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In memory of my grandmother, Beatrice E. Cameron,

who taught me what was right, what was wrong,

and how to tell the difference.






 

 

 



Freedom is participation in power.

—Cicero

 

When the going gets weird, the weird turn pro.

—Hunter S. Thompson
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INTRODUCTION


 

These are notes from the underground of American politics.

As much as I love Aaron Sorkin’s televised portrayal of politics, The West Wing, it presents an unrealistic, idealized picture of our government. The reality is much closer to The Sopranos —escapades in raw ambition, with professional political hit men operating in the shadows and out of the public’s view to maintain a vise-like grip on political power and to eliminate any threats to the two political parties’ profitable business territories.

When you work for rebel, underdog candidates, like I do, even the occasional victory is one success too many as far as the established political firmament is concerned. By telling the truth about the current state of our politics, I’ve managed to antagonize both major political parties and make enemies of practically all the practitioners of politics in Washington, D.C.

For nearly fifteen years now, what I call Election Industry, Inc. has tried to put me out of commission. Beyond the whisper campaigns, the character assassinations, and the political backstabbings, I’ve put up with hate mail, broken windows, and menaces to my personal safety. As many of the candidates I’ve worked with realize, when you threaten the system, you get threatened.

Maybe a smarter person would just give up.

But you and I and those few brave candidates willing to challenge the existing system can’t afford to give up. If we check out of the system (to slightly alter the phrase heard often from America’s commander in chief), the political terrorists win.

This book is not just a memoir from memory. It is also a handbook for the new, developing political landscape, full of ways and means by which we still can win.

Within these pages, you’ll discover:


	How political parties control candidates, and why it’s hard for good people to run for office anymore

	How big money negatively influences our politics, and how to win without it

	What political advertising can learn from commercial advertising, and how campaigns can more effectively develop messages and communicate with citizens

	How political professionals use negative advertising to intentionally hold down voter turnout, and the best ways to respond

	Why the two major political parties persist in shutting out new candidates, new parties, new viewpoints, and new ideas—despite the fact that Americans are clearly looking for more choices and that America has a long-standing tradition of multiparty elections

	How to analyze and evaluate (the mostly worthless) political polls



If a Paul Wellstone or a Russ Feingold can still be elected to the United States Senate, then eliminating child poverty in America or providing comprehensive health care to all our citizens is not an impossible dream. If a former professional wrestler can prove that the American Dream is still alive by becoming governor of our 21st-most-populated state, then getting elected is not beyond any citizen’s grasp.

We have to keep challenging our own political system in order to make it all that it can be. That is the essence of participative democracy. We can’t do what the power brokers of Election Industry, Inc. want us to do—grow discouraged, give up, and drop out.

After more than 225 years as a nation, it’s too late to stop now.
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Election Industry, Inc.



 

Americans own the greatest political system in the world.

It works wonderfully well for everyone involved, except two groups of people:

Voters. And candidates.

Political parties, pollsters, political consultants, fundraisers, media mavens, junk mailers, spammers, special interest groups, lobbyists, and various other meretricious sorts all profit handsomely from our current political system.

Who pays for it? You. And me. And, of course, any candidate brave enough to run for public office.

After over a dozen years trying to upgrade political communications, I have come to understand that some of the most fearsome obstacles our candidates face are their own political parties and Washington, D.C.–based political consultants.

Most political consultants and both major political parties treat candidates with disdain. They see candidates as virtually interchangeable: wind-up bad actors who would all be president if they could only follow the party’s or the consultant’s simple (but brilliant!) instructions, stand in the right place and recite their lines without drooling, tripping, or peeing in their pants.

They represent our politics at its worst: from party operatives to pollsters to direct mail merchants to media consultants to general strategists, the overwhelming majority of political consultants are a craven and narrow-minded bunch who would be failures in nearly every other field. They are hired guns with no soul and an inability to shoot straight (both ethically and functionally). They are disloyal to a fault, as quick to turn on a candidate or a cause as they are to be hired by one.

They give hucksterism a bad name.

Collectively, I call this monolith “Election Industry, Inc.” Like the infamous “military-industrial complex” (but not nearly as productive), it is an inside-the-Beltway collective of toadies, fakes, crooks, character assassins, racketeers, party apologists, false scientists, phony experts, self-aggrandizers, backscratchers and backstabbers (often embodied in the same person). Election Industry, Inc. drives up the cost of our elections and drives down the number of people who participate in them. The people who populate it concern themselves with only two things: their own self-preservation, and money.

Election Industry, Inc. has killed some of our best candidates and kept many, many more of our best and brightest people from ever considering a run for office or a stint in public service. It owns and runs the two-party oligarchy that controls our country and refuses to let anyone outside its dominion near the levers of power. It makes the rules and legislates against new people, new political parties, new ideas, and new points of view.

The idiot wind blowing out of Washington is so manifest and so out-of-touch with the rest of the country that it is no wonder Election Industry, Inc.’s political advice is of little use to anyone but incumbents already ingratiated to their system. And with the advantages for incumbents that Election Industry, Inc.—and the incumbents themselves—have built into the system, perhaps it should be called ReElection Industry, Inc. Given their money and news media advantages, a consultant would have to give egregiously bad advice to ever have an incumbent lose.

Election Industry, Inc. likes to see its incumbents reelected, because they are already subordinated to the system. Elected officials who are used to being treated like royalty in Washington have little incentive to disturb the system that rewards them.

Political consultants and the other members of Election Industry, Inc. almost always align themselves exclusively with one party or the other. They brag about won/loss ratios, never stopping to consider that in elections with only two candidates that must have a victor, even a coin-flipper on a hot streak can do somewhat better than 50 percent. If you think the revolving door between Congress and lobbyists is confusing, try to track the back-and-forthing among the two major political parties and the denizens of Election Industry, Inc. Pollsters recommend political consultants and vice-versa. Political party operatives refer pollsters and political consultants to candidates, then turn around and go to work for the polling firms and consultants, or vice-versa.

Election Industry, Inc. is the chief reason why so little of value gets done in Washington to solve our most pressing problems, and why few people outside this one-industry town feel connected to our federal government. Social Security? Health care? Child hunger? Budget deficits? Fixing our schools? All of these are little more than political and rhetorical footballs for the players of the system.

Perhaps most frightening of all is that Election Industry, Inc. is intent on becoming one of our biggest exports. Like an old-time tonic salesman finished with the fleecing of one town and moving on to the next, Election Industry, Inc. has set its sights on other countries, hoping to control their elections the way they control ours in America and using the same bag of tricks: phony polls, expensive media campaigns, negative and dishonest advertising, and other tactics designed intentionally to hold down voter turnout.

Is it any wonder people outside our borders are less than enchanted with America?

In American politics, winning is everything. It is the ultimate zero-sum, winner-take-all game. As far as Election Industry, Inc. is concerned, to win is to survive, and winning automatically validates whatever tactics you used to get there.

Election Industry, Inc. is a vast and mendacious enterprise that has fooled all but the smartest and bravest candidates into believing that their way is the only way. Using the power of money and media, it is debasing our democracy and aligns itself against the best parts of our nature. Election Industry, Inc. is an enemy of the people, with colossal advantages and odds that are overwhelmingly in its favor.

This is how we beat it.
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Wellstone 1990



 

In 1990, Election Industry, Inc.’s stranglehold on American democracy started to loosen.

Under a headline reading “Political Consultants May Be Election’s Big Losers,” the late Bob Squier, dean of the Democratic media consultants and a charter member of Election Industry, Inc., was criticized for doctoring a newspaper headline that appeared in one of his commercials for Ann Richards during the Texas gubernatorial campaign, helping to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory. The article chided him for not paying more attention, and noted that (like most Election Industry, Inc. practitioners) he was working on a dozen gubernatorial and U.S. Senate races in 1990. Of course, in keeping with the forthright and stand-up nature of Election Industry, Inc., Squier apologized only after he was caught, then went on to blame the whole mess on someone else in his firm.

Randall Rothenberg’s New York Times lead read, “The big losers in Tuesday’s elections may have been Washington insiders—the major league political consultants whose awkward advertisements and antics damaged their reputations and, in some cases, their candidates.” Rothenberg pointed out that besides doctoring source material for their ads, major Washington consultants were caught using identical ads in different states for different candidates. Smith & Haroff, a big- time Republican consulting firm, was caught making up an entire phony “ Birmingham News ” newspaper article in the Alabama gubernatorial race. The article quoted another Republican member of Election Industry, Inc. bemoaning the fact that the Washington consultants could no longer “pull the wool over the voters’ eyes.”

The New York Times began its editorial entitled “Dirty Political Ads, Reconsidered” with this: “ Filthy campaigning can be fatal to politicians who practice it. This notion has been more a prayer than an axiom. Then came Minnesota.” Describing the ads that helped unseat U.S. Senator Rudy Boschwitz as “clean, and funny, extraordinary political comedy,” the piece concluded that Boschwitz’s “loss offers a welcome cautionary tale for those who campaign in the sewer.”

Those were our ads, ads which my firm, North Woods Advertising, created for Paul Wellstone, the surprise winner in the Minnesota Senate race. It was my first major political campaign, and Paul’s second run for statewide office. We were out- spent by the incumbent Senator Boschwitz’s campaign by a margin of over four to one. And in the days following the election, we had only begun to realize how profoundly we had rattled the cages of Election Industry, Inc.

 

Paul Wellstone walked into my office in the fall of 1989. I was vice president and creative director of a small Minneapolis ad agency.

“I’m thinking about running for the United States Senate next year,” he told me.

I replied the way most Minnesotans would at the time: unconvincingly. “That’s great, Paul.”

He continued. “I understand you need advertising to run for the Senate.”

In what would prove to be the first of many tutorials on the value of mass media, I explained to Paul that this was probably a good idea, since the huge majority of Minnesotans had never heard of him, despite his loss in a race for state auditor in 1982. It was a race in which Wellstone, a first-time candidate, talked more about foreign policy than state fiscal issues.

After I finished, a long silence ensued. Wellstone was a fervent believer in grassroots politics and local organizing. He didn’t like and didn’t trust advertising.

Paul began hemming and hawing a bit. He looked at the floor. He looked at his shoes. Finally, he looked at me.

“You’re the only person I know in advertising.”

And with that rousing endorsement, I was handed my first opportunity to do battle against Election Industry, Inc.

 

I knew Wellstone from my days at Carleton College, a small liberal arts school in rural Minnesota, forty miles south of the Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area, where he was a professor of political science. I never took any political science courses in college, so I never had Wellstone for a teacher. That was OK with me. Paul didn’t believe in grades and therefore gave everybody in his classes A’s. Despite the fact that my grade-point average certainly could have used the boost, I really wasn’t interested in politics or government.

It was probably OK with Paul, too. He was one of a cadre of activist professors on campus who would, according to the fashion of the time, periodically call for a strike to bring attention to some kind of injustice. I can’t remember if it was due to the bombing of Hanoi or the mining of the port of Haiphong during the Vietnam War, but Wellstone and some other professors called for a moratorium on classes in the spring of 1972, during my freshman year.

Wellstone spotted me late one beautiful spring morning as I walked across campus, a case of empty Old Milwaukee beer bottles on my shoulder. I was on my way to refill the case at the municipal liquor store in town.

“Hillsman!” Paul yelled. (It’s a small campus, and while I had never taken a class of Paul’s, my two best friends were Wellstone acolytes. So I knew Paul socially.)

“You’re coming to the teach-in this afternoon, aren’t you?”

Now there is something you must understand about Minnesota. Winter pretty much coincides with the school year, insinuating itself in late September and generally lingering into May. Fall is frosty, and what passes for spring is generally windy, muddy, and wet with melting snow pack and rain. Good weather at any time of the year is rare. Yet for the past number of days, our little part of Minnesota had been blessed with some of the most beautiful warm and sunny spring days the campus could remember.

“No, Paul, I’m not,” I hollered back. “I’m going to do exactly what my friends and I have been doing every day since you cancelled classes. We’re going to get a bunch of beer and drink it and play coed softball all afternoon.”

Then I made the solidarity fist that many East Coast Carleton students had learned from their older brothers and sisters, who had shut down Columbia University and other eastern colleges in recent years.

“But I want you to know that we’re 100 percent behind what you’re doing, and we all hope you can keep this up as long as possible!”

Starting right then, Paul never could decide if I was a total cynic, a complete wiseass, or something else entirely.

 

In fact, by 1990, I was something of an idealist. An idealist with a theory.

As an ad exec, I had wondered for the past ten years why political advertising was so desperately bad, and I began to pay more attention to political ads to find out why. I had studied Ronald Reagan’s 1984 reelection campaign, which was handled by a number of well-respected advertising practitioners, and George Bush’s 1988 campaign, in which he utilized some very effective ads against the Democratic nominee, Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis. I had also noticed that Republicans generally had more money to spend on campaigns and seemed to understand communications better— and therefore spent their money better—than Democrats.

But most of the really good advertising and communications people I knew—the “creative people,” in ad parlance— were not Republicans. They tended to lean more Democratic. Which got me wondering: what if you were able to do really good political ads, political ads that people actually watched and paid attention to and talked about? Didn’t it stand to reason that ads people actually watched would be more effective than the usual political claptrap, which required a lot of money and repeated airings to somehow get people to even notice them?

Paul Wellstone’s campaign would be my chance to find out.

 

I was confident Wellstone was the kind of candidate whose positions would appeal to many of my creative friends. I also knew from personal experience that he was a terrifically convincing and passionate speaker, especially in small group settings. And since Paul had no idea what role advertising played in a statewide campaign, it would be a perfect opportunity to test some of my theories about political advertising without a lot of resistance. (Or so I thought).

But what about money? Paul didn’t have any. He had never tried to raise the kind of money a U.S. Senate candidate spends. The incumbent was a self-made millionaire who would “budget” whatever figure was necessary to keep his seat. $6 million, $8 million, even $10 million was not out of the question. How could we ever compete against a spending disadvantage like that?

The answer was to recruit the best possible people I could find. People who would not work on the campaign for less than their usual freelance rates were easy to eliminate. But others heard out my theory, and wanted the chance to show the world that creative political advertising was not an oxy- moron. And many of us felt Paul Wellstone was the right kind of candidate for the time, and working for him was the right thing to do.

This would be one of the first times anyone had attempted to take the vagaries of politics and put them into a true marketing communications strategy and discipline. I began to construct an overall integrated communications strategy, wrote memos to the campaign, and began developing budgets and media plans. In short, my ad hoc team treated the Well- stone campaign the same way we would work on a commercial client.

Then the bad news started to roll in.

 

The campaign was in a shambles. Paul had been through three campaign managers and was on his fourth. There was no clear chain of command, committee upon committee had been formed to confuse every conceivable purpose, and fundraising was slow to the point of being nonexistent.

The conventional wisdom said that Boschwitz would be unbeatable, especially since his fellow Republican, U.S. Senator David Durenberger, had won handily in 1988. Only the most diehard, tunnel-visioned, and blinkered Democrats in the state actually believed Boschwitz could be defeated, and precious few of them were willing to back their opinion with a contribution, leaving us with no money to produce any of the dozens of good ideas we were creating for the campaign.

None of the big names in the Democratic Party wanted to challenge Boschwitz, but Paul still had to endure a Democratic primary against the state agricultural commissioner, Jim Nichols, who had no money (even less than us), no campaign organization, and no party endorsement. But heading into August, Paul still couldn’t shake Nichols.

Unbeknownst to me, the campaign was getting all sorts of back channel, surreptitious advice from the usual knotheads of Election Industry, Inc. Paul didn’t know who to listen to, and neither did his inexperienced campaign staff. In early August, we had shot footage for two commercials, and by the middle of the month, we had edited the first one, “Fast Paced Paul.” Because it was so different from the usual run-of-the- mill political ads, the campaign was scared to death and refused to run it. Instead, the campaign had run a couple of the most cringingly bad political commercials ever made, including one spot on the issue of abortion starring Wellstone’s teenage daughter, Marcia. Most bad political ads are simply ignored. This one was so wretched it was literally costing Paul support and making his numbers go backwards.

Wellstone himself was no fan of political advertising and wanted to put all the campaign’s emphasis on grassroots campaigning and organizing. There was one problem: it wasn’t working. With the primary rapidly approaching, Well- stone, the prohibitive favorite, was in danger of losing to an opponent who had done barely any campaigning whatsoever.

Now that his survival was in grave doubt, I tried one final tutorial to try to get Wellstone to understand the necessity for our television strategy.

“Paul, you’ve just spent an entire month going all around the state. You’ve been campaigning sixteen, eighteen hours a day, usually seven days a week. You’ve met a lot of people and shaken a lot of hands. Now imagine it’s the evening of August 31st. I can put one TV commercial on the air that night and reach more people in thirty seconds than you’ve reached traveling around the state in the past thirty days.”

The argument failed to impress him. Rationalism failed to convince the college professor. He just plain didn’t like advertising, and he really didn’t like the kinds of ads we were pitching to the campaign—he thought they were silly and made a mockery of the process. When I pressed the argument further with the campaign staff, I was told Paul and the party elders didn’t think the ad we had put together made him look “senatorial” enough.

“Senatorial!” I snorted. “The guy is built like a midget middle linebacker. He has hair like Harpo Marx and walks like Groucho. He refuses to wear suits and he’s allergic to ties. And forget about long-sleeved shirts—if you can get him out of a muscle shirt and into even a short-sleeved dress shirt, it’s like negotiating détente. It would take all the special effects George Lucas has in his bag of tricks to make Paul Wellstone look senatorial!”

What Paul and his staff couldn’t see is something many of us professionals had discovered during the shooting and editing of the footage: the camera loved him. The camera embraces some people and stiffarms others. To the naked eye, Paul wasn’t a very photogenic person, but for some intangible reason the camera fully captured his natural enthusiasm and good-heartedness—qualities that made him exactly the kind of person you would be comfortable with in your living room.

And in politics, the campaign exists on TV. In your living room.

Finally, out of desperation or by mistake, and with only a few days left before the primary, the campaign put “Fast Paced Paul” on the air. The voters immediately responded, and Paul won the primary election handily, with 60 percent of the vote to Agricultural Commissioner Jim Nichols’s 35 percent.

The former college wrestler had legitimized himself as a contender.

 

My team was jazzed with the momentum generated by “Fast Paced Paul” and by his primary victory. Every time I came up with a new assignment there was suddenly somebody with open arms ready to accept it. Directors and production companies were donating their time and their services. Voice-over talents and actors were making themselves available. Everyone was getting paid something, but no one was getting paid much. (Me least of all. It took two years to collect the money owed us by the campaign.) People were excited about Paul’s candidacy, especially those in the advertising and artistic communities, and wanted to be a part of the campaign. This was about love, not money. Whatever we needed, people figured out a way to get it done.

With our basic message established—we don’t have money, Boschwitz does, so Boschwitz is going to try to buy the election—and with the contagious enthusiasm of “Fast Paced Paul” brimming out of TV sets across the state, we turned our attention to a follow-up ad, something we could produce fast and cheap. I had seen a demonstration of some of the new video “morphing” techniques at a local production house. The technique was simple, seamless and arresting. It was also fast. We decided to work up an idea using the technique with standard head shot photos of Boschwitz and Wellstone.

Paul had to come into a recording studio to read the voice- over without benefit of seeing the picture. By this point, he was more familiar with doing radio recordings, for which the scripts were self-contained and made sense on their own accord. Recording for the new TV spot threw Paul.

Paul felt that he had been burned once before when he followed our direction on “Fast Paced Paul”—we didn’t exactly explain to him what we were doing, because I was sure he’d refuse—so he wanted to know precisely what he was getting into this time. Ever protective of his credibility, and worried about the veracity of the spot, Paul kept stumbling on the punch line. Even if it was joking, he was reluctant to do what the script called for: say he was better looking than Boschwitz. What Paul wasn’t seeing is that it is so out of character for any political candidate to make this kind of self-aggrandizing claim that it was funny in context, and made fun of the whole political advertising game. It was especially ludicrous for the unsenatorial-looking Wellstone to make such a bald-faced claim. But even after we got it recorded, the “better-looking” line was the one line Paul and the campaign later told us they wanted removed. All the typical political minds and the conventional thinkers who had come out of the woodwork after we won the primary were now not shy about advising this first-time candidate—behind our backs—about exactly what he should do next.

The lessons of the unnecessary battle to get the first commercial on the air had clearly been forgotten, and they were second-guessing us already on commercial #2, which was just a placeholder anyway. I interceded and simply told Paul and the campaign that the commercial would air as it was written and produced, or not at all. (If it didn’t air, I knew the campaign didn’t have anything else to put on the air.) Fortunately, the Wellstone campaign was beginning to grasp the concept of momentum, as fundraising and positive feedback from volunteers and voters continued to grow. The commercial aired, but it was beginning to look like we were going to have to spend more time fighting our own campaign than Bosch- witz’s.

 

As we created more ads, more and more people began to warm to Wellstone, and the word of mouth and momentum were inching him closer and closer to Boschwitz, who had so far refused even to acknowledge this upstart challenger. Then, seemingly overnight, in mid-October, a Minneapolis Star Tribune poll showed Paul trailing Boschwitz by only 3 points—a statistical dead heat.

Those poll results awakened a slumbering giant. Bosch- witz’s campaign finally kicked into high gear. There would be no more ignoring the opponent by the Boschwitz camp. A U.S. Senate seat was in play here, and Boschwitz knew he would never hear the end of it from his cronies in the Senate if he lost to this unknown, hyperactive escapee from academia.

Despite his personal riches, Boschwitz had been admired for years in Washington for his prowess as a legendary fund- raiser. And once he cranked up his money machine, the dollars rolled in. Boschwitz had been so successful at fundraising, the Republicans had him author an internal memo to other Republicans, telling them how to do it. It was an amazingly cynical document, explaining to other candidates how to give big contributors special stamps to mark their mail for preferential treatment, and how to wear colored shirts while walking parade routes, shirts that would show sweat stains and thus signify you were “working hard.” Having recognized the value of advertising—especially direct mail—to his plywood business’s success, Boschwitz was quick to apply these same techniques to his political fundraising. His “personal” fund- raising letters were always autopenned simply “Rudy,” with a smiley face drawn next to the signature.

It might have been phony and it might have been simpleminded, but it was effective. While most incumbents would begin fundraising for their reelection about two years out from Election Day, Boschwitz would start fundraising for the next election just as soon as the last one ended. In the four years after his reelection in 1984, Boschwitz raised nearly $2 million—during a time when most campaigns would be dormant. When 1990 dawned, he had a $6.5 million war chest— enough money to scare off all of the potential high-profile Democratic challengers.

Now it was time to put that money to work and crush this antic upstart, this interloper. Earlier in the year, Boschwitz had run positive ads, touting how his work as a senator had bene- fited not just Minnesota, but all of America. But the time had come to put the nice-guy symbols away. It wasn’t smiley-face time anymore. It was clobberin’ time.

First the Boschwitz campaign peddled to reporters the fact that Paul had been arrested during political protests. Then they went on the attack over Wellstone’s liberalism and desire to fund practically every government do-gooder program ever heard of.

Boschwitz’s first attack ad scored a direct hit. It ripped into Wellstone for being a free-spending liberal who would squander Minnesotans’ hard-earned tax money in Washington. A dollar bill appeared on screen, and gradually a frizzyhaired Wellstone replaced George Washington on the dollar bill.

I tried to spin our way out of this one. “Look,” I told the reporters. “One of the tests for an ad’s effectiveness is whether you can watch the ad without the sound track and still get the point and the story. If Boschwitz wants to run an ad equat ing Paul Wellstone with the father of our country, we may send him a few contributions ourselves to keep running it.” But the attack was effective. Not only did it paint Wellstone as an unreconstructed, free-spending liberal, its most damaging image was the dated, frizzy-haired photo, which reinforced the notion of Wellstone as a hippie protester—anything but senatorial.

The next incoming missile was an ad showing a farmer tossing clumps of manure into a truck, and discussing how Wellstone wasn’t being honest about not raising taxes while still funding all his pet programs. “In my job, we deal with that sort of thing all the time,” he’d say dismissively, forking another load of dung into the truck.

Again, I tried to spin our way out of it, declaring that this must certainly be a Republican farmer, because not too many working farmers would be out there pitching horse crap in an expensive shearling coat and a white Stetson cowboy hat. But I knew most viewers wouldn’t make those connections.

The ads became more and more negative and more and more frequent. Boschwitz started running a series of ads designed to “define” Wellstone as an enemy of children, someone who wanted to end Medicare, and a free spender who would double the national debt. We called them the “Who is this guy?” ads, because each one started out with a photo of Paul and a person’s hand covering the photo as the announcer says, “Who is this guy?” One of the spots went like this:

Who is this guy who wants the federal bureaucracy to take over the American medical system? Who would take Medicare money from the seniors who need it so much and use it to fund his socialized health care plan? Who would eliminate Medicare coverage while doubling our personal income taxes? Who is he? Paul Well- stone. Not too smart for a college professor.


The ads were full of falsehoods, distortions of Paul’s positions, and wild inaccuracies. One of the major daily newspaper reporters wrote, “This may be the most misleading political ad to appear in the state this year… nearly every major claim in this ad is inaccurate, misleading or distorted.”

But the money machine didn’t care. It kept chugging forward, and the attack strategy of Election Industry, Inc.—run the ads until the viewers are sick of them, and then run them some more—was taking its toll. As one viewer said to me late in the campaign, “I saw thirty minutes of Rudy Boschwitz commercials last night, interrupted by a little bit of Cheers. ”

By the Friday before the election, the newspaper polls now had us trailing Boschwitz by nine points. I didn’t believe the spread was that large, and we also were confident we could get as many as five of those points back with the campaign’s getout-the-vote effort. Every successful campaign is a combination of the air war—media—and the ground war—volunteers. Our ads and media strategy had put Paul into a position to win, despite the onslaught of big-money political ads. Now Paul’s long history as an organizer was about to become a big asset: we had hoards of volunteers ready to hit the streets over the final weekend, the Monday before the election, and Election Day itself.

If we didn’t win, though, we were going to go down swinging. To give support to the get-out-the-vote effort, we ran a large newspaper ad the morning before Election Day, designed to motivate both our voters and our volunteers. The headline read: “If Your Answer Is Yes to Six or More of These Questions, Get Off Your Butt and Vote for Paul Wellstone.” The ad listed Wellstone’s core positions on a variety of issues, all of them posed as questions in a way that most Minnesotans would answer “yes” to.

Meanwhile, the volunteers were out in force. As I drove to my office during the morning rush hour, I was pleasantly surprised to see Wellstone supporters out in large numbers, doing “visibilities”: holding up signs above freeway overpasses and on busy street corners. If retail politics and volunteerism still count for anything in this day and age of multimillion- dollar ad budgets, I thought to myself, we are at least going to give Boschwitz a run for his money.

Led by a young and indefatigable volunteer named Liz Borg, campaign workers toiled round the clock, many without any sleep and well into Election Day, doing literature drops and making phone calls and arranging to drive shut-in voters to the polls.

Then it was Election Day, and I did the only thing I’m any good for on Election Day. I voted. And waited.

The Minnesota Democratic Party’s election night celebration was the first one I had ever attended, and I’ve since found out they’re pretty much all alike: hotel ballrooms with cash bars, too many people, and not enough bartenders. I made a couple of trips up to the hotel room where Paul and his wife Sheila were sequestered with their kids and the rest of the campaign brain trust, but it was too quiet and tense up there. I preferred being down in the ballroom, where a large crowd of supporters, most of them barely old enough to vote, was having a good time. The hit of the night was “Bye Bye Bosch- witz,” sung to the tune of “Bye Bye Blackbird.”

Frankly, I didn’t know if Boschwitz was going bye-bye or not. The race was closer than it ever had any right to be, and as the evening lengthened, more and more people jammed the party. As the clock passed 11:00 p.m. and headed for midnight, Wellstone’s race was still a nailbiter.

I went back up to Paul’s suite to see what I could find out. It looked promising, but none of the networks had been bold enough to call a winner. Finally Boschwitz came on TV not to claim victory, not to concede, but to say he was tired and he was going to have a little nip of cognac and then go to bed. Maybe he knew he had already lost; maybe not. But his message was clear: regardless of what the networks decided, there would be no concession coming from Boschwitz’s own cognac-coated lips tonight.

By 11:30 there was still no victor, and we began to prepare some “hang-in-there” remarks that Paul could deliver shortly before midnight. There wasn’t that much new to say, at least nothing different from what he’d said at 9:00 and 10:00 and 11:00 p.m.—things still look good, thanks to everybody, we ran a good race, nobody thought we’d ever come this far. The crowd was still partying hard, but they were getting restive— they wanted to taste victory, and they wanted to taste it before the bars shut down. They had expected to let loose by 10:00 p.m., then for sure by 11:00. Now it looked like Election Day would come and go for Paul’s pent-up supporters without any declared winner.

Just before midnight, we all shuffled onto an elevator for the ride down to the ballroom, Paul and his family, some key campaign staff, and a phalanx of other advisers, party officials, and hangers-on. Paul, whose height meant he had a tendency to be swallowed up in crowds, would need somebody to run interference just to get through the crowd to the stage.

As we walked off the elevator, the pretty and diminutive reporter from the local CBS television affiliate. Amy Marsalis, was fumbling with her mike and her earpiece. She was having trouble hearing what her producer was saying. Suddenly she pushed her way through the bodies surrounding Paul and shoved a microphone in front of him. Camera lights snapped on and shone directly into Paul’s exhausted-yet-excited face.

“Paul, CBS has just projected that you are the winner.” As Amy was finishing her sentence, the same news flashed up on the ballroom screens, along with the live shot of Paul. The room erupted into screams and cheers.

I’d never been through anything like this before. Suddenly Paul was swept up and onstage with his family and people from the campaign, beaming and yelling and hoarsely delivering one last, heartfelt stump speech. I was off to the side, watching the crowd, which was filled with people laughing and crying and hugging and cheering. You could see it in their faces and feel it in the room, like some sort of positive force. For once, the good guys won.

 

Fourteen years removed from that moment, it’s hard to recall and even harder to describe. So here are some dispatches from the past, postcards from a long, long time ago when what some of us always hoped could happen finally did happen:


A week has passed since last week’s stunning general election, and I think my feet just touched ground for the first time yesterday. It’s hard to characterize the feeling; it’s more than the thrill of knowing I had a hand in making Minnesota history by helping to elect an underfunded idealist named Paul Wellstone to the U.S. Senate…. The name for the feeling, I discovered after a few days of analysis, is power. I woke with the feeling the morning after the election, and after comparing stories with friends over the last week, I am convinced. For the first time in our ever-scrutinized baby boomer lives, we really matter. More than any election in the last 20 years, we—the boomers, the yuppies, the cynical Me Generation—went to the polls and registered a significant opinion.

I have to admit, I didn’t believe my generation was up to the task. Right up through Election Day, the thirtysomethings in my office were telling the twentysome- things not to get their hopes up. “We’ve seen candidates like him before,” we told a wide-eyed 23-year-old who had spent the last month stuffing envelopes for Well-stone. “Sure, he worked the hardest, he has the strongest ideas, but he won’t win. We’ve been through a lot of these races. In politics, the best guy never wins.”

But from some deep well inside of us, the place where we had stuffed all the dreams of lost elections past, we managed to pull out one last hope that this year might be different. When it was, it surprised us. …Oh, we knew we had a certain power all right, but up until now it was always measured in terms of the GNP….We bought turbo Saabs and B&O stereo systems and ranch style homes….

I am 33 years old, a bona fide grownup, and I finally have real power. My vote last week proved that I can help shape this country’s future, and there’s a place for women, children, the middle class, and poor in the picture. If my generation chooses to continue this trend, we may at last see a smidgen of the Great Society take hold. Not even a turbo Saab could match that.

—Holly Mullen, Twin Cities Reader,


November 12, 1990

Yeah, it’s the calm before the war storm, but for the moment, life is sweet. Paul “in Jesse Helms’s face” Well- stone is on his way to Washington, and suddenly anything and everything seems possible. The parting of the Red Sea. Water into wine. …As a member of the Blank Generation that was duped and disillusioned by two-party politics in the ’80s (you, too?), I feel a whole lot like James Brown these days: GOOD—like I knew I would. A pal o’ mine likened the post-Wellstone vibe to when the 1987 Twins won it all, and you betcha by golly, that’s the best parallel I’ve heard yet to describe this enduring euphoria.

—Jim Walsh, City Pages, November 14, 1990

The atmosphere at last Tuesday’s election night victory party for Paul Wellstone was one of surreal euphoria. Everyone was happy, but no one could quite believe it. People clapped, whooped, embraced, shook their heads at each other. They shouted “Sen-a-tor Well-stone!” but it was as much a reality test as a victory chant.

Tonight the real strength behind the Wellstone campaign was out in force. In addition to the party liberals, there were homeless advocates, gays and lesbians, labor unionists, disabled activists, civil rights and peace & justice groups, and young people—an incredible number of young people. These were individuals who’d grown accustomed to working hard on causes and walking away with little or nothing to show for it. But tonight they had won. The spotlight of political legitimacy was upon them. And it just didn’t seem real.

—William Preston Robertson, City Pages,


November 14, 1990



In the final analysis, Boschwitz spent nearly $7 million (not counting party and independent expenditures) and Wellstone spent less than $1.5 million, with only about $500,000 of it going into producing all of his ads and buying the ad space and air time. With the help of the many talented people I was able to dragoon into working for the campaign, we were able to do thirteen different TV spots, over twenty different radio spots, and two newspaper ads.

Our work won a multitude of honors. USA Today and Business Week named the Wellstone ads among the best of the year. Despite my constant criticism of the political consulting industry, their trade organization, the American Association of Political Consultants, had no choice but to award our work a number of Pollies, their honors for the best ads of the political cycle. The readers of Campaign, an election trade magazine, voted our “Looking for Rudy” commercial the best political ad in history, beating Reagan’s “Morning in America” ad and eking out a narrow victory over Lyndon Johnson’s famous “Daisy” ad from 1964.

The most meaningful award in my estimation was the Grand EFFIE, the award for the year’s single most effective marketing and advertising campaign. No political campaign had ever won the award in its long history, and my little company, North Woods Advertising, was the first firm located outside New York or California (and undoubtedly the smallest) to take home the honor.

I was justifiably proud of what we had accomplished. My theories about overcoming a gross spending disparity through creative ads and smarter media strategies had just been proved, in a way that would convince everyone but Election Industry, Inc.

But even the awards paled next to the feeling of empowerment for people in Minnesota who had given up faith in politics. The joyousness was contagious, and it served notice that the big-money politics of Election Industry, Inc. was not all- powerful and could be beaten.
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