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To Mary Alice and Bob for always believing in me and teaching me to be honest and do the right thing.






INTRODUCTION GET OFF THE X


Imagine you are behind the steering wheel of a car parked in a narrow alley of a foreign city, with a mob of people shaking and banging on your vehicle as you bake inside from the oppressive heat and humidity. Angry faces peer in the windows. The situation is spiraling out of control.

That was what I faced in a South Asian city as I neared the completion of the first year of my inaugural overseas assignment in the National Clandestine Service, the division of the CIA responsible for recruiting spies and stealing secrets oftentimes while having to live and work undercover. I was there to conduct an operation to meet my “asset,” a person risking their life and the lives of their family to give secrets to the U.S. government. To determine whether I was being followed, I was performing a surveillance detection route, or SDR. I had inspected parts of my route the day before and had found an alley that would force surveillance—if I had it—to follow me closely, making them easier to spot.

This alley happened to be in a neighborhood that “polite society” considered dangerous. It was home to the lower strata of society who had been laboring in a social order that had been dividing citizens of this country into rigid hierarchical groups for more than three thousand years.

My problem was that I had committed a rookie mistake. I had cased the alley in the morning when it was empty of people. But when I maneuvered my two-door Toyota Tercel into the alley that afternoon, I found myself on the busiest street I had ever seen. Hundreds of people were walking in all directions. Pack animals clogged the street, and vendors were hawking their wares.

I was inching my car along when a woman walked in front of my vehicle. I mashed on my brakes, but my tire came to a stop on the back of her flip-flop, dragging her foot across the road. Her big toe busted wide open. Suddenly blood was everywhere.

The woman looked at me, and realizing I was a foreigner, she screamed. The scene changed instantly. I braced myself inside the car, as the roar of the angry mob pushing and pulling at the vehicle became deafening.

The CIA had taught me about situations like this. The first thing you are supposed to do is get off the X. The X is where something is going down—an ambush, a riot, or general chaos erupting or about to erupt. Staying on the X is the last place you want to be. But my little Tercel wouldn’t get me through this mass of people. I had a firearm, but it wasn’t going to help me out of this situation. So I got out of the car.

When I unfolded my six-foot-three-inch frame, I shocked the crowd. They didn’t expect me to get out, and I was much larger than most of the congregation. Since I only knew a little of the local language, I yelled, “Does anyone speak English?”

A teenager pushed through the enraged crowd, parting it with his arms like he was doing the breaststroke. He proclaimed triumphantly, “I speak the English.”

I asked, “Where is the closest hospital?”

He consulted with the crowd, then turned back to me, pointing to the east and said, “Four blocks that way.”

I handed some money to the woman, and helped her into a rickshaw—a three-wheeled passenger cart used primarily in Asia—and I told the driver to take her to the hospital, immediately.

Then something entirely unexpected happened. The mob calmed. People started clapping and patting me on my back. Some guy opened my car door and helped stuff me back inside. I drove away to my meeting, and when I looked in the rear-view mirror the crowd was waving and smiling behind me.

I’ve had years to reflect on why an incensed mob went from rage to happiness within minutes. I have concluded that the mob appreciated a show of warmheartedness from someone they did not expect to show kindness. They had seen me, a foreigner, as a representation of an apparatus of oppression perpetuated on them by members of the upper classes of society. Their rage was checked when they saw an act of compassion—me getting out of the car, trying to do something about the situation I had put the woman in.

On its surface, what I experienced in that crowded alley seems to have little in common with the United States today. But the incident is reflective of where we are as a nation and how we must move past divisions and hostility preventing us from solving our problems.

In the U.S., both political parties are crammed into separate little cars, stuck in the same place, with millions of Americans shaking and banging on them. Anger and resentment are threatening to upend the cars. Unfortunately, most of the elected officials in the cars are oblivious to the chaos around them. Others are turning away and choosing to ignore it, and some are screaming, trying to further incite drama.

This unattended chaos will prevent the United States from doing for the next 245 years what it has done for the last 245 years—improve the quality of life for all Americans, while uplifting humanity. It’s time for elected officials to get off the X. They need to step outside their bubbles and listen to what is happening to all Americans, not just the ones in their own political party. If this were to happen, I think we would see the same reaction from the American electorate that I experienced the day my car was almost flipped over, and political contempt could be transformed into something positive.

Getting off the X will be like a “Ctrl+Alt+Delete” for our country. I started my career in technology, working in a college computer lab, and I learned a simple lesson. When you are troubleshooting a computer problem and you can’t figure out why the computer is acting weirdly, the best thing you can do is reboot. This is what our country needs now, an American Reboot.

I’m not talking about starting from the beginning. An American Reboot doesn’t mean re-forming our more perfect Union in a radically different way. And it doesn’t involve tearing up our Constitution and starting over. Instead, it’s an opportunity to refresh our operating system so that it’s operating on our core values that have sustained us as a nation for close to 250 years.

Just like a computer slows down when its memory is filled up with garbage from running bad programs for too long, it’s getting harder to get big things done in our country because the gears of our democracy have been mucked up by political nonsense. If we are going to meet the generational-defining challenges of the twenty-first century, our country needs to be at peak performance.

I’ve seen some of the challenges of the twenty-first century up close and personal. I grew up the youngest of three children in a loving, interracial South Texas family. I helped my community through a horrific tragedy in college. I served in dangerous places as a member of the CIA, living in places where the concentration of power in the hands of a few eroded principles like rule of law, freedom of the press, and separation of powers. I helped build a cybersecurity company and saw firsthand how the sophistication of our adversaries has evolved. I served three terms in Congress, winning multiple campaigns in one of the country’s toughest districts while interacting with people from all walks of life. Today, I help entrepreneurs working on the cutting edge of science and technology, to ensure their efforts help transform society for the better.

Through these experiences, I have seen five generational-defining challenges facing our country. The Republican Party is failing to be competitive with the largest growing groups of voters. There is a lack of leadership in Washington, DC. People are anxious about their future because of an inability to handle unexpected expenses and growing income inequality. U.S. economic and military dominance is no longer guaranteed. And the technological explosion we are going to see in the next thirty years will make the advancements over the last thirty years look trivial.

The cost of ignoring these challenges—of not getting off the X—is that the world we leave to our children or grandchildren will be worse than the one we inherited. To meet these seismic problems facing our country, we need an American Reboot that gets our country back on an operating system that can adapt to a chaotic and uncertain future but is based on the shared values that have solved the challenges of the past.

An American Reboot of moving beyond political contempt—fueled by only focusing on, listening to, and interacting with people who think and act the same—will allow us to update our operating system with what I like to call pragmatic idealism: achieving what is actually achievable while improving life for the greatest number of people possible.

To realize a vision of uplifting humanity for another 250 years, we are going to need a Republican Party that looks like America. The GOP will need to align its actions with its values. We will need to show up to places we have never been, and listen. The party can’t have in it assholes, racists, misogynists, and homophobes. For our party to more accurately reflect a broader America, we will need to appeal to the middle, not the edges.

This vision of continuing to help humanity is unattainable without leaders who inspire rather than fearmonger. Leaders will need to be honest and do the right thing. They need to ensure their audio and video match. They need to stop pandering and build trust. Most important, we need leaders who focus on what unites us, not what divides us.

Continuing this experiment we call America requires a domestic policy based on the idea that prosperity should be a product of empowering people not the government. While everyone hasn’t excelled under democracy and capitalism, you don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater. Rather, you increase access to healthcare while decreasing its cost; provide our seniors quality care and compassion while treating our kids like they are our future. We need to build a workforce for tomorrow, not yesterday, encourage a global “brain gain” through immigration, and prevent planet Earth from teaching us a terrible lesson.

Success in the rest of the twenty-first century requires a foreign policy where our enemies fear us and our friends love us. This starts with understanding the source of American power, being tough with tough guys and being nice with nice guys, while preparing for the wars of the future, not the ones of the past.

Uplifting humanity requires us to take advantage of technology before it takes advantage of us. We need to recognize that we are in a New Cold War with the Chinese government. This begins with an understanding of what “Made in China” really means. This New Cold War necessitates America achieving technical fitness for cyber war and winning the struggle for global leadership in advanced technology.

We all know we can do better. It’s time to get out of our cars, get off the X, and hit Ctrl+Alt+Delete to start the American Reboot. Pragmatic idealism—a concept rooted in the timeless American ideals of bipartisanship, inclusivity, and democratic values—can get our country back to where most Americans are, and inspire Americans to take back their country from the fringes that dominate our politics.

Understanding how pragmatic idealism can help us address these generational-defining challenges of our time is what American Reboot is all about.






PART I THE GOP NEEDS TO LOOK LIKE AMERICA







CHAPTER 1 ALIGN OUR ACTIONS WITH OUR VALUES


With help from a paper map and directions from cowboys on horseback, I found El Rancho Escupe Sangre No Raja down a long dirt road. It was 2009 and I was in the middle of my first campaign for the 23rd Congressional District of Texas. I’d been invited to a tardeada a la Mexicana in the Democratic stronghold of Eagle Pass, Texas, located on the U.S.-Mexico border.

Quick Spanish lesson: tardeada is an afternoon party. The translation for the party’s location is a little trickier. El rancho means “ranch.” Escupe sangre means “spit blood,” and no raja is Mexican slang for “don’t give up” or “don’t quit.”

So, this party was at the “Don’t Quit, Spit Blood Ranch” in the biggest city of Maverick County, a place that was largely Latino and hadn’t held a Republican primary consistently until 2010. When it did, only fifty-nine people voted. The professional Republican political consultant types had warned me against spending time in Maverick County. They said it was futile for a Republican candidate to earn votes there.

But I thought it was an opportunity. And since my name was the one on the ballot, I got the final say.

I learned in the CIA that when you can, always have backup, so I asked a good friend of mine, Mel, to go with me to the tardeada. She is smart, always up for adventure, and had helped me with Spanish translation services when I was in the private sector. Most candidates would have been joined by a campaign staffer who had campaign experience, but those kinds of folks didn’t think I had a chance in hell. So I had to rely on my friends.

Even though I had taken Spanish in middle school and high school, studied in Mexico City while in college, and had grown up in San Antonio, my español still wasn’t great. I used to say I knew “dance floor Spanish”—enough Spanish to get by on the dance floor—but when I got elected, my staff said this comment wasn’t congressional. So the apology I gave for not speaking better Spanish was “Entiendo mucho pero hablo muy despacio como un niño en la escuela primaria.” It means “I understand a lot of Spanish, but I speak slowly like a kid in elementary school.” This was even better than my dance floor wisecrack because it always got a laugh. I don’t know why, but I guess people find the image of a six-foot-three, 230-pound guy in elementary school funny.

Mel and I crammed my Toyota 4Runner into a spot alongside hundreds of other cars in a makeshift dirt parking lot. I wore a white guayabera—a casual Mexican shirt—and Mel, whose family is from Mexico, looked like a movie star.

The party’s nerve center was a cream-colored, one-story cinder block building where the food was being prepared and distributed. A large, greenish awning jutting off one of the structure’s sides provided shade, under which a band was playing popular Tejano tunes. The smell of slow-roasting pork was making us hungry. We could see dozens of couples dancing and eating. This was a popping party. But when we got closer, hundreds of heads turned and fixated their gaze on us. It got real quiet. It was like an old Western. Three members of the band, who happened to be local elected officials, literally stopped playing.

I thought everyone was staring at Mel. Then she whispered in my ear, “Are all these people staring at you because you are a Republican?”

Okay, so they weren’t staring at Mel.

I had been trained for this situation. It was like being at a diplomatic reception when I was in the CIA looking to “bump” a target of interest. A “bump” means using a piece of information about a target to strike up a seemingly benign conversation with them. A “target of interest” is anyone who might have access to information we seek. A bump is the first step in the long process of recruiting a spy. I had pulled off bumps in restaurants, ski lifts, airplanes—even a terrorist training camp.

Usually when you perform a bump, you have a target in mind. This was the first time I was doing a bump without a specific target. At the same time, everyone in the crowd was an appropriate target for the kind of bump I needed to perform.

No one at that tardeada—not me, not the people around the yard staring curiously at me—could anticipate what was coming in the years ahead. The people of Maverick County would be dragged through hell in 2020 when COVID slammed into them. It was one of the worst-hit communities in the country.

But all this was not yet in front of this hardworking community, which I would get to know so well during my three terms in Congress. For the moment, on this dusty, warm November day, there were curious eyes and the same baffled question hanging in the air, as Mel and I made our way to the bar: Why are you here?

We worked the room as well as we could. I was a novelty. Why was a Republican at a tardeada in Eagle Pass? Almost all the people at the event, including the hosts, were going to support the incumbent, Democrat Ciro Rodriguez.

I gave the same answer to everyone: “Why am I here? Because I like to drink beer and eat barbecue, too.”

Everyone laughed and slapped me on the back. The conversation would then turn to everyday things—how oppressive the heat was, how bad the Dallas Cowboys were playing, and how fast time goes by when you realize your kids are becoming adults and about to graduate high school. Nothing political.

The next time I showed up in Eagle Pass, people would shake my hand. The next couple of times, a few people would walk by and whisper, “I’m a Republican.”

After I got elected, I kept showing up, and people started telling me their problems: the Department of Veterans Affairs’ slow response time to inquiries about a veteran’s benefits; missing Social Security disability payments; and unnecessarily long lines at the border crossing between Eagle Pass and its sister city, Piedras Negras, due to insufficient staffing at the border checkpoints.

Then I would return and tell them how my staff and I had helped solve their problems by battling the bureaucracy in Washington, DC, getting answers to their questions, or, in some cases, passing laws to resolve the issue.

In all of my elections in Texas 23, I never won Maverick County. That’s not the point. I never expected to. But by my third election, I increased my vote total by 50 percent in a Democratic, Latino county, and many people did what they never thought they would ever do—vote for a Republican.



Texas 23 sprawled along the south and west of the state, through two time zones, three geographic regions, and a political divide as wide as the nation’s. Almost as large as Georgia, the district runs from the San Antonio suburbs, along 820 miles of U.S.-Mexican border, skims the New Mexico line, and reaches the outskirts of El Paso. The 23rd contains Big Bend National Park, towns like Eagle Pass, Fort Stockton, and Mentone—population 19.

Seventy percent of the population in Texas 23 is Latino, 24 percent is White, 3 percent is Black, and 2 percent is Asian American. The median household income is a little under $60,000 and almost 16 percent of the population is below the poverty line. Fifty-nine percent of the district is under forty years of age. Only about a quarter of the population has a bachelor’s degree or higher, and half the district has someone in their household who speaks a language other than English. While 15 percent of the population is foreign-born, many people are descended from families that have lived in the area since Texas was a part of Mexico.

Most of the district is rural and dominated by gas, oil, and cattle, and trade with Mexico is the district’s lifeblood. At the same time, a cybersecurity industry thrives in my hometown of San Antonio, the seventh-largest city in the U.S., and in El Paso, you have the largest and most valuable military installation in the nation and six international ports of entry.

For the last decade and a half, the 23rd voted consistently half Republican and half Democrat—for most of my adult life it was the only fifty-fifty district in Texas, and one of a few dozen remaining fifty-fifty districts in the country. Winning elections here is tough. I was the first person to hold the 23rd for successive cycles in a decade, including in 2016 when I was just one of three Republicans nationally to win a district carried by Hillary Clinton. Prior to my first victory, the seat had toggled back and forth between Democratic and Republican each election cycle since 2006.

For two of my three terms, I was one of two Black Republicans in the House of Representatives. In my last term, I was the only African American Republican in the House. But during my entire time in Congress, I represented a majority Latino district and took a conservative message on issues like healthcare, border security, and education to places that didn’t often hear it.

My success in the 23rd is a bellwether for success across the rest of the country, and I was winning by righting the wrongs identified in the infamous Republican “autopsy” report written after Republican challenger Mitt Romney’s defeat by President Barack Obama in 2012. Romney lost by almost four points even though he went into Election Day with most polls predicting he was in the lead over the incumbent president.

The “autopsy” conducted by senior Republican leaders, stalwarts, and activists explained that “The Republican Party needs to stop talking to itself. We have become expert in how to provide ideological reinforcement to like-minded people, but devastatingly, we have lost the ability to be persuasive with, or welcoming to, those who do not agree with us on every issue.”

The GOP has tended to do the exact opposite, especially in presidential elections, and it has proven fatal. The Republican candidate has lost seven out of the last eight popular votes for president.

Almost a decade ago, the autopsy outlined what everyone knows—the U.S. is changing, and Republicans haven’t caught up. A majority of the U.S. population will be non-white by the year 2050. Instead of pursuing a strategy of disenfranchising voters of color, like some Republican-controlled states have done because they believe people of color won’t vote Republican, we as the inheritors of the party of Abraham Lincoln should be doing everything we can to ensure the GOP reflects the demographics of our broader society. If the Republican Party doesn’t start looking like America, then there’s not going to be a Republican Party in America.

In the four years of Donald Trump’s presidency, Republicans lost the House, Senate, and the White House. Joe Biden won the presidency in 2020 in large part because President Trump ignored the advice in the 2012 Republican autopsy and failed to sufficiently appeal to the largest-growing groups of voters: people of color, female voters, and younger voters. Trump only received 26 percent of the non-white vote, only 36 percent of voters twenty-nine or younger, and 42 percent of all women voters.

The Republican Party can make inroads into these communities. I proved it during my time in Congress, and further evidence of our ability to be successful is the significant increase in Republican votes in Latino communities along the Texas-Mexico border in the 2020 election.

I’ve had a front-row seat to the Republican Party’s inability to make inroads into critical voting communities, and my lessons from places like Eagle Pass give us a road map on how to reverse this trend. To be consistently successful at building a Republican Party that looks like America, we need to take four important steps.

First, we need to accept the fact that the 2020 election wasn’t stolen. It was lost. Donald Trump lost because he failed to make the Republican Party look like America.

Second, the GOP must stop peddling conspiracy theories like those that led to the Capitol insurrection on January 6, 2021. This actual assault on our democracy was fomented by former president Donald Trump and is an example of the kinds of internal threats many of our military leaders have cautioned our political leaders to take as seriously as external threats. To prevent future manifestations of this threat from materializing, the Republican Party must drive out those who continue to push misinformation, disinformation, and subscribe to crackpot theories like QAnon—the crazy internet conspiracy that Donald Trump was trying to “take down” a shadowy cabal of Democratic pedophiles.

Third, the GOP needs to broaden family values from its historical views on religion, marriage, and family structure to everyday issues faced by families—whether that family consists of a man, a woman, and child; a woman and a child; or a man and a child. And yes, two moms or two dads.

When some Republicans talk about “family values,” they mean being anti-abortion, pro-gun, and defining marriage as between a man and a woman. I believe the government shouldn’t tell anyone who he or she can marry, and we should assume life begins at conception. While I am pro-life and pro–Second Amendment, and my record reflected that in Congress, I realize the debate around these two issues has devolved into a binary choice. You are either for or against. Neither side is going to change their position, and nobody is unaware of the Democratic or Republican positions on these topics.

The Republican Party can see increased electoral success if we become the champions of new family values. In addition to caring for our own health and that of our families, taking care of our kids and making sure they get a good education as well as protecting our parents, we need to be the party ensuring our country is open to those who can make it better, and our planet is habitable for future generations.

Finally, the Republican Party must realign our actions based on our principles—freedom enables opportunity, opportunity allows for growth, and growth leads to progress. These principles are not new; they were even written into the Republican platform in 1984. But despite this vision, the party has failed to be ideologically consistent in the pursuit of these noble ideals, instead pursuing a path of political expediency—saying or doing anything to win an election. We the people, individually as citizens but collectively as a nation, want to be inspired and we want pragmatic solutions that positively impact the greatest number of people. Results, not rhetoric.

Freedom means empowering people, not the government. A citizen should be able to make their own decision on how to take care of their own health rather than being told by the government how to do that. Opportunity means letting everyone move up the economic ladder through free and fair markets, not through market manipulation by a handful of people. Let a parent take control of ensuring their son or daughter gets the best education wherever they want. Growth and progress means being prepared to solve the generation-defining challenges like a New Cold War with the Chinese government on global leadership of advanced technology.

I’m the son of a Black father and White mother. I grew up in a neighborhood that wasn’t my parents’ first choice. It wasn’t even their second or third. My folks met in Los Angeles and moved to San Antonio in 1971 a little over a year after getting married. When it was time to stop renting and buy their own house for their family of five, it took them almost a year to find a place. During the week, when my dad was traveling for his job, my mom would do the house hunting. At house after house, realtors would give encouraging signals to my mom, but when she returned with my dad fresh from the road, the real estate agent would lie and tell them the house had been sold. The realtor wasn’t going to sell to an interracial couple.

It was neither en vogue nor widely accepted to be an interracial couple in the early 1970s in South Texas. My parents didn’t let the hardships they faced define them or impact the values they taught my brother, sister, and me. Values like having the courage to do the things that haven’t been done before, being truthful even if it leads to getting in trouble, and fighting for people who need help the most. These values gave their youngest son the tools and fortitude to serve in exotic places around the globe in the CIA, help build a cybersecurity company, and then get elected to Congress three times. Why?

Because, throughout my life, my parents, teachers, coaches, and mentors all worked hard to help me access opportunities, and they helped prepare me to take advantage of opportunities when they came my way. This allowed me to grow in ways neither my parents nor I expected and to progress through life in previously unimaginable ways.

Freedom, opportunity, growth, and progress—this is what the Republican Party should stand for. It’s what has allowed people across this country to turn their American Dream into an American Reality.

The GOP has been widely known for standing for this before, when a guy like Jackie Robinson was a Republican. Yes, that Jackie Robinson. The first African American to break the color barrier in Major League Baseball was an ardent social justice warrior and vocal Republican, but he would unlikely be a Republican today.

The Republican Party has made mistakes over the years—being seen as embracing issues like white nationalism, xenophobia, misogyny, and callousness to people’s suffering—culminating in a sitting Republican president losing reelection. If the GOP doesn’t get back to being a party based on values and principles, then these losses will be the norm rather than the exception.

This is more than just a problem for Republicans. Democrats, Independents, and people who don’t vote should care because two strong parties have enabled a competition of ideas that has been the hallmark of our success as a nation. We need two strong parties to participate in this competition of ideas. This is the only way we are going to be able to address the generation-defining challenges our country is facing at home and abroad. This is about leaving our country better off for our kids and their kids.

The GOP’s inability to appeal to Americans of all walks of life enabled the Democratic Party to win the presidency in 2020. But the Democratic Party’s own ineptitude prevented it from using this victory to influence races down the ballot. While the Democratic Party is experiencing its own vicious internal struggle for control of its soul, a strong GOP can be the only guaranteed foil to prevent the left-wing branch of the Democratic Party—those who are attempting to socialize the economy, constrict the free exchange of goods and services, and take power away from the governed and place it within the government—from deciding the future direction of our country for the next few decades.

To get back to winning, we must become a party that someone like Jackie Robinson and the millions of voters who voted for the first time in 2020 would be proud to join. The GOP can do it, and it starts by making the Republican Party look like America by aligning our actions as a party with our values of freedom, opportunity, growth, and progress.

It’s going to be hard, but three terms in Congress, winning multiple campaigns in the toughest district in the country, successfully navigating a broken legislative process in Congress, and interacting with diverse constituents have taught me how. It starts with doing something simple that anybody can do.






CHAPTER 2 SHOW UP SO YOU CAN LISTEN


“Why don’t we round up all the Muslims and put them in internment camps?” That was the first question I was asked by a woman at a town hall in Fort Stockton, Texas, in late November 2014. I was fresh off my first victory in the state’s 23rd Congressional District. Along with campaigning on my national security expertise, I’d committed to become the “gold standard” of constituent services while serving in Washington, DC. I promised to show up. I told the voters that if they elected me, I would visit every county before I was sworn into office so I could get my marching orders from my bosses—the seven hundred thousand or so people I would represent. I was fulfilling this promise.

My buddy Brian Jeffreys took personal leave from work to help me hit all twenty-nine counties of the 23rd. Jeffreys was one of those friends who had traveled with me after finding professional campaign staff proved difficult because most of them thought I couldn’t win. In the 2014 election I did manage to have a professional campaign manager, Justin Hollis. He started volunteering on my first campaign the day he graduated from college. After that race, he went on to be involved in several campaigns across the country, gaining valuable experience that was put to good use in Texas 23.

While Justin participated in a few stops, it was mostly Jeffreys, me, and Pearl, my trusty gray Jeep Grand Cherokee. I would put more than 175,000 miles on Pearl in less than six years, and Jeffreys and I were responsible for three thousand of those miles on this one trip.

It takes ten and a half hours to drive from one corner of Texas 23 to the other at eighty miles per hour, which is the speed limit in most of the district. I learned the hard way that this wasn’t the speed limit in all of the district.

Back in the winter of 2014, the Islamic terrorist group ISIS was in the front of people’s minds. ISIS was filming beheadings and using social media to inspire lone-wolf acts of terrorism around the globe. The fear that terror spread caused national security to be a major issue for the 2014 election. Anti-Muslim sentiment was rising throughout the country, and the 23rd was no different.

Despite the backdrop of the national security threat, the woman’s question was outlandish. Even the stone-faced ranchers and farmers with cowboy hats and mouths full of chewing tobacco showed signs of being uncomfortable with her inquiry. I took a few too many seconds to respond and started worrying that I was giving away that I thought her question was terrible, and I was afraid of upsetting her with my answer. Unfortunately, I screwed up my response, rambling on about ISIS and Syria.

On our drive to the next stop, I talked through with Jeffreys what my answer should have been. It should have started with a crystal-clear statement that violating someone’s freedom by forcibly interning them was a terrible idea. Right there, barreling down the highway, I decided to challenge folks whenever they went too far. From then on, I didn’t hesitate to admonish constituents for offensive comments and push back when they got facts wrong. One of my best friends, Lynlie Wallace, who knows more about Texas politics than just about anybody, used to be shocked at how I’d debate with people. But I’ve come to follow a very simple philosophy: agree when you agree and disagree when you disagree.

This outlook was hard for some to understand. Many in Washington and the media believe you must agree with your party 100 percent of the time and you must disagree with the other side 100 percent. That’s just stupid. I was often criticized, even though I was being ideologically consistent, but I didn’t care. I learned early on from my elementary PE teacher, Coach Clark, not to be easily influenced or affected by what other people say or think about me. I told everybody—the president, the leaders of my party, my colleagues, my constituents: “You’re not always gonna agree with me, but you will know where I stand.”

When Donald Trump came into office in 2016, I kept the same outlook. That didn’t always fly with my congressional colleagues, especially as more of them came to ally themselves with Trump. There were tense moments. But throughout Trump’s term, I advocated on behalf of my constituents and held on to my values, even when things got really screwy, which was pretty often over those four years.

I should have been prepared for the Fort Stockton woman’s outlandish question. I got plenty of crazy questions on my first campaign when I took some wild forays outside of my hometown of San Antonio in 2009. After graduating from Texas A&M University in College Station, which is way outside the 23rd, I had spent almost a decade in the CIA, primarily overseas. Before I ran for office, I didn’t know the parts of the district outside San Antonio that well, so I resorted to a tactic that had become a staple when I was in the CIA—area familiarization or “AreaFam.”

In the espionage business, possessing a deep understanding of the city in which you were operating was critical to conducting a good Surveillance Detection Route (SDR), as well as finding a secure meeting sight or understanding the rhythms of a city. Do you know whether a street on a map allows you to drive a car through it or whether that street is one-way or two-way? Which shops, restaurants, and stores were always crowded inside and in which ones could you be inconspicuous? How do people dress in a particular neighborhood, what kind of cars do they drive, and what type of religious services do they attend? Some of this seems straightforward, but in a time before Google Maps and ubiquitous online guides, knowing the answers to these questions required you to find out the old-fashioned way: by hitting the streets.

So in late 2009, I jumped in my car and went on my inaugural campaign road trip to show up to places I was unfamiliar with in order to learn more.

I was joined by Barry Hammond, whose life I ruined by convincing him to quit his job in Houston and move to San Antonio to run my campaign. Brad Heasley, one of my closest friends since I was thirteen years old, also joined. Barry is Black. Brad is White.

About a half hour drive west of San Antonio, in the town of Castroville, we had stopped at a coffee shop to grab a cup of joe. The owner, recognizing we weren’t from around there, approached us and inquired why we were in town. Throughout the interaction, the proprietor looked puzzled. Then, at one point in the conversation, he matter-of-factly pointed at Brad and said: “I know what you are.” He then pointed at Barry and said: “And I know what you are.” Then he turned to me, whose skin is lighter than Barry’s but darker than Brad’s, and paused. “But what,” he said, “are you?”

I didn’t get pissed. He was just trying—in his blunt South Texas way—to figure me out. I’m pretty sure we convinced him to vote for me.

Throughout ten years of campaigning and serving the people of the 23rd, I crisscrossed the district hundreds of times. In my first term, I did about four hundred public events across the district, plus twenty-five town halls and countless private meetings—going to communities that literally had never seen a Republican politician show up before. I did this all the time—not just before an election. Showing up ninety days before the election is called pandering. Because I showed up when elections weren’t on the top of people’s minds, the people I was around told me their problems, they gave me their perspective, and they revealed their hopes and desires. I may have started the trips with the intention to have as many opportunities as possible to persuade my constituents to vote for me, but I realized early on that these trips presented opportunities for me to listen.

Just like getting out of that tiny Toyota Tercel in that crowded alley in that South Asian city, showing up and listening throughout the 23rd District of Texas showed empathy and enabled me to understand the emotional state of the folks I was representing. The resulting conversations inspired within me compassion to solve their problems or alleviate their suffering, as much as I could.

The visits were always fun, sometimes profound, occasionally weird, and every once in a while, riotous. People didn’t always agree with what I said, but they always appreciated me showing up. In all my visits, I’d say the same thing: “How can I help?”

But showing up to all the places forced me to change a habit that I had forged during my time in the CIA to protect myself from Russian spies. The Russian equivalent of the CIA is the Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, which means Foreign Intelligence Service. They go by the acronym SVR and are notorious for trying to extort other people whom they suspect to be intelligence officers from other countries. They would manufacture scenarios where a suspected intelligence officer would be handed a packet of money in public while a hidden photographer took pictures. Because of these attempts at extortion, it was drilled into my head never to accept a packet from a stranger. But at every stop, while campaigning and in Congress, people I had never met were always trying to give me material about an issue they were dealing with. So I had to break my CIA habit and learn to accept unfamiliar material.

Jeffreys’s and my trip in 2014 ended at a bar in San Elizario (San Eli to the locals) on the southeastern edge of El Paso County. In the 2014 election, I got 2.1 percent of the vote there. Although I ended up increasing my share of the vote by a factor of ten by my last election, I was never going to win El Paso. But I believe in showing up for people who will vote for me, people who won’t vote for me, and people who won’t vote at all, because I represent all of them.

We rolled into El Bandido Restaurant. The place was packed. Because of our poor showing in El Paso during the recent election, I thought we were in the wrong place. But these folks were genuinely excited to see me, and it was a hell of a party.

A group of Vietnam veterans came up to me and handed me some material. They had an astounding story about Private Marcelino Serna. He was an undocumented Mexican immigrant living in El Paso and had volunteered for the U.S. Army during World War I. He was shipped off to Europe to join the Allied Forces, but before battle, somebody discovered he was actually a Mexican citizen and gave him the option to withdraw.

Nope, he said. I’m staying with my buddies and fighting for the United States of America because I love this country. In one battle, he was injured and twelve of his compatriots were killed. He chased down the Germans and captured eight of them. Another time, he killed twenty-six enemy combatants and captured twenty-four more, refusing to allow them to be executed by his fellow soldiers.

Serna became the most decorated World War I veteran from Texas, honored with two Purple Hearts and the Distinguished Service Cross, the second-highest honor a soldier can receive. He became an American citizen, died in 1992, and is buried with full military honors at Fort Bliss National Cemetery near El Paso.

The vets wanted me to help get Serna the Medal of Honor, the nation’s highest military honor. We looked into it, but it wasn’t doable. Instead, one of the first bills I passed in Congress renamed the Tornillo Port of Entry outside El Paso as the Marcelino Serna Port of Entry.

At the renaming ceremony in April 2017, attended by six generations of the Serna family, they told me they hoped the honor would stand as a testament to the hardworking spirit of the people of the region and an example of how Latinos have long contributed to America’s greatness. While Serna’s accomplishments happened more than a century ago, his story reverberates now. When you show up, you learn what people really care about. If you just watch cable news and read your social media feed, it’s easy to forget that all politics really is local.

On my trips through the deep-blue areas of the district, oftentimes people would come up to me and say: “Look, I’m a lifelong Democrat. I’ve never even seen a Republican. And I have no desire to vote for a Republican, but I’ll vote for you. You listen to your community.”

The 2014 trip, right before I took the oath of office to become a new member of Congress, was the inspiration for what became DC2DQ, my summer treks across all twenty-nine counties of the district in one week for town halls at Dairy Queens. Almost every county has a Dairy Queen, everybody knows where it is, and who doesn’t love a cool treat on a hot day.

If you are going to show up, you can’t be afraid of your constituents. The worst town hall I ever had was in Alpine, a small town in the 23rd north of Big Bend National Park in the Chihuahuan Desert. A natural gas pipeline was being proposed on the outskirts of the community, and people weren’t happy about it. During a previous trip to Alpine, I screwed up and didn’t know about the controversy. So I came back when I had more information.

Hundreds of people were gathered at Sul Ross State University. Everyone—and I mean everyone—was upset. People were coming up to the microphone at the front of the room and yelling at me. I was trying hard not to take it personally, but it wasn’t fun.

As people were talking, I kept moving closer to their mic. One speaker shouted. I took a few steps closer. The next one went nuts. I stepped forward again. And so on. Pretty soon, I was close enough to shake the speaker’s hand.

They calmed down. Then it became more “Hey, Will, thanks for coming here and listening to us. I know everybody’s upset and angry, but we appreciate you being here and doing something.” And we were able to have a productive session.

While it was uncomfortable, I learned that no one wants to scream right in your face. If they’re in the back of the room, they’ll scream at you from there. But they don’t really want to yell at you when you’re close and, ultimately, they just want to be heard.

While this hostile situation resolved in a productive way, it doesn’t mean we weren’t careful in these settings. I’d spent too long in the CIA not to be wary of crowds. In Texas, everyone carries guns and knives. That part didn’t bother me. But people are unpredictable.

Like many government offices, we got death threats. After the shooting at the Capitol Hill baseball game practice in 2017, where Majority Whip Steve Scalise, U.S. Capitol Police officers David Bailey and Crystal Griner, congressional aide Zack Barth, and lobbyist Matt Mika were injured, we got even more careful. Scott Kafer—the toughest guy I know, who managed the security detail of the CIA director and who trained security forces for presidents, potentates, and kings—volunteered to show my team how to implement proper security protocols. I was never worried about my safety, but I did worry about my staff’s.

Showing up so much meant you were building relationships in an environment of your choosing. You don’t want the first time you show up somewhere to be during an emergency. That was clear to us when COVID-19 struck the 23rd. As a largely rural district outside the limelight, help was slow to arrive. In order to get desperately needed assistance, we drew on relationships developed over the years with community leaders as well as state and federal officials.

In a district of my size, driving means putting in long hours on the road. But distance driving is in my blood. My dad was a traveling salesman, and his territory was Texas, Louisiana, New Mexico, and sometimes portions of California. He was on the road five days a week, and when I was a kid, sometimes he took me with him. I remember one trip to Tyler, Texas. My dad and I did the drive—640 miles round-trip—in one day. I loved it.

You are probably thinking: Doesn’t every politician do this? The answer is no. For years, Republicans have gotten locked into staying put and listening only to people who look and think like them. It’s easy to represent a solidly Republican seat. It’s easy to talk about conservative principles to a conservative audience; you get to preach to the choir. But if you are afraid of losing a primary, then you are a terrible politician because you haven’t been taking a conservative message to new places, like explaining the negative repercussions of concentrating power in the hands of a few. Appealing to the fringes because they’re the ones who always vote for you in the primary isn’t a way to govern—or a way to gain new voters.

Many Republicans have neglected communities that are fighting for their inalienable rights. Communities that also believe in opportunities for all. Communities that think we don’t care about them, although they actually believe in Republican principles and ideas.

In November 2020, Donald Trump failed because he did not demonstrate to a majority of the country that he cared about them, which prevented them from listening and understanding that our Republican principles—from eliminating achievement gaps through school choice to delivering real consequences to those who will do us harm—have been responsible for a lot of success and safety in this country. Some Republicans even tried to limit voting to help President Trump’s reelection chances. That’s insane—this notion that we can’t be competitive if there are more voters. A benefit of showing up multiple times before an election is that you don’t have to prevent people from showing up on Election Day. The more people exercising their right to have their voices heard, the better off we’re going to be.

Republicans have an opportunity. The Democratic Party is tacking far left and cutting itself off from everyday America. Party leaders show a naivety on national security, an inability to accept a diversity of thought, and an unwillingness to embrace innovation when it comes to upskilling the worker of the future. The results of the 2020 election at the congressional and state level showed this is not what Americans want. So Republicans have a chance to bring their message of freedom, opportunity, growth, and progress to the entire country. We have an obligation to advocate for our ideals in every community. It is the only way we will endure and move our country forward.

The principles of empowering people, not the government, and helping people move up the economic ladder through free markets, not some flavor of socialism, produce better solutions for society. In a period when we need to solve generation-defining challenges, such as the fact that U.S. economic and military dominance is no longer guaranteed, the best ideas are necessary to succeed.

The Republican Party cherishes individual freedoms, like letting parents choose the best schools for their kids and deciding which doctors should be able to care for your family. The GOP believes in the power of opportunity. We believe income inequality is due to education inequality. We believe in effective government that should work on an individual’s behalf, not telling that individual how he or she should live their life.

As I’ve learned in Texas 23, to make the GOP look like America is not complicated. Republicans need to show up to places where the party hasn’t been before and listen. Listening shows you care, and we must genuinely care. Because if people don’t think you care, they won’t trust you. And if they don’t trust you, then they’re not gonna like you, even if you have better ideas than the other guy. That’s pragmatic idealism in action.

Folks will support the GOP even more if we deliver results, not rhetoric, and stop doing and saying a few things that Republicans have, unfortunately, become known for.






CHAPTER 3 DON’T BE AN ASSHOLE, RACIST, MISOGYNIST, OR HOMOPHOBE


There was a good chance that going to the George Floyd march in Houston was a bad idea. When I first heard about the George Floyd video, I couldn’t watch the entire clip. It literally made me sick to my stomach. It was made even worse because his murderer wore the blue uniform of the police, who are meant to protect and serve the public.

My decision to attend the June 2, 2020, march was easy for me, but most of my senior staff were either uncomfortable or downright opposed to it. They worried that an outcome of the trip would be headlines like “Republican Congressman Will Hurd Part of Protest that Killed People and Damaged Property.”

It’s true that some rioting and looting had occurred around the country at marches. None of that was justified. But I wanted to show my support to the family of George Floyd. When a large community deals with tragedy, it must grieve and heal together.

My older sister Liz, my friend Lynlie Wallace, and three staffers came along. As we marched, people chanted social justice slogans, but nobody was derogatory or mean. Tens of thousands of folks were there—the official count was north of sixty thousand. The interactions between the marchers and the police were pleasant and kind. The march was peaceful and a success.

At one point, Liz commented to me that she thought there were as many non-Black people marching as Black folks. It was invigorating to be with so many people from all walks of life committed to the same cause—to end the unnecessary deaths of Black folks in police custody. It felt as if a majority of Americans were finally understanding the realities of systemic racism in American society.

The country was having a long-overdue reckoning with issues like bigotry and hate across the board, including unjust police violence that has long marred this experiment called America. The public calls for social justice following George Floyd’s murder were unique in their size and scope. I hadn’t seen this type of universal outrage during my time in Congress, and I thought the outrage would create an environment to get something done legislatively on the issue of police violence.

But, getting legislation signed into law that would have improved the standard of policing across the country was made unnecessarily complex by far-left Democrats’ demands to defund or even abolish the police. When such an extreme position gets into the public debate, it prevents nuance and thoughtfulness from ruling the day. People involved in the debate become scared to say anything other than voicing a full-throated rebuke of the extreme point of view for fear of any other position becoming viewed as acceptance of the extreme.

However, Republicans can’t use the extremism of the far left as an excuse to stand on the sidelines on issues of social justice, especially since many Americans think the entire Republican Party is a bunch of bigots that condone racism, misogyny, and homophobia. Millions of Republicans, the overwhelming super majority, absolutely do not hold these beliefs. We believe, like those who created the party in the mid-1800s, in equal opportunity for everyone.

The Republican Party was officially created in 1856 from the efforts of anti-slavery proponents from the two major parties at the time, the Whigs and the Democrats. They formed a new party in opposition to the successful passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which increased the territory within the United States where slavery would be permitted. Abraham Lincoln, who put this country on the long path toward equality, was the first GOP president. To this day, my dad—who lived through Jim Crow and has experienced brutal racism—is a lifelong Republican “because Lincoln freed us.”

Republicans can’t deny that people affiliated with our party, including former president Trump, have made intolerant, racist comments that give legitimacy to hateful ideologies like white supremacy. We also can’t deny the legacy of the “Southern strategy,” courting Southern white voters by stoking racial fears, begun by former Arizona senator Barry Goldwater in 1964 when he was the Republican nominee for president, and then perfected by President Richard Nixon in 1968 and 1972. In current times, being afraid to stand up to white nationalists for fear of losing a Republican primary is not a valid excuse to avoid rebuking racist rhetoric, behavior, and policy.
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