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    “Every serious memoir to emerge from the last administration has
        revealed the existence of, in essence, two Donald Trumps. One is
        funny, perceptive, charming and has an instinctive rapport with ordinary
        people. This Trump loves his family and country and fiercely
        guards the interests of those close to him. The other Trump is erratic,
        vengeful, detached from principle, deeply narcissistic and capable
        of shocking acts of betrayal. Most people see one or the other,
        generally according to their politics, but both are the complicated
        reality that is Donald J. Trump. Former Vice President Mike Pence’s
        memoir captures both iterations of the man better than any previous
        book.”

    —The Wall Street Journal

    “The blunt facts of [Pence’s] bravery in remaining at the Capitol
        and his insistence that Congress reconvene that very evening to
        complete its work speak for themselves… his honorable conduct
        during a dark and dangerous day for the nation makes for more compelling
        stump-speech material than most politicians can muster….
        Remarkable.”

    —The Washington Post

    “Intimate. It does offer a truly distinctive window into the Trump
        phenomenon, from unlikely election winner to unwilling election
        loser, recounting conversations and deliberations to which he alone
        was privy…. Pence acted so admirably on January 6. Not only did
        he stand up to the mafioso tactics of Trump and his henchmen…
        but Pence also refused to leave the Capitol that day, defying his own
        Secret Service detail and insisting that the work of Congress to certify
        the election results be completed in the face of bloodshed and death.
        Pence deserves the gratitude of every American for his courage and
        conviction in that moment.”

    —The Atlantic
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For the love of my life, Karen






“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”

—Jeremiah 29:11








Prelude

January 6, 2021, United States Capitol, Washington, DC

Shortly after 2:00 p.m. Eastern Standard Time

I had always been loyal to President Donald Trump. He was my president, and he was my friend. Over the past four years we had forged a close working relationship, spending hours together nearly every day in the Oval Office. In those times when we had disagreements, I had always shared my opinion in private. But today things had to be different.

For my first loyalty was to the Constitution of the United States. I had taken an oath here at the Capitol nearly four years ago to support and defend the Constitution, which ended with a prayer, “so help me God.” This morning, I told the president one final time that I believed my oath required me to preside over this joint session of Congress and certify the results of the 2020 presidential election—the election we had lost. It had been a difficult conversation.

And now here I was, sitting quietly at the head of the Senate Chamber, with all one hundred of America’s senators seated at their desks. We had come to open and count the electoral votes submitted by the states. We had convened as a joint session in the House Chamber earlier that afternoon but had quickly adjourned to the Senate Chamber to hear the debate over objections raised under the Electoral Count Act of 1887.

Republican senator James Lankford of Oklahoma, easily recognizable by his red hair and white temples, had the floor. As he spoke solemnly about vote counts, the Senate parliamentarian, Elizabeth MacDonough, seated just a few feet in front of me, leaned back in her chair and whispered through her face mask, “Mr. Vice President, protestors have breached the building’s doors on the first floor. Just informing you.”

I glanced across the room where we were gathered. The rich blue carpet covering the floor, the ivory plaster ceiling overhead, the rows of historic mahogany desks arranged neatly in a semicircle. A number of those same desks were replacements for ones burned by the British during their invasion of Washington, DC, in 1814.

This is democracy’s sacred ground—not because of its occupants, current or past, but because whenever the American people demanded that we live up to the ideals of the Constitution, whenever we set out to accomplish the seemingly impossible, it ultimately happened here, under this dome.

From here we sent Meriwether Lewis and William Clark on their journey west. Here we ended slavery. From here we launched the United States into victories for freedom in two world wars. Here we fostered the world’s largest economy and mustered a national defense that has been the greatest force for good the world has ever known.

For two centuries, it was here that the people’s will was honored, that their choice of one fellow citizen to temporarily lead the American government was formally accepted. I was here on January 6 because, for the fifty-ninth time in our nation’s history, we would certify the election of the president of the United States.

As Lankford’s speech headed toward its conclusion, I could see his colleagues anxiously glancing at their cell phones. Max Millian, one of the men on my Secret Service detail, walked onto the Senate floor and straight to my chair. “Mr. Vice President,” he said, “we gotta go.”

He told me that protestors were on the move in the Capitol, that we needed to leave the building. I was confident that the US Capitol Police would soon have the situation in hand, so I told him we would just wait in the ceremonial office reserved for my use as president of the Senate.

Since the 1850s, the small, elegantly appointed space a few steps from the Senate Chamber has served as an office of sorts for the vice president. The room is full of history: One vice president, Henry Wilson, died here after suffering a stroke. Another, Harry Truman, became president here. The women’s suffrage movement ended triumphantly in this same room when another Hoosier second-in-command, Thomas Marshall, signed the Nineteenth Amendment into law.

The only addition I had made to the decor during my time as vice president was a quiet Hoosier autumn landscape by T. C. Steele titled Road Through the Woods. No artist better captured the calm beauty of southern Indiana, a place that had brought our family great comfort through the years.

My senior staff was waiting in the office. My wife, Karen, and daughter Charlotte joined us shortly after. Family has always been among my greatest sources of strength, and it would prove so in that moment. Along with my brother Gregory, an Indiana congressman, we stood together in that cramped room and watched the mayhem unfolding inside and around the Capitol on a small television set.

Soon my lead Secret Service agent, Timothy Giebels, walked through the doors of the office and said, “Sir, we’ve got to get you out of the building.” A large, confident man, Tim informed me that protestors who had smashed their way into the House side of the Capitol were now heading for the Senate Chamber. They had come to protest the result of the election and to prevent Congress from fulfilling its responsibility to open and count the Electoral College votes. And, as I later learned, many had come looking for me.

I have often told our three children that the safest place in the world to be is in the center of God’s will. I knew in my heart that we were where we were supposed to be, doing what we were supposed to be doing. I felt resolve and a peace informed by my upbringing in Indiana, my faith, my family, a lifetime of service, and a lifelong love of the Constitution. I felt no fear. I told my detail that we would hold there until the Capitol was secured. I was not leaving my post.

I was not afraid; I was angry. I was angry at what I saw, how it desecrated the seat of our democracy and dishonored the patriotism of millions of our supporters, who would never do such a thing here or anywhere else. To see fellow Americans ransacking the Capitol left me with a simmering indignation and the thought: Not here, not this… not in America.

Yet from the terrorist attacks of 9/11 to the covid pandemic we had endured over the past year, Americans have faced and overcome threats much graver than rioters in the Capitol. That mob could shatter glass, overturn desks, occupy offices, but they could not stop our democracy. My father, a combat veteran, had instilled into me a deep sense of duty. My faith reminded me that you “keep your oath, even when it hurts.” I had made a promise to the American people to support and defend the Constitution, and I was determined to keep it. We would not be deterred. We would finish our work that day. So help us God.

As we heard a muffled roar in the distance, my wife closed the drapes over the large windows facing outside to the north as Tim Giebels returned to make one more urgent plea for us to leave.

The rioters had reached our floor, he said. We had to leave the building at once. I pointed my finger at his chest and said, “You’re not hearing me, Tim. I’m not leaving! I’m not giving those people the sight of a sixteen-car motorcade speeding away from the Capitol.”

“Okay,” he answered in a voice that made it clear that it wasn’t. “Well, we can’t stay here. This office only has a glass door, and we can’t protect you.” I asked him what our options were. We could move temporarily, he suggested, to the Capitol’s loading dock and garage, a few stories below. I agreed.

The door to the office opened. A path was cleared in the corridor to the stairwell descending to the garage. The steps were secured. “Sir, we have to go now!” Tim shouted. I stood up, placed my hand on Karen’s elbow. Charlotte was at our side. I looked at them and said, “Let’s go.”

We walked out into the hall slowly. I glanced back to make sure my brother Gregory was with us. All around was a blur of motion and chaos: security and police officers directing people to safety, staffers shouting and running for shelter. I could see the intensity in the eyes of the Secret Service detail; it was audible, too, in the voices of the Capitol Police. I could hear the fall of footsteps and angry chanting.

On the wall, in the now-empty office we had left behind, still hung that painting of a lonely road, softly winding its way past a row of barren trees into the southern Indiana horizon.






CHAPTER ONE Climb Your Own Mountain



From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded.

—Luke 12:48



This is where it all began for me.

The town of Columbus, Indiana, sits where the Flatrock and Driftwood Rivers connect, forming the East Fork of the White River, the waterway that cuts across southern Indiana. It’s a quietly beautiful part of the world, a patchwork of lush farmland, rolling hills, and forests that turn remarkable shades of gold and burgundy in the autumn. There are towns, too, cut out of the wilderness just decades after America’s founding.

The pioneers who populated them built churches, raised families, formed communities. And when the time came, they left their homes to defend a set of ideals on battlefields in places like Buena Vista and Bull Run.

They were Hoosiers.

The root of that word is a mystery and the source of great debate within and beyond our state. Its origin may never be fully revealed. Some say that the term derives from the “Who’s there?” pioneers would ask when they heard a knock on their door. Others suggest that the word was a Native American term for “corn.” Or did it come from a man named Hoosier who had hired Indiana’s workers on the Louisville and Portland Canal? The poet James Whitcomb Riley, a Hoosier himself, offered a less flattering origin story: among the violent backwoods brawling among our state’s earliest settlers, “Whose ear?” was often asked after a particularly nasty fight. That then transformed into “Hoosier.”

My own theory is that it came from a traveling African American Methodist preacher named Harry Hosier, who established churches along the Ohio River in the early days of the Indiana Territory during the Second Great Awakening in the eighteenth century. His congregants were often referred to as Hoosiers. But who knows? We do know, though, that it is the most widely recognized nickname for the residents of any state in the union. It’s not even close. Wherever a Hoosier goes, Hoosiers are known.

And so are their qualities. They are tough and independent, hardworking, creative, and caring. They value faith and family. And as any public servant in our state can testify, Hoosiers have strong hearts and strong opinions but deliver them politely. Usually.

Much of this character comes from the farm, the initial and continuing engine of the state’s economy. Agriculture was the driver for Bartholomew County, of which Columbus is the seat. Farmers shipped their crops along the White River and along the railroad that arrived in the 1840s, running between Madison on the Ohio River and the state’s new capital, Indianapolis.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the town was a manufacturing hub. The engines, automotive parts, and radios built there were shipped around the world. The industrial demand of two world wars kicked Columbus’s economy into high gear. Between 1940 and 1960, the town’s population doubled. Among those who saw in it a vision of the American Dream were my parents.

Edward and Nancy Pence were city kids, from the Irish enclaves of south Chicago. Dad was the oldest son of another Edward Pence, who made a good living at the stockyards but had a hard edge as a parent. When Dad graduated from high school, the story goes, Grampa Pence walked him out the front door of their well-appointed brick home to show him his graduation present. He thought his father had bought him a car. Instead, my grandfather said, “There’s the world, Son, go take from it whatever you want.” And that was it.

Dad served in the US Army in the Korean War. On April 15, 1953, Second Lieutenant Edward J. Pence was awarded the Bronze Star for having “under withering enemy fire” led the rescue of a combat patrol stranded in a minefield. The medal stayed in a drawer. When we were kids, Dad never spoke of his time in the war, other than that he prayed often. “There weren’t any atheists in the foxholes,” he’d say.

Only after we became adults, when pressed, did he share the harrowing story of how his platoon had been ordered to withdraw under a major enemy assault only to find their escape hindered by a minefield. Dad told his second that he would lead the platoon across the minefield, stepping heavily, and that they should follow in his footsteps for however far he was able to get. After he reached the other side of the minefield unharmed, the entire patrol was able to safely cross.

A cousin Dad grew up with told me years later that he had been a happy-go-lucky kid but the war had changed him. “I don’t think he ever got over the guilt of coming home,” he said. In that moment, every faraway look in Dad’s eyes when his service in the war came up made sense to me.

Mom was a first-generation American. Her dad, Richard Michael Cawley, had left Ireland to escape the civil war. He went first to England and worked in a coal mine, then returned to Ireland. He sailed from the port at Cobh to Ellis Island in the spring of 1923. He went west and settled in Chicago, where he met Mary Maloney, whose parents had both grown up in a small town in Ireland called Doonbeg. Grampa drove a bus for the Chicago Transit Authority for thirty years and was a proud member of the transportation union.

In America, he prospered. He loved his adopted country and believed dearly in its promise. He belonged, and he raised a family of Americans. He told his children and grandchildren over and over again that in America, anything was possible. His story is not particularly unique. But it is uniquely American.

And so, in its way, was my parents’ meeting. It was 1954. Mom noticed Dad, a recently returned serviceman, looking sharp in his uniform in a Chicago bar named Applejacks. He noticed her, too. Through mutual friends, he found out that she was Nancy Cawley, a secretary in a small business agency. He turned up in the agency’s office one afternoon in a stylish hat and coat. And that was it. It was St. Patrick’s Day. They were married on January 14, 1956.

Dad, who had a degree from Loyola University, began a job as a salesman for the Pure Oil Company, which was headquartered in Chicago. When the offer of a promotion in Indiana came, he followed it to Indianapolis, where they lived in a small apartment off Keystone Avenue. Three years and two little boys (my brothers Gregory and Edward) later, they relocated fifty miles south to Columbus, where Dad took a job as vice president of Kiel Brothers Oil Company. He would ultimately become a minority owner and run the company, which supplied some two hundred gas stations across Indiana and Kentucky. I was born at the Bartholomew County Hospital on June 7, 1959, and named Michael Richard Pence after my Irish maternal grandfather.

Note that each of us were known by our full first names: Gregory, Edward, Michael, Thomas. As my mother always said, “If you want to raise respectable people, you should give them respectable names.” To this day each of us is better known by a shorter version of our name. But we all still address one another as our parents did. I’ll never be anyone other than Michael to my mother, brothers, and sisters. I’ll let you decide how well our mother’s theory worked out.

The first Pence home in Columbus was a two-story apartment building not far from downtown. We didn’t stay long, though, before moving to a small three-bedroom ranch-style house in a new subdivision named Everroad Park West. My parents watched a truck bring the home up the street and lower it onto the concrete slab at 2744 31st Street in the summer of 1960.

It was the setting for an idyllic youth. Every home on the block had children our age. There was a cornfield in our backyard, and just a short walk away was Haw Creek, where we spent every waking hour of those hot summer days splashing in the shallow water, which seemed so much deeper then. The four Pence boys—now including my little brother, Thomas, who arrived in 1961—would walk out the front door of that house every summer morning and not be back until sundown. There was a sandlot for baseball games and always enough friends around to play army. The memories of those days are some of my happiest.

It wasn’t all Huck Finn, though. The Pence boys were rambunctious. Dad was on the road four days of the week, meeting clients around the Midwest, and the phrase “Wait till your father gets home” still sends a shiver down my spine. Mom usually had a list detailing our misbehavior for him when he walked through the door. Truth be told, my mother never needed much assistance keeping her kids in line and at eighty-eight years young still doesn’t. My parents raised us with love and discipline, although when our two sisters came along years later, the rules seemed to change. Annie and Mary had Dad wrapped around their little fingers, and that never changed.

Our family ran like Dad’s old platoon. It was up early, school or chores, home for dinner, saying grace, and Mass on Sunday. We were a devout Catholic family, and all four of us boys were routinely called into service as altar boys whenever Father Gleason had a need. And attending church was mandatory. Faith was always a central part of our lives.

Dad was involved with the local chapter of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, a Catholic organization that helps those struggling with hunger or poverty. Every week leading up to Christmas, he would fill our station wagon with groceries and presents. We would pile into the car, not knowing where he was taking us. He would then drive us to the poor part of town, park the car in front of a house, get out, and knock on the door, my brothers and I behind him, our arms full of bags and boxes. I have never forgotten walking into those homes and seeing those hurting families, many with small children who had little to eat and no chance to celebrate Christmas. I thought back then that Dad had brought us along as help to carry the gifts and groceries, but the reason he took us was to see, as the Bible says, that faith without works is dead.

Mom grew up during the Great Depression. We heard stories of how her grandmother, whom she called Nana, would cook more food for dinner than their family needed. Poor souls would walk up the alley behind their brick house and wait outside the back door, knowing that my great-grandmother would give them a bowl of soup. This quiet charity is part of who my mom is. Over and over again I saw my parents’ generosity; there was never any fanfare about it, it was not done for other people to see; they just lived out their faith. And growing up around it impacted me in a real way, laying a foundation for my own faith. As I told my dad years later, “I have the faith I have because of the faith you have.”

Catholics were a minority in Columbus. We never minded it or felt like outsiders. After my parents moved to town, one of my mom’s dearest friends, who was Baptist, offered her a good-natured suggestion. “Nancy,” she said, “we would appreciate it if you didn’t refer to us as non-Catholics.”

Southern Indiana has long been considered part of “tornado alley,” and tornadoes touch down often during the spring and summer. When one was spotted near our house in Everroad Park West, Mom would round us kids up in the living room—we didn’t have a basement—and proceed to douse us and much of the living room in holy water from a small bottle from the local Catholic church. My brothers and I were convinced that we would have been drier outside in the driving rainstorm. We gave her a hard time about it for years, but point of fact, the tornado did not hit our house.

Dad was not a native Hoosier, but his beliefs were right at home in Indiana. If Ed Pence gave you his word, you could count on it. And he did not mince those words. He was loving but tough. One Mother’s Day, we tried to get him to help us with a surprise for Mom. He wouldn’t participate. “She’s not my mother,” he told us. “I’m going golfing; you figure it out.” Music was a constant in the Pence house. Dad loved Frank Sinatra. One song in particular encapsulated my father’s philosophy of life. In the song “That’s Life,” he sang, “I’ve been up and down and over and out/And I know one thing/Each time I find myself/Flat on my face/I pick myself up and get/Back in the race./That’s life.” To this day I can still recite the words of that song from start to finish.

He had part ownership of a building in downtown Columbus. He and his co-owners eventually sold the property to buyers who planned to build a visitors’ center. After a price was agreed upon, Dad and his partners met with the buyers to sign the documents and close the sale. After Dad, who was brilliant at math, looked at the papers, he slid them across the table unsigned. The numbers were wrong, he said; the buyers were about to pay more than they had agreed to. “Go fix it,” he told them. And they did. I heard the story years later from a friend of Dad’s who was there. He had tears in his eyes when he told me about it.

I was often struck by how respected Dad was. One afternoon when I was out driving along with Dad as he did his daily rounds visiting the gas stations his company supplied, I said, looking out the car window, “Dad, you know, you’re really kind of a big deal.” He wasn’t having it, though. “Michael,” he explained, “I just have a lot of friends.” Years after he passed, people would come up to me at county fairs, fish fries, and chicken dinners and simply say, “I knew your dad.” The emotion in their eyes always told me that Dad had done something for them, had meant something to them, had been a friend.

When it came to his children, he had little use for flattery. If we did well at sports or in school, he offered little praise. At one point I remember asking him why he offered words of encouragement so infrequently but didn’t hesitate to criticize. “The whole world is going to tell you how great you are,” he said. “My job is to tell you how to do better.” And he did. He set a standard and expected his children to meet it. We would keep our word and treat those around us with respect, or we would hear from him.

One day, my brothers and I were playing in the field behind our house, building forts with cornstalks, hurling baseball-sized clogs of dirt pulled from the ground, bouncing on the metal fence that divided the farm from our house, and generally causing chaos. On that particular afternoon there was one bounce too many on that fence. It toppled over, and the hogs on the other side of it escaped, running across our neighborhood. When our father learned of the episode, he forced us to make a large sign that read STOP PLEASE, NEED TO TALK and sent us out to the cornfield, where the farmer was working with his combine. He noticed the band of small boys and their sign and brought the giant machine to a halt. His attention captured, we walked over and each of us apologized for running wild in his cornfield. Dad watched the whole thing from our backyard.

One of my earliest memories is sitting in front of a black-and-white television in the living room of our little house hearing the clip-clop of horses as we watched the caisson bearing the remains of a fallen president to Arlington National Cemetery. On the wall above that television, next to a photo of the pope, hung a portrait of John F. Kennedy.

JFK and Martin Luther King, Jr., were the heroes of my youth. The two men provided incredible moments of inspiration. They were both gone by my tenth birthday. But the impressions endure. Of course, there was an ethnic affinity for Kennedy, the first Irish Catholic president of the United States and the member of a large family like ours. But both he and Dr. King demonstrated that through words and courageous stands, leaders could encourage Americans to see the best in themselves and strive to achieve great things.

I can still remember hearing Dr. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech from the March on Washington in August 1963 replayed in the classrooms of our small Catholic school. And I’ll never forget sitting in front of the television in our basement on July 20, 1969, watching grainy black-and-white images from the surface of the moon as President Kennedy’s vision to land a man there by the end of the decade and return him safely to the earth became a reality.

The Pences were not a particularly political family. My parents followed the news. Dad, a businessman, was nominally a Republican. Mom, more staunchly, was a Democrat, albeit a conservative one. Truth be told, I probably got my interest in politics from my mom. She had a passion for the United States common to many first-generation Americans. It was contagious. She was patriotic, read voraciously, followed the news, and was always ready to jump into a political debate over dinner. She has an innate curiosity that drove her to enroll in college for the first time at age sixty, where she earned a bachelor of arts in psychology from Saint Mary-of-the-Woods. To this day she follows current events and the events in her public sons’ lives with intensity and joy. When something newsworthy or historical was happening in town, she made sure we witnessed it. When Lady Bird Johnson, the first lady, visited Columbus for a tour of the town’s architecture in 1967, Mom, my brothers, and I were waiting along her route.

From an early age, like my mom, I identified with the party of the Kennedys—although in 1964, when the Republican presidential candidate, Barry Goldwater, came through Columbus aboard a train on a whistle-stop tour, Mom put us onto the Goldwater float that drove through downtown. Perhaps she could see into my future.

That was a long way off, though. It was the sense of eloquence and tragedy around both Kennedy and Dr. King that placed in my heart, even from an early age on 31st Street in that small Indiana town, the dream of public service. It was on that street that I first felt the call to represent my hometown and the people who lived there in our nation’s capital.

Years later, in the mid-1970s, when I wanted to get involved in politics, Dad arranged a meeting with his attorney, John Rumple, a prominent Democrat who would eventually run for statewide office. Mr. Rumple was a kind man who encouraged me to get involved in the local Democratic Party. I soon found myself going door to door on behalf of candidates as the Youth Coordinator for the Democratic Party in Bartholomew County. I enjoyed meeting Hoosiers and handing out literature, and only the occasional door was slammed in my face. My political journey had begun, although back then I didn’t always see the sharp lines between the political parties. When I would knock on a door, campaigning for a local Democrat judge, the people inside, not impolitely, would say, “We are Republicans.” I was unfazed. “Can I just leave you some literature?” I would ask, not thinking twice. In typical Hoosier fashion they would always say yes. I’m sure the flyer found its way to the circular file pretty quickly after I headed back to the sidewalk. But I learned the value of a pleasant young person handing out literature. When Karen and I ran for office years later, we always took our children along; not even the hardest-bitten Democrat could turn down a flyer from those kids.

What still echoes throughout those early years and will never leave me is Dad’s simple charge: “Climb your own mountain.” Whatever it was we chose to do with our lives—and he wasn’t particular about that—he wanted us to go out and achieve it and strive every day to be the best at whatever we set out to do.

Columbus was an incredible place to begin that journey. By the time the Pence family arrived there, that small town was home to two Fortune 500 companies, Cummins and Arvin Industries—hardly a common feature of small southern Indiana communities.

Those companies attracted young professionals from all across the country. We went to school with kids whose parents were Ivy League–educated executives and kids whose parents were farmers and factory workers. Our next-door neighbor, Julius Perr, was a mechanical engineer who had fled Communist Hungary after playing a part in the 1956 Hungarian Revolution. By the end of his career he held some eighty patents.

Columbus’s landscape was profoundly impacted by Cummins and its long-serving CEO, J. Irwin Miller, whose family had founded the company with the engineer and mechanic Clessie Cummins (who for a time had been the Miller family’s chauffeur). Miller was a Hoosier Medici. He reasoned that Cummins’s efforts to recruit and keep the best and brightest workforce would be greatly aided if Columbus were a city of unique features and amenities. He also happened to be a great lover of art and architecture.

Under his guidance, the Cummins Foundation commissioned innovative architects to design public buildings, turning the town into a mecca of striking midcentury design. So although there was a cornfield behind the Pence house, there was also a futuristic metal steeple on the skyline. It sat atop North Christian Church, designed by Eero Saarinen. The town’s panorama of geometric buildings of stainless steel and glass surrounded by farmland as far as the eye can see earned it the nickname “Athens on the Prairie.”

Even if there was an element of corporate savvy behind it, Miller’s efforts to build and beautify the city echoed another of my dad’s most often repeated phrases, “To whom much is given, much will be required.” Through Cummins, Miller brought a sense of community and duty to Columbus. He also wasn’t afraid to take a public stand; he was heavily engaged in the civil rights movement. As the leader of the National Council of Churches, together with Dr. King, he helped plan the March on Washington and garner support for the Civil Rights Act. He hired minorities and elevated them to leadership roles at Cummins. He closed the company’s plant in South Africa to protest apartheid. In 1958, when Benjamin “Mickey” King, an African American, came to Columbus to serve as chief microbiologist for Bartholomew County Hospital, Miller championed his effort to create fair and open housing laws for the city. He made his own company, and Columbus by extension, a more welcoming place by hiring minorities at a time when doing so was the exception rather than the norm.

That likely benefited our family, since of course, technically we were outsiders. The Pences were Irish Catholics in a Protestant community. Columbus was a company town, and Dad didn’t work for either company. But we never felt out of place. And the mix helped me learn to get along with and relate to all kinds of people. In our house much was indeed expected as well. Work permits were available in Indiana at sixteen, and sure enough, every Pence boy had one once he reached that age. We like to joke that our two sisters had it a lot easier, but the truth was that at the Pence house, we all worked just as soon as we were old enough and we were all the better for it.

Apart from a newspaper route, my first job was at Ray’s Marathon, a full-service gas station supplied by the oil company Dad led, where I would work on and off for five years. On any given day, wearing my short-sleeved Marathon shirt with my first name stitched above the pocket, I would meet Hoosiers from every walk of life from factory workers to CEOs, from farmers to homemakers. I learned to have an easy rapport with just about everybody as I pumped gas—except the rest of the employees at the station.

From my first day on the job, I was met with indifference or scorn from the mechanics who worked the three bays at Ray’s. No matter how hard I tried to be friendly or strike up a conversation, my efforts were usually met with a one-word reply or no response at all. I knew what was going on. They saw me as a high school kid who had gotten the job because of who my dad was—which of course was true. One night after I had worked at the station for a few weeks, Dad asked how things were going. I didn’t candy coat it. I told him I didn’t think the mechanics there liked me and I didn’t have the first idea how to get them to respect me. Dad replied, with a mischievous smile, “That’s easy, Michael, just out work ’em.”

From that time forward, whenever a customer pulled up to the pump, I ran to the car and didn’t just fill the tank but also checked the oil and washed the windshield. At the end of the day, I would stay late, scrub the bays, and leave the place spick and span for the morning. Just as Dad had said, in a few short weeks, everything changed, and I count some of those same coworkers as friends to this day.

From first through eighth grades, I attended St. Columba Catholic School. Then, in 1973, I went to Columbus North High School. The schools were a short distance from each other but might as well have been on opposite sides of the earth. The transition was not easy. I had few friends but a desire to be liked.

My older brothers had made the transition before me. But Gregory and Edward were lean and fit, standouts at football and swimming. I was overweight and unhappy about it. And though I gave football and wrestling a shot, I was not much of an athlete. I tried to get people to like me or pay attention to me by goofing off and joking around. It was just a mask. High school was when I had to find my own way, determine what mountain I would climb. And I wasn’t sure where to turn or who I was.

Even before high school, I felt comfortable in front of large groups. I had been master of ceremonies at events at St. Columba and regularly took part in public speaking competitions. Since the 1920s, Optimist International, a service club that promotes youth activities, has held its Oratorical Contests. They were especially challenging because participants had little instruction on the content of their remarks other than a few guiding words. We would have to construct a speech around such vague sentiments as “Our Challenge, Involvement.” I also joined the Columbus North speech team and participated in National Forensic League speaking tournaments around the state.

Most critically, I participated in the American Legion’s Oratorical Contest, a forum designed to promote a better understanding of the Constitution. My immigrant grandfather had instilled in me a love of America; my father’s own service in Korea gave me a sense of patriotism and duty. But it was the American Legion contests, which required study and contemplation of the design of the nation’s government, that ignited the pilot light of my love of the Constitution.

There I sat, in the Bartholomew County Library, designed (of course) by the famed architect I. M. Pei, poring over books in preparation for the contests. One in particular resonated: Growth and Development of the American Constitution by Loren W. Noblitt, who, coincidentally, was from Columbus. I read it over and over again. It’s on my bookshelf still. I remember tracking the book down through the Dewey Decimal System, rummaging through those little cards in the catalog drawer, and finding it on the shelf. The cover described the Constitution as “the Foundation for our American Democracy.” The pages compared passages from the original document to their modern meaning and explained their historical development, all interspersed with quotes from the Founders. I took special note of the powers delegated to the Congress and president. It was an invaluable tool, as I would soon be speaking extemporaneously about the Constitution. It was my Bible before I had my own Bible.

I wasn’t a particularly good student at Columbus North, but I excelled in those speaking contests, winning numerous regional Optimist Club awards. My teachers and the school’s speech coach, Debbie Shoultz, provided welcome encouragement. In 1976, during my junior year, I placed second in Indiana’s American Legion Oratorical Contest. The following year, I won it. I regularly brought home ribbons, trophies, and scholarships. I was often mentioned in the local paper, the Republic.

My father made a habit of not attending his kids’ extracurricular activities. He rarely if ever attended my brothers’ football games or swimming meets. The same was true for my speaking competitions. It was not that he didn’t care. He did. He was proud and encouraging. But he gave us distance; he didn’t apply pressure. Those pursuits, he wanted us to see, whether sports or speaking, were ours, not his.

One Saturday evening, I came back from a speech contest with a fistful of blue ribbons. “How did you do?” Dad asked. I threw the ribbons down on the kitchen table where he was sitting. I told him I had cleaned up without even having to put much work into it—which was true. He looked up disappointedly. “All I ever want to know is if you did your best, not if you won or lost,” he said. “And you just told me you didn’t do your best. I don’t have any use for those ribbons.” That was Dad: do your best, or don’t do at all.

With the attention I was getting from speech competitions, I tried my hand at school elections, running for junior class vice president. The previous summer, I had lost fifty pounds after having been the only member of my family with a weight problem, and I went back to school with a flourish of confidence. I also had a growing interest in public service, so I threw my hat into the ring. I lost, but it whetted my interest in politics. My large and eclectic group of friends voted me class president senior year. During that time, I had lost much of the weight that I was self-conscious about. I had plenty of dates. I had transformed from someone who was unsure of himself to someone who was full of himself.

By the time of high school graduation, I thought I could do it all, I was sure of my own talent. That extended into other parts of my life as well. Religion, so large a part of my upbringing, felt unimportant. I still went to church and said grace before dinner—those were not optional activities—but deep inside I felt I didn’t need faith any longer. I was good enough to get by without it.

But for all my supposed eloquence, I knew deep down inside that I actually had very little to say. For all my treasured popularity, something was missing in my heart. I needed to go find it.

I had not even begun to climb my own mountain.






CHAPTER TWO Bends in the River



Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!

—2 Corinthians 5:17



In the waning days of the summer of 1977, I packed a suitcase, jumped into the back seat of my parents’ station wagon, and headed to Hanover College. Indiana’s oldest private school is in a small and intimate spot in Jefferson County, high on a bluff above the Ohio River. Even today the view carries you back to the nineteenth century, people and commerce coming and going along the water.

Standing on the Point, as it’s always called, one can see the Ohio bend its way between forests and into the distant horizon. When I first took in the view, it was as an uncertain young man searching for meaning. I still remember, like any other college freshman, the feeling of loneliness as my parents pulled out of the dormitory parking lot and headed back to Columbus. I was away from home for the first time and truly on my own.

In the Pence household, attending college was nonnegotiable. But Dad also had a system. He knew how much, allowing for pizzas and movies, we could save after working forty hours a week earning minimum wage during the summer. Each of us had to write him a check for a portion of our tuition at the end of summer in order to go back to school. Because my parents had achieved a level of economic security, we were not eligible for scholarships or financial aid. But Dad reasoned that we should contribute: You earned the money, and you paid your fair share. “No free rides” wasn’t just a slogan in his household. You had to get the grades, too.

I applied to Hanover and Harvard. I was accepted by the first and, although I’d had no expectation of being admitted, saved the rejection letter from the second. No harm trying. When I met Ivy League–educated friends later in life, I would tell them with a wink that Harvard was the Hanover of the Northeast.

The Hanover campus is a small collection of redbrick Georgian buildings with white trim. In my day, there was a common center where all the students dined, a main auditorium, fraternity row, and a series of dorms, in one of which, Crowe Hall, I shared a room with a friend from Columbus. Though I projected a confident front, the truth was that I had very real doubts that I could survive scholastically at college. So I focused on my schoolwork. Just as at Ray’s Marathon, my hard work paid off and I had good grades at the end of that first semester. But I was still unsure about my ability.

It was around that time that I was invited to attend a Tuesday night service at Brown Chapel, the unpretentious nondenominational church on campus. It’s not much bigger than a room. The service was called Vespers, an old Christian term for evening prayers. I wasn’t attending church at the time. I had lost interest in faith and accepted the invitation because I knew there would be pretty girls there.

But I enjoyed the meetings. There was singing, guitar strumming, and always an uplifting message. And I made friends with upperclassmen who also attended, guys such as John Gable and Tom Roberts. At a time when I was haunted by insecurities and put on a front, I was impressed by their genuine ease. They exuded a joy I just did not have. They were members of the Phi Gamma Delta fraternity, or “Fiji,” as everyone called it. At the start of my second semester, I pledged and was accepted into the house. Among my class of pledges was a strapping football player from Warsaw, Indiana, named Jay Steger. We became fast friends as we began our respective journeys to a greater understanding of faith and American history.

At the Fiji house, there were many late-night conversations about faith. John and Tom talked often of God, but what they said was new to me, beyond my experience. I had grown up in a liturgical environment. Our family had regularly attended Catholic Mass. But those young men spoke of a personal relationship with God, something I had never experienced but was drawn to.

I noticed that John wore a small cross around his neck. It had an understated elegance about it. It had been bought, I learned, from a mail-order catalogue. Still on my own journey, looking for answers and wanting to emulate friends who clearly had them, I calculated in my mind that wearing a cross would be some sort of solution.

One afternoon I spotted John leaving the cafeteria of our fraternity house. “Hey, John, don’t forget to give me that catalogue, I want to order a cross,” I said loudly as he walked away.

He stopped and looked at me. “You know, Mike, you’ve got to wear it in your heart before you wear it around your neck.” Then he turned and went up the stairs.

The words hit me like a baseball bat. I realized that John knew I was a phony. Putting a cross around my neck was just the latest pose. I thought that was just what Christian people did. I hadn’t gone any deeper. In that moment, my mask fell away.

As my freshman year at Hanover neared its end, I joined some friends on a road trip two hours south to Wilmore, Kentucky, the home of Asbury Theological Seminary. The town was the site of the Ichthus Festival, a weekend-long concert originally conceived as a Christian answer to Woodstock. Contemporary Christian music was in its early days, and I was amazed by the songs of praise by such bands as the Pat Terry Group and Andrus, Blackwood, and Co. More, I was moved by the powerful messages delivered between the sets.

It was April, a wet and muddy season in central Kentucky. On the culminating evening of the festival, preachers presented the gospel. I sat on a campground hillside surrounded by believers while a light rain fell from the night sky. Amid the preaching, the music, and the mist-filled air that night, one journey ended for me and another began. As though for the first time, I truly heard the words of John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that he sent his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

All the music stopped, and there was an altar call. I stood up and walked down the hill, not just because I was convinced in my mind of the truth of the Gospel but because my heart was broken with gratitude for what had been done for me on the Cross. I found a volunteer counselor and prayed to receive Jesus Christ as my personal Lord and Savior. It was a moment of decision that changed my life forever.

I was Born Again.

The Bible says, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!” and that was just how I felt. The old me was gone, and I felt forgiveness and a newness of life that is difficult to put into words. From that day forward I felt that my life was not my own. I had been “bought at a price,” and whatever was to come, I would live out my faith in Jesus Christ and follow him wherever He led, no matter the cost.

I returned to college a changed young man. I felt a peace and joy I had never known in my young life. I had a growing desire to understand my newfound Christian faith. I began every day with Bible study and prayer. I devoured books such as John R. W. Stott’s Basic Christianity and read the works of C. S. Lewis. I also began listening to Christian music. I played Amy Grant’s album Never Alone in my frat room over and over again. I summarized my new understanding of faith in the margins of the Stott book with the words “Christ in me, enroute to God.”

I continued to attend the Catholic church, but I was anxious to share my faith. I founded a youth program at the church and led Bible studies as well. My enthusiasm was admittedly off-putting to some of my friends. Many of them couldn’t relate to the new me and moved on. I started to turn away from the party scene on the campus, which further alienated some friends—it was college, after all. I tried to explain to them that my faith had changed me. Some understood; most didn’t.

When I returned home after the conclusion of my first year at college, I shared my newfound faith with Mom and Dad. It didn’t go well. My parents asked how it had happened, I had been raised in a Catholic home, after all. They had provided that foundation. When I would be on a tear about my new beliefs in the months ahead, I would get a lot of blank stares. Mom would tell me that if I wanted to talk so much about religion, I should go be a priest. But as time went on, seeing the sincerity of my faith, she became my biggest supporter. Dad, too, came to respect my faith; the depth of its conviction mirrored his own. He had deep and abiding beliefs that defined his actions. He didn’t talk about God a lot, but his faith was profound. Years later, in a heated discussion about religion he told me, “I believe I have Christ in my heart.” And I know he did.

For years my faith would remain a subject of much discussion among my siblings. My oldest brother, Gregory, was the most encouraging. He had given me my first Bible and was studying theology at Loyola University. My other siblings’ reactions ranged from curious to skeptical. One of them just thought I was crazy, which was hardly new.

But I finally felt that I had purpose in my life. I wanted to share Christ and live out the Gospel in my daily life. Back at Hanover for my sophomore year, I focused my studies on American history and increased my involvement with campus ministries. But Greek life was still important, and I was elected president of the Fiji house for the next year.

Animal House was in theaters at the time, but we were already living out the movie. Our house was a dump. Our grades were abysmal. The partying was out of control. It was a dry campus, but Fiji keggers were a constant. We had to get our act together, I told my fraternity brothers—to little avail.

One night during a particularly wild blowout, the dean called. The noise was so great that complaints were coming in from the other end of campus. He was on his way over to shut the party down. My fraternity brothers moved with Olympic sprinter–like speed to remove the incriminating evidence before he arrived: kegs were hidden, furniture was righted, music was silenced. When he arrived, the house was quiet and clean. It looked as though a bunch of straitlaced scholars lived there. The dean put the question to me, the president of the fraternity: “Were you having a party here tonight?” I admitted that yes, we’d been having a party. The Fijis were promptly put on probation—“double secret probation,” just like Delta in Animal House.

Everyone in the fraternity hated me for it. Informed by my faith, I was trying to be a man of integrity. And I truly believed that I was serving the real interests of the fraternity. It was the right thing to do, as painful as it was. When we left to go home for the holidays, my future as house president was in doubt.

During Christmas break, I told Dad the story. For years I had watched him run a company and earn the loyalty of the people around him. He was a leader. I asked for his advice. After some discussion, he observed that a fraternity was really a social club and challenged me to “just make it the best damn social club on campus.” I got the point.

Taking his advice, I went back to Hanover after the holidays with a plan to do just that. I proposed a menu full of new sports events, intramural activities, study clubs, and dances. The other members of the fraternity signed on. Our house turned around. In the following year, we had the best GPA and highest recruitment on campus, and we won all the athletic competitions. I was learning that success is often born of failure and that leadership comes from maintaining integrity and putting your foot down.

During my junior year the house wanted me to continue to serve as president, but I declined. I was more focused on running the campuswide Christian ministry. And I was increasingly captivated by my study of American history. I was enrolled in American Constitutional and Legal History, taught by Professor George M. Curtis III. Dr. Curtis was the great-grandson of an Iowa congressman. He stood six foot one and wore tweed jackets and Brooks Brothers shirts. His hair was jet black; his glasses were horn rimmed. He had impeccable manners and a patrician bearing. He looked like a man who could be elected to the highest offices at any moment. But his calling was teaching.

Dr. Curtis occasionally exhibited a hard midwestern air. One afternoon he strode into the classroom and spotted a book on my desk, a tome on international law. He picked it up, glanced at its cover, then asked the class, “How can there be a book that long about something that doesn’t exist?” My fellow students laughed as the professor offered just a hint of a smile.

Later, when I proposed a senior thesis on the religious beliefs of Abraham Lincoln, his eyes widened. “Mr. Pence, you can write your thesis on the religious expressions of Abraham Lincoln,” he chided. “You cannot, however, speculate about the religious beliefs of someone who is not here to defend himself.” He was a wise man.

Dr. Curtis sent us back to primary sources. He demanded that we respect the material and one another. But he made us all a promise: If we worked hard, we would never see the world the same way after we left his classroom.

It was through Dr. Curtis that I became acquainted with the Founding Fathers and began to understand the nation they had designed, where government was limited and citizens were free. He encouraged debate and discussion and asked us to take a hard look at what we knew—or thought we knew.

Even as the United States limped through the late 1970s, I remained a proud Democrat. I supported the embattled president, Jimmy Carter, a sincere Born Again Christian with blue-collar roots in Georgia. His opponent in the 1980 election was, I thought, little more than a well-rehearsed B-movie actor. Years later, when I recalled voting for Carter, conservative friends would say sympathetically that everyone had voted for him in 1976. I voted for him in 1980.

I was not unfamiliar with the Constitution before Dr. Curtis’s class. I had studied it and given speeches about it during high school in American Legion contests. But I had largely viewed it as the operating manual of the US government. Until then, I had spent less time thinking about the principles underpinning the Constitution and how they allowed Americans to flourish and realize their dreams, as my family had done.

As Dr. Curtis taught the virtues of our constitutional system of limited government, the failings of socialism and the tyranny of Communist governments came into high relief. My political outlook was shifting. But the seeds of that change had been sown even before I had arrived on the Hanover campus.

After graduating from high school, I had flown to Rome to meet up with my brother Gregory, who was studying there. We backpacked north, traveling through France and into West Germany, all the way to the divided capital of Berlin. The streets of West Berlin, with their glittering lights, bustling traffic, and crowded restaurants and shops, led us to Checkpoint Charlie at the intersection of Friedrichstrasse and Zimmerstrasse, the gateway through the Berlin Wall, between West and East, between freedom and tyranny.

Walking past that wooden guard shack and from West to East Berlin was like stepping into a black-and-white movie. The mostly silent streets of the East German capital were lined with drab gray cinder-block structures. The monotony was interrupted by bombed-out buildings, reminders of the relentless Allied aerial assault that had destroyed Berlin in the closing days of World War II some thirty years before. It was also an indication of the stagnant Communist economy that could not rebuild the city. The people were hushed and weary. In my memory, they all wore the same drab overcoat. The cars all dated from the 1950s and seemed perfectly in keeping with their depressing surroundings.

Until then communism, the idea of a state ordered and commanded by its government, had been an abstraction for me. The freedoms and rights such a system took from its citizens—freedoms that I now understood were safeguarded by the US Constitution—had never seemed so real or precious to me.

Dr. Curtis’s classroom in Old Classic Hall was full of great truths thanks to the great books he led us to and the conversations he fostered. I could increasingly see them reflected in my own experiences, the impressions of Communist East Berlin, and the commonsense patriotism of my parents.

It wasn’t so much that my core beliefs began to change as that my understanding of the values and ideals of the two political parties did. Suddenly what that B-movie actor turned president was saying made sense. Dr. Curtis had promised that we students would leave his classroom changed. The promise was kept.

I graduated from Hanover with a bachelor of arts in history in May 1981. By then I had changed in ways scarcely imaginable when my parents had left me on that campus above the winding Ohio River four years before. I had given my life to Jesus Christ, I had gained early lessons in leadership, and I had begun a conservative political awakening. The young man who left Hanover was far different from the boy who had arrived. But he still had a lot to learn.






CHAPTER THREE The Beautiful Brunette with the Guitar



A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.

—Ecclesiastes 4:12



Happiness in life, a saying goes, depends on how well you handle your backup plan.

In fall semester of my senior year at Hanover, I registered to take the LSAT. Law school, I thought, would be the logical pathway to a career in public service. With my dreams on the line, I put incredible pressure on myself to ace the exam. I took multiple practice tests. I studied intensely. I bombed.

Eager to realize my ambition and anxious to succeed, I had wrapped myself around the axle. Trying too hard sank my chances. I entered my first summer as a college graduate with no job and slim prospects. But deep inside, my faith gave me peace that something unexpected was going to happen. Dad insisted that I polish my résumé and start submitting job applications. I told him that God would provide and finding a job could wait until I got back from a much anticipated trip to Ireland. He was not convinced.

I had spent years dreaming about and planning a trip to Ireland. I was to go with Grampa Cawley, who would show me the home he had grown up in. We would travel the highways and byways of the old country while he told me stories. It was, sadly, not to be. Grampa had died after a long bout with colon cancer the previous Christmas Eve. I was devastated. Our bond had been deep. He had often told me that of all the Pence boys, I was the only true Irishman.

Perhaps because of that, I decided to take the trip anyway. In June, I boarded a plane and soon touched down in Galway. From there I connected with my great-aunt and her niece. For nearly two months, I lived above and worked in Pat Morrissey’s pub, pulling pints, washing dishes, and spending time with members of my extended family in Doonbeg. The Emerald Isle and her people were warm, familial, and familiar.

During one of my few calls home, Dad, with an air of disbelief, told me that a message had come in from the president’s office at Hanover. They wanted to know if I was interested in a job as an admissions officer for the school. I told Dad I would think and pray on it. “Good, do that,” he said. I did. And I decided to take the job after I got home.

For most of the next two years, I tossed a bag into my Chevy Malibu on Monday morning and didn’t return home to Hanover until Friday evening. I traveled to the four corners of Indiana and everywhere in between, meeting with high schoolers, attending career fairs, talking up my alma mater, and identifying, with the help of Dad’s unrivaled knowledge, all the best hole-in-the-wall diners in Indiana. My budget was small, and I often stayed at fleabag motels. But I saw the richness of Indiana driving on two-lane roads, felt the genuine warmth of Hoosiers. I visited every high school in Indiana and learned the state’s highways and byways like the back of my hand. Thanks to the job, I got to know and understand my state’s regional characteristics and the wide variety of Hoosiers, from the small, largely rural communities in the south to the industrial cities to the north.

The job came with a one-story ranch house on Clemmons Street on the edge of Hanover’s campus. I continued to study with Dr. Curtis, though now the “classes” were in his home study, where books were stacked to the ceiling, and longneck bottles of Budweiser were often downed. Away from campus, his opinions on contemporary politics grew more candid, and my own transformation from Kennedy Democrat to Reagan Republican neared its conclusion.

As much as I enjoyed the work at Hanover, I still felt called elsewhere. I looked toward the ministry and even spoke with a local pastor about such a choice. But deep down, I had never abandoned my dream of a public career. It must have been evident to others.

One evening I sat in the backyard of my house on Clemmons Street with Joe Harris. He was a fraternity brother, a good friend, and a strong believer. We grilled burgers and drank beers as the sun went down, talking about the future. “You should try to go to law school, Mike,” he said from across the firepit.

“It just didn’t work out,” I told him, hoping it would end that line of conversation.

Uncharacteristically, he kept pressing me to take the LSAT again.

It got on my nerves, and I lost my cool. “I’m not taking that test again, okay? Get off my back!”

He wanted to know why and kept pressing. So I finally told him, honestly, “I’m scared of failing again.”

Joe was silent. After a few minutes, in a near whisper, he asked, “Isn’t courage being afraid and going on ahead anyway?”

That one stopped me in my tracks.

The answer was yes. I wanted to pass that exam so badly that I was petrified of taking it again. But Joe made me realize how foolish I was being. From that night I began to gather the courage to try again, to risk failure. But this time I found it in my faith to approach the exam differently. I studied and prepared, yes. But I prayed, too. The Bible says, “Faith is the assurance of things hoped for.” Whenever I got anxious, I just thanked God that the test was going to go well. And that calmed my heart. In 1982, with God’s grace and a little nudge from a friend, I passed the LSAT—with four times the score I’d gotten the first time I’d taken it.

Several months later, I stood in my driveway holding an acceptance letter to Indiana University School of Law. I began humming the school’s famous fight song, “Indiana, Our Indiana.”

Though IU’s main law campus is with the rest of the university in Bloomington, it also has one in Indianapolis. I chose the latter because a number of clerkships were available in the city and I needed to work my way through school. In the summer of 1983, I arrived in Indianapolis. I took a room in the home of Zelda Metzger, a widow and great-granddaughter of General Lew Wallace, the Hoosier hero who had saved Washington, DC, at the Battle of Monocacy in 1864 and written Ben-Hur: A Tale of the Christ. It was a large, old house on Pennsylvania Street, just north of downtown. The rent was reasonable and included doing a few chores.

There was one thing I had to make official upon arriving in Indianapolis. I scheduled an appointment with John Sweezy, the legendary and long-serving chair of the local Republican Party. I marched into party headquarters, up to his second-floor office, where I declared my intention to join the party. He shot me a look of mild bewilderment from behind his desk. “We’re glad to have you,” he said. “Though most people don’t make an appointment to join the GOP.” I had joined the Reagan Revolution, even if I was clearly the only one who thought it a major event.

I began law school with a tremendous amount of enthusiasm. Inspired by my still young Christian faith, I prepared myself mentally, spending time in my morning devotions; physically, too, keeping up a steady exercise regime. I saw the work ahead as an immense challenge and wanted to bring to bear on it everything I had, beginning with my faith.

Maybe I went overboard: I wrote an introductory letter chock full of religious fervor to Larry Grimes, a fellow believer who would be attending IU’s law school and with whom I shared a friend. It went strangely unanswered. During the first day of orientation, he sat in the desk next to me and introduced himself. In the years to come we would become dear friends. Larry, who was private about his faith, later admitted that he had expected me to come walking into the room with a twenty-pound Bible, handing out literature.

At that moment, events far beyond Indiana intruded into the lives of all Americans. On October 23, 1983, terrorists drove two trucks loaded with explosives into barracks housing US marines in Beirut. The explosions killed 200 Marines—307 people in total. At the time, my older brother, Gregory, who had joined the Marine Corps after leaving college, was stationed in Beirut. When the news broke, I raced to Columbus to be with my family as we waited for word about him. There were no cell phones to call, no texts to send, not even email. For a day our family waited in limbo, with his devoted young wife, Denise, watching for a vehicle with a military insignia to pull up the driveway and deliver the terrible news. Blessedly, when the call finally came, it was from Gregory himself. He had been transferred aboard a ship shortly before the attack and was safe. But the first shot in the War on Terror had been fired.

Back in Indianapolis, my schoolwork began. There was so much of it that dating or having a relationship wasn’t on my mind. I wasn’t meeting many people anyway. At the time, I was attending Mass at a Catholic church near Mrs. Metzger’s house, St. Thomas Aquinas. It was there on an October Sunday, sitting in the pews, that I first saw her—the beautiful brunette with the guitar.

She was playing in the church band. I had to talk to her. When the service ended, I tried to do so but was interrupted by friends from Columbus who were visiting. I was back at church the following Sunday, but she wasn’t there. I put her out of my mind and focused on my studies.

And then one Sunday, as finals approached, there she was again with that Epiphone guitar. After the service, the very same people from Columbus stood between me and her once again. That time I gave them the Heisman and followed her out the door behind the altar.

The first thing I told her was a lie, as she often reminds friends. “I’d like to play in the guitar group,” I said. “You need to talk to him,” she said, gesturing toward a rather large man with a beard. “He runs it.” At that point I dropped the act, extended my hand, and introduced myself: “I’m Mike Pence.” She smiled faintly, and we talked briefly. She was holding her guitar case with her left hand. I couldn’t tell if there was a ring on it.

She was immediately extraordinary to me: her touching smile, her warm personality. Flustered, I forgot to ask for her number, but I was able to glean some information. Her name was Karen Whitaker. She taught shop, yes, shop, at the Orchard Country Day School on the north side of Indianapolis. She was a Butler University graduate, having earned bachelor’s and master’s degrees in elementary education, and she could fly a plane. She was full of surprises. Most important, her older sister was a law student at IU.

After we parted, I went straight to the dorm room of my friend and old fraternity brother Jay Steger, who was studying at nearby Butler University. I talked to him about our fifteen-minute conversation for the next four hours. Jay was unfazed. Over the years, we had developed a habit of holding long, detailed discussions on topics ranging from faith to politics to women, usually aided by adult beverages. And this was no different. But as he would tell me years later, from the very start he knew this was different.

The following Monday, I called the school where Karen worked and said I was updating a mailing list at the church and asked if it was Mrs. or Miss Whitaker. Laughing out loud, the woman said, “It’s Miss.”

That established, I headed to the law school recorder’s office, run by Velma Dobbins, a woman who took her job and students’ privacy seriously, as members of the national press would discover in a few years when they beat a path to her desk in their unsuccessful search for Senator Dan Quayle’s transcripts. I would not be deterred, however.

“I need the contact information for a student—” She interrupted me midsentence and dispassionately explained that the office did not give out personal information of any student under any circumstance. Dejected, I headed toward the door, then spun around and gave it one last try. “Look,” I explained, “I just met her sister, and she knocked my socks off. I just want to talk to her.” Without moving an eyelash, Velma reached over to the cabinet and asked me to repeat the name. She found it and gave me the phone number; I was at a loss to thank her. “Oh,” she said waving her hand, “just invite me to the wedding.” We did.

Shortly after, I was standing in a phone booth at 56th and Illinois alongside a friend and workout buddy who had come along for moral support. I dropped a quarter into the slot and dialed the number. The ringtone was interrupted by a sweet voice that told me her sister wasn’t home. “Who’s this?” I asked. “This is Karen,” the voice answered. Startled, I hung up the phone. “It was her!” I yelled to my friend outside the booth. He doubled over laughing.

Humiliated, I put another quarter into the phone and called her back. She answered again, and this time I stayed on; she told me she planned to go ice skating at the Indiana State Fairgrounds with her niece and nephew on Thursday. If I wanted to come, she said, “that would be wonderful.” Of course, I said yes. When she opened the door on that night before our first date and I saw that smile again, I knew it was over for me.

During my senior year in college, I had visited my grandfather in the hospital for advice. All my friends were getting engaged; I was dating a girl but was unsure if she was the one. He had been married for fifty years to my grandmother; they held hands until the day she died. So I asked him, standing beside his bed, how I would recognize the right person. “When you don’t have to ask anyone’s opinion,” he answered. The moment I laid eyes on Karen Whitaker, I knew she was different, and from the moment I spoke to her, I knew I didn’t need anyone else’s opinion.

She was born in Kansas, the third daughter of an air force officer. Her father had left the family when she was a little girl, and her mom had remarried and had two more children. Karen had helped raise them. Her own marriage to a high school sweetheart had ended early. She had then paid her own way through college, graduating early and with high honors. She was strong and kind. She had an astonishingly wide range of interests and abilities, though in her heart she was and still is a teacher. Her faith was deep and settled; we shared the same values. I was completely taken with her.

She eventually took a job teaching second grade at Acton Elementary and, not surprisingly, was one of the most popular teachers in the school. She had a bunny rabbit in the room that would end up spending summers with us during the early years of our marriage. We named another large lop-eared rabbit after the scuba diving instructor on our honeymoon. Tyrone was a big hit with the second-grade class. She took a genuine interest in her kids and made a point to invite them in small groups to her apartment in Indianapolis for dinner once a year. It was a practice we continued well into our married life. Years later, as our political career unfolded, there was hardly a public event where some young family wouldn’t walk up, not to meet me but to say hello to their “favorite schoolteacher” ever. I’m so proud of Mrs. Pence.

While dating, we often visited the Broad Ripple Canal, a segment of a never-finished nineteenth-century attempt to connect the Wabash and Erie Canal and Ohio River. We sat on a bench at the edge of the shallow water, feeding the ducks and discussing our aspirations.

One afternoon, nine months after our first date, I sawed off the nose of a loaf of bread and stuffed a ring box inside. The ducks were gathering, anticipating some crumbs. When Karen broke the bread in half, the ring box fell out. I got down on one knee. “Karen, will you marry me?”

“One minute,” she responded.

It wasn’t the answer I was expecting.

But she reached into her purse and pulled out a little cross with a heart on it. The word “Yes” was inscribed inside.

We paid for our own wedding, booking St. Christopher Catholic Church in the town of Speedway—the home of the Indianapolis 500—on the west side of Indianapolis. Karen and I both love the race; she had saved money from a childhood paper route to buy her first ticket. On June 8, 1985, surrounded by our family and friends, we went down the aisle without any doubts. The reception was at the Midway Motor Lodge, where a DJ played music and little wine carafes sat on the tables. Velma Dobbins couldn’t make it, but she sent a gift.

My time in law school seemed almost secondary. God brought me to Indianapolis at the right time to meet the girl of my dreams. Other than the grace I draw from my faith in Jesus Christ, his greatest gift to me is Karen.

But I did graduate from law school in 1986. Dad, who had himself tried a semester of law school, was particularly proud. Work had prevented him from finishing his degree, but he kept his old law books on a shelf in his study at home, and they have been cherished heirlooms of our family all these years.

We rented a bungalow in Broad Ripple, I passed the Indiana bar exam and started my career, working for a well-respected firm that specialized in corporate litigation. I had enjoyed studying law, but practicing was dull. It lacked the pace and action I craved. One afternoon in 1987, I was having lunch with Toby McClamroch, a local Republican activist. I was engaged in GOP politics, volunteering and attending party events. “What do you want to do?” he asked across the table. Shyly, I told him I wanted to someday, presumably after a long career in law and years of political engagement, run for Congress in my hometown of Columbus. “That seat is held by a Democrat, and we don’t have a candidate for next year’s election,” he said. “Why don’t you run now?”

I called Karen at her school and told her I was thinking of running for Congress, that the party was asking me to run. I was twenty-eight. It was decades earlier than I had expected. But a door had opened. We talked it over, and we prayed about it. And as she has done innumerable times in the three and a half decades since, Karen said, “Let’s go. Let’s run until the Lord closes the door.”






CHAPTER FOUR Reaching for Dreams, Enduring Loss



Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.

—Jonah 2:8



My decision to run for Congress at age twenty-eight was the easy part. My family was surprised but supportive, except for Dad, who was worried that it would delay our having kids. Karen and I had been trying to have children since tying the knot. We were still hopeful. But Dad had doubts; he believed that families and politics didn’t mix. Sometimes I think I’ve spent the last two decades trying to prove him wrong.

Nothing was ever simple with Dad. Despite his doubts, he offered to help—but only on the condition that I first raise on my own what sounded like an enormous amount of money to get the campaign running: $50,000. I accepted the challenge, with no idea how to meet it. I shared with a friend from law school the financial target we had to reach. We had spent time together in Christian Legal Society, so, not surprisingly, he responded with the Bible verse about how God owns “the cattle on a thousand hills” and said, “I think he could spare $50,000 if you needed it!” That perspective put my heart in the right place. Trusting God, we went to work.

College and law school friends, just beginning their careers, stepped up and gave what little they could spare. I had been involved in the local meetings of the Christian Business Men’s Committee sharing my faith in Christ at one of their weekly luncheons. When I called several prominent business leaders involved in the group, they enthusiastically stepped forward to help.

The district, Indiana’s Second, when viewed on a map, didn’t make a great deal of sense. The town of Muncie was its northern border; Columbus, a hundred miles away, its southern one. In between were Richmond, New Castle, and the southern suburbs of Indianapolis. The elementary school where Karen taught was in the district, but our little house in Broad Ripple was not. Selling our first home wasn’t easy. We’d had dreams of raising our kids in that little redbrick house, but we knew we had to let it go. We found confidence in a verse from Jonah 2 that reads “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.” Claiming that promise, we moved from the home we had bought in our second year of marriage to a duplex apartment along a cornfield on the far south side of Indianapolis. It would be the second of eighteen moves.

By the spring of 1988, with the May 2 primary in sight, our campaign was picking up steam. We traveled across the district in our Pontiac Grand Prix day and night, appearing at Lincoln Day dinners, the annual Republican fundraising events hosted by local party organizations. We were warmly received on the rubber-chicken circuit. Our campaign also had a couple of innovations: a fax machine and portable phone carried in a leather bag. It was an exhilarating time.

Though it had initially seemed impossible, we met Dad’s fundraising challenge. From that point on, he was all in. He made calls, wrote letters, and even spent a few days on the road taking me to meet friends across the district who were also in the gas station business. I never felt closer to my dad or more hopeful about the future.

Then came April 13, 1988.

I was speaking at a luncheon at a Republican Club in Greenwood when a young campaign volunteer approached me. “Your family is trying to reach you—your dad has been taken to the hospital.” I got into the Grand Prix and sped south down I-65. Dad had struggled with high blood pressure since I had been in grade school, but I had never imagined what was to come. On the way I dialed the hospital on the portable phone, hoping for any information. The reception was poor, but I could hear the voice on the other end telling me to get there as soon as possible.

At Bartholomew County Hospital, I parked and rushed through the doors and toward the emergency room. I could see my brother Edward there with my mom. She met me with her arms open and simply said, “Dad’s gone.” He had suffered a massive heart attack on the golf course that afternoon. He was just fifty-eight.

It was a time when his children were launching their careers. We were climbing our own mountains, as he had always encouraged us to do. He was transitioning from quarterback to coach. And without warning, with no chance to say goodbye, it was over. It felt as though a meteor had crashed down on me. It was the worst day of my life. At once, the excitement of the last six months was gone. The campaign that had occupied so much of our energy felt meaningless.

Our family was devastated. My brothers and I huddled around our mother and our younger sisters. Annie was in college, but Mary Therese was still living at home and at age fourteen probably took our father’s loss the hardest. Our sisters were very close to him. But they both overcame his passing bravely and went on to have beautiful families and great careers. Dad would have been proud.

The funeral at St. Columba Church was standing-room-only. People came to Columbus from all over Indiana to pay their respects to Dad. It was clear to me how many lives he had touched.

In the immediate aftermath, I put the campaign on pause. Karen and I discussed pulling the plug. Well-intentioned friends said that no one would hold it against us if we withdrew. But I knew that ending the campaign was the last thing Dad would have wanted. With only weeks remaining until the primary, we returned to the trail.

I was heartbroken, but it was more than that; I was mad at God. The night before the campaign resumed, I told Karen I needed to take a walk and headed out the door of our duplex on a lonely rural road. Eventually I found myself standing in the middle of a vacant field, not yet tilled for the summer crop of corn. Right there I had it out with the Lord. How could He? Why did He? Why my dad? Why now? I shouted into the strong spring wind blowing across the darkening plain.

When I returned home, I told Karen that I had yelled at God. She was shocked, but I told her I had to be honest with Him. My grief did not lessen, but that night I slowly started to get back on my feet.

A week after losing the best man I would ever know, I walked into a Republican gathering in Johnson County, the same county where I had received that call on April 13. I shifted back to candidate mode as best I could, working the room, shaking hands with strangers. Hoosiers are a caring people, and I was met with kindness and condolences. When I rose to speak, my voice cracked as I announced that our campaign would go on because that was what my dad would have wanted. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house.

A few weeks later we won the primary, defeating Raymond Schwab, an accountant who was, like me, a first-time candidate. The numbers were encouraging: previous Republican candidates had been unable to win more than 55 percent of the party’s vote in a Second District primary. We had hit 75 percent. A unified GOP was going to be crucial to winning the general election.

The incumbent, Philip Sharp, had been sent to Congress in 1974 in a wave election in which voters, outraged by the Watergate scandal and high inflation, had handed over forty-nine congressional seats to Democrats. Though Sharp was a Democrat in a Republican-leaning district, he was popular. That was in large part because of his office’s excellent constituent services. He was a formidable opponent who regularly drew Republican voters. To beat him, we would have to win those voters back.

A busy summer of campaigning began. I went door to door with Indiana’s senior senator, Richard Lugar, a global statesman and Hoosier icon. I shared coffee with his junior colleague, Dan Quayle, whose own life was about to change dramatically.

I traveled the district in the Grand Prix with a yard sign taped to the door and campaign flyers strewn across the back seat. It was county fairs, picnics, parades, and grassroots campaigning in our low-budget operation. The campaign garnered some national attention when I declined contributions from political action committees. We were in the middle of a national drought, and it was a long, hot summer. Nonetheless, Karen and I took to bicycling the district with the campaign van and a cooler full of water trailing behind. I stopped in small towns, shook hands at diners, and was often offered a cold glass of lemonade when I stopped at a farmhouse on those blistering Indiana summer days.

I was still a relatively new Republican. I was attracted to Ronald Reagan’s optimistic leadership and his connection with everyday Americans. But as a candidate for federal office, I had a lot to learn. During the summer of 1988, I came face-to-face with the leaders who were shaping the movement. They fired my passion for it.

There was a candidate boot camp sponsored by GOPAC, an organization created in the late 1970s to help recruit Republican candidates for office. The drill sergeant was a young congressman from Georgia named Newt Gingrich.

He was not yet a national leader, but he was obviously different from the “go along to get along” GOP leadership in Congress, thirty years in the minority. He was a full-throttle Reagan revolutionary, part college professor and political tactician, historian, and futurist. Newt was fluent in everything from welfare reform to space exploration. And he was fearless and full of conviction: he walked in the door and immediately predicted that Republicans would win in the fall. The first-time candidates gathered at that seminar believed him and went back to their districts ready to fight.

I drove across southern Indiana with Karen at my side, GOPAC tapes playing on the car stereo. They were audio instruction manuals, eloquently narrated by Newt, teaching candidates how to speak as conservatives and to articulate conservative policy positions. I would hit the eject button, and the cassette on balanced budgets would pop out of the tape deck; in would go the one on national defense.

In July, Jack Kemp joined our campaign for an event in Greenwood. The quarterback turned politician had just ended his own run for the presidency. He was a charismatic, larger-than-life figure with a signature vision for the GOP. He spoke of a Republican Party that defied stereotypes; it was the party of blue-collar workers, not big business. It was diverse and inclusive. He believed that an optimistic pro-family, pro-growth agenda appealed to and could win the votes of all Americans, regardless of their color or zip code. And he believed that we should knock on every door in every neighborhood and earn those votes.

Kemp was a grand conservative idealist. His aspirational view of the party of Lincoln would impact my own, pushing me to see conservatism as a means of lifting the downtrodden and providing opportunity where none existed.

And then there was President Reagan.

Shortly before the Republican National Convention in August, along with other GOP congressional candidates, I was invited to Washington for meetings with party leaders, including George H. W. Bush, the party’s presidential nominee, and the man he sought to follow. Ronald Reagan was the reason I joined the Republican Party. In the years since joining the GOP, I had come to revere our fortieth president. The rest of the country, seeing an expanding economy, growing national self-confidence, and a weakened Soviet Union, agreed.

Twenty congressional candidates were lined up waiting in the East Room of the White House. One by one we were ushered into the Blue Room, where the president was waiting. My campaign staff had prepared a list of topics I could raise with the president. But I told Karen that that was a moment I knew I would someday share with our grandchildren. She said, “Just speak from your heart, then,” and patted my shoulder.

My turn came. I was guided into the Blue Room, where two chairs stood in front of the fireplace. The president sat in the far one, and I awkwardly slid into the other. I was nervous and uncomfortable, sat ramrod straight in my chair, just a few inches from him. A wall of cameras was clicking and flashing in front of us.

“Well, Mike, how’s the campaign going?” he began. “Fine, Mr. President,” I answered. Then I veered off script. “Mr. President, I have something I’d really like to tell you,” I confessed. He urged me to go ahead. “I just want to thank you for everything you’ve done for this country and everything you’ve done to inspire my generation of Americans to believe in this country again.”

He was genuinely surprised, almost embarrassed. “Well, Mike, that’s a very nice thing of you to say,” he graciously answered. I will always believe that in that moment the president almost blushed. After some small talk, I was ushered off.

During the same trip Karen visited with Barbara Bush, the then second lady and future first lady, during a reception at the historic US Naval Observatory, which we would call home nearly thirty years later. George Bush’s career had carried him from Texas to China to Washington. His family was visibly close and loving, and the children, as the years would show, were all successful. How did the Bushes do it? Karen asked her. “You move with your husband,” Mrs. Bush explained. “We have moved twenty-five times over our career.” Karen took those words to heart.

In October, Phil Sharp and I squared off in two debates, one on the campus of Ball State University, where he had once been a professor, the other in Columbus. I was happy with my performance. The congressman, probably not expecting much from a challenger half his age, seemed surprised. Newt Gingrich had warned that most incumbents would just ignore their challengers unless they felt threatened. Then they would train their fire. When my opponent’s campaign began to throw punches, I knew it was a compliment.

In the end, though, we came up short on November 8. That night George Bush and his running mate, Dan Quayle, won the White House in a landslide. Democrats, meanwhile, held on to both houses of Congress. We had surpassed expectations, losing to Congressman Sharp by 7 percentage points, 53.2 to 46.8 percent, not that I am counting the decimals. He’d won reelection in 1986 by 15 points. The echo of my concession speech had barely faded when talk of a rematch began. Though our path would not take us to our nation’s capital for another twelve years, my sister Annie went to work in the White House for Vice President Quayle and to this day reminds our family that she was the first Pence to make it to Washington, DC.

Coming that close in a race against an experienced and popular incumbent was an achievement. I should have savored it and thought hard and prayed harder about the next steps to take. Instead, I jumped right back into the fray. I left the firm I had worked for since graduating from law school, hung out a shingle with a friend, and concentrated on campaigning.

By early 1990, the political landscape was shifting, and not in my favor. President Bush, who had won the White House in part on a promise of no new taxes, cut a deal with Democrats to cut spending and raise personal income taxes, outraging conservatives. Most pundits agreed that the president’s party, as it historically had done anyway, was headed for defeat in the midterms. Nothing, though, was going to slow me down.

Over time, I’ve developed a healthy distrust of my own ambition. But I didn’t see its perils thirty years ago. Flush with confidence from a close election and a simmering sense of entitlement, I ignored the caution expressed by many and rushed headlong into a losing battle, outgunned and outmaneuvered by a strong incumbent and a Democratic Party that was determined to hold the seat by whatever means necessary.

Senator Dan Coats, a thoughtful Christian, once told me, “There are two kinds of people in Washington, DC: those who are called and those who are driven.” What had begun for Karen and me as a calling, following God’s leading with faith and humility, had subtly been overtaken by my drive for success. Though I did not perceive it at the time, it was evident to others.

I continued to pursue support from my late father’s peers and business partners. That time, one of them, Dad’s closest friend, turned me down. Thomas Vickers was an air force veteran and vice president at Cummins in Columbus. For a time, the Pences and Vickers had been next-door neighbors. Tom Vickers had literally known me since I was a baby and had readily supported my first campaign, despite the company’s long-standing support for Phil Sharp. This time, sitting in his well-appointed corporate office, he urged caution and suggested that there might be better opportunities in politics if I was willing to be patient, probably out of genuine concern for my new political career. But I wasn’t having it. Certain of victory, I proceeded to explain politics to that lifelong family friend. He saw just how full of myself I had become and didn’t hide his disappointment. “Come back when you grow up,” he told me. Wish I had listened.

My rematch with Representative Sharp quickly devolved into a race to the bottom, characterized by negative personal attacks with little focus on the issues facing Hoosiers. I spent the summer of 1990 trading punches with the incumbent. The congressman blasted us for using campaign funds to cover some personal expenses as we campaigned full-time. That wasn’t illegal, but his commercials characterized it in the worst possible terms. The use of campaign funds to cover personal expenses was considered to be a way to allow challengers to compete with incumbents who had the benefits of staffs and salaries. But it was still a rookie mistake.

“Pence Campaign Pay Legal, but Unusual” read the headline in the Franklin Daily Journal. I was angry. I took the accusation personally. “I’m not embarrassed. I need to make a living,” I snapped at the reporter. Another rookie mistake.

In response, we quickly adopted a more pugilistic approach. I discovered that nasty advertisements and hard political hits won free media attention—a boon for an underdog campaign. One of my campaign commercials accused Sharp, the chairman of the House Energy and Power Subcommittee, of profiting from turning a family farm in Illinois into a nuclear waste dump. It starred a glowing green cow. Another featured an Arab sheik thanking Sharp for increasing US dependence on foreign oil. It was intended as a humorous Saturday Night Live–style skit, but the imagery was offensive to some, and we pulled the ad.

In the end, I paid dearly. In the nasty campaign, I had allowed my ambition to get the better of me. I did myself in. The election night party at Jonathan Byrd’s, a spacious cafeteria on the south side of Indianapolis, was brief. The results came in early and painfully: Mike Pence, the Republican candidate for Indiana’s Second Congressional District, had been trounced by the Democratic incumbent, Phil Sharp. By 19 points. I delivered a short concession speech to a sparse crowd, many of whom were eyeing the exit. Then Karen and I climbed into a friend’s car and drove home.

What had started as a time of great excitement and optimism came to a depressing end. I had run a campaign that betrayed my own values, one that would have disappointed Dad. I hadn’t just lost an election, I’d lost my way, lost the dream of public service, and lost my self-respect. And there was another heartbreak: we had still been unable to start a family. There had been so many tests, so many disappointments, and no answers. I was losing hope that we would ever have children.

There’s a saying in politics: When you’re out, you’re out. And I was out. The Lord had closed the door.






CHAPTER FIVE Done Dreaming



For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.

—Genesis 18:19



My political career was over. It was time to move on, but the disappointment lingered. It was a struggle to get off the couch. But for God’s grace and Karen’s strength, I would have stayed there.

My wife graduated first in her high school class and worked her way through college in three years, and she has little patience for self-pity. The more I indulged in what-ifs, the more impatient she became. Every time I argued that I needed time, she would say in her loving and sensitive way, “Michael, you need to get a job.” She was adamant that we put the past behind us and get on with our lives again. She saved me from myself. Karen Pence is tough and loving. Now I knew why my dad liked her so much.

A few weeks after the election, I was approached about a new job, which was good, because as a member of the failed politicians club, I needed one. The position was leading the Indiana Policy Review Foundation (IPR), a think tank that commissioned and shared research, hosted lectures, and published a monthly journal on state policy. I would later call it “news with an attitude.” The think tank was modeled after the Heritage Foundation in Washington, DC, which provided intellectual and policy support to conservatives. IPR, which had sister organizations in all the other states, had been designed to serve the same purpose for policy makers away from the nation’s capital.

I was still afire with passion for the Reagan Revolution and accepted the offer. But I soon realized that even after running for office twice, there was a gulf between my enthusiasm for conservatism and my understanding of how it translated into governing.

The IPR was based in Fort Wayne in northeast Indiana. I kept my office in Indianapolis and traveled up north regularly. During one of my trips shortly after being named to lead the policy group, I stopped in Richmond, about an hour east of Indianapolis, for coffee with the editor of the local newspaper whom I had met on the campaign trail. He said he had been surprised to learn about my new job. “I just never thought of you as a conservative,” he confessed. I was taken aback.

But it was one more reminder of the campaign I had run: bereft of the values that had brought me to conservatism in the first place. Though I had made peace with ending my dream of public service, I still was not at peace with how that dream had ended. It wasn’t enough to swear off running again or congratulate Congressman Sharp, both of which I had done; I came to realize that I needed to admit that what I had done was wrong and share what I had learned from it before I could move on. In short, I needed to come clean about how I had failed to live up to what my Christian faith required of me in public life.

So I sat down and wrote “Confessions of a Negative Campaigner” for the Indiana Policy Review. I opened the essay with the Bible verse “It is a trustworthy statement, deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, among whom I am foremost of all.” I acknowledged that I had participated in one of the most divisive contests in modern Indiana political history and offered no excuses for my conduct. I wrote that I had come to understand that negative campaigning is wrong for a number of reasons but, first among them is the fact that it deprives voters of the opportunity to deliberate on the issues critical to their daily lives.

Instead of exchanges of personal insults, campaigns, I had learned, should be about three things: They should demonstrate the basic human decency of the candidate. They should advance issues whose success or failure are more important than that candidate. And, very much last, they should be about winning. When office seekers adopt these principles, I wrote, when they run to stand rather than to win, they will occupy as many offices as their party nominates them to fill.

I composed the article mostly to assuage my conscience. To my surprise, though, it was well-received and was carried in a number of newspapers around Indiana, even generating favorable editorials. I felt as though a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. I felt hope for the first time in a long time.

We were moving forward elsewhere as well. After nearly six years of unexplained infertility I had honestly all but given up hope that we would ever have children. But Karen never gave up. She endured multiple IVF and GIFT procedures in an effort to become pregnant with one disappointment after another. And then one afternoon in the spring of 1991 I got some great news at a tiny gas station an hour north of Indianapolis that changed our lives.

I was on my way to meetings in Fort Wayne and had pulled off the highway to call home from a pay phone to learn the results of our latest pregnancy test, certain that I would be consoling my young wife as I had done so many times before. Karen answered the phone with the words “Happy Father’s Day!” I cheered so loudly that they must have heard me in the next county. It was a miracle. Months earlier, we had submitted our names to an adoption agency, and shortly after we learned that Karen was expecting, we got the call that a young girl facing an unexpected pregnancy had chosen us. We took the matter to prayer, believing as we still do that God can bring “forever families” through birth or adoption. But when we learned that the family she had listed as her second choice for the adoption was clinically infertile, we withdrew, not wanting to deprive another couple of the joy of parenthood.

In November 1991, Michael Joseph Pence was born. We gave him my father’s middle name, and with his arrival, I felt as though I had finally begun to heal from the loss of my father. All my love for Dad could now go to that little boy. There were more miracles ahead. In June 1993, Charlotte Rose arrived. The following year, our youngest, Audrey Ann, came into the world. We were two tired young parents, but our joy and gratitude to God were inexpressible. The thing Karen and I had most wanted, the thing that mattered more to us than our dreams and careers, had come. Our family had arrived, and the years that followed were wondrous and happy, a time of personal and professional growth.

We brought the kids home to a modest two-story house on the south side of Indianapolis with a fenced-in backyard where we poured a concrete basketball court that I dedicated to my dad. His initials are still visible in a corner there. Karen looked after the family all day, taking the kids to Gymboree and Mothers of Preschoolers, which she told me was a great place because the other ladies didn’t care if she had Cheerios in her hair or her socks didn’t match. When I got home from my office downtown, it was team parenting. First dinner, with high chairs crowded around the small kitchen table. Then I handled bath time. Ever the schoolteacher, Karen let the kids each pick out three books a day for story time—a total of nine. Days ended with nighttime prayers and two tired young parents heading downstairs to collapse for a few quiet moments before calling it a night and starting all over again. It was an exhausting little slice of heaven.

In the wake of our early foray into politics, Karen and I both increasingly felt that it was time to get more serious about living out our Christian life with consistency. Our calling would be defined in those years by a verse from the Book of Genesis in which, speaking of Abraham, God says, “For I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he promised him.”

From that time on, my calling was my family, and after the kids came, we made the decision to leave the Catholic Church and quietly began attending a small evangelical church on the south side of Indianapolis that focused on Bible teaching and fellowship. We wanted our kids to have the same experience in their Christian faith that we had come to have. I had not mentioned our decision to my mom or extended family, but as evidence of God’s sense of humor, at the end of a profile interview for the Indianapolis Star around 1995, I was asked where I went to church. I swallowed hard and answered honestly.

The article, entitled “The Kind Conservative,” ran a few weeks later on a Sunday morning, and I sort of hoped that Mom might not notice. We were no sooner home from Sunday services with our kids in tow than we saw the light on the answering machine flashing, I pressed the play button and heard the stern voice of Nancy Pence: “Michael! I read the Star! Call me!”

In the end, my extended family adjusted to our evangelicalism, and Mom, seeing the way we raised our kids in sincere if imperfect expression of our faith, would become our greatest ally and to this day a source of great encouragement.

It was a time of quiet joy and contentment. We built our dream house, a redbrick three-story in a new development, on Indianapolis’s south side. The kids left their handprints and initials in the driveway pavement (they are still there). I built an office upstairs. The neighborhood was full of young families, and there was undeveloped land just beyond the houses for the kids to run wild in and explore. It wasn’t unlike my own childhood home in Columbus. There were trips to the Indy 500 and Brickyard 400. I have fond memories of carrying Michael on my shoulders as we walked across the speedway, weaving through the crowds. There were vacations to the space coast, as we packed the minivan and drove south to Cape Canaveral to see the spot where Americans had set off for the stars. If at some point, in the hereafter, I could revisit my happiest days, it would be almost any day walking up the driveway of that redbrick house with those three kids waiting on the steps.

There were calls every two years, asking if I would run for Congress again. At one point, I half jokingly told a reporter that I would be changing the message on the answering machine to “Hello, this is Mike Pence. No, I will not be running for Congress.” The truth is, I was done dreaming about all that. My life was centered on Karen and our three kids. I had found my truest calling: to love my wife and raise my children. God’s purpose for me was clear. And besides, I was happily engaged in a branch of politics, voicing an aspirational conservatism and playing a part in my community as a private citizen.

My work with IPR also led to a profound deepening of my worldview. The two campaigns for Congress had built my understanding of issues, but I was now learning about an entire intellectual infrastructure supporting the conservative movement, one that predated Ronald Reagan and stretched back centuries.

The IPR regularly brought conservative luminaries to Indiana to lecture, including William F. Buckley and Pat Buchanan. Meeting, listening to, and talking with them was another step in my education, an introduction to brave new ideas and challenging thinkers who were worlds away from the fodder of congressional campaigns, such as the economists Milton Friedman, Friedrich Hayek, and Indiana’s Benjamin Rogge.

One of the conservative speakers we brought to Indiana was Russell Kirk, the philosopher and historian whose 1953 book, The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Eliot, is widely credited with the rebirth of traditional conservative thought in the United States. Dr. Kirk cordially accepted our invitation and traveled to Indiana from his farmhouse in Mecosta, Michigan, for a series of speeches. During the visit, I shared a quiet breakfast with him on the first floor of a Holiday Inn outside Columbus, just off the interstate. It was June 1993, and Dr. Kirk was seventy-four, nearing the end of a distinguished life and career.

I reviewed the schedule for the day as Dr. Kirk quietly enjoyed a hearty Indiana breakfast. To get the conversation started, I innocently asked, “So what would you consider yourself? Are you a conservative, a neoconservative, a libertarian? Which is it?”

Yes. I asked the intellectual father of modern conservative thought, a man whose work had inspired presidents, publishers, editorial writers, and legions of Americans to reclaim the mantle of our nation’s historic commitment to limited government, free-market economics, and traditional values… how he would describe himself.

He looked at me with the understanding look that older men sometimes give young ones and replied with a warm and patient smile, saying only “I’m a conservative.” Unsatisfied, I actually pressed him further, asking, “But what do you mean by that?” To which he said, “I wrote a whole book answering that question. I’ll send you a copy.” And that was that.

A few weeks later, I received a signed copy of The Politics of Prudence with the inscription “To Mike Pence with thanks for his patronage and hospitality, Russell Kirk.” To this day, nearly thirty years later, I have rarely taken a vacation without a copy of that book at my side. It never fails to encourage and inspire me. Its margins are filled with notes about momentous decisions in my small life that were informed by the wisdom and history captured in those pages.

There is a note I wrote in the margins of that book from later that same year, after I read of how T. S. Eliot, “poor and overworked,” had stepped out and founded a magazine. That marked another life change.

As rewarding as the work at IPR was, by 1993 I was ready for a new challenge. I had dabbled a bit in talk radio, hosting a current affairs show between my two congressional campaigns on WRCR-FM in Rushville, the home of Wendell Willkie. But it was during my time with IPR that I began hosting a call-in talk show on WNDE-AM in Indianapolis on Saturday mornings.

Though initially intimidated, I discovered that radio dovetailed nicely with my own growing proficiency in conservative ideas. Campaigning had given me plenty of experience talking in front of audiences. Fortunately, with my Irish gift of the gab, I was rarely at a loss for words, which came in handy, since my call-in show would often go on for long periods of time without people actually calling in. I didn’t really notice.

The timing was important. A new voice was thundering across the heartland, that of Rush Limbaugh, who was causing a sensation with his New York–based syndicated three-hour talk show. It was a new era in radio, and political dialogue had been made possible when President Reagan had repealed the Fairness Doctrine, unleashing a wave of talk radio that was introducing audiences to conservative ideas with a healthy dose of entertainment and humor. I felt drawn to the new conservative action on the airwaves and made plans to leave IPR and see if I could make a go of it with a show of my own.

I admired and was influenced by Rush’s show, but I had the idea that a lower-key, less caffeinated Indiana-oriented version that aired in the three hours before Rush’s show could find a market—and sure enough, it did.

When I stepped down from my position at IPR in 1994, I pitched my idea to Network Indiana, the company that fed news into local radio stations across the state. The Mike Pence Show, which first broadcast in April 1994, was conservative in orientation. I opened each program with a monologue touching on current events, but more than agenda-driven talk radio, it was a forum for dialogue, both with guests and with listeners, who were invited to call in at 1-800-603-MIKE.

As I regularly told my listeners, “I’m a conservative, but I’m not in a bad mood about it”—a line that I would follow long into my career.

The microphone was open to all, no matter what their politics. Some of my favorite guests were Democratic governor Evan Bayh and Harrison Ullmann, the editor of NUVO Newsweekly, a liberal Indianapolis newspaper. When Governor Bayh dropped by, the first question I’d ask him was how his family was doing. He’d then ask me the same question, and we would pull out our wallets and share photos of our kids. Ullmann and I agreed on little, but we were always agreeable. “His politics are dead wrong, but he comes by them honestly,” he said about me. That was a fine compliment! John Gregg, the Democratic speaker of the Indiana House of Representatives, would even host the program during my vacations.

We took the show on the road across the state and broadcast from the Indiana State Fair, the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, and the Indiana Republican Party State Convention. We once aired from Vincennes, the state’s territorial capital and home of the magnificent George Rogers Clark Memorial, picturesquely placed on the Wabash River. The mosquitos were out in full force that day. When our hosts asked if we needed anything—water, a Coke—we asked for a bottle of bug spray. It was an ongoing adventure.

When callers asked what I was all about or believed in, as I had once asked Russell Kirk, I came to say that I was “a Christian, a conservative, and a Republican, in that order.” My openness about my faith and politics seemed to invite listeners into the conversation despite the strong stands I took.

In good Indiana style, we carried on civil conversations, but I didn’t hesitate to disagree. I always tried to do so agreeably, however, I was often challenged and regularly learned. But I also defended what I believed in and articulated why I believed in it. There were memorable callers, such as Janet from Pendleton, an elderly woman who became a regular caller into the show. She clearly shared my Christian faith, followed the news closely, and always had a word of encouragement. We developed such a familiarity on the airwaves, it was like we were neighbors, and she eventually invited me to come by her farmhouse kitchen for a slice of apple pie. It was the best I’ve ever had in my life. We had other kinds of callers as well. I remember that early on a man figured out that the program was not on a time delay, and he dialed in and came on the air just in time to deliver an expletive-laced message that aired on family radio stations across the state of Indiana. We installed a broadcast delay the next day.

I approached my new career as a radio host with the attitude that you should take your job seriously but not take yourself in your job too seriously. I treated politics and world events far more seriously than I treated myself. Most of the humorous sound bites that accompanied the bumper music were self-deprecating. When the show came back from a break, a chorus would shout my name; a sound clip, picked by me or my producer, would come before or after to achieve the proper deprecating effect: for example, Franklin D. Roosevelt saying, “The only thing we have to fear is… MIKE PENCE!” Or “MIKE PENCE!” followed by Bluto Blutarsky, of Animal House fame, saying, “Seven years of college down the drain.”

I went to work in a dress shirt and tie. But the tie often featured Looney Tunes characters or the Three Stooges. Amid the news and commentary, we featured humor, some influenced by late-night TV shows, such as “The Top Five Signs Your Child Is About to Become a Republican.” Number one was “Asks what his allowance will be after taxes.” Karen always listened to the show while driving the kids around in our minivan. When I’d call her to ask how the show had gone, she would invariably say, “It was really good—once you started taking calls.”

There was far more than politics on our show. We discussed anything that got Hoosiers fired up: the end of single-class high school basketball in the state, Indiana University’s legendary basketball coach Bobby Knight, and the much dreaded Daylight Saving Time, which Indiana, at that time, still resisted. Those were the really hot topics!

The show was eventually broadcast on nineteen stations in Indiana, largely because the tone—civil, informative, and funny—appealed to a broad range of listeners. But I was also learning about how to run and develop a small business as I traveled across the state selling the program to potential stations and advertisers. Network Indiana was eventually acquired by Emmis Communications, a national radio group.

During my first visit to the downtown studios of WIBC, the company’s local talk radio station, I came face-to-face with Greg Garrison, a larger-than-life local attorney who had come to national prominence by successfully prosecuting the boxer Mike Tyson on a rape charge in 1992. Through his numerous television appearances and his own morning talk radio show, he had become a household name in Indianapolis. He had a gruff demeanor and an impatient style on the airwaves, where he fought the conservative fight every day. In a sense, we were competitors, and I didn’t think that the “kind conservative” and that bare-knuckled courtroom brawler would have much in common. As it was, we became close friends, and Greg took over my radio show when I left the airwaves just a few years later. Sometimes I think that God used my unlikely friendship with that blunt, irascible street fighter to prepare me for another friendship down the road. Actually, I’m sure of it.

In 1998, I moved my radio show to a downtown studio on Monument Circle in the heart of Indianapolis and began filming a weekend television show. My career in radio and television was taking off. My audience was growing in small towns all across the state. I was big in Bedford. And that was when the future came calling.

In the spring of 1999, we were broadcasting from the White River Canal in downtown Indianapolis, where the state was unveiling a memorial dedicated to Medal of Honor recipients. On the program, I interviewed Jack Lucas, who had thrown himself onto a grenade during the Battle of Iwo Jima, saving the lives of three other marines in their ditch. For that act of incredible sacrifice and valor, Lucas was awarded the Navy Medal of Honor at the age of seventeen; he remains the youngest American ever to receive the honor. When I asked him why he had done it, he answered matter-of-factly, “It was my turn,” and explained that the men had had a system for dealing with any ordnance that might make its way into the foxhole. Inspired by his selfless bravery, I asked him innocently on the air whether he was worried about the country when he looked at kids these days, to which he sternly replied, “You don’t have the first idea what you’re talking about.” Taken aback, I asked, “What am I missing?” And that World War II veteran squinted his eyes, looked at me, and said, “When we were growing up, we partied every bit as much as kids do these days, but when the time came, we did what needed to be done, because we’re Americans. And when the time comes, these kids will do their duty just like we did, because they’re Americans.” Just a few years later, I would learn just how right Jack was.

Afterward I lunched with my friend David McIntosh at Acapulco Joe’s, a legendary downtown Mexican restaurant. David, a brilliant conservative and talented politician, had defeated Phil Sharp in 1994, the year the Newt Gingrich–led Republican Party had won control of Congress. That development had come as no surprise to me after hearing from Hoosier callers on my radio show who were fed up with the government overreach during the first two years of Bill Clinton’s presidency.

David told me that he planned to run for governor in 2000. The party needed to hold on to his seat, which the Democrats were focused on taking back. During our lunch he told me that I was the one best positioned to hold the seat and I was needed.

That was the last thing I wanted to hear. I had moved on, closed that door. And that was a blessing, as evidenced by our young family, our maturing faith, and my own growth as a man. The two campaigns I had run would be something Karen and I would tell our grandchildren about. End of story.

But it wasn’t that simple. Rumors started to swirl that I would run a third time. There was interest and encouragement. But I was reluctant. My wounds from the earlier forays into campaigning had healed, but scars remained. I wondered if voters would see my name on a ballot and be unable to look past the unpleasant memories from a decade before.

Deep down, I did want to run for Congress again. But I sincerely wanted it to be because I was not the same person who had run in 1988 or 1990.

In June 1999, I turned forty. My once dark hair was now white. I knew that if (and it was still a rather large if) I ran, I would do so informed by all that had happened in our lives over the past decade, both good and bad. It would be a third attempt at elective office, but it was really more of a second chance. Win or lose, it was an opportunity to do better than those earlier efforts and to conduct a campaign that would honor God and be worthy of the people we wanted to represent.

As I considered leaving my job, selling our dream home, and moving back to my hometown of Columbus with Karen and our three small children, I could almost hear my dad’s voice. “Michael, you have a family to support, a mortgage, bills to pay, you have responsibilities and duties. Why would you leave a good job for this?” it said. That made complete sense. But for some reason, even though I accepted all that my dad would have said, I had no peace, I tossed and turned at night. At the time my pastor, Charles Lake, reminded me that God is a God of peace not discontent, so we can follow our peace. And whenever I thought about selling the house, stepping away from the radio, moving back to Columbus, risking it all, I slept like a baby.

It all came to a head during a trip to the Rocky Mountains in the summer, which Karen had planned to celebrate my fortieth birthday. We traveled to a dude ranch near Estes Park, Colorado, nestled in the mountains. We went for long walks, sat by warm campfires in the cool mountain air, and watched gorgeous western sunsets. There were also trails for horseback riding, which is one of our family’s favorite pastimes.

One afternoon Karen and I went for a ride on our own in the Theodore Roosevelt National Forest. After leading the horses up a steep trail, we dismounted to take in a vista known as Crow’s Nest. We had been back and forth on our decision all week. I knew it was time to make a choice. In that moment, we could see two red-tailed hawks rising from the valley floor on the air current. They pirouetted gracefully, but their outstretched wings never moved.

I turned to Karen and said, “Those two birds are us.” With that, she took my hand in hers and gestured toward the sky. “If those two birds are us, then I think we should do it. But we should do it just like the birds… spread our wings and let God take us wherever He wants us… no flapping.” And a family motto was born.

It was settled there and then. It was an opportunity to run a campaign to be proud of, a chance to live up to everything I had been saying since writing “Confessions of a Negative Campaigner.” It was a blessing.

Before we left the ranch for home, I made one other decision at the outset of our campaign. Waking up after an evening over a sumptuous western meal and a bottle of red wine, I opened my Bible for morning devotions, and my reading for the day included Proverbs 31. Verses 4–5 admonish those in authority to forsake drinking: “It is not for kings to drink wine, not for rulers to crave beer, lest they drink and forget what has been decreed, and deprive all the oppressed of their rights.” The office I sought was far from that of a king or ruler, but it struck me that the principle was the same, that a person in a position of authority should approach the office soberly. Though I drank only in moderation—most always longneck bottles of Budweiser—then and there I decided to quit drinking during our campaign and any public service that would follow. In the years ahead, I never made a big show of it. It was just a promise I had made to the Lord.

I had the support of my wife and felt peace that this time, we were going to do it right. There was one last person I had to convince, though.

My mom was dead set against my making another run for office. Her objections were the same as those expressed by Dad in my imaginary conversations with him. “Why would you do this?” she asked as we talked in the kitchen of her house in Columbus. She thought I was abandoning responsibilities, forgetting about my own family. “This is another ego trip,” she said. “That’s all this is.” As she stormed away, I followed her into the dining room and said just below a shout, “I’m not going to put my little boy on a bus in ten years to go fight a war I could have helped prevent!”

She stopped in her tracks. She knew what I meant. My mother was well read, and like many Americans, she had seen stories of the Chinese government acquiring US military technology through government waivers approved by the Clinton administration. She knew that China was emerging as a rival to the United States and that another cold war could be on the horizon. In that moment she saw that I was driven by purpose instead of ambition.

She turned to me with a blank look on her face and said, “You have to run.”

I was stunned. “Where did that come from?” I asked.

“Michael, that’s the first time I’ve seen any passion from you. If you believe that, you have to run.”

And so we did. We sold our dream home on the southside of Indianapolis, packed up our kids and belongings, and moved back to Columbus.

At the outset of the campaign I traveled to Washington, DC, for meetings with Republican Party leaders and had a moment of inspiration that I would recount in the years to come. At the time we decided to run, I had been reading Flags of Our Fathers by James Bradley, whose father had been one of the flag raisers at Iwo Jima. I was deeply moved by his account of the lives of the five marines and his navy corpsman father on Mount Suribachi on February 23, 1945. Climbing into the cab the evening of my first arrival in Washington, I asked the driver to stop by the US Marine Corps War Memorial before he took me to my hotel. As we pulled into the parking lot just west of the memorial, the statue was obscured by a long line of trees at the edge of the grounds. When I walked through the trees and my eyes landed on the largest bronze statue in the world, I stopped dead in my tracks. For there were the carved images of the six service members I had come to know in the pages of that book. Just beyond the statue I could see the Lincoln Memorial, the Washington Monument, and the US Capitol lit by the setting sun behind me. Then and there I decided that if I was given the privilege to serve in Congress, the only picture I would ever have of our nation’s Capitol in my office would be taken from right here. Every American should have to look past heroes like these before they look at that glistening city, because it wouldn’t be there without them.
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