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To Paul, aka Daddy, aka Pop

A wonderful husband, father, and grandfather






Preface: Know Your Why

In November 2006, after the Democrats won the majority in the House of Representatives, I was nominated by my colleagues to be Speaker. As I approached the podium to accept the honor, our new caucus chair, Rahm Emanuel, whispered in my ear, “Your parents would be so proud.”

I was taken aback by the comment. Why would my parents be proud? They did not raise me to be Speaker. They raised me to be holy. After having six sons, my mother wanted me to be a nun. Now you’re talking proud!

People have asked me what role my faith has played in my political life. While I believe, of course, in the separation of church and state, I do believe that the values of my faith have informed my priorities. For example, my commitment to human rights springs from my belief that, as John Lewis always used to say, there’s a spark of divinity in every person that needs to be respected.

When I was young and people would ask, “What is your favorite word?,” I would always say the Word. It’s a term used for Christ: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). Christ participating in our humanity enabled us to participate in His divinity—hence the spark. A Hebrew scholar in the third century said that because of the spark of divinity that we all have, hundreds of angels precede us when we walk. My deep commitment to honoring the spark of divinity in every person is why I turned to public service.

That’s also why it’s hard for me to imagine how people could ignore this spark and perpetrate heinous atrocities, especially the Holocaust. And in our own time, the tragedy of hundreds of thousands of people I saw in refugee camps in Darfur, the brutality of the Taliban in Afghanistan, the genocide of the Uyghurs and other repression in China, hunger in Sudan, suffering in Gaza, and massive poverty worldwide, to name just a few. How could we ignore that?

One of the most striking contradictions between values and action that I have witnessed was in 2019 when I joined a delegation of the Congressional Black Caucus to visit the nation of Ghana. We came to mark the passage of four hundred years since the arrival of the first slave ships on American shores. We visited the place where kidnapped Africans, soon to be sold into slavery, were imprisoned: a dark dungeon with low ceilings, and where they were abused and tortured under the most brutal and inhumane conditions imaginable. Those who did not die in the dungeon were forced to crawl through the Door of No Return to board the death ships bound for the Americas and the Caribbean—a journey that many would not survive. What made it even more appalling was the structure located directly above the dungeon. In a sickening display of hypocrisy, on top of the dungeon was the church where their oppressors had prayed. How could these men have prayed as they callously disregarded the spark of divinity below them? In our own country, we saw the same hypocrisy displayed in the act of slavery and in the repression of indigenous peoples, repellent practices that were often perpetrated by people who claimed to be of devout faith.



My “Why”

If the spark of divinity has been my inspiration, my core values are shaped by another passage in the Catholic Bible, from the Gospel of Matthew 25: “For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison and you came to me.” This beautiful statement is the foundation of my “why.” When people ask me, “What are the three most important issues facing Congress?,” I always answer: our children, our children, our children.

The children have always been my “why” in public service and in my running for office. As a mother of five, my “why” is the one in five children in America who go to sleep hungry each night. How could it be that in America, the greatest country in the history of the world, one in five children lives in poverty? Children’s health, their education, the economic security of their families, a safe environment in which they can thrive, including protection from gun violence, and a world at peace in which they can reach their fulfillment—these are my priorities. That is also why when I was sworn in as Speaker, I called up the children and grandchildren of my colleagues on both sides of the aisle and called the House to order… For the Children.

The security and strength that I draw from these values are also the “why” that allows me to withstand the many slings and arrows that have been directed at me for as long as I have been in public life.

When I speak to women or others who are considering running for office, I tell them that it is not a decision for the faint of heart. So, when you decide to run, you must know your “why.” Why are you running? What is your vision, knowledge, and judgment? How do you hope to succeed? When you run, you become a target. Being certain of your “why” makes it worth it.

But to achieve your why, you will need three other pieces of advice. The best advice I received when I initially ran for Congress was “be yourself.” Be true to yourself, your values, and who you are. And “be ready.” You never know when the opportunity will come knocking, so be prepared to answer and say yes.

But the final piece of advice is the first piece of advice I received years before I ran. It was “know your power.”

I never intended to run for elected office. Instead, I spent my political time volunteering for the California Democratic Party. I enjoyed the behind-the-scenes work of advancing our candidates and our agenda and mobilizing the VIPs—our volunteers in politics—to get the job done. In 1981, I became the state’s Democratic Party chair. Nineteen eighty-four was a presidential election year, and in preparation, I assumed two additional roles: I became chair of the Democratic National Convention’s Compliance Review Committee, which oversaw the convention’s delegate selection, and I was named chair of the San Francisco Host Committee, placing me in charge of San Francisco’s bid to host the Democratic National Convention—which we won.

While speaking with the legendary Louisiana congresswoman Lindy Boggs, I mentioned that I thought I had too many titles—three—and should probably give one up. In her lovely drawl, Lindy replied, “Darlin’, no man would ever make that statement.”

“Know thy power,” she said, “and use it.” I never forgot that vital lesson.

In 1987, when Sala Burton, our exceptional and kind congresswoman in San Francisco, decided not to seek reelection for health reasons, she asked me to run for her seat. She told me that she believed “you are ready to reach your heights.” Her untimely death forced a special election, and very quickly, the race was on. When I won after a hard-fought campaign in the trenches where I was myself, I realized I was indeed ready, and I knew my power. Lindy Boggs, who was still serving in the House of Representatives, was there to be a mentor to me and to so many congressional women. She was a model of grace and legislative acumen, and today her name adorns the Women’s Reading Room in the Capitol.

Congresswoman Sala Burton had told me I was ready. Lindy Boggs told me to know my power. And my message to women today is: the world needs you to be in the arena for peace, justice, and liberty. But know your individual power. There’s no one in the history of the world like you. Your individuality is needed. Be yourself. Be ready. Know your power.




A Seat at the Table, Finally

When I arrived in Congress in 1987, women representatives were not just a minority, we were a rarity. There were only twelve of us among the Democrats (including my fellow Californian Barbara Boxer) and eleven among the Republicans. I’m forever grateful to Barbara for the guidance she gave me when I was a new member and for her personal friendship. I was determined to increase our numbers. After the election of 1992—dubbed the Year of the Woman—we added sixteen to the House Democratic roster, thanks in large measure to the help of Ellen Malcolm’s pioneering political action committee, EMILYs List. And over the years, a main priority for House Democrats was to recruit, fund, and elect Democratic women to Congress. In 2024, we have ninety-four Democratic women, of which I am very proud.

But as late as 2001, no woman had ever served in the top leadership of either party in the House. This fact hit me when I arrived at the White House for my first meeting with President George W. Bush as part of the Democratic leadership. Walking into the West Wing, I was not apprehensive. I had frequently attended White House meetings on intelligence and appropriations issues as part of my committee work. But as I entered the meeting room, I realized that this meeting was unlike any other I had ever attended at the White House—it was, in fact, unlike any meeting that any woman had attended in the White House. It was a true first. While other women, who had been appointed as cabinet secretaries, had also been seated at the table as full participants, I was at the White House under different circumstances. I was there because I had been selected by my colleagues to represent the House Democratic Caucus and reflect their views—I was serving at the will of the House Democrats, not at the pleasure of the president.

When he opened the meeting, President Bush was very gracious in his welcome. He noted my historic role, and added that as the first woman to participate, I might have some different things to say. As he spoke, my chair started to feel crowded, and I had the sensation of being surrounded. It was as if I were being joined by the great women’s rights activists and leaders Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Sojourner Truth, and Alice Paul. I was not alone in my chair; all of them were sitting with me saying, At last, we have a seat at the table. My next thought was, “We want more.” More women. More diversity. More seats at the table. Because this moment was not just the fulfillment of the courageous leadership of generations of women, as far back as the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848, which launched the women’s rights movement and women’s suffrage in the US, it was a manifestation of our responsibility to them, to women today and into the future. We stood on their shoulders, and today, newer generations stand on ours.

To recruit more women candidates, it was important for women members—especially those with small children—to share their stories, to share what their life experiences had given them, including confidence in their vision, their knowledge and judgment, and their strategic thinking. Their experiences gave them the courage to show the voters what is in their hearts, to empathize with and care about people.

Again, running for office is not for the faint of heart. I have often quoted Teddy Roosevelt’s famous Man in the Arena speech to the candidates. I add my own update by saying to women: when you’re in the arena, you have to be able to take a punch, and sometimes you have to be able to throw a punch… For the Children.

Over the years, opponents who feared the larger number of women on our side of the aisle have run a predictable campaign against them. Knowing that women have generally been shown to be highly ethical, critics cynically misuse this positive trait and make false claims against them. I mention this tactic because it is so cruel. It brings tears to the eyes of the candidates’ children to see on TV or hear from someone in school phony charges against their mother’s reputation. Opponents have often claimed that women candidates are “big spenders,” especially on poor immigrant children and families. In some places, sadly, that rhetoric has had an appeal.

We must eliminate those tactics from our political system if we are to attract underrepresented candidates to public service. The number of women we elect is not just about the quantity of women members but the quality of their leadership. It is about having a diversity of opinion in the room, about truly representing America.

When I won the speakership of the House, I was overwhelmed by the messages I received from women: young women said, “Thank you for opening a door for me,” and older women said, “I never thought I would see the day.” It was also a joy to hear from so many fathers of daughters. They thanked me for the opportunities that seeing a woman in my role provided for their daughters and for the confidence that it gave them. One father even wrote to me on stationery imprinted with poignant words often loosely attributed to Eleanor Roosevelt: “The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.”

The dreams of the early suffragists—for women to have a seat at the table—is finally being realized. Now, however, more than ever, we still need to secure the beauty of their dreams, and the future for all Americans. Nearly two hundred fifty years after our country was born, the fight for democracy in America is, sadly, ongoing and challenging. It will take all of us, working together, to prove through the night that our flag is still there and to do so “with liberty and justice for all.”

For me, that work begins in the hallowed halls of our nation’s Capitol.

This book is a rendering of the most consequential challenges of my time in the leadership of the US House of Representatives: my decision to oppose the Iraq War and why; my nearly four decades of fighting for human rights in China; the epic struggle to respond to the 2008 financial crisis; the all-consuming fight to pass the Affordable Care Act (ACA); the January 6 attack on the Capitol; and the traumatizing assault on my dear husband inside our own home. I will take you inside the leadership room, but also inside the transformation of America’s political landscape. To those who ask, How did she do it?, my answer is that the more important question is why.

What is her touchstone? What is her why?








Leadership’s Price






Knock, Knock, Knock

Knock. Knock. Knock. Pound. Pound. Pound. Louder and louder. Then I heard a second noise, the doorbell, ringing over and over. And again, the knocking, someone was knocking, knocking hard—pounding and banging—on the door of my Washington apartment in the complete darkness of the early morning of October 28, 2022.

I looked at the clock. I could make out the number 5—still dark on the East Coast and the middle of the night in California. Clearly, I thought, someone had the wrong apartment. I heard more loud banging. Anxiously, I got out of bed and ran to the door. Outside I heard the voices of my Capitol Police security detail. I opened the door. The officers’ expressions were grim. “Madam Speaker, we need to come in to speak to you,” the detail leader said. I was beyond panicked.

“What are you doing here at this hour?” I asked in fear and desperation. “Does it have anything to do with my children or grandchildren?” Immediately I began thinking of who might be out or possibly hurt late at night.

“No,” they said, “it’s Mr. Pelosi. He’s been attacked in your home.”

Attacked? In our home? We had been together in our home just twenty-four hours before.

“Is he okay?” I asked.

“We don’t know.”

Horrified, I asked, “Is he alive?”

“We don’t know.”

“Where is he?”

“He has been taken to the hospital.”

“Which hospital?”

“We haven’t been informed yet.”

I would soon learn that Paul was alive, thank God, and that he had been taken by ambulance to Zuckerberg San Francisco General Hospital and Trauma Center, the leading trauma center in Northern California. There are many great hospitals in San Francisco, including three that are just blocks from our home. But SF General, as it is known, is a preeminent Level 1 trauma center.

That was the moment when it sank in just how much danger Paul was in.


The Attack

Paul has never discussed the attack with me or with our children. It is “too traumatic,” he says. It would also be inconsistent with his somber and stoic attitude. Most importantly, Paul’s doctors did not want him to relive the events of that night—they just wanted him to focus on healing. He did talk to the police and investigators, and he had to tell his story on the witness stand during a federal criminal trial in November 2023 and again for a state trial in 2024. But in our home and family life, we have done everything possible to wall off this moment, which was truly a centimeter away from a disaster.

Invariably, I am asked, “How could this have happened?” Like most tragedies, it was the result of multiple things going profoundly wrong, starting with the bargain that most of us in high-profile elected office make. We know we are targets, and we recognize what that risk entails. But my thinking—and I am hardly alone in this—has been, Why would anyone want to harm our families? Until that awful early morning of October 28, despite the threats, including death threats, that I personally received, and all the horrible things that have been said about me, I didn’t think that my family would be a target—especially in our own home.

On October 27, I left San Francisco for Washington, DC. I had congressional responsibilities and high-level security briefings scheduled for the morning of the twenty-eighth, and my security detail was with me. As the Speaker of the US House of Representatives, I was second in line to the presidency after the vice president. Consequently, I had twenty-four-hour security provided by the Capitol Police. But that robust security detail followed only me, not my family.

A few minutes after 2:00 a.m. West Coast time, a six-foot-four, two-hundred-sixty-pound man used a hammer to fiercely break the double-paned glass on the back-door windows of our San Francisco home and enter the house. Security cameras positioned around our house captured it all, but no one observed it happening in real time.

The attacker made his way to our bedroom, where Paul was asleep. The attacker then awakened Paul by asking, “Where’s Nancy? Where’s Nancy?”—the same question asked by the insurrectionists who overran the Capitol on January 6, 2021. The attacker was still carrying the hammer, and he also had zip ties, which are frequently used as makeshift handcuffs, and which were also carried by some of the January 6 insurrectionists.

As Paul testified during the federal criminal trial, “It was a tremendous sense of shock to recognize that somebody had broken into the house and looking at him and looking at the hammer and the ties, I recognized that I was in serious danger, so I tried to stay as calm as possible.” As Paul recounted, he told the attacker that I was in Washington and would not be home for several days. The attacker said that I was the “leader of the pack” against Donald Trump and that the attacker was going to have “to tie” Paul up and “wait” for me. Hearing that, Paul tried to escape into the hallway.

In our hallway, we have a small elevator that we use for grocery bags and luggage so that we do not have to lug heavy bags up and down the steep stairs in our home. Paul testified that he thought if he could reach the elevator, he could press the emergency button and stop it between the floors and also use the emergency phone inside to call for help. But as the attacker testified in the federal trial, when Paul got into the elevator, the attacker followed, and, wedging himself in partway, he loomed over Paul, preventing him from seeking help. The attacker then testified that he said to Paul, “Do you really want to do this?” To which Paul looked up at him and said, “You’re a big guy, no.”

Paul then went back into the bedroom and had the presence of mind to go into the bathroom, which is the opposite direction from the bedroom door. This time, the attacker didn’t try to stop Paul. Paul picked up his cell phone, which was charging on the counter, and dialed 911. To this day, I have not been able to listen to the 911 call and hear Paul’s voice. I cannot watch any of the security footage or police body camera footage. I have avoided them all.

When you are a public figure—especially when an event involves a physical attack—it is not that the images are played once or twice. Instead, they dominate the news cycle, and the footage, in bits and pieces or in its entirety, is played around-the-clock. Being in the vicinity of a TV or a digital news stream means reliving these awful moments over and over. Paul did not want us to watch it—not our children, our grandchildren, or me. The attack on Paul caused our family its own deep trauma and my own survivor’s guilt.

But I do know that Paul saved his own life with that 911 phone call. He kept his cool and gave just enough information while under tremendous physical threat—the attacker was standing behind him, holding the hammer and the zip ties. The attacker was close enough to Paul to be heard on the phone as he lied and claimed to be “a friend” of Paul’s.

Paul kept the conversation going with the 911 operator and conveyed enough information that she dispatched the police. Paul testified that he knew his best chance was to get the attacker to go downstairs with him and hope the police would come to the front door.

When the officers did arrive and the door was opened, the police body cam footage showed the attacker holding the hammer. The police instructed him to drop the hammer. Instead the attacker used the hammer to assault Paul three times, striking him on the head. The next thing Paul knew, he was waking up on the ground, surrounded by a pool of his own blood.

Not long after, my security detail was banging on my door in Washington.



I could think only of two things: finding out everything and anything I could about Paul’s condition, and that I had to call our children. Paul and I have five precious children and, at that time, had nine precious grandchildren (now ten), who are spread across the country in every time zone. I did not want them to hear about what had happened to our Pop from anyone other than me. But as I thought about telling the children and grandchildren, I also wanted to be able to awaken everyone with some hope as well as with the terrible news.

It would turn out that the media news cycle was moving so quickly that I could not reach each child first; only two would hear about what had happened to their father directly from me.

My first calls were to our San Francisco–based children. I called our son, Paul Jr., who lives nearby. He was shocked when I tried to explain what I knew. He immediately rushed to track down our Pop.

My next call was to our daughter Christine. Teen, as our family calls her, didn’t answer, so I left a message, which she saved:


Teen… it’s Mom. Somebody broke into our house. They hurt Dad…. We just don’t know what Dad’s condition is, but they took him to Zuckerberg, which is a trauma thing…. They caught the guy. I mean, he was fighting with Dad when the police got there, and there was danger. And the guy had a hammer, that’s what I’m worried about…. Okay, okay, that’s what I know now. I’m sorry that this happened…



Christine had heard the phone but thought I was up early in Washington and had called her by mistake—a butt dial. Then she saw the voicemail notice pop up on her phone. Immediately, she called back. She rushed to get dressed, told her husband, Peter, what had happened, and raced to the hospital. On her way, she called Paul Jr. He had gone outside to discover that his car had a flat tire, so the two of them decided that he would walk to our house and she would continue straight to the hospital.

Our home, the house that our Pop loved and had carefully renovated over the years, was now a crime scene. Paul Jr. was needed to make sure the media didn’t try to go inside—to protect the scene from everyone except law enforcement.

When Christine arrived at the hospital, she was not able to see Pop, because he had already been taken from the Emergency Department into a sterile pre-op area to be readied for surgery. His skull had been fractured. The doctors gave her a brief update on his condition—mostly focused on the critical blows to his head and their work to save his life. They told her Pop would have to be in surgery and post-op recovery for several hours. Meanwhile, Paul Jr. had to wait outside in the pre-dawn darkness for the police and then the crime scene investigation unit to sweep our entire house. Law enforcement feared that other weapons or even a bomb could be inside.

Not long after Christine arrived at the hospital, a TV anchor whom she knew called to offer his deep concern. In a matter of minutes after the attack, the media had already tracked down all kinds of reports both about the assault and about Pop being at the hospital. Some members of the press had information before we did and before we could reach everyone in the family. That meant that the first person who told some of our family was not me but a reporter, even possibly a reporter hoping for a comment. Others heard about Paul from their friends, who had been alerted earlier in the morning to the “breaking news.”

Whether the information that the press uncovered about Paul came from the hospital or law enforcement, I don’t know, but it created a terrible and very difficult reaction for many in our family. The reporting was often incorrect and incomplete, and it would grow worse as the hours dragged on. I cannot even begin to describe how painful and devastating it was for them to learn of a vicious assault on their father or grandfather in this way. Let alone the fact that there was no time for us to even process in private what had happened or even any way to know what Pop’s condition was. He was eighty-two years old and had been hit in the head three times with a hammer. We knew anything could happen. We could not be certain that our Pop would survive.

I didn’t have to call our youngest daughter, Alexandra, on that terrible early morning. She called me from New York. A documentarian, Alexandra has many friends in the news media. They had already called to alert her about the assault on Pop and share what they knew. Zon (her family nickname) was distraught.

Zon first yelled at me and said she was “done with all of this,” this meaning politics, Congress, the speakership, and everything about a public political life. In a range of emotions from anger to sadness to worry, she demanded: What went wrong with the security cameras? How could this happen? This isn’t fair. Pop doesn’t deserve this.

Quickly the news continued to spread through the media. Alexandra could track it moving through outlet after outlet as her phone filled up with hundreds of calls and texts. She was desperate to rush to the airport. She asked her husband, Michiel, to just drive toward LaGuardia or Kennedy Airport while she tried to get the earliest flight to DC or San Francisco. She ultimately took the first flight to Washington so she could fly west with me.

When Congresswoman Sala Burton wanted me to run for her seat in Congress, I asked Alexandra for permission before I gave my answer. She was sixteen years old, in high school, and our only child still living at home—her siblings were away at college. I told her that if I won, I would be gone three nights a week in Washington when Congress was in session. “Mother,” she answered, “get a life!” What teenage girl doesn’t want her mother out of the house three nights a week? But when we were sitting in the ICU with Pop after the attack, she told me, “If I had known what we were signing up for, if I had known this was where it was going to go, I would never have given you my blessing thirty-five years ago.”

Christine had started a group text with all her siblings as she was reaching the hospital, but even that was not fast enough to beat the instant news cycle. Our daughter Jacqueline, in Texas, had been up early, driving to the gym. Four blocks from her home, she stopped at a red light and saw that her phone had lit up with a text from Christine. Jacqueline told me that if she hadn’t been lucky enough to be in her car and to see the text, she likely would have learned about the attack on her father from breaking news, which would have been traumatizing. “It was remarkable how quickly the news was covering this nightmare,” she told me later. “It was heartbreaking to imagine that had I been home, I would have seen this on CNN or NBC before hearing from my own family.”

From her car, Jacqueline immediately called Christine, who was remarkably calm as she navigated the situation at the hospital. Christine said that she would give an update as soon as she heard anything more. Jacqueline quickly turned around and drove the four blocks back to her home. Almost immediately, her phone also began blowing up with messages from friends. By 8:00 a.m.—still only 6:00 a.m. in San Francisco—many of them began showing up at her home to be a support as Jacqueline awaited calls and texts from her siblings and reports from the doctors.

When I reached our daughter Nancy Corinne, in Arizona, she told me that she had already heard immediately from Alexandra. As the five children called each other and sent texts back and forth, everyone was scared to death. While Pop was in surgery, they began booking flights for San Francisco, afraid that they might not arrive in time. For the children who were able to leave immediately for San Francisco, it was a difficult flight. On their planes, many of the passengers were glued to their phones or iPads or laptops, watching the horrible news. Buckled into their seats, our daughters tried to avoid it, saying prayers while ignoring the breaking headlines. When each of them landed, they went straight to the hospital.



As complicated as it was to tell all five children, telling the grandchildren was even more agonizing.

With Christine at the hospital, her husband, Peter, went to awaken their daughter, Bella, and her older brother, Octavio, to tell them what had happened to Pop. But he was too late. Bella’s middle school friends had already heard, and her phone was filled with their texts and comments. Rather than have her stay at home, waiting and worrying, Bella and her parents decided that she should go to school, but before she left, she prepared a get-well card for her Pop. Imagine sitting down to make a card for your beloved grandfather after hearing such horrendous news.

Alexandra’s son, named Paul after his grandfather, was in high school, and he was angry when he learned the news but remained composed. His younger brother, Thomas, had already left for his high school. He had to be privately taken aside and updated by a school counselor that his grandfather had been attacked and was in the hospital, heading for surgery. After learning the news, Thomas and his friends were joined by Xavier High School’s president, and together they went to the school’s chapel to pray for Pop.

Jacqueline had to call her husband, Michael, and their three sons—Liam, Sean, and Ryan, two of whom were away at college—to tell them what had happened, hoping as she dialed that they had not seen the news reports first.

Alexandra spoke to her niece, Madeleine, Nancy Corinne’s daughter, from LaGuardia Airport. Madeleine, who was in graduate school, was crying hysterically on the phone, something Alexandra had never heard her do before. How, she kept saying, could anyone do this to Pop? In those hours, it was almost impossible to comfort these children and young people, who were heartbroken that something this awful could have happened to their Pop. Meanwhile, Alexander, Nancy Corinne’s young adult son, had rushed to my Washington apartment to be with me as we awaited Alexandra.

In tears, in prayer, in utter shock and disbelief, and in anger, every child and grandchild of ours was deeply affected by the unfairness of this attack. Everyone had questions: Who would do this to Pop? How did we fail to protect Pop from this man?




Rushing Back to San Francisco

President Biden called me as soon as he heard the news, early in the morning. He was so prayerful, kind, and thoughtful in his comments about Paul.

Just before Paul went into surgery, the medical personnel placed a call to me, and I was blessed to be able to hear my husband’s voice, even though he sounded foggy. I told him that we all sent our love, that President Biden sent his warm wishes, and that I was on my way as quickly as possible to be with him. When I told Paul about President Biden’s kindness, he said, “How did the president even know about this?” Paul didn’t imagine that people would know about what had happened—let alone that there would be a national and indeed a worldwide outpouring of sympathy and prayers for him.

Alexandra’s and my five-and-a-half-hour flight across the country felt endless and agonizing. We were both numb, but I held on to the thought of my brief call with Paul. Hearing his voice, weak and dazed as it was, made all the difference.



Almost immediately that morning, Cynthia Birmingham, among our family’s dearest friends, had joined Christine at the hospital—she had thoughtfully arrived with thick socks, a cozy sweater, and a soft blanket for Paul. Lovingly, she had also stopped by Christine’s home to pick up Bella’s get-well card so it would be waiting for Pop when he awakened. Christine and Cynthia were the first to see Pop when he came out of the recovery room after the surgery to repair his skull. When he emerged, he was his usual stoic and unselfish self. He had no idea of the news reports swirling or the public impact of his assault, and his first thoughts were to reassure our family.

But he gratefully accepted the blanket that Cynthia delivered—and he didn’t let it go for at least a week. When Paul Jr. called to tell Pop that “Mommy is on her way,” Pop’s first comment was, “She’ll be happy because the Ravens won last night.” He knows that I have a soft spot for all Baltimore sports teams—it is the city I grew up in—second only to San Francisco teams.

Although Pop seemed lucid, Cynthia told me that later she could see that underneath he was very shaken and somber—and everyone was still uncertain as to how or how well he would recover. He was seriously injured, and no one knew what the next hours and days would hold.

In addition to his skull injuries, he needed twelve stitches to the back of his right arm, and his left hand had to be reconstructed by plastic surgeons because it was so badly damaged.

By the time I reached the hospital in the afternoon, Paul was settled in the intensive care unit. When Alexandra walked in and saw Pop, she was frightened and declared that he looked like Frankenstein’s monster, with deep wounds and bandages covering his head, hands, and arms. He had been struck with the hammer three times in separate places on the top of his head; by some miracle, the blows had not pierced his brain. Surgeons had to remove part of his skull and reshape it because of the blows he had suffered, as well as watch for serious bleeding and brain swelling. Paul’s hand and arm would require multiple surgeries in the days and months to come. It was not merely skin wounds; the tendons and other structures had been seriously damaged. He needed his hand to be reconstructed for functionality. In February 2024, I would still be changing bandages on his arm after another round of surgical repair.

As our family kept vigil in the ICU during those early anxious hours and days, what was calming to observe, and a blessing, was the care that SF General provides to its patients, including Paul. The physicians Michael Huang, Geoff Manley, and John Rose, who treated Paul that day, truly saved his life. We are grateful to them, and to the caring nurses, physical therapists, and support staff, as well as to the health care providers, EMTs, and first responders who cared for him.

So much emotion descended on all of us that evening: tears, thoughts, and prayers from so many friends and family, love for Pop, friendship from the people in our lives and from so many others who cared.



The one person who left the hospital after seeing Pop was Paul Jr. Around 4:45 p.m.—after law enforcement had swept the house and garden for bombs and explosive devices and after a search warrant had been executed and evidence documented—Paul Jr. went inside to begin cleaning up. The horrible task of cleaning up a crime scene and the mess fell to him that afternoon. He vacuumed a million tiny shards of glass from the broken windows. He picked up his father’s pajamas, which had soaked for hours in a pool of his father’s blood. I cannot even begin to imagine what those moments were like. “Devastating” seems to hardly convey what Paul Jr. went through in our family home. Cynthia also went to our home to help restore order, bringing a shop vac with her assistant, who would later say with concern, “I hope Paul Jr. is feeling better. He was so distraught—it’s going to take some time to heal from the trauma of it all.”

Because our house still had a heavy police presence and remained a crime scene, it was clear that our family could not return to our home to sleep that night. Nor did we want to. That evening, Cynthia and her husband, Rob, invited us to have dinner and stay with them so we did not have to face the trauma of going home and seeing the broken windows and bloodstains, which would be a tragic reminder of the horror that had happened less than twenty-four hours before.

By the next night, the broken windowpanes had been boarded up; Paul Jr. had removed all the glass and cleaned up as much of the blood as he could. We could go home, but it was strange to be getting into bed in the room that had been invaded thirty-six hours earlier by a violent attacker calling out, “Where’s Nancy? Where’s Nancy?”

But this was our home, and the one, God willing, that Paul would return to after he was released from the hospital. Aware of our responsibility to make our home truly be home for Pop, we swallowed our doubts and fears and embraced the house despite everything that had happened inside those walls and the pain from that night, which we will carry for a long time.




After Surgery

Paul never wanted to talk about what happened that night. “I’ve made the best effort I possibly can to not relive this,” he has said. We would not know the full extent of the danger he was in until more than a year later, when one of his doctors testified during the federal trial that when the attacker fractured Paul’s skull, he came within a centimeter of hitting the superior sagittal sinus vein, which connects to the brain and, via the internal jugular vein, also to the heart. We learned that this could have been a life-threatening blow. The assault was so violent that the attacker thought he had killed Paul. In the federal trial, the attacker testified that he was surprised that Paul had survived.

In the days that followed, we recognized that it would be a long recovery—but thank God, a recovery. For many months, Paul wore a hat to cover the grotesque wounds on his head and a glove to protect and cover his badly injured hand. The blows to his head had also left Paul with post-concussion syndrome. He tired easily and had dizzy spells. His doctors were adamant that he needed to avoid bright light, noise, and especially electronic screens.

Paul, our Pop, came home from the hospital on November 3. But rather than returning to an atmosphere of peace and quiet at our home, he was met by a media barrage outside: reporters, cameras, even a helicopter noisily circling overhead. It was a bombardment of light and sound, bright and loud—exactly what his doctors had directed him to avoid. This media onslaught outside our home continued for days.



The story of Paul’s attack would not go away. And from the moment news of the attack was reported, it was like a second assault was being waged on Paul and our family. Piled on to our deep shock and grief, we now had to confront lies and misrepresentations.

A true horror was the dehumanizing jokes. It was beyond offensive to hear high-profile Republicans make cruel jokes and misrepresentations about the attempt on Paul’s life—from the former president and his children to governors, party leaders, and other high-ranking Republicans and Republican candidates looking to score cheap points, as they “joked” about sending me back to San Francisco. Donald Trump Jr. was among the worst. On Twitter (now X), he shared a meme of a hammer with the tagline, “Got my Paul Pelosi Halloween costume ready.” It was equally horrible to hear crowds laugh, cheer, and applaud or “like” these cruel remarks, egging on this type of despicable violence. More than twenty-two thousand people “liked” Trump Jr.’s post; others denounced it as “vile.” Sitting vigil at his bedside, we found their mockery of Paul and our family deeply painful, even as we worked very hard to keep this cruelty from him.

Again and again, it made me profoundly sad for our country that some individuals with high visibility would repeat these lies and stray so far to separate themselves from the facts and the truth. But our family tended to Paul’s immediate needs, and we were comforted by a tremendous outpouring of love and support.



Hours after the assault, the attacker voluntarily told law enforcement that he had “a target list” and that “Speaker Pelosi” was on his list. He said that he planned to interrogate me, and that if “Nancy” told him the “truth,” he would let her go, and if she “lied,” he would “break her kneecaps.” After he had broken my kneecaps, he added, Nancy would have to be wheeled into Congress, which would show other members of Congress that there were consequences to their actions. Hatred of me was his rationale to violently attack my husband.

Paul was not the intended target that night, but he is the one who paid and is still paying the price physically. And our entire family is paying the price emotionally and traumatically.




Recovery

For years, we’ve had guests come to our house, look at the steep stairs, and say, as San Francisco newspaper columnist Herb Caen observed, “Your house is made for mountain goats, because only mountain goats would want to go up and down those stairs.” Many of them also wondered if we had an elevator. After the surgery, Paul’s head, left hand, and right arm were heavily bandaged. When he came home from the hospital, it would have been much easier for him to use the elevator to go up and down. Instead, he chose to very slowly and carefully make his way up and down the stairs. He didn’t want to set foot near the elevator, where he had tried to escape and had his way blocked.

Another spot that Paul avoided for months was one of his favorites, his happy place in the house, the garden room. He had renovated it out of the old laundry room and basement area. It was where he would watch the 49ers, the Giants, and the Warriors games, and occasionally smoke his cigars (which he was only allowed to do with the doors to the garden open). But that was the room where the attacker had broken the glass and entered.

So our daily life now centered on the living room on the second floor, where we worked, hung out, and watched sports on the iPad. That room was still a safe haven when other parts had bad memories.

I still struggle with passing through the entry hall, where the attack occurred.

I’ll never understand how Paul could ever sleep in our bedroom again after being confronted by the attacker there. But my children told me that for a long time, he would only sleep in the bedroom when I was home—when I was in Washington and he was alone, he slept in another bedroom.

For months I was very aware of how Paul carefully avoided the key scenes of the crime. Until one day he simply said, “Let’s watch the game downstairs.” Those five words were such a big deal, such a hopeful sign that Paul was truly healing and trying to move beyond that horrible night.

We all have been so deeply proud of Paul’s strength, courage, discipline, and resilience. He’s not one to complain: he’s faithful to his daily physical therapy program, designed to strengthen the damaged muscles and tendons and to help him regain function in his hand and arm. And he follows the doctors’ orders. He always encourages all of us to be confident in his recovery. But more than one year later, Paul still needs to do exercises every day to strengthen his balance. He still suffers from headaches and dizzy spells, although they have become less frequent. When we go to an event, we rarely stay very long. We get our glasses of water and sit down to preserve Paul’s stamina and make sure he doesn’t get dizzy. And we are confident that he will continue to improve.

Our family has been blessed not only with the gradual healing of our Pop but with the thousands of prayers and the love and messages and warm wishes extended to Paul from so many during this difficult time. It all makes such a big difference in his, and our, recovery.

What seems especially unfair is that Paul is such a lovely and gentle person. When we were married sixty years ago, he never signed up for how political our lives would become. He was a wonderful father as we raised our five children—whom we had in the span of six years and one week. Years later, when I was asked to run for Congress without my ever having given it a thought before or having it be any part of our life plan together, he willingly signed on, without question or complaint. He wanted me to be able to pursue my passion for public service. He has been my biggest champion.

From housewife to House member to House Speaker, I certainly would never have broken the marble ceiling without Paul’s support, encouragement, and love.

And I would never have done it if I thought it would one day cause him to risk his own life.

One chapter of our ordeal ended in May 2024 when the attacker was sentenced in federal court to thirty years in prison. But the scars from that night will never truly heal. As I wrote to the court before the sentencing, “Even now, eighteen months after the home invasion and assault, the signs of blood and break-in are impossible to avoid. Our home remains a heartbreaking crime scene.”

But Paul’s letter to the court was even more painful for me to read. As Paul described it, the attacker “kept me hostage in my own home,” adding that the attacker “repeatedly said that he could ‘take me out.’ ” Paul’s letter described that his left hand was “de-gloved,” exposing raw nerves and blood vessels. He wrote: “Surgeries and treatments mostly healed the skin, but underneath I still feel pinched nerves in my left hand. This makes basic tasks like using buttons, cutlery, and simple tools more difficult.”

Paul’s headaches and dizziness continue to this day. I have seen him faint and fall twice from vertigo. He must take care before going to social events, avoiding extended exposure to bright lights and loud noises, and spending most of his time seated.

I do not know that we will ever feel safe. Paul noted in his letter that I remain under twenty-four-hour security. He wrote, “We do not answer our landline or our front door due to ongoing threats. We cannot fully remove the stain on the floor in the front entryway where I bled.” It is almost an understatement to say, as Paul did, that his life has “irrevocably changed.” This assault has truly had a devastating effect on three generations of our family.




We Must Have an End to Political Violence

The assault on Paul was violent and frightening for the future, not just of the Pelosi family but of the United States. Our family, of course, was privately consumed with Paul’s recovery. It is so unfair because Paul’s a perfect gentleman. He is someone who never wants to engage in political combat. Imagine how it was for him, watching as I was turned into one of the longtime villains of the Republican Party—starting in 2010, when the party spent millions of dollars to demonize me, running countless ads that featured my picture engulfed in hellish flames. Year after year, these personal and demonizing attacks that made me a target continued. The then-Republican Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy had even “joked” in 2021 about hitting me with the Speaker’s gavel. By the 2022 election, the Republicans spent tens of millions on ads personally attacking me. It was common for me to see an image of myself defaced with devil’s horns or worse.

That the same taunting chants and jeers of “Where’s Nancy? Where’s Nancy?” that echoed through the hallowed halls of the Capitol on January 6 would less than two years later echo through our family home must teach all of us a lesson about the politics of personal destruction. It was the Republicans who engaged in this dangerous tactic with me—it’s unworthy of what we once called the Grand Old Party, the GOP, and it is also disrespectful of our democracy.

The current climate of threats and attacks must stop.

We must be able to have disagreements on policies and issues without those disagreements immediately escalating into nasty personal attacks and angry threats of violence. This change in tactics began in the 1990s, when then-Republican House Speaker Newt Gingrich began targeting President Bill and First Lady Hillary Clinton. But it has grown far worse, especially since the 2016 election and the tactics of Donald Trump and his surrogates.

When I first arrived in Washington, there was limited security at the Capitol and almost none for individual members and senators, including in the leadership. That changed after 9/11, when the top leadership in the House and Senate joined the Speaker in receiving a protective detail. Individual House members or senators who are the targets of specific threats can also receive temporary protection. Frequently, the Capitol Police will need to work with local police departments in a member’s district. During the health care legislation debate, for example, as many as one-third to one-half of Democratic members received threats, and some needed local police protection when they held health care town halls back home.

There is no one uniform standard for personal protection across the three branches of the federal government. In Congress, we don’t even know the full extent of the protections offered to people serving in the executive or judicial branches and their families. But it is fair to say that Congress has historically had the least personal protection, even though the Capitol Police’s threat assessment teams examine thousands of cases of “credible threats” against lawmakers each year.

My San Francisco house had long been a magnet for all kinds of protests, starting with anti–Iraq War protesters back in 2007—even though I led the opposition to the war for the House Democrats. But the tone and substance of the protests has grown far more aggressive and angry in recent years. No longer is it just noisy sit-ins on the block. During the night of January 1, 2021, our garage was spray-painted with graffiti, “We want everything” and “Cancel rent,” apparently referring to Covid financial assistance legislation. In case that didn’t make the point, someone left a severed pig’s head and a small river of red paint, looking like blood, in front of the garage door. In the 2023 federal trial for Paul’s attacker, an FBI agent testified that the “pig’s head” was a top Pelosi-searched image on the attacker’s computer.

Five days after the severed pig’s head was left outside my home, the whole nation would witness the brazen and destructive events of January 6 on Capitol Hill. With the January 6 attack, Capitol Police and Congress realized that members’ homes could become possible targets. Following a discussion and assessment of the most pressing needs, in August 2022, the House Sergeant at Arms William J. Walker began a program to provide each House member with up to $10,000 to cover security system equipment for their residence, including motion sensors, video recorders, indoor and outdoor cameras, and door locks, as well as professional security surveys. But the truth is, protection for some high-profile members costs far more. Increasingly, members are spending their own money or are using allowable campaign funds to pay for personal security for themselves and their families. The political rhetoric has gotten that personal and that violent. The fact that the exterior of my house was a constant target made everyone focus on the outside—not the possibility that someone would violently break in and enter, with an agenda to harm me or my family.

In just four years, between 2017 and 2021, the number of threats and concerning statements against all members of Congress doubled—to nearly ten thousand. In the year following January 6, the Capitol Police reported that threats against lawmakers increased by 107 percent. My house is still a target. Protesters routinely splash red paint on the garage and otherwise deface it, they defecate in front of the house, they pound on the door, and they yell in the street. And it’s not just my house; similar behavior is on the rise outside the homes of elected and appointed officials around the country. I’m all for people expressing their views, but I have to ask how they think these violent actions are making a persuasive argument on the merits of an issue or furthering their cause.

Amid this poisonous rhetoric, I also do not hear serious, sustained calls by the other side saying that threats of political violence and personal demonization are unacceptable. This is not the way our country should be—if you engage in public service, you should not be a target, and your family should not be a target. When I speak to dynamic young people about running for office, especially to young women, too often I hear their reluctance to put their families in harm’s way. What they most often mention now as their greatest fear is the attack on Paul—and that something like that could happen in their own homes.

We cannot ask people to serve in public life if the cost is risking the safety of their families and those they love. I believe we as Americans want better and are better. I pray that another family will never know the fear and pain that ours did that morning when I awakened to that desperate knock, knock, knock at my door.








Leadership in Congress






“We Have Made History, and Now We Must Make Progress”

One of my early first overseas trips as Speaker of the House was to Kuwait, Iraq, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Germany in late January 2007. American troops were embroiled in deadly conflict in Iraq and against a growing Taliban-backed insurgency in Afghanistan. Joining me was a delegation of key House foreign and defense policy committee and subcommittee chairs and a Republican ranking member. We wanted to see with our own eyes what was happening on the ground, talk to leaders, and especially talk to and support our American troops. In Kuwait, the country’s leaders had called me “Your Excellency”—as they called their Speaker.

But now I was huddled inside a massive, cold military transport plane, circling the high, jagged, snow-capped mountain peaks separating Pakistan and Afghanistan. Looking out the window, it seemed as if our plane was flying over the top of the world.

Rep. Nita Lowey, the chair of the House Committee on Appropriations, and I were in the cockpit, and I could hear the pilot speaking with air traffic controllers, informing them that we were planning to approach Kabul, the Afghan capital. I interjected and said, “No. We are supposed to be landing in Bagram. I want to see the troops first.” Not only was a visit to this massive US military base the main reason for our trip, but I knew from previous visits that anything could happen. Sometimes, one touchdown and takeoff inside Afghanistan was all that weather and other troubles would allow a visiting delegation.

The military pilot responded, “Our instructions from the embassy in Pakistan were to take you to Kabul.” I stood firm: We were going to Bagram. That had been our plan and our schedule, that was what we had decided when we organized the trip. For our delegation, the troops came first. The pilot got back on the radio. “The embassy told us to go to Kabul first; Payload is insisting that we go to Bagram.” Apparently “Payload” was my ID in the air. In a short span of time, I had gone from “Your Excellency” to “Payload.”

And in case you are wondering, “Payload” landed at Bagram first.


“Who Said She Could Run?”

The path to the speakership involved the toughest political race I ever ran. It had only 215 voters and took place on October 10, less than one month after the attacks of 9/11. It was a special election: then-whip David Bonior was stepping down to run for governor of Michigan, and my opponent was Steny Hoyer, a longtime friend. Some of the most powerful men in Congress not only wanted me to lose this race—they also never wanted me to run. When I announced my candidacy for House Democratic whip, the number two position then available on the Democratic leadership team, one of my gentleman colleagues bluntly asked: “Who said she could run?” The men explained to me that the House had a pecking order, that other male representatives had been dutifully waiting in line for an upper-level leadership spot to open, that I was cutting in and overturning the established order of things. When the women members spoke out in favor of having a woman in the Democratic leadership, the same gentlemen said: “Why don’t you just make a list of what you want to do, and we will do it for you?”

My reply was no, thank you. I told them that women had been waiting for more than two hundred years, which made our timeline a heck of a lot longer than theirs. But I also said to my fellow members that I didn’t want anyone to vote for me because I was a woman or vote against me because I was a woman. For years, in fact, members had been asking me to run for a leadership position, which I initially had no interest in doing. I loved my legislative work on the Appropriations and Intelligence Committees and even spending a record seven years on the House Ethics Committee. What triggered my change of heart was four straight election-year losses from 1994 to 2000. I believed Democrats needed to start winning elections for our country and our country’s children. The House of Representatives, as run by Republican Speaker Newt Gingrich, was not a healthy place for children and other living things. So I presented to my fellow Democratic Caucus members my vision and policy priorities and explained how I believed both could lead us to achieve political success.

Looking back on the day of that crucial vote, it is important to recognize that one of the hardest “asks” of a member is to choose among or between colleagues. Therefore, I started my campaign with the confidence that I would win. I did not want to subject members to a difficult choice if there was not a likely prospect of success. Well before the day of the vote, I knew that I had the votes. Members who make a public commitment to support you will hold true to their word. But when the conversation occurs in private, some members will make more than one commitment. Therefore, I built a 20 percent “fudge factor” into my count—confident that those who might say one thing and do another would not matter. And I largely knew which members might be inclined to do that. I’ve always known how to count and trust votes.

Nevertheless, the day before the whip vote in the caucus, one member who was advocating for the opposition began telling other members that the race wasn’t over. And this member was speaking those words within earshot of me. He claimed that there was a one-vote difference in the whip race. It was certainly a tactic—but I knew it wasn’t a fact. With confidence, not arrogance, I showed up to the beautiful Caucus Room in the Cannon House Building, with its ornate ceiling and walls, on the morning of the vote. The feeling of making history hung in the air. My team was prepared—and we won.

My victory was quite remarkable, not only because I was a woman but also because no House Democratic leader had ever previously invited me to any leadership meetings or offered me any role, which kept the men’s pecking order inside the caucus intact. Indeed, until I was elected Speaker, I had never set foot in or even been invited to a Democratic Speaker’s office. My own election was the first time.
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