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To my parents, Alfred and Deborah.

Honora patrem tuum et matrem tuam ut sis
 longevus super terram quam Dominus Deus tuus dabit tibi.

  Exodus 20:12





INTRODUCTION

 THE RHETORIC VS. THE REALITY


Barack Obama is a mere man. Even worse, he is a politician.

Obama claims to be a new kind of politician—a candidate who will rise above petty partisan divides and bring us a new era of “change.”

That is his rhetoric, anyway.

Here is what he really is: A shrewd, Machine-aligned politician from Chicago—the kind who “won’t make no waves and won’t back no losers.”1 A left-liberal politician in the mold of Hillary Clinton, John Kerry, and Walter Mondale. A charismatic, smooth-talking politician whose words make people faint.

Our press normally fixes a critical eye on ambitious politicians who promise us the world. That eye just seems to well up with tears whenever it falls upon the junior senator from Illinois.

As the least experienced politician in at least one hundred years to obtain a major party nomination for President of the United States, Obama appears to be escaping the appropriate examination that any man  (or woman) who covets the Oval Office deserves. Too many of those criticizing Obama have been content merely to slander him—to claim falsely that he refuses to salute the U.S. flag or was sworn into office on a Koran, or that he was really born in a foreign country. Such spurious criticisms have given rise to an intellectual laziness among the very people who should be carefully scrutinizing Obama.

That is why this book needed to be written.

It took only a couple of years covering Washington and Congressional politics for me to learn a sad, simple fact: A disappointingly small number of those who run for office from either party are true reformers. The ones who are reformers usually lose.

Obama has crafted himself an image as one of those rare reformers who succeeds. This is what prompted me to begin work on this book. As it became clear that he was going to win the Democratic nomination for president, it seemed irresponsible to stand by as so many were offering admiration, piety, even worship to—of all things—a politician. Because the idea of Barack Obama as a reformer is a great lie.

Obama has not pursued true reform in any of the offices he has held. He has silently and at times vocally cooperated with Chicago’s Democratic Machine to preserve one of the most overtly corrupt political systems in the nation. He maintains his silence now, even though he has the political capital to do something about the problem, because his political allies in Illinois are the problem. These are the allies who drafted and gave him popular, must-pass bills to herd through the state legislature; the allies who openly take credit for making him a senator; the allies who control Chicago’s political money. In Washington, his commitment to reform has been no greater—not even this year, as he runs for office promising “change” and “hope.”

Obama’s ethnic pedigree understandably attracts much interest and fascination. But it is far less interesting than his unusual political pedigree.  He is the product of a marriage between two of the least attractive parts of Democratic politics—the hard-core radicalism of the 1960s era and Chicago’s Machine politics. Obama plays hardball and knows when to look the other way. But he also surrounds himself with political, social, and spiritual mentors who are so far to the left that many push the envelope on ideological respectability. The interesting result of this mix is that Obama can engineer a high-minded drive to register thousands of voters in Chicago’s black wards, only to turn around and throw all of his opponents off the ballot on a technicality, so that those voters have no choice but to elect him. This is precisely how he first won his state Senate seat in 1996.

It also means that despite his capacity for such political savvy, Obama was still so attracted to the startling radicalism of the Rev. Jeremiah Wright that he continued to attend the Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago. Oprah Winfrey, recognizing the problems with Wright that Obama has since experienced, had much earlier abandoned the same congregation in part out of concern for her public image.

Barack Obama is a candidate for the presidency of the United States. It is appropriate to consider his character, his record, his background, and his proposals. It is not appropriate for anyone who takes his role as a citizen seriously to weep at Obama’s message of “hope” and “change,”2 or to shake hands with someone, just to touch the hand that touched the hand that touched Obama’s.3 It is imprudent to entertain false hopes about what Obama stands for and what he can accomplish in the way of changing history and American attitudes. It is foolish to be caught up in an orgiastic frenzy over some non-existent “new politics,” or over that campaign chant of “Yes, We Can!”—a theme that Obama himself considered vapid and mindless in 2004, when his campaign advisors first imposed it on him over his objections.4 Even respected, experienced opinion writers display irrational behavior when touched by the  Obama phenomenon. It can cause a principled left-wing magazine like  The Nation to argue in bad faith for a massive corporate giveaway of taxpayer money—the 2008 farm bill—because Senator Obama voted for it and his opponent voted against.5 It can drive Obama’s liberal supporters, normally opponents of unilateral military action, to support military strikes within the territory of an American ally without that nation’s permission. They take this position because Obama apparently made a slip of the tongue in August of last year and advocated such incursions into Pakistan.6


Barack Obama has demonstrated great skill in fundraising and in delivering speeches that have been carefully written, parsed, and tested in advance to achieve maximum emotional impact.7 But even if the money helps, the goodwill of good oratory cannot last forever. At the Cannes Film Festival in May 2008, Sean Penn, the liberal Hollywood actor, may have made the wisest (if the hardest to follow) statement on the Obama phenomenon: “I hope that he will understand if he is the nominee the degree of disillusionment that will happen if he doesn’t become a greater man than he will ever be.”8


Whether in victory or defeat, Barack Obama’s supporters will be the last ones to understand that he is just another politician. He is not and never will be worthy of such adulation.

Barack Obama is an impressive man—he would never have gotten this far if he weren’t. But he is not the force for “Change” or “Unity” that many naïve individuals believe he is. He is simply another liberal Democratic politician who will divide America along the same lines as it has been divided for decades.

As a policy-maker, Obama has very bad ideas that would hurt America—they are the same ideas that have been floating around Washington for years, though in some cases more extreme. The same ideas espoused by Hillary Clinton, Nancy Pelosi, Ted Kennedy, Barbara  Boxer, or any of Obama’s other liberal ideological soulmates on Capitol Hill.

On abortion, he stands to the left of even these liberals—once you understand his position, you see that he is to the left of almost everyone in America. His understanding of foreign policy is unsurprisingly thin for someone who was still a member of the Illinois Senate as recently as November 2004.

Obama’s irregular land deal with a felon later convicted of corrupting public officials deserves more than a superficial examination of whether the transaction itself was corrupt. We ought to ask why in the world Obama had a seventeen-year friendship with a figure whose livelihood depended on sapping the taxpayer for subsidies and corrupting public officials—officials like Barack Obama. What did Obama ever do to help Rezko? Quite a bit, as we shall see.

When those close to him become stained by scandal, Obama suddenly shows a level of cognitive dissonance unworthy of the obviously intelligent, reflective author of Dreams from My Father: “This isn’t the Tony Rezko I knew. . .”9 “The [Rev. Wright] that I saw yesterday was not the person I met 20 years ago . . .”10


Obama speaks of the days when his family was making $240,000 per year as if he had been suffering poverty. Meanwhile, he argues that the wealthy need to pay more in taxes, and in March he voted to raise yours if your taxable income is greater than $32,500 per year.11 That is a very different measure of wealth.

Prior to this year, Obama has run in just one seriously contested election—for Congress, in 2000. He lost in a landslide. His victories, right up until his foray into the presidential primaries, have come almost effortlessly, owing largely to incredible good luck and the fact that his opponents’ faults were much greater than his own. This makes him an unknown quantity, even now as he runs for president.

I believed that by writing this book I could fill in the picture—to shine a spotlight on some relatively unexplored and some completely new aspects of Obama’s career. In this I believe I have succeeded. This book contains some new and many buried stories that the media has mostly ignored. They puncture the image Obama has created for himself.

I hope that this book will do voters a service by telling the story of the man’s political life in one place, in a manner that is appropriately critical and free of hyperbole. This book obviously takes a conservative presumption against the candidate—just look at the title—but I hope that you also find it to be respectful and realistic, even if it is unavoidably shaped and shaded by my own views.

Even a conservative who rejects his policies can rest assured that an Obama presidency will not mean the end of America, an Islamic takeover, or an American Bolshevik Revolution. Nonetheless, hidden in Obama’s shapeless rhetoric about “Change” and “Hope” is a dangerous agenda that will take on real substance if he is given power.

America will not end under a President Obama, but it might be a very different place from the one we know now: a place ruled by a Supreme Court full of young judges enthralled by the notion of a “living Constitution” that says pretty much whatever they want it to say; a place burdened by the higher taxes Obama has promised; an America in which the car you own today becomes illegal to make, but even the slightest restriction on abortion would be wiped away in all fifty states.

I hope that readers of this book will move beyond both the rhetoric and the smears, and learn more about the man whose “audacious hope” sweeps America.





CHAPTER ONE

 OBAMA AND THE CHICAGO MACHINE: NOT A REFORMER


Most accounts of Barack Obama’s political rise begin on the convention stage in Boston in 2004, or at Harvard in M 1990, or even in Indonesia in 1970.

This one begins in Chicago on a cold, gray, windy day—January 2, 1996. Obama’s campaign volunteers and staffers had gathered in a grim hearing room of the Chicago Board of Election Commissioners.1  Obama was making his first run for elective office, which was to be the first in a nearly unbroken line of victories.

At the beginning of The Audacity of Hope, Obama attributes his 1996 election victory to the message he brought to the neighborhoods of Chicago’s South Side—telling people to drop their cynicism about politics, because yes, they can make a difference through voting, activism, and advocacy.

“It was a pretty convincing speech, I thought,” Obama writes. “Although I’m not sure that the people who heard me deliver it were  similarly impressed, enough of them appreciated my earnestness and youthful swagger that I made it to the Illinois legislature.”2


But Obama’s telling leaves out an important part of the story. For it did not matter what he said on the stump. It did not matter whether the South Side voters were “impressed” or not. All that mattered was what his campaign staff did in the elections office on that chilly January day.

Ronald Davis was a paid consultant for Obama, who called him the “guru of petitions.”3 Davis’s job on January 2, 1996 was to look at each of the nearly 1,600 signatures that state senator Alice Palmer’s campaign had collected in order place her on the ballot for re-election. Davis was supposed to find a way to challenge and disqualify as many signatures as possible. The goal was to throw her off the ballot.

Palmer, the long-time South Side activist and state senator since 1991, had gathered 1,580 signatures, more than twice the 757 required to get on the ballot. But Davis and his team, over a few days, disqualified hundreds of them, one at a time. Obama says he was uneasy with this hardball tactic. In the end, however, he would say of the five-year incumbent Palmer: “If you couldn’t run a successful petition drive, then that raised questions in terms of how effective a representative you were going to be.”4


With that justification, he approved the project, and he checked up on its progress nightly. One by one, Obama’s “petitions guru” disqualified Palmer’s signatures for one reason or another. According to one local newspaper at the time: “Some of the problems include printing registered voters name [sic] instead of writing, a female voter got married after she registered to vote and signed her maiden name, registered voters signed the petitions but don’t live in the 13th district.”5


Soon enough, Davis and his crew had brought Palmer below 757 valid signatures.

They had thrown an incumbent state senator off the ballot. While they were at it, Obama’s campaign got the other three candidates disqualified as well.

One of them was Gha-is Askia. He never had much of a chance of winning anyway, but he had gathered 1,899 signatures, and Team Obama took the time to challenge them as well.6 Askia spoke to the  Chicago Tribune in 2007 about it:
“Why say you’re for a new tomorrow, then do old-style Chicago politics to remove legitimate candidates?” Askia said. “He talks about honor and democracy, but what honor is there in getting rid of every other candidate so you can run scot-free? Why not let the people decide?”7






Thanks to his shrewdness and his willingness to play hardball, Barack Obama had made the first step in his astonishingly rapid political ascent.

This was the man who just a few years earlier had run “Project Vote.” According to a 1993 article in Chicago Weekly, the registration campaign reached every part of the city with its slangy slogan—“It’s a power thing.” Obama had trained hundreds of activists and flooded the streets with posters and the airwaves with radio advertisements, apparently producing the first black voting majority in the city’s history. His work even had people mentioning him as a possible candidate for elected office—the kind who could run against opponents and win.8  Three years later, he would be a candidate—thanks to the work of his “petitions guru,” the only candidate. Obama would explain his tactics years later:

“If you can win, you should win and get to work doing the people’s business.”9





OBAMA’S FIRST POLITICAL SPONSOR 

There had been happier days between Obama and Palmer, who in 2008 backed Senator Hillary Clinton for president. Palmer had been serving as a state senator in 1995 when a rare congressional vacancy had opened up—the incumbent Mel Reynolds had been indicted for sexual misconduct with a minor (he would later be convicted, but eventually pardoned by President Clinton).

Palmer had jumped into the special election race early. Obama had backed her for the U.S. House seat, and she in turn endorsed him to be her replacement in Springfield. (Obama had been so close to Palmer that around this time the socialist newsletter New Ground misidentified him as her chief of staff.10) But then a young man by the name of Jesse Jackson Jr. entered the Congressional race, as did the state senate Democratic Leader, Emil Jones, who would later become Obama’s mentor.

Palmer raised only $257,000 to Jackson’s $430,000.11 As the line goes from one famous Chicago-based movie, she had brought a knife to a gunfight. She finished a distant third in that November 28 special election. She might have even cost Jones the victory.

After her embarrassing loss, Palmer did not want to give up her safe state Senate seat. She asked Obama to step aside, wait his turn, and give it back. Obama said no. His surrogates told the Chicago Tribune, the Chicago Reader, and other news outlets at the time that she was reneging on a promise. The Reader wrote at the time: “She promised Obama that if she lost—which is what happened on November 28, 1995—she wouldn’t then run against him to keep her senate seat.”12  She claimed that she was running because of popular demand—that a groundswell had formed to keep her in office.

Obama was well within his rights to stay in the race. State Senate seats do not “belong” to anyone but the voters who live in the district, even if it sometimes seems otherwise in Chicago. And besides, he had  already made preparations for the campaign, among other things calling on fundraiser Antoin Rezko (more about him later). Rezko raised roughly $15,000 for him in that election13 as he built his war chest.

As an incumbent with the backing of the new congressman, Jesse Jackson Jr., Palmer was considered the early favorite in this contest. 14  She went out and collected nearly 1,600 petition signatures in just ten days and submitted them ahead of the December 18 deadline.15 She would still need to defeat Obama and two other Democratic challengers, but as an incumbent with the backing of the popular new congressman, Palmer was the early favorite. Until Obama kept her from running, that is.16


Downtown, Chicago Mayor Richard M. Daley must have smiled when he learned that some “skinny kid with a funny name” had just ended Alice Palmer’s career. According to contemporaneous news reports, Daley considered Palmer a serious threat, a potential mayoral rival.17 The black press had also raised the possibility of Palmer’s husband running for mayor.18 Chicago was a majority-minority city with a white mayor. Both Palmers represented precisely the kind of black candidate around whom others might have united against Daley, as they had united around Chicago’s first and only black mayor, Harold Washington, in 1983.

By clearing the ballot, Obama had done more than just elbow his way into power without a real election—he had also erased any doubt of Daley’s path to his next term.

There was nothing illegal in what Obama did in the primary. It was typical Chicago politics—“If you can win, you should win.”

And that is the point. Barack Obama promises to smooth over the bitter divides of American politics. He promises hope and an end to bitter partisanship. He frames himself as someone who rises above Clintonian or Rovian tactics. Contrast his promises today with what he did in 1996. He was not even a state senator yet, and he had already done  enough to make Karl Rove, Bill Clinton, or Niccolo Machiavelli proud. He got his start in politics by denying voters a choice.

Does this betray Obama’s professed ideals? Does it clash with the “new politics” he is supposed to herald? Was he really serving South Side’s voters with his tactics?

When asked this in 2007, Obama smiled. “I think they ended up with a very good state senator.”19





COOK COUNTY POLITICS 

Everyone says that Chicago politics is dirty, but what exactly does that mean? Here is one story about how politics is dirty in the Windy City—and about how Barack Obama helped keep it that way.

Imagine working in the Cook County government. What’s it like? If you have the right political connections, you get the job. You get the raise. You get the promotion. No qualifications necessary—just campaign contributions.

If you don’t have the political connections, then you don’t get the raise. You languish at the same desk for years without a promotion. You watch unqualified political stooges sent from “downtown” take the best jobs. You suffer the indignity of training them to take the supervisory job for which you applied and for which you were qualified.

This is how John Stroger, the former President of the Cook County Board of Commissioners, ran things until his retirement in 2006. According to court papers, his successor—his son, Todd Stroger—has not changed the system much, despite federal court-ordered supervision that began in January 2007. The federal investigation revealed several stories from John Stroger’s reign that capture perfectly the environment inside the Cook County civil service, including this one  about a loud-mouthed county employee who was allegedly hired through illegal patronage:
On his first day in the department, he told a number of his new co-workers he was a “soldier for Stroger” and he was going to become their supervisor... One witness claims after working at the department for a total of five hours, the employee had already identified co-workers he intended to impose severe discipline upon when he became supervisor.20






Sure enough, that employee was promoted to supervisor, just as soon as “downtown” could change the job qualifications to make them less stringent.

This was not an unusual occurrence, but a regular one, much like these others:
“The applicant was granted the position days after she made a monetary donation to Citizens for Stroger...”21


“The allegedly politically connected applicant was given... a job the applicant was not qualified for and did not receive an interview...”22


“Despite his qualifications, claimant did not receive the promotion. The position was filled by an individual connected to an Alderman. The promoted individual does not have the required experience and does not appear to have the required B.S. degree in a related field.”23


“Claimant . . . was told ‘a personal lieutenant to President Stroger blocked (claimant’s) application.’ The position was subsequently filled by an allegedly politically connected individual.”  24


“A document found in the application file, dated after the conclusion of the interviews, states the position is not to be filled by the current crop of applicants because ‘downtown’ wished to fill the position.”25


“. . . pressure to perform political work in exchange for job advancement.”26


“ ‘Downtown’ changed the minimum qualifications for the position . . .”27






Like every politically involved Chicagoan, Barack Obama knew exactly how the Stroger Machine worked in 2006. The County government was not only paying for John Stroger’s standing political army of door-knockers, it was also sending out the salary checks that would eventually make their way to his campaign account.

Obama knew all of this. He knew how Chicago’s county government works. And he worked that year to keep the Stroger Machine running when it faced a potential election loss.

Did Barack Obama engage in illegal patronage hiring and the other corrupt practices of Cook County’s government?

Absolutely not.

Has he repeatedly and knowingly enabled those who do?


Absolutely.

Had Obama lifted even his pinkie finger in the name of “Change we can believe in,” there would be no Strogers in power today. There would be no more “Soldiers for Stroger,” abusing civil servants and pocketing taxpayer cash.

But he did not. When Veteran Cook County Boss John Stroger faced a strong and credible challenge in the 2006 primary election from a reform-minded liberal Democrat, Obama said nothing. Local politicians on the left and right, sick of the corruption, lined up  against Stroger. Senator Obama stayed silent, and the reformer narrowly lost.

When John Stroger soon fell ill, and his son Todd took his place on the ballot (under suspicious circumstances) for the general election, many Democrats refused to back their own party’s candidate. Some even announced they would vote for the Republican. That’s when Obama found his voice. He endorsed the young Stroger, going so far as to call him—to the absolute horror of Chicago liberals—“a good progressive Democrat.”28 As we shall see, Barack Obama has never stood up for “change” in Chicago. “Change” and “reform” are for people who lose elections.

The charming “Soldier for Stroger” story and the other employee complaints quoted above are just a handful of those that appear in a scathing 54-page report on the two Stroger administrations, submitted in March 2008 by retired County Circuit Judge Julia Nowicki. She is the federal court-ordered Compliance Administrator investigating the past and present hiring practices of the Stroger Machine. Her appointment came after an FBI raid of the Cook County office building in September 2006, when the feds finally put their foot down on Cook County corruption.

Nowicki received more than two hundred complaints of illegal cronyism and patronage hiring. She found evidence of employees using county time and resources for political activity. She found county employees who were harassed for not joining their ward’s political organization. She wrote that young Todd Stroger’s human resources staff still appears to keep multiple sets of personnel files in order to “cover” patronage employment.29 In her judgment, she writes, all of the complaints she discusses are backed by “reasonable evidence,”30  although no final rulings on the county’s civil liability had yet been made.31


Eventually, when the county government settles the employee claims, Cook County taxpayers will be the ones to pay for the Strogers’ sins.

Nowicki also wrote that “in the last six months, there has been little change in the status quo since the last report . . .”32 She told the county commissioners in April 2008 that Todd Stroger’s administration has been less than fully cooperative in her investigation, that patronage hiring continues, and that more employees would likely come forward with complaints except that they fear retaliation from Todd Stroger and his allies.33


Like father, like son.

After the elder Stroger’s death in early 2008, his obituary would read:
President Stroger has also been accused of padding the county payroll with political cronies and relatives, being more open to tax increases than cutting waste and installing political pals in high-paying jobs in the Cook County Forest Preserve District while laying off the people responsible for picking up the garbage and cleaning the toilets.34






For more empirical evidence of how the Stroger Machine worked, the non-partisan, Chicago-based Better Government Association provided this breakdown:35 
• Between early 1999 and the middle of 2005 President Stroger raised approximately $2,413,246 million in itemized contributions.

• During that period, at least $615,078.99 (25.5%) in itemized contributions was raised from county contractors, their owners, agents and employees. 


• At least $624,543 (25.8%) in itemized contributions was raised during that time from Cook County employees who ultimately report to his office.





In other words, more than half of Stroger’s campaign cash came from people whose pockets he was lining with taxpayer money. That’s not even counting the money Stroger directed them to donate to other Machine politicians and ward organizations. The county employees who gave money would also form Stroger’s squad of foot soldiers in the days and weeks leading up to elections, getting out the vote for him and his allies. He didn’t have to pay them through his campaign—Cook County was paying them.

Patronage is part of the typical cycle of Machine politics. Politicians hand out tax dollars to friends, who return the favor. With tax dollars serving him so well, it’s no wonder Stroger liked high taxes. Just in his final two years in office, John Stroger endorsed: a 2 percent hotel-motel tax; a 2 percent “prepared food and beverage” tax; a $200 “automatic amusement device” tax; an 8.5 percent property tax increase; a $1-per-pack cigarette tax increase; and a tripling of court fees from $5 to $15. Before that, Stroger had tried to triple the property-transfer tax, and he had helped create a variety of special “tax districts” that could assess special-purpose taxes. This money was the fuel for his patronage machine.

After inheriting his office, the younger Stroger kept the family tradition alive by loading the payroll with family members and cronies according to what is known as the Chicago “friends and family” plan. He gave his own cousin—at this point the county’s chief financial officer—a sudden 12 percent pay hike, to $160,000. He hired his best friend’s wife for a $126,000 job.36 He hired his childhood friend as his  spokesman.37 He hired an unqualified friend to a top health job apparently created just for him.38


Around the same time, claiming a lack of funds, he shut down several health clinics, laid off hundreds of nurses from the county hospital that is named after his father, and gave the axe to forty-three prosecutors in the state’s attorney’s office. In total, he got rid of 1,700 county workers, barely touching a hair on the heads of any “Soldiers for Stroger.”39 In order to support both legal and illegal political hiring—and over the objections of both conservatives and progressives—he rammed through the Cook County Board of Commissioners a regressive sales tax increase that makes Chicago’s the highest sales tax burden of any major city in the United States today.

Todd Stroger denounced Judge Nowicki’s report on patronage hiring, insisting that there was no patronage hiring in Cook County. He later admitted that he had not read the report he was denouncing. 40


“I never really expected Todd Stroger to do much about cleaning up the county government,” says Jay Stewart, executive director of the Better Government Association. “He has succeeded in meeting my low expectations.”




OBAMA: SOLDIER FOR STROGER 

It did not have to be this way. Barack Obama, the reformer, was by then a member of the United States Senate. He had a chance to change things in Cook County government forever. He passed it up. Then he had a chance at least to keep his mouth shut rather than throw his good name behind a corrupt system. He passed that up, too.

Everyone knew how the Stroger Machine worked. Media outlets Left and Right assailed the corruption of Cook County politics. Politicians, both liberal and conservative, joined forces against  Stroger. By 2006, after a long climb, reformers had briefly built an “anti-Stroger majority” on the seventeen-member County Board of Commissioners, consisting of six Republicans and three liberal Democrats.

So when good-government liberal Forrest Claypool announced a primary challenge to John Stroger for the 2006 election, he immediately attracted support from reform advocates. It was a clear case of Clean versus Machine. Republicans and progressive Democrats found a reason to unite in the name of Change—in the very mode of post-partisanship that Obama extols today.


Chicago Sun-Times columnist Neil Steinberg framed the voters’ decision thus:
Isn’t it enough that Stroger has turned Cook County government into a bog of waste, cronyism and incompetence? Isn’t it enough that a solid, respectable, smart alternative exists? Claypool is a longtime reformer who has fought heroically to make Cook County better and more effective—if you are voting to try to improve the vital Cook County services, the vote is for Claypool. If you vote your race, for any clown, no matter how ignored and betrayed you are year-in, year-out, then go for Stroger.41






Claypool, who in 2002 had narrowly unseated a Stroger ally to become a commissioner, was walking exactly in sync with Obama’s campaign rhetoric of 2008: Kick out the entrenched interests. Reach across the standard political divides. Provide hope and reform.

Liberals around Chicago were energized. Republicans made plans to cross over and support Claypool in the primary. The other anti-Stroger candidate, board member Michael Quigley, dropped out of the race to  present a unified reform campaign—Quigley even became Claypool’s campaign manager.

The Chicago Tribune at the time wrote:
[C]ounty government works for Stroger’s pals, not for the people and businesses that pay taxes. And it certainly doesn’t work for the impoverished people who have nowhere else to turn. On Monday, Quigley correctly said Stroger’s fiefdom “cynically abuses their trust by wasting precious resources on the hangers-on—the contractors and the patronage workers.”42






Chicago’s voices of reform were speaking in unison, but Obama’s was not among them. He did not campaign for John Stroger or even endorse him, but he certainly didn’t lift a finger for Forrest Claypool, even though Claypool was his personal friend.

Imagine the splash Obama could have made: In early 2006, he was the most popular politician in Illinois and the star of the national Democratic Party. Had he gone into Chicago to play a role in that race, the national press would have followed him. The local press would have been glued to him. Obama could have yanked out a keystone of the corrupt Machine that has plagued his city for decades.

He did not. At one point, it appeared that Claypool would win, but Stroger, who suffered a stroke shortly before the election, gained sympathy. Mayor Daley cut ads for him and urged a Stroger vote.43 His campaign recovered near the end. He won by seven percentage points—42,000 votes of 600,000 cast.

Obama’s silence had probably saved Cook County’s political kingpin.

It might have been difficult for Obama to stand up for principle and support “change,” but it was certainly not impossible. John Stroger had backed one of Obama’s rivals in the 2004 primary that brought  him to the U.S. Senate. Some attribute Obama’s deference in this case to his fear of alienating the black community. John Stroger was black, and Claypool is white. As political writer Tom Bevan would put it:
Obama’s calculus in protecting his interests meant first and foremost showing deference to the Chicago machine, and also not making a move that would cost him support within the African-American community.44






This explanation probably overstates the racial angle, though. Obama was certainly not on the verge of losing support from black voters. The real problem was the Machine. Had he endorsed Claypool, Obama would have really rocked the boat, alienating Emil Jones, his patron in the state Senate. He would have upset Mayor Richard Daley, and every alderman and County Supervisor and Machine politician who had (and still has) political stooges on the Cook County payroll.

Two years later, Claypool was supporting Obama for President, and Jeff Berkowitz, a respected television journalist whose weekly show  Public Affairs is Chicago’s local equivalent of Meet the Press, asked him about Obama’s silence in 2006:

Berkowitz: You could have seen reform...You could have done a great many things that I know Barack Obama would like to do, to improve health care and so forth for people in Cook County. Why couldn’t he make that move?


Claypool: I don’t know. I mean—look, politics is complex. People have multiple relationships and they do the things they have to do and believe in.45






Obama had “multiple relationships.” “Change” and “Hope” could wait.  In the general election that November, Obama would compound his omission with active support for the Machine.

John Stroger had suffered his stroke on March 14, seven days before his narrow primary victory.46 He disappeared completely from the public view.

For months, the media and the public were left to guess about his health. His critics in politics and the media were already speculating that his cronies were hiding from the public his mental incapacitation—perhaps even his death.47 There was some serious uncertainty throughout the spring and early summer about whether the governmental decisions emerging from his hospital room—for example, the 408 new hires from June 11 to July 8, when the county was technically on a hiring freeze48—were actually being made by Board President Stroger himself, or by his staff, or his son. In a May 4 interview with the Chicago Tribune, Todd Stroger had “said flatly that his father was not running the county government.”49


The Tribune editorialized:
For 117 days since he suffered a stroke, Cook County Board President John Stroger has been incommunicado, with aides and family members asserting that they are relaying his wishes. The record suggests that those surrogates have misled citizens about Stroger’s health.

The plain goal of this unethical—if not illegal—fraud on voters and taxpayers is for Democratic politicos to keep control of the county patronage and contracts that cement their own power. The surrogates and politicos have exploited John Stroger, manipulating information about the infirmity of a man evidently unable to speak publicly for himself. They’ve said whatever they had to, first so a reform challenger wouldn’t beat  the impaired Stroger in a Democratic primary race, then to discourage any third-party candidate from running in the November general election.50






Indeed, the announcement of John Stroger’s incapacitation was delayed until well after June 26, the deadline for independent candidates to enter the race. By the time his father finally dropped out on July 8, his son Todd Stroger was angling to take his place on the Democratic line.

After some intra-party wrangling—even an attempt by Democratic congressman Danny Davis to block the young Stroger by taking the job himself—the Machine won again. The Cook County Democratic Party placed Todd Stroger on the November ballot.

Criticized as an unqualified underachiever, Todd Stroger held forth the promise of several more years of the same corrupt patronage racket that his father had run for more than a decade. Progressive Chicagoans were not happy. Conservatives were fuming. Claypool said openly that he would not vote for Stroger.51 Some Democrats—such as Frank Coconate, chairman of the Northwest Side Democratic Organization—went so far as to endorse the Republican, Tony Peraica, rather than support the Strogers in this electoral stunt. The press gave Peraica a genuine chance of being the first Republican Cook County board president in thirty-six years.

But come November, Todd Stroger won. And he did it with the enthusiastic endorsement of United States Senator Barack Obama. Obama, together with fellow Illinois senator Dick Durbin, sent a letter to their Cook County supporters:
Today we write to urge your attention to one race in particular. Our friend, Todd Stroger, former state representative and alderman, is candidate for president of the Cook County  Board. Please consider voting for Todd . . . Todd is a good progressive Democrat, who will bring those values and sensibilities to the job.52






“A good progressive Democrat.” One can almost imagine the two senators laughing as they wrote it. As one liberal Chicago commentator wrote at the time:
Todd Stroger was a “strong voice” in Springfield, the letter says. He has “worked assiduously” for the poor as an alderman. Yet, of course, the record reveals that Stroger is an unimaginative legislative drone whose reform credentials are wholly imaginary—an unlikely trailblazer to a new era.

Then Obama and Durbin take an epistolary dive into the mud and start yammering in the letter about Republican challenger Tony Peraica’s conservative stance on social issues that almost never come before the County Board. In particular, they raise the fear that Peraica would unilaterally put a halt to abortions at county hospitals, even though Peraica has repeatedly pledged that he will not.

“We’ve come too far for that,” says the letter.

And Obama has come too far as an inspiring new breed of politician on the national scene to muck around in local politics, endorsing machine hack candidates and substituting party for principle. Or so you’d imagine.53






Welcome to the “new, post-partisan politics” Obama has promised. Stroger may have been a symbol of corruption, but he was a Democrat, and his opponent was a Republican. Obama endorsed him, employing what even liberals called misleading scare tactics.

It was not his first collaboration in Chicago’s corruption, and it would not be the last in his long record of un-reform.




SAVIOR, OR SAVVIER? 

How involved is Barack Obama with the seedy world of Chicago Machine politics? As he told the Chicago Tribune in April, hardly at all.

“I think I have done a good job in rising politically in this environment without being entangled in some of the traditional problems of Chicago politics,” he said.54



Tribune columnist John Kass, an expert on Chicago’s political scene, views it differently:
Why is Obama allowed to campaign as a reformer, virtually unchallenged by the media, though he’s a product of Chicago politics and has never condemned the wholesale political corruption in his home town the way he condemns those darn Washington lobbyists ? . . . He has endorsed Daley, endorsed Daley’s hapless stooge Todd Stroger for president of the Cook County Board. These are not the acts of a reformer, but of a guy who, as we say in Chicago, won’t make no waves and won’t back no losers. 55






That’s not entirely true. Obama did back one loser in 2007, Alderman Dorothy Tillman. Tillman was no Daley ally, but she was certainly no reformer, having enriched her family through contracts with the Harold Washington Cultural Center, which she had been entrusted to run.56 Tillman’s most important legislative initiative was a city ordinance to provide reparations for slavery. She once demanded that two white waiters at a downtown banquet she was hosting be replaced with black waiters .57


In 1991, witnesses said Tillman had brandished “a .38-caliber, snub-nosed, nickel-plated pistol” during a contentious ward redistricting session.  58 Obama endorsed a marginally sane, self-dealing politician on the grounds that she had endorsed him in 2004. She lost anyway, by 665 votes.59 It was a small victory for sanity and for Chicago, no thanks to reformer Obama.

Richard M. Daley, however, is no loser. He has been Chicago’s mayor for nearly twenty years, and for good reason—he knows political organizations, and his puts the Stroger family to shame. Unfortunately, much of the Machine’s workings have been revealed in federal investigations of the underlings in his office. Indictments and convictions have already been secured, details revealed in court papers and news articles.

But even when things got tough, at least Daley could count on Barack Obama, the reformer, to endorse him for re-election in 2007.

Distrustful of the Democratic Party’s regular ward organizations, many of which had not supported him in his 1989 run for mayor, Daley built his own Machine organization of party irregulars. It consisted of such groups as the ironically named Coalition for Better Government, the Hispanic Democratic Organization (commonly called the “Hispanic Daley Organization”), and a few trustworthy ward organizations .60


And every political soldier needs his pay—a place on the city payroll, no qualifications necessary. You can be a former gang member and still be appointed to oversee a $40 million program, as long as you belong to one of the right political organizations.61 If you have the right connections, the city will hire you even after you’ve stolen $4 million in quarters from the city’s toll booths.62 That’s the Chicago version of “change you can believe in.”

In 2005, U.S. Attorney Patrick Fitzgerald began picking apart this Machine, uncovering the same kind of illegal patronage hiring in which Cook County was engaged, but on a larger and far more sensational  scale. The biggest difference between Stroger and Daley is that Daley has managed to avoid being directly implicated.

Daley aides Robert Sorich and Timothy McCarthy were indicted in 2005 and convicted in 2006 on mail fraud charges related to their organizing this patronage army and rewarding the mayor’s political allies with jobs and promotions.63 The U.S. Attorney’s office alleged that interviews for city jobs were routinely faked and interview scores inflated for candidates who appeared on the “blessed” list of those who worked on the campaigns of Daley and his allies. One applicant was in Iraq on the day his interview supposedly took place—his absence did not prevent him from scoring a perfect five out of five in that interview.64


Federal agents also seized papers and computer files that Daley’s men were using to track “thousands” of political hires65—“a color-coded document reflecting the winners’ names at the end of a hiring sequence, as well as the political organization or union sponsor associated with the particular winners.” Completely unqualified candidates—some described as “goofballs”—were hired for jobs they had no business doing. Of one candidate, described as “a drunk,” Sorich had demanded he be hired anyway and said, “Do the best you can with him.”66


As his men were being indicted for this illegal arrangement, the mayor said he was “saddened by these charges for these individuals and their families.” He said that the federal investigation “has uncovered practices that plainly demand reform.” He said, “I cannot change the past, but I have learned from it and have taken aggressive steps to address these issues, and I will continue to do so.”67


No one knows for sure whether he was trying to be funny.

None of this stopped presidential candidate Barack Obama from endorsing Daley’s re-election in 2007. But that’s not to say that Obama never had doubts. In August 2005, with indictments flying in the illegal patronage scandal, Obama almost said something mildly critical of Daley when asked whether he would endorse him for re-election.

“What’s happened—some of the reports I’ve seen in your newspaper, I think, give me huge pause,” Obama told a reporter from the  Chicago Sun-Times.68


Obama must have thought this went too far, though, because an hour later he was already calling back to “clarify” his comments:
Obama said the mayor was “obviously going through a rough patch right now.” But he also said Chicago has “never looked better” and that “significant progress has been made on a variety of fronts.” The senator said then it was “way premature” to talk about endorsements because the mayor had not yet announced his candidacy.





In January 2007, when Obama finally endorsed Daley for re-election, a reporter asked how his “concerns” from 2005 had figured into his endorsement. Again, Obama hedged. “There is no doubt that there remains progress to be made . . . But ultimately you want to look at the whole record of this administration . . . The city overall has moved in a positive direction.”69


Obama’s endorsement of Daley was as disappointing as the Stroger endorsement. But it was perhaps less incomprehensible. Considering the power that the mayor has over Chicago’s political money, no one planning a run for president could afford to disappoint him. Obama’s wife had also worked very briefly in the mayor’s office.70


But of even greater importance in the Obama-Daley relationship is Obama’s chief political strategist, David Axelrod. Since 2004 he has been Mayor Daley’s man in the Obama circle.

It was Axelrod who had been trying to spin reporters away from the patronage operation in Daley’s office, just one month before the feds began handing down the indictments of summer 2005. Reporters from  the Chicago Sun-Times had asked Axelrod that June how it was that nearly 500 members of the Hispanic Democratic Organization (one part of the political Machine) were on the city payroll, more than a dozen of them with top-paying positions. “The mayor believes strongly a city work force’s only mission is the job of doing taxpayer business and nothing else,” Axelrod said. “He’s committed to take any step necessary to make sure that happens anywhere if and when it hasn’t.”71
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