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            A Note from the Author

            IT IS OFTEN SAID THESE
                            DAYS that politics has become a poisonous business and it
                    seems true enough. One ingredient of this particularly public toxin is the
                    compulsion of those who have been on the inside at a high level to bear witness
                    to the horrors they have observed. The pattern is predictable—the idealistic
                    aide signs on full of hope and then eventually stumbles away, disillusioned, a
                    touch bitter, with only his ambition intact.

            This is a different story. In June 1999, I moved from New York
                    City to Austin, Texas, to join a group of mostly Texans who were utterly
                    convinced that George W. Bush was going to be our next president. This was
                    despite considerable evidence to the contrary—chiefly the unlikelihood of
                    ousting an incumbent party in an era of peace and record prosperity. In Austin,
                    I found myself rediscovering the peculiar pleasure of working with people who
                    not only respected and admired their candidate but actually liked him. So did
                    I.

            All campaigns are strange in their own way but this one was really strange in so many ways. It was
                    exhilarating, maddening, horribly debilitating, very gratifying and, of course,
                    just way too damn long. This is a story by a temporary Texan who, in what will
                    certainly be one of my last campaigns, found myself remembering why I was drawn
                    to this crazy process in the first place.

        

    
        
            1

            A Modest Landslide

            IHAD
                            BEEN AT THE GYM for three hours when I got the call. It
                    was what I did on Election Day—I went to the gym and worked myself into a small
                    frenzy waiting for the first exit polls. Each of us had his own ritual. One
                    group, Matthew Dowd and Dan Bartlett and a bunch of guys from the press, had
                    teed off at 7:30 A.M. and others
                    were going to the movies. Me, I don’t have the metabolic rate for golf or film
                    on a calm day, forget about Election Day. I knew one guy who always went to
                    strip clubs and maintained it was the only thing that could really keep him from
                    replaying the election in his head—the things that he had done wrong, what could
                    have been, the spots that never made it on the air. All this stuff he seemed
                    able to forget while watching some girl feign love to a silver pole. I’m sure it
                    beat hanging around the office poring over the last tracking numbers like a
                    Biblical scholar given first crack at the Dead Sea Scrolls.

            Tracking numbers. For years I had lived and died by tracking
                    numbers. That’s what those of us who are perverse enough to spend our lives in
                    political combat call overnight daily polling numbers. As in, “How was the
                    Pennsylvania track last night?” or “If our fave/unfave with married women holds
                    up in one more track, this thing is done.” In life, you have to believe in
                    something and it was pretty much essential in politics to believe your own
                    tracking. It was like what they said about religion in combat—in a crazed and
                    chaotic world that didn’t seem to make much sense from one moment (or news
                    cycle) to the next, you needed something to cling to, something to bring order
                    and a semblance of rationality to your world when more often than not, it felt
                    like the sun was busy rising over that western horizon.

            Tracking. Somewhere in little cubicles in some call center in
                    Omaha (good midwestern accents, flat, and close to two time zones) or Phoenix or
                    Chicago, perfectly innocent strangers were calling other innocent strangers to
                    interrupt their dinner or television joy with, “We’re conducting a nationwide
                    survey of voters and would like to ask you a few questions …” Maybe the person
                    who answered was having an argument with their spouse, maybe their favorite team
                    was winning big or their kid just got into college or just wrecked the car or
                    those test results from the doctor didn’t look so good—none of that was supposed
                    to matter. That person was expected to spend ten or fifteen minutes revealing
                    their innermost political secrets and passions. We call that a completed
                    interview or simply a “complete.” You get two hundred completes a night, subject
                    them to this mysterious polling mumbo jumbo called “weighting,” and, presto, out
                    come the voting intentions of a state the size of, well, Florida.

            Of course, every pollster tells you not to put too much faith in
                    one night’s track but instead look at what they call “the roll.” That’s when you
                    average together, say, three nights of tracking. It’s never really made sense to
                    me that one night was untrustworthy but if you put together three nights of
                    these untrustworthy numbers, you came up with something so prescient you could
                    rely on it to shift around millions of dollars of television or to decide where
                    you were going to schedule events, dragging the whole presidential campaign
                    traveling circus with you. Ask a pollster about it and they will say that’s the
                    beauty of statistics, that you can average together enough nonsense and suddenly
                    it will be brilliant.

            But you have to trust something, so you trust tracking. Our
                    tracks—the Bush campaign’s—had been good. We liked our tracks. We had mostly
                    happy tracks.

            Then the call came from Mark McKinnon. Outside it was raining and
                    inside everything was a pleasant blur. That morning I’d been to an eye doctor in
                    preparation for having laser surgery two days after the election, and the drops
                    had thrust me into a fuzzy but not unpleasant world of vague shapes. I was also
                    wearing sunglasses inside, which no doubt made me look like the biggest asshole
                    in Austin. Major league, as we like to say. My best hope was that people might
                    think I was actually blind and show a little pity, which was working pretty
                    well, I think, until I realized I had been staring for half an hour up at the
                    bank of televisions where CNN was dueling with MSNBC and Fox. That blew my blind
                    thing and I just went back to being some jerk in sunglasses at the
                gym.

            Then Mark called and I’m surprised people didn’t start hurling
                    dumbbells at me. I would have. A jerk in sunglasses talking on a cell phone at the gym.
                Death.

            “Tight,” Mark said.

            “What?”

            “Tight,” he said again, sighing.

            “Like how tight?”

            “Like tied in the popular.”

            Tied in the popular? I thought. How could we be tied in the
                    popular vote? We were going to win this thing by three or four
                points.

            “How’s Pennsylvania?”

            “Down four.”

            “Michigan?”

            “Down four or five.”

            “Florida?” I realized my heart was pounding and I was holding the
                    cell phone so tightly, I’m surprised it didn’t shatter like a martini glass. If
                    we were losing Pennsylvania, Michigan and Florida …

            “Not so good.” Mark sounded incredibly depressed but Mark could
                    get that way and then bounce back sixty seconds later. “Down four,” he
                    sighed.

            I literally shivered. Maybe it was just standing there soaking wet
                    on a rainy cold day in Austin in a gym that seemed to have the air conditioning
                    cranked to high.

            “I’m coming over,” I said to Mark, who was at campaign
                    headquarters.

            “Fine. I’m leaving,” he said.

            “Where you going?”

            “I’ll think of something.”

            [image: image]

            But Mark was still at the campaign thirty minutes later. Our whole
                    crew was huddled together in Matthew’s office looking like a suicide hotline
                    group therapy session.

            The “crew” was the Maverick crowd—Matthew Dowd, Russ Schriefer,
                    Laura Crawford. For over a year and a half we had been working together as
                    Maverick Media, which had been created as the Bush campaign’s in-house ad
                    agency. We had separate offices at two production facilities in town but over
                    the summer Matthew had begun coordinating polling and set up shop in an office
                    next to Karl Rove’s in the strategy department of the campaign. (Or “strateregy”
                    as everybody started to call it after Saturday Night
                            Live mocked Bush for his tendency to mangle a “sylalable”
                    or two, as he put it.)

            Matthew, like Mark McKinnon, had been a Democratic political
                    operative, the whiz kid who, as communications director for Ann Richards, had
                    engineered the last big win Dems had in Texas, the 1990 sweep. Mark and he had
                    worked together at Public Strategies, Austin’s powerhouse lobbying and PR firm,
                    which Matthew had cofounded. When Mark signed on for the Bush presidential, he
                    brought over Matthew to be chief financial officer of Maverick and plan the
                    television buys for the campaign. Matthew loved numbers and it was easy to peg
                    him at first glance as a quiet numbers guy with a pencil fetish. There were
                    always razor-sharp pencils arranged neatly on his desk and if he was wearing a
                    sports coat, usually there would be two or three pencils sticking up like lances
                    from his handkerchief pocket. I always figured if he was running through an
                    airport and tripped, there was a high likelihood he would fatally impale
                    himself. I mentioned this to him once and he seriously considered it for a
                    second, then shrugged and said, “I need my pencils. It’s worth the
                risk.”

            Truth was, underneath the quiet front he presented to the world,
                    Matthew had the soul of a wild Irish rogue, voluble and passionate. He loved to
                    laugh, drink, smoke cigars and was one of the few people in the Austin operation
                    who seemed to appreciate the joys of arguing for arguing sake. He was also
                    married to a wondrous, funny woman whose father had once managed the Sex
                    Pistols. This you had to like.

            “Have they surrendered yet?” I asked.

            No one laughed.

            “If we win every state we currently are leading in or are close,
                    we win with just over two hundred and seventy votes,” Matthew quietly
                    announced.

            “Are we including Washington and Oregon in those
                numbers?”

            Matthew nodded.

            I hated this. I’d done Senate and gubernatorial races in both of
                    those states and though we were doing better than most Republicans, when the day
                    was done, it was hard for me to imagine George W. Bush winning Washington and
                    Oregon. The Nader vote was inevitably going to collapse. Some votes are “hidden”
                    and tend to show up in greater strength on Election Day. This happened with
                    David Dinkins’s first win as mayor of New York City. His vote was always
                    underreported in polls and every pro I knew agreed it was because he was African
                    American and either pollsters weren’t reaching his voters or there was still
                    some element who were reluctant to admit they were voting for a black
                    man.

            But Nader’s vote was largely a protest vote and it was a lot
                    easier to answer the phone and say you were going to vote for Ralph, hell yes,
                    screw the system, than actually to go through the motions of voting. Even in a
                    state like Oregon that had carried the idea of voting by mail to a truly nutty
                    conclusion. You could only vote by mail
                    in Oregon, one of those “good government” reforms that managed to accomplish two
                    things at once: undercutting one of our few remaining national civic functions
                    and making it easier to cheat. Why was it such a terrible idea that on one day
                    every four years, everybody in America would emerge from their self-contained
                    little worlds and go down to a fire station or schoolhouse and participate in a
                    national ritual with their fellow citizens? If you didn’t care enough to go to
                    the trouble, maybe it wasn’t the worst thing in the world that you just took a
                    pass.

            Anyway, the first exits weren’t a pretty picture. So we did what
                    came naturally to people like us—we started to spin ourselves.

            “You know, these guys are wrong all the time,” I said. Of course,
                    if the numbers had been good, I would have been defending the exit polls like
                    Martin Luther arguing for the Reformation. “Don’t forget, they called Wisconsin
                    for Mo Udall and Carter still won.”

            Everybody looked at me like I was utterly mad. “We got an example
                    this century, maybe?” Russ asked.

            “Who’s Mo Udall?” Laura asked. She was Maverick’s top producer,
                    twenty-six, Texas homegrown, a woman who looked like a professional tennis
                    player and seemed to do everything in the production world at a very high
                    level.

            “They had Dole in third place in Arizona behind Forbes and
                    Buchanan and he only came in second!” I blurted out.

            “Now I feel better,” Mark mumbled. “Wahoo.” He paused for a
                    minute, then, “Can we start drinking now?”

            “I think they may be modeling this thing wrong,” Matthew
                    said.

            Ahh. This I liked. The “they” Matthew was referring to was Voter
                    News Service, or VNS. In a little-noticed—that was about to change in a hurry,
                    thanks to Florida—cost-cutting arrangement, all the networks and major news
                    organizations used one service to provide exit polls. In essence, this was like
                    every news outlet in America depending on one reporter to file a story. Each of
                    the nets or newspapers put a slightly different spin on their numbers but in
                    truth they were all drinking out of the same glass. If there was something nasty
                    in the water, everybody was going to get sick.

            “How long has it been since Republicans voted with any kind of
                    intensity?” Matthew asked no one in particular.

            “How are they modeling the Nader vote?” Russ wondered.

            Karl Rove burst into the office. “VNS is saying they may have
                    problems with their models.”

            We laughed. A nervous death row sort of laugh but it was better
                    than screaming.

            “What?” Karl asked.

            “We were just on the verge of convincing ourselves that their
                    models were all wrong,” Russ explained.

            “There’s voter intensity,” Karl said.

            “Right,” Matthew said.

            “And the Nader vote.”

            “Got it,” Russ said.

            “Give us a minute and we’ll come up with some other theories,”
                    Matthew promised.

            “Good. But don’t go too far out there. The next wave may
                    improve.”

            “We should allow for the possibility they may correct their
                    mistakes,” I said.

            Jan van Lohuizen, a Washington-based pollster who had been part of
                    the campaign’s polling team, hovered in the doorway. It was a small office, like
                    all the offices at the campaign, and it was getting crowded. Jan was born and
                    raised in Holland and was given to the boisterous swings of emotion one normally
                    associates with those wild and crazy Dutch.

            “I don’t believe Florida,” he announced. The way he said it, it
                    was a declaration of fact, not an expression of disbelief.

            “Good,” Russ said. “Why?”

            “We are not going to lose Florida by four points. This isn’t going
                    to happen.”

            We were all so desperate for good news, you could feel the mood
                    shift.

            “We might lose by one, but not by four,” Jan insisted.

            “Anybody want a drink?” I asked. “I’m buying.”
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            By the afternoon, the numbers had improved slightly. Florida had
                    tightened to down two and Michigan and Pennsylvania were getting within striking
                    distance.

            “It’s in the bag,” Mark was saying. “Just a pretty thin
                    bag.”

            Of the black arts of polling, exit polling was one of the most
                    suspect. We kept questioning the “models” Voter News Service was using because
                    modeling was everything to exit polling. The theory was fairly simple and
                    potentially wildly dangerous: By selecting certain key precincts that had
                    previously proven to be reliable indicators of overall voting and interviewing a
                    sampling of voters after they had voted, you could extrapolate the numbers and
                    predict the overall vote.

            The problem with the theory was that it assumed the past would
                    predict the future. This worked great until the future introduced unpredictable
                    messy elements—like a significant third-party challenge from the left a la Nader
                    or exceptional turnout by one segment of the electorate, be it Christian
                    conservatives, African Americans, or citizens outraged by the American League’s
                    corrupt use of the designated hitter.

            We didn’t like the results of the exit polls so we naturally began
                    to challenge the polls. This is a human instinct no less ferocious than the need
                    for food, shelter or sex. All bad polls must be disputed. Show me somebody who
                    sees a nasty bit of polling and doesn’t immediately begin to calculate how these
                    terrible numbers are a crock, and I’ll show you a person who’s lost their lust
                    for life. It would be like finding out you had cancer and saying, “Oh, good, I
                    needed that.”

            There are three waves of exit polling on Election Day—morning,
                    afternoon and the final numbers. Everybody knows this and everybody knows there
                    is only one source of information for the exits—Voter News Service. But somehow
                    this doesn’t stop us from talking about the “ABC numbers” versus the “Washington Post numbers, which look
                    better in Florida.” Particularly when you don’t like the numbers, you want to
                    believe that if you just hear from a different source, somehow the numbers will
                    change, which is sort of like buying different copies of the same newspaper in
                    hopes that magically the front-page, above-the-fold piece you hate will morph
                    into an obscure item on page D27.

            All during that rainy Election Day, we traded phone calls with the
                    hotshot political reporters who had been covering us for over a year and a half.
                    It was just more of the horse trading that went on constantly, bits of
                    information bartered back and forth through the now endless news cycles of cable
                    and online news. We spun the not-so-great exit polls partially out of habit and
                    reflex—we’d been spinning for so long, it was as natural as breathing and often
                    easier—and there was also one final endgame of spin that was absolutely
                    critical: Election Night coverage.

            We were fighting fiercely to delay any negative calls—calls for
                    Gore, that is—as long as possible. We knew by now that our hopes for a
                    comfortable win—the three hundred plus electoral votes and three-to-five-point
                    margin that we’d hoped for—was never going to happen. We were, at best, in a
                    death struggle where every vote was critical. When states in the East started
                    closing their polls, there would still be millions—millions—of potential votes uncast in the rest of
                    the country where the polls were still open for business.

            There’s long been a debate in poli-sci circles as to whether or
                    not voters are influenced on Election Day by knowing that their candidate is
                    losing or winning. This is silly. How could they not be? Why don’t third-party
                    candidates ever get any traction? In part, because nobody thinks they can win.
                    So if you are a mildly interested West coast voter with a busy day and you turn
                    on the television before voting and see that network map covered with the other
                    guy’s colors and the pundits babbling on about how hopeless it is for your guy,
                    of course it is going to affect you. You find something else to do, like floss
                    your cat’s teeth. If by 8:05 P.M.,
                    the on-air spin was how hopeless it was for the Bush campaign, we would start
                    shedding voters in Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Oregon, Washington State, all
                    critical, tight-as-hell states. Not to mention California, which we didn’t
                    really expect to win unless we were having a landslide night, and the odds for
                    that weren’t, shall we say, looking too hot.

            So by early afternoon on Election Day, we were banging on every
                    news organization we could reach, trying to raise doubts about the exiting
                    polling in key states that looked bleak but still winnable. Our best weapons
                    were arcane, detailed bits of turnout information, numbers we had from contacts
                    on the precinct levels in each state, a level of specificity no news
                    organization could ever match.

            Karl was the master at this because reporters understood that he
                    had an amazing mind for numbers and a feel for the political terrain like no
                    other operative in the Republican party, and probably the country. And he didn’t
                    lie to reporters.

            “This is what we’re hearing about the Fall River Valley,” he’d
                    tell a Bigfoot reporter. “In precinct thirty-eight, in 1992, Clinton won it by
                    two hundred and twenty votes, in ’96, four hundred and thirty votes. Got it? But
                    as of three P.M., we were down only
                    twenty-eight votes. Hey, and look at this, in Green Bay …”

            We never came out and said, “Don’t call these races early.” That
                    would have been too clearly self-serving and a direct challenge. “We’ll call ’em
                    like we see ’em,” would have been the inevitable huff and puff back. Plus they
                        hadn’t called any states, so it was
                    hard to yell at them for screwing up (that would come later). All we were trying
                    to do was raise doubts that might keep a network analyst from pulling the
                    trigger sooner rather than later based only on the VNS modeling. Be careful, was
                    the message we were trying to deliver, you might end up looking stupid. Better
                    to wait until some real votes are counted—this thing is close and could be
                    confusing as hell.
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            “Stevens! Fergie here! Where the hell are you? I don’t like this!
                    Get your ass over here and cheer me up.”

            Fergie was Jim Ferguson, creative director of Young & Rubicam,
                    which made him the head creative guy at the largest ad agency in the world.
                    “What were they thinking?” is what he says one of his daughters asked when Young
                    & Rubicam installed him as the Grand Poo-Bah. Fergie was from Hico, Texas,
                    and when we were looking around for someone to head up a possible team of
                    Madison Avenue superstars to help with the campaign, my next-door neighbor in
                    Manhattan, something of a legend in the ad world himself, described Ferguson as
                    “goddamn brilliant. Big one. You know all that great McDonald’s stuff, the
                    Michael Jordan and Larry Bird stuff? That was Fergie. He’s crazy too. You’ll
                    like him.”

            All of which sounded good to me. So I called him up out of the
                    blue and he quickly agreed to have lunch with McKinnon and me during our next
                    trip to Manhattan. He had a deep voice and a blunt manner—“What do you want with
                    me?” was his opening on the phone. He didn’t sound creative or crazy, just all
                    business with a slight Texas twang.

            We met at Tropica in the old Pan Am building that straddles Park
                    Avenue at Forty-second Street. Fergie was a big guy with long hair who looked
                    like a cross between a very successful pirate and a retired rock promoter. He’d
                    brought with him a young woman who headed PR for Young & Rubicam, just “to
                    make sure I don’t screw up too badly, you know.” So we sat down and the first
                    thing Fergie said was, “So if I do this thing, I’m not going to wake up to
                    pictures of me with a corkscrew up my ass in the papers, am I?”

            I sputtered—literally—into my designer mineral water.

            Fergie had this way of cocking his head and looking at you with a
                    slightly mad glint in his eye, as though drawing you into a little conspiracy he
                    was having with the rest of the world.

            “I mean, look, I want to help, I just don’t want to be way out
                    there, you know?” Fergie continued. “I’m an ad guy and I don’t want a bunch of
                    attention.”

            I thought about this later when I saw a copy of Advertising Age with Fergie on the cover
                    riding a horse down Madison Avenue.

            “I don’t want Geraldo howling at my door. You know I live in
                    Elizabeth Taylor’s old apartment, pretty cool for a guy from Hico, huh? Robin
                    Leach lived there too but they swear it’s been disinfected a bunch. Hope
                    so.”

            McKinnon and I loved the guy. You had to.

            “I don’t want to get paid and I don’t want any sons of bitches
                    working with us who want money. We make more money than God already. The hell
                    with the money. Okay?”

            How could we say no?

            “You want some ribs? We got ribs,” Fergie shouted into the phone.
                    It was late afternoon on Election Day and I was looking for a good reason to get
                    out of headquarters, which was beginning to feel like the waiting room in a
                    cancer ward.

            “Get over here. We’re in the Davy Crockett suite.”

            Fergie and the core of the Park Avenue Posse (so named for
                    Fergie’s Liz Taylor-Robin Leach pad) had flown down for election night and were
                    staying at the Driskill Hotel, a couple of blocks from the campaign. It was an
                    old hangout of Lyndon Johnson’s where John Connally was famed for handing out
                    cash during Johnson’s first statewide race against Ralph Yarborough. (This was
                    the race in which Johnson took to spreading rumors that Yarborough had sex with
                    pigs. Literally. Connally told him to knock it off, nobody would believe it, to
                    which Johnson replied, “Yeah, but I just want to hear the son of a bitch deny it
                    once,” which, you could argue, is pretty much the basis for all negative
                    advertising, God love it.)

            In the lobby of the ornate Driskill, I asked which room number
                    would be the Davy Crockett suite. The woman behind the front desk stared at me.
                    She was Italian, for some reason.

            “You are looking for Mr. Crockett?”

            No, no, I explained, the Davy Crockett
                            suite.

            “Mr. Crockett, he is a guest?”

            “Not very likely but if he is, I’d love to meet him.”

            She stared at me, no doubt contemplating the deep eccentricities
                    of Americans.

            “He’s dead,” I tried to explain, but her eyes just
                widened.

            “A dead man?” she whispered.

            Finally I gave up and called Ferguson on his cell
                phone.

            “Don’t be so goddamn literal, Stevens,” he barked when I told him
                    there was no Davy Crockett suite. “And hurry up, the ribs are going
                    fast.”

            That was a lie. When I finally found the room, there were enough
                    ribs piled up along the windows overlooking Austin’s famous Sixth Street to feed
                    the Dallas Cowboys. Fergie was lying on the bed with a Shiner Bock beer, the
                    local brew, in his hand, gnawing on a huge rib, yelling at the
                    television.

            “You ridiculous fool! You knave!” Geraldo Rivera was on the
                    air.

            “Jim wants to hear from you, Stuart, that we’re not going to
                    lose,” Janet Kraus explained. She was a Young & Rubicam superstar writer who
                    had dazzled us from the very first time we met her in Fergie’s
                apartment.

            “We’re not going to lose, are we?” Fergie groaned.

            “Okay, we’re not going to lose,” I said.

            “Do you believe that?” Ed Ney asked me. He was sitting on the
                    window ledge next to the massive order of ribs, dressed neatly in a tie and
                    sweater. At seventy-something, after heading Young & Rubicam for twenty-five
                    years and serving as President Bush’s ambassador to Canada, Ed was now chairman
                    emeritus of Young & Rubicam and had “living legend” written all over him. He
                    looked out over the amiable chaos of Fergie’s suite like a benevolent headmaster
                    who had seen it all.

            I actually thought about it for a moment. “Guys, I’ve always said
                    we had a forty percent chance to win and I’m sticking by it.”

            “I don’t have a problem with that forty percent,” Fergie groaned,
                    “it’s just the sixty percent I hate. This sucks.”

            “Alex says if we lose Michigan, Pennsylvania and Florida, it’s
                    probably over.” Alex was Alex Castellanos, who had made the RNC ads and the guy
                    talking was Harold Kaplan, another Y&R heavyweight who had worked with Alex.
                    Harold wore tortoise-shell glasses and looked like a hip high school
                    teacher.

            “We are not going to lose all three,” I promised. “It’s just not
                    going to happen.” All three were close in the exits but I was convinced that one
                    would break our way. Our tracking numbers had shown us slightly ahead in
                    Michigan and trending upward, one or three behind in Penn and four up in
                    Florida. The odds of all three breaking against us seemed like a piece of bad
                    luck that was out of character with this campaign. When we needed luck, we’d
                    been lucky. But if we did lose all three, Alex was right, we were probably
                    goners.

            “I just want you to know, Stevens, the Hico Tigers do not like to
                    lose,” Fergie declared.

            “Jim, now that I know that it’s important to you, I’m really going
                    to get focused on this campaign. I promise.”

            “Well, it’s about time somebody took it seriously.” He eyed the
                    piles of barbeque. “You try the brisket?”
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            Kentucky came in first. All the nets agreed. It was a relief—if we
                    lost Kentucky, we might as well start jumping out the windows real early. But
                    Kentucky was a must win, hardly a reason to start working on an inaugural
                    address.

            Parties were going on all over Austin but we were hunkered down at
                    301 Congress, the campaign mother ship. Much of the two hundred plus staff were
                    working at the elaborate stage setup that had been erected at the end of
                    Congress Street. With bad weather predicted, there had been a debate up until
                    the last minute as to whether or not to have the event outdoors or inside a
                    University of Texas arena. The plans had been for a giant outdoor celebration,
                    sort of a block party on steroids, with local talent like Jimmie Vaughan revving
                    up the crowd before President-elect Bush gave his speech. Finally Brian
                    Montgomery, the unflappable head advance wizard who probably could have planned
                    the invasion of Normandy without breaking a sweat, made the call forty-eight
                    hours before Election Day: We’d go outside, the hell with the
                weather.

            It had turned into a nasty night by Austin standards, rainy and
                    cold, but thousands had still turned out on Congress Street to listen to the
                    music and watch results on a pair of huge screens. Inside headquarters, there
                    was a strange end-of-term feeling. People were dressed up and girlfriends and
                    boyfriends and spouses were suddenly hanging around. It was startling, like
                    walking into the locker room before a game and discovering someone had set up a
                    piano bar. It was supposed to feel like a party, except it didn’t—and couldn’t,
                    not with these exit polls.

            Every network kept announcing that the polls would close at 7
                        P.M. EST in nine states—Florida,
                    Georgia, New Hampshire, South Carolina, Vermont, Virginia, North Carolina, Ohio
                    and West Virginia.

            “Wrong, wrong, wrong.” Karl was sitting behind his antique wooden
                    desk shaking his head. His eleven-year-old, Andrew, was playing with his
                    computer, and people were wandering in and out of his office. “Can somebody tell
                    these guys that the Florida panhandle doesn’t close till eight P.M.?” Karl
                    yelled out to no one in particular.

            “They’re not going to call Florida before eight,” Chris Henick
                    said. “It’s too close. They can’t.” Chris was from Yazoo City, Mississippi, and
                    had joined the campaign after the primary as Karl’s top deputy. Years earlier,
                    we’d worked together on Haley Barbour’s failed campaign for the Senate in
                    Mississippi. He was one of the best operatives in the party and also the only
                    one who was a regular at the annual Faulkner conference in Oxford,
                    Mississippi.

            Most of the Maverick crew was hanging out in Matthew Dowd’s office
                    next to Karl’s. Matthew had set up a computer program to track the results as
                    they were fed to us from each state. In every key state, we had people at
                    courthouses and the secretary of state’s office to call in vote totals, so we
                    expected to have a more accurate and faster count than the networks. Back in the
                    summer, Matthew had predicted that there was an 80 percent chance we’d win, a
                    number we often kidded him about during September when nothing seemed to be
                    working. He was, like most of the Austin crowd, a natural optimist. I was always
                    the guy saying we had a 40 percent chance—which I thought was pretty good,
                    considering the givens of peace and record prosperity—but now our roles were
                    reversed.

            “Matthew, we’re going to win,” I told him, based, of course, on
                    absolutely nothing.

            “I’d say we’ve got a forty percent chance,” Matthew answered. “You
                    are always such a goddamn optimist.”

            “Eighty percent,” I countered.

            He hurled one of his ever-sharp pencils at me. His wife, who was
                    dressed for an elegant evening on the town, moved a cluster of pencils out of
                    reach.

            “Boys,” she scolded.

            Behind us on the television screen in Matthew’s office, the nets
                    started calling states. It was 7 P.M. EST.

            Dan Rather: “Bush gets South Carolina; Gore gets Vermont: part of
                    our CBS News Election Night headlines of the hour. Bush picks up his first state
                    in the South; Gore gets his first win in New England. But no call yet in what
                    both campaigns say may be the key to this election, Florida. Florida could turn
                    out to be the decisive battleground state tonight. The polls just closed in six
                    states, with sixty-six electoral votes, including Florida’s big
                    twenty-five.”

            Chris Henick yelled at the screen, “The panhandle is still open,
                    Dan baby! Get a life!”

            “These guys,” I said, “have nothing to do but get ready for this
                    for four years and they still can’t get it right.” It was comforting to have
                    somebody to blame for something. It made me feel a little less
                helpless.

            “It’s an East Coast Liberal Establishment plot,” Janet Kraus said.
                    She wandered in with the rest of the Y&R crowd.

            “This comes from a woman who lives on Manhattan’s Upper West
                    Side,” I reminded everyone.

            “Just across the park from you,” she teased.

            “Have we won yet? I am ready to win this goddamn thing right now.”
                    Jim Ferguson filled the doorway of Matthew’s office. He was holding a beer in
                    one hand and a cigarette in the other.

            Dan Rather was promising, “Let’s get one thing straight right from
                    the get-go. We would rather be last in reporting returns than to be wrong. And
                    again, our record demonstrates that’s true. If you hear someplace else that
                    somebody’s carried a state and you’re off, as you shouldn’t be, watching them,
                    then come back here, because if we say somebody’s carried a state, you can
                    pretty much take it to the bank, book it, that that’s true.”

            Chris Henick stuck his head in the door. “Judge in Missouri just
                    ordered the polls to stay open for three hours in East St. Louis.”

            “Is that good or bad?” Janet asked. When she saw our faces, she
                    answered her own question. “It’s bad, I guess. Like real bad?”

            Ben Ginsburg, the campaign’s lawyer, was in Karl’s office
                    explaining the situation and Karl was on the phone to two different people in
                    Missouri. Ginsburg, as ever, was calm. He was on the verge of becoming a
                    familiar face on television but right now he was doing what he always did for
                    the campaign, translating a confusing situation into language we could
                    understand. The polls that had been ordered to remain open were in heavily
                    Democratic precincts.

            “A judge can just decide he wants Election Day to go as long as he
                    wants?” Henick asked.

            “The Missouri Democratic party filed a lawsuit requesting it and
                    the good judge, in his infinite wisdom, has granted their request. Now we go in
                    and appeal.”

            Bill Clark, one of the campaign’s young research experts, walked
                    in with a fistful of paper.

            “Oppo dude!” Karl greeted him. “Oppo” was short for opposition, as
                    in opposition research, which is campaign speak for what someone like Bill
                    did.

            “This judge in St. Louis who ordered the polls to stay open was
                    formerly Dick Gephardt’s chief of staff.”

            “Gambling?” I said. “There’s gambling here. I’m
                shocked.”

            “I think maybe we will try another judge,” Ginsburg said
                    dryly.

            “Florida goes for Al Gore,” Dan Rather suddenly announced. “Now,
                    folks, the equation changes. CBS News estimates when all the votes are in and
                    counted, the Sunshine State will have plenty of sunshine for Al
                Gore.”

            “Kristen,” Karl shouted to his assistant, “get me Randy!” Randy
                    was Randy Enwright, the former executive director of the Florida Republican
                    party.

            “Have you seen the hard count in Florida?” Matthew Dowd asked. He
                    and Mark McKinnon crowded into Karl’s office. The room was small and it was
                    getting crowded. “We’re ahead by something like seventy-five thousand votes.
                    Where are they getting this?”

            “Are these people ever wrong?” Fergie asked me.

            “They called Wisconsin for Mo Udall over Carter,” I started to
                    explain.

            “Mo Udall?” Fergie paled. “Are you kidding? That’s it? One mistake
                    in a hundred years?” He turned to Janet Kraus. “We’re screwed. Let’s go across
                    the street and have a dozen margaritas immediately. As the head of your agency,
                    I consider it a priority.”

            “What about Pennsylvania and Michigan?” Janet asked.

            Within the hour, we’d lost both.

            Bush’s lead had “been melted faster than ice cream in a
                    microwave,” is how Rather called it.

            “You know, when we are ahead, I find this guy amusing,” Russ
                    Schriefer said, nodding toward Rather on the screen, “but when we’re losing, he
                    is really, really annoying.” We were back in Matthew’s office, along with about
                    fifteen other people. Everybody was trying to look at Matthew’s computer, where
                    he had the actual vote count from the Florida secretary of state’s office on the
                    screen. Our lead kept growing.

            “This doesn’t make sense,” Matthew said.

            From every source—the networks to the secretary of state’s office
                    to our own individual reports from various counties around the state—we were
                    winning Florida with a growing lead.

            Karl and Ed Gillespie in the press shop were calling every network
                    and banging on them to retract their Florida prediction.

            “I can’t tell you we’re going to win Florida,” Gillespie said,
                    “but I can sure as hell guarantee they can’t predict Gore is.”

            I was in the bathroom when a great cheer went up. You probably
                    could have heard it down on Congress Street. The nets were pulling Florida
                    back.

            But we weren’t convinced we were going to win Florida, we just
                    thought we had a shot.

            In Karl’s office, everybody was working on different Electoral
                    College strategies to get us over 270 votes. It was like some kind of parlor
                    game with the presidency as a prize.

            “Don’t forget that Maine can split its electoral votes,” Karl
                    reminded us. “We could pick up an extra vote in Maine.”

            For a few minutes a little group of us furiously worked on our
                    different formulas. If we lost Oregon but won Iowa and New Mexico, adding in the
                    one vote in Maine, then we could get to 270 if …

            I heard Karl chuckling and looked up. “One vote?” He laughed.
                    “This thing may come down to one lousy electoral vote?” We joined him in a
                    tired, giddy laugh.

            Karl’s office had a large interior window, and I suddenly realized
                    that a crowd was peering inside the office. “This is like waiting outside the
                    delivery room to see if the baby has two heads or not,” Fergie said.

            States were coming in that were incredibly close—we were a few
                    hundred votes behind in New Mexico, a couple of thousand behind in Iowa. And
                    there were stories pouring in of lost ballot boxes and voting machines breaking
                    down, requiring ballots to be counted by hand. It was as though the fog of war
                    had settled over the entire electoral process.

            By 12:30 A.M. we were
                    pretty certain it would all come down to Florida. There was still an outside
                    chance we could win even if we lost Florida, if we carried Oregon, New Mexico
                    and Iowa, although it looked like we would miss by the smallest of margins. But
                    at least we’d won Arkansas and Tennessee. When they came in, the entire
                    headquarters exploded. People were standing on their desks and cheering. How
                    could anybody who lost his home state expect to win?

            “You know,” I said to Karl, who was frantically getting numbers
                    from Florida, “nobody has ever lost their home state, lost Missouri, lost Ohio
                    and still been elected president. Never in the history of the
                country.”

            “I’m sure Gore will withdraw as soon as this dawns on him,” Karl
                    said. “Dade County? What percent is in?” he yelled into one of the dozen or so
                    lines that we had open to various places in Florida.

            Standing next to Karl’s desk, Matthew Dowd was working through a
                    complicated formula to determine whether or not it was possible for Gore to make
                    up the number of electoral votes he was behind given the number of electoral
                    votes that were outstanding. It was like the algebraic logic problem from hell:
                    If two trains leave the station at the same time and one train is traveling at
                    two miles an hour but stops for five minutes while the other train travels at
                    three miles an hour … except you weren’t really sure what time the trains left
                    or even whether there were two trains or three.

            I was sure we’d win Florida by at least ten thousand or so votes.
                    With only one hundred thousand votes left to be counted, we had, according to
                    the nets, a forty-seven thousand vote lead. How could we lose?

            “Fox called it for Bush!” Chris Henick suddenly
                shouted.

            We were stunned. Nobody really cheered. We all looked at each
                    other.

            “It’s only Fox, don’t forget,” somebody said.

            Matthew was still working his numbers furiously and Karl was on
                    the phone to Florida. “What does Fox know we don’t?” he demanded from someone
                    down in Florida.

            Brokaw interrupted an interview with Doris Kearns Goodwin. “George
                    Bush is the president-elect of the United States. He has won the state of
                    Florida.”

            The headquarters exploded in one long scream. I looked over at
                    Karl and he was hugging his wife and son. He looked utterly exhausted. Matthew
                    was still working his numbers but was smiling now. Everybody had tears in their
                    eyes.

            Karl’s “bat phone”—the one to which only George W. Bush had the
                    number—rang. He grabbed it.

            “Mr. President!” he shouted.

            Karl led the way as we poured out of headquarters. It was raining
                    and a strange mist hung over Congress Street. A traffic jam suddenly appeared on
                    Congress Street, horns blaring, people hanging out the windows chanting, “Bush!
                    Bush! Bush!” I felt mostly relieved and incredibly tired. Karl was surrounded by
                    people who were trying to lift him up and carry him but he wouldn’t let them.
                    Music poured out of the huge stage set up at the end of Congress
                Street.

            As we neared the stage, one of our advance team emerged from a
                    command trailer. I hugged her. Everybody was hugging everybody.

            “I spent the whole night with Wayne Newton and Bo Derek,” she
                    said, looking dazed. “Wayne always said we’d win.”

            Forty minutes later we were soaking wet, still waiting for
                    President-elect Bush to make his speech. Henick and I looked at each
                    other.

            “What’s taking him so long?” I wondered.

            Chris was talking into a cell phone.

            “Florida is down to three thousand votes,” he mumbled.

            “Jesus Christ,” I moaned.

            “Now it’s nineteen hundred,” Henick corrected, still on the
                    phone.

            “Is this thing ever going to be over?” I asked.
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Austin Heat

KARL LAID IT ALL OUT ON A NAPKIN.

We were in one of Austin’s many coffee shops, a place called Java that was next door to Lance Armstrong’s cancer foundation. It was full of the usual multipierced and tattooed Austin hipsters and across the way the musician Bob Schneider was trying to wake up. He was a Big Deal in Austin and played somewhere almost every night, either by himself or with his pickup band of Austin all-stars, the Scabs. But really he was most famous because he’d had sex with every good-looking woman in Austin, or so they said, including Sandra Bullock, who was his current girlfriend.

It was April 1999 and the Bush campaign was just taking shape.

Java was an unlikely place to be plotting a Republican takeover of the world, but that’s what Karl was doing. We were part of a political phenomenon and we all knew it. More Americans wanted George W. Bush to be their president than anyone else. A recent Pew poll showed Bush leading Gore by 54 percent to 41 percent, even though Clinton’s job approval was at 62 percent. Hell, the Boston Herald even had Bush beating Gore in Massachusetts, 44 percent to 37 percent. And as far as the rest of the Republican field was concerned, Bush was trouncing them. These guys might as well have been in the witness protection program for all the attention they attracted.

Bush was in the middle of the only successful presidential draft since Eisenhower. Successful in the sense that Bush was actually planning on running, and he probably wouldn’t have run if the numbers hadn’t indicated he could win. Colin Powell had faced a similar draft in 1996 and 2000, racking up huge popular numbers in every poll. Basically all you had to do was throw him onto a poll and he would crush anybody. But part of his appeal was the knowledge that he probably wouldn’t run. Bush’s numbers were all the more impressive since people saw him as a realistic choice, not just a wish list kind of candidate.

At Java, we talked about why Bush was beating everyone.

“What do people know about him?” Karl asked, keeping his voice low so that the couple next to us with matching purple hair wouldn’t hear. “He’s a Bush. They like that.”



OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
THE By
ENCHILADA

Campaign Adventures with

the Cockeyed Optimists from Texas
Who Won

the Biggest Prize in Politics

Stuart Stevens

THE FREE PRESS

NEWVORK 1ONDON TORONTO SYDNEY  SNGAPORE





OEBPS/Images/img01_004.png





