reasonably optimistic that the president might beat the pollsters again, although I knew final results might take days.

Overnight, as we all know now, Joe Biden closed the gap. The president’s lead had shrunk to 3 percent and 118,000 votes by the time I woke up. It would be close for certain.

Along with the rest of the country, I dug in to wait for thousands of absentee ballots to be counted.

Several facts provide interesting context to the wait.

First, the president had for months been suggesting any votes counted after the night of November 3 might be fraudulent or that a lengthy counting process would invite mischief. But laws passed by the Republican legislatures of Georgia and other states prevented absentee ballot counting from beginning prior to election day. So given the unprecedented volume of ballots being received by mail due to COVID-19 concerns, any election official in Georgia could have told you counting would take days.

Republicans upset about counting ballots after November 3 were essentially complaining about their own doing: The laws had been passed by a Republican legislature and signed by a Republican governor.

Second, the president had created another problem that he used to stir doubt about election results. For months, he had pushed the baseless claim that voting by mail invited fraud, even as he voted by mail himself. He effectively politicized the very act of mail-in or absentee voting.

Prior to the pandemic, Colorado, Hawaii, Oregon, Washington, Oregon, and Utah held elections entirely by mail and voters needed no excuse to cast absentee ballots in twenty-nine other states including Republican-run Georgia. The 2016 election saw 25 percent of votes nationwide cast by mailed ballots. Thus, a great body of evidence was available for the 2020 Stanford University study that found voting by mail had no impact on partisan turnout or vote share.

Nor did any evidence support the president’s charges that voting by mail led to fraud.

The conservative Heritage Foundation keeps an online database of voter fraud cases, which proved helpful. In the past twenty years, their data shows 143 fraud convictions related to the 250 million ballots cast by mail since 2000. That’s seven or eight cases of mailed ballot fraud per year. Nationwide.

If you like numbers like I do, that’s a 0.00006 percent fraud rate. Looking at all votes cast by mail and in person over those twenty years, authorities found just 1,200 instances of fraud.

The president ignored the data and the pandemic. He charged, without basis, that voting by mail invited widespread election fraud. As a result, many Georgia Republicans chose not to vote by mail, preferring to show up in person on November 3. That meant initial election-night results reflected those Republican-leaning ballots from polling locations. As election workers counted mail-in ballots, Joe Biden’s numbers began to rise, since those mail-in ballots skewed Democratic. This wasn’t evidence of fraud, just evidence of 2020 voting behavior.

It was a problem of the GOP’s own making.

By Friday, November 6, Joe Biden had pulled ahead in Georgia’s tally. Thankfully, the 34 GOP state senators who were ahead on election night kept their leads and won. At the presidential level, however, it looked like Georgia had flipped. The conservative Republican secretary of state certified the results on November 13—Biden bested the GOP’s nominee by 13,558 votes.

The fears I had at the president’s rally in rural Georgia were realized, and the uneasy inkling I got from my neighbors in Forsyth County proved warranted. The president lost an election he might have won had he employed better tone and discipline.

Prior to November 3, many major polls had projected a Biden victory in Georgia and my gut was telling me the president might lose. I’d also seen worrisome trends in internal polling from our state-senate campaigns. Our senators gained ground during the final weeks, but the same polls showed the president slipping. Still, since so many senators in tight races outperformed, I’d hoped the president might too.

He didn’t.

It was clear that a lot of Georgians had voted for a down-ballot Republican state senate candidate but not for the party’s headliner.

I had worried his tone would cost him. It did.

Still, when the ballots were counted, part of me wondered how the president lost. Perhaps the results were inaccurate; perhaps mischief had occurred, as the president had been predicting for months. After all, the last time Georgia voted for a Democratic presidential candidate was 1992. In 2020, Republicans held all eight statewide offices, including mine.

Despite months of polling showing he might lose the president’s actual loss shocked many believers.

Working with our Democratic colleagues, we’d taken steps to protect and improve our elections during the past years. Georgia selected new voting machines that produced a paper trail. The state outlawed ballot harvesting. The secretary of state implemented a signature requirement for absentee-ballot applications, and the Georgia Bureau of Investigation had provided training to help improve the signature-matching process.

Those improvements seemed to allay most Republicans’ concerns—at least until the president began assailing, without basis, the security of absentee voting.

The state of Georgia was well-prepared for the 2020 election and did a commendable job handling the curveball thrown by the pandemic. We had record turnout.

The voting process ran smoothly on Election Day, albeit not perfectly. It’s doubtful that any statewide election has ever gone without some flaw or issue. We always aim to learn, improve, and do even better next time. In 2020, 1.3 million mail-in ballots (primarily used due to the pandemic) nearly overwhelmed our election workers and took days to count, but our teams performed admirably. Importantly, of those 1.3 million absentee ballots, not a single one was challenged prior to Election Day.

As early returns placed the GOP ticket comfortably ahead on election night, Republicans across the state celebrated the results. I understand the White House likewise celebrated. That evening, it seemed that perhaps the election wasn’t as rigged as the president had thought.

The coming days saw the lead shift from the Republican ticket to the Democratic one in Michigan and Wisconsin, and then in Pennsylvania and Georgia. The president, who’d been calling the election “rigged” for months (and really since 2016), raised his decibels and unleashed new charges of fraud, all without evidence.

Joining his chorus were a number of his allies and elected officials, none of whom had any more evidence than the president. They levied broad attacks. Even though many had never spent time in our state outside of layovers at the Atlanta airport, they singled us out and became experts on Georgia’s shortcomings.

With all the volume and vitriol they could muster, these Republicans lit into our state’s Republican leaders, good-hearted election workers, and dedicated volunteers. They even pressured our two U. S. senators to call for the secretary of state’s resignation.

Over what? Pure speculation? Over what our officials deemed the most secure election in Georgia history?

It’s worth noting none of these detractors had executive responsibility for governing Georgia or Georgia’s elections. They just threw mud and stirred up trouble Georgians certainly didn’t need or deserve. They all should have known better.

Now, did Georgia have problems during the 2020 election? Yes. Any state with new voting machines, 5 million voters, and thousands of temporary poll workers will experience some problems. Despite the challenges related to equipment and volume, however, all indicators pointed to a well-run election. Any issues uncovered or experienced proved trivial and innocent.

Georgia law requires an electoral audit of one race to ensure overall election integrity. The Republican secretary of state, who had ardently supported the president during the campaign, chose to audit the presidential race because of its national profile. Given the closeness of the results, several million votes needed auditing for statistical validity. The secretary of state decided to audit all five million votes. He didn’t want to leave any doubts. And since each vote produced a paper ballot, he asked for a recount by hand, which also addressed the demands of the presidential campaign. Surely that would put fraud rumors to rest.

The recount found two major discrepancies, which is exactly why Georgia had the recount. Roughly 2,700 uncounted ballots were found on a memory card in Republican-run Fayette County. Those ballots netted 400 votes for the president. In heavily Republican Floyd County, the site of the Make America Great Again rally in Rome I attended just before the election, around 2,600 uncounted ballots were uncovered by the audit. Once counted, they yielded roughly 800 net votes for the president. The additional votes did little to close Joe Biden’s 12,000-vote lead, however.

The hand recount functioned as intended, uncovering discrepancies and clearly proving the election had been fair; it’s hard to dispute the paper trail. Georgia’s Republican governor certified the election on November 20, thereby earning the ire of the president and many of his supporters.

The president’s campaign requested a second recount and Georgia obliged. It, too, proved the election results were valid. The governor recertified the results.

In the end, the president lost Georgia three times. Still, people alleged widespread fraud.

The governor, the secretary of state, and I appealed to anyone inside or outside Georgia to bring forward evidence.

I personally vowed to chase the trail like a bloodhound.

The secretary of state’s office investigated more than 250 allegations. The Georgia Bureau of Investigation assisted in investigating many of these. U.S. Attorney General Bill Barr even tasked the Department of Justice to investigate voter fraud in Georgia and other states.

These professional investigations discovered no wrongdoing outside isolated, inadvertent, or procedural errors. They found no malice, no conspiracy, nothing that would swing the election. Our dedicated local and state law enforcement teams performed their investigations with skill, honesty, and thoroughness. They found no evidence of fraud.

I chose to trust our law enforcement professionals.

On courthouse steps across Georgia, attorneys and plaintiffs backed by the president and GOP leaders promised overwhelming evidence that state and federal investigators had somehow missed or hidden.

I wasn’t clear if they were calling law enforcement incompetent or corrupt. The answer was really neither.

Here’s what’s telling: Plaintiff attorneys wouldn’t repeat in front of a judge what they so brashly told the public. They might lie for their clients outside the courtroom, but inside they didn’t dare risk their license by lying to a seated judge or submitting false evidence.

In court, plaintiffs never presented anything admissible; law enforcement had in fact done their job well.

Despite our offers and pleas, no party leader nor any individual ever contacted my office or any other state office with actual evidence of voter fraud. There were some isolated irregularities reported as there are in every election, but nothing sinister and nothing sweeping.

No fraud.

Mostly, people just echoed what they heard their leaders saying. They repeated claims investigators had already disproven. I began to suspect if any fraud was occurring it was the false rumors being spread by leaders in my own party.

I began to refer to the president’s claims as the Fraud Hoax.



Some of the most-repeated charges of the Fraud Hoax bear debunking one by one:


	
Dark of night: Election officials at a major polling location told observers to go home and then resumed counting ballots and committed fraud. First, Georgia state law simply allows observers to be present during counting; they are not required to be present. Second, when officials began to pack up at 10:30 p.m., election observers voluntarily left before workers received instructions to continue counting. Third, I don’t believe election officials want to cheat, especially since a five-year prison sentence can accompany election fraud.

	
Dead people: Significant numbers of dead people voted. Just not true. Georgia’s election procedures make this virtually impossible unless an inadvertent error stems from a deceased voter and active voter in the same precinct having the same name. Even that is unlikely.

	
Double count: Poll workers fed the same ballots into vote scanners multiple times. First, voters fed their own ballots into machines. Second, the hand recount of paper ballots would have uncovered this type of fraud.

	
The Matrix: An algorithm in the state’s new voting machines changed votes for the president to votes for Joe Biden. Again, printed ballots provide an indisputable check here. The hand recount of all paper ballots cast in the election proved technology did not meddle with outcomes in Georgia.

	
Secret suitcases: Election workers unpacked suitcases of fake ballots and illegally counted them. Fulton County election workers, some of whom had been working since 7 a.m., thought they could go home at 10 p.m. on election night. They stored ballots in official suitcases and sealed them for safekeeping until the next day. When they learned they were not going home, they unpacked the same suitcases and continued counting those same ballots. Every minute of this process is captured on video.

	
Watergate: A water line break damaged ballots and affected the results in Fulton County. A toilet overflowed in one counting location. Workers moved all ballots and equipment out of the way before any damage occurred and cleaned up the puddle.

	
Dominion: Several purveyors of election equipment and software engaged in an international conspiracy, directed by Venezuelan communists by some counts, to undercount ballots marked for the president and/or overcount those marked for former Vice President Biden. The massive lawsuits filed by these companies against those making accusations of fraud are telling. Networks immediately began backpedaling and qualifying their statements to avoid (they hoped) paying the legal price for knowingly propagating misinformation. No credible evidence of any corporate conspiracy whatsoever has been uncovered in Georgia or elsewhere—nor has any admissible evidence been submitted by any plaintiff.



Plaintiffs and partisans promised to present mountains of evidence that would support these and other allegations. Instead, Georgians received mountains of misinformation from every direction possible: mail, social media, email, DMs, texts, voicemails. Many friends called me directly to ask about one of these bogeymen. I always patiently shared the facts I knew, but those of us in state government who understood the process were always playing catch-up. Political arsonists started false rumors that spread like wildfire—and much faster than more complex but truthful answers. Just like a wildfire leaves a scorched trail, lies that get into the public mind become hard to erase.

Sometimes it seemed Republican leaders wanted the president to win so badly they just preferred to believe the rumors or even worse, made them up themselves.

Hundreds of communications per hour poured into my digital accounts. Many came from longtime friends and fellow Republicans who’ve supported my campaigns. My standard response became, “Thank you for alerting me to this situation. Can you provide evidence or proof I can forward on to the secretary of state and his investigators?”

I have yet to receive a reply.

Brooke received similar messages. She responded the same way. Unlike me, she did get a response. It was very telling: “I don’t have to prove it; somebody else does.”

It wasn’t a hard riddle to solve.

Those out for selfish purposes took possible scenarios and weaknesses in the electoral process and used them to create false narratives that they viciously spread. The problem was that many rumors felt like they could be true.

They just weren’t.

And when these bad actors repeated the claims again and again, louder and louder, the claims did not become any truer. Yet the more people heard them repeated, the more people began wondering, “Well, could there be some truth to them?”
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